






























In January 1970 there was a split in the Sinn Fein. One 
faction was sharply cri tical of the IRA's lack of militar1 pre
paredness and at the same time unhappy with its abandonment 
of traditional abstentionist principles. This wing is known as 
the Provisionals. On the one hand, it emphasizes armed strug
gle as the necessary path to liberation but, on the other, attacks 
the rest of the republicans for having been taken over by 
"extreme socialist" elements. One Provisional leader whom I 
interviewed in Dublin charged tha t the other faction wanted 
to "tum Ireland into a revolutionary socialist state along the 
lines of Cuba." He claimed to be a more moderate socialist, 
and when I asked whether there was a country which pro
vided a model for the forms he had in mind he immediately 
suggested Denmark! The politics of both factions are obviously 
muddled and confused at this time, but this confusion should 
not be exaggerated, since it reflects little more than their gen
eral isolation from the world revolutionary movements. As the 
struggle proceeds, we can expect much of this parochialism to 
be lost. 

Whether a new basis of unity will be found between the 
contending factions for republican leadership is impossible to 
predict from this distance, just as it is impossible to determine 
who is responsible for any particular armed action which we 
may read about. Suffice it to say that we have confirmed the 
massive importation of arms into Northern Ireland and that 
an intensive program of military training is underway. Bomb
ings occur daily, principally in Belfast . Sporadic sniping inci
dents are also commonplace. The British Army's consistent 
response has been a classic reliance on counter-insurgency 
ttchnique and (in an echo of Curtis LeMay) "superior fi re
power." The British rely on weapons of community punish
ment, like CS ( a "super tear gas"), which distribute their 
effects disproportionately upon those whose age and health 
make them least likely to be involved in riots. The political 
effect is to unify the community behind those who fight the 
Army : the street gangs, in the first instance, and the republican 
adherents of armed struggle in longer range political terms. 
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Implications for Britain 

What is perhaps most significant in these developments is 
that another Vietnam has come home. M ore than any other 
country in the West, Britain has fostered the myth of a non
violent, civilized society, symbolized by the unarmed London 
bobby. Its working class has been integrated into bourgeois 
society in an unparalleled way, not by virtue of material cor
ruption ( wages remain incredibly low ) hut through an incor
poration into an enormous, bureaucratic, century-old trade un
ion structure regulating, canalizing, and sterilizing every aspect 
of class struggle. As in most of the advanced industrial nations. 
the condition of ever-present violence understood by Marx 
as the essence of class struggle has been muted, and the clas
sically violent set of relations has been transferred to another 
sector, which we can designate conceptually as non-integrated 
economic minorities (like the blacks, Chicanos, and Puerto 
Ri,cans in the United States or the two million foreign workers 
in France). Increasingly, the Third World populations within 
the advanced nations are responding with armed resistance to 
the daily violence and racism which they experience, just as 
their brothers do in the Third World itself. Even in its period 
of greatest peace at home, Britain was fighting a series of Viet
nams throughout its former colonies (Malaya, Kenya, and 
Aden ). Today its counter-insurgency in the Arabian Gulf 
States continues; but for the first time, Vietnam has come 
home to Britain, in the armed resistance of the colonized Irish 
within a terri tory which the British claim as part of the 
U nited Kingdom. 

The repercussions within Britain itself have yet to be felt, 
but it is not farfetched to imagine Irish rioLs within the largest 
English industrials cities as the repression in Northern Ireland 
escalates. There are tens of thousands of Irish workers in Bri
tain, and many maintain their families in Northern Ireland. 
T hey are by no means integrated into the union structure. 
A large proportion work in the building trades or in other 
forms of casual labor outside the union structure altogether. 
Nor are the Irish in Britain culturally assimilated. They main
tain a largely independent culture, through Irish pubs, dance 
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halls, and, once again, the Catholic Church. 
The response of the British Left has been varied. Ten 

thousand British troops in ~lab.ya would have evoked a more 
united, clear-cut response. few would have argued ( as some 
do in regard to Ireland ) that the troops have a progressive 
role, bringing bourgeois democracy to a fascist province. Dog
matic adherence to socialist orthodoxy has prevented some 
groups from appreciating the Third World character of the 
Irish struggle, but it is unlikely that such dogmatism will 
survive a period of intensifying bloodshed in Ulster. The op
portunities for concrete solida rity with the Irish struggle are 
great and certainly include forms of strategic sabotage of the 
British military. In many ways, the response of the British Left 
~o this crisis will measure its prospect for serious ongoing 
activity on other front5; this is an opportunity to escape the 
paralysis which it has suffered for so long. Ireland provides an 
organic means of relating to the primary contradiction of our 
epoch, that between the imperialist ruling classes and the 
national movements for self-determination. If the English m ove
ment can build revolutiona ry consciousness around this strug
gle, they will have rescued M arxism from the corridors of the 
British museum and put it back into the struggles of the 
streets. 






