Michael Donnelly, Workers’ Party President.  Address to the Party’s Northern Ireland Conference, Belfast, 11th February 2017.
We are now in an era when the forces of big business and financial capital, along with their loyal lieutenants in governments, seek to persuade us that we live in a time when the opportunities to access wealth and be successful are there in unparalleled abundance. That we now live at a time when if people are prepared both to recognise and ‘grasp these opportunities’ then, by dint of individual effort, success will follow! 
The world we know is a very different one from that. The world we know - the real world - is a world filled with growing levels of poverty, both real and relative! A world in which there are decreasing opportunities for long-term forms of employment.  A world that is infested with the insatiable greed and corruption of capitalists who cynically use every device and strategy they can to increase their already enormous levels of wealth. And, in doing so, have left in their wake the inevitable social debris of helplessness, of hopelessness, of social isolation and homelessness along with both individual and social distress. This is the true reality of this ‘new world’ for too many people in both parts of this island. This is the true face of this time of new so-called opportunities.
It is of course a myth world; a myth society. In truth, despite all of the much-hailed so called new technologies and radical new inventions, even the almost daily revelations of enormous breakthroughs in developing new treatments for fatal medical conditions, we still have to confront the bitter but avoidable reality that thousands of people continue to die annually for want of even the most basic of medical treatment and care. We are forced and condemned to bear silent witness to tens of thousands who are either homeless or at best in tenuous, unpredictable forms of sub-standard accommodation. Or asked to look passively on as hundreds of thousands are either unemployed or condemned to endure precarious forms of employment contracts that leave them unable to plan ahead even for a few weeks; casually condemned to live lives marked by both gross inequalities and injustice along with  an endless uncertainty for the future. Lives that are filled with ceaseless, daily, cynical exploitation; lives that are every bit as precarious as the jobs they occupy. 
In this world virtually the entirety of all individual and collective existence has been stripped of any sense of fullness or meaning, and rendered devoid of anything even remotely resembling a sense of moral or ethical fullness. It is one in which much of what previously may have provided, or gave some basic sense of meaning and fulfilment to our lives, has been both alienated from us and turned into mere commodities to be bought and sold like goods at a market stall. Our food needs, our shelter needs - even our illnesses and physical and mental well-being have been become enslaved real-time to the gods of private investment portfolios. And, both north and south state agencies that once provided excellent and much needed social services and facilities have been ruthlessly handed over to private monopolies and businesses as both states and their governments gleefully surrender the initiative and control over once publically funded and provided services, and given lock-stock-and barrel to their close friends in the world of private capital. This has been particularly odious in the case of elderly citizens requiring long-term forms of institutional care. Today, instead of the state providing full and proper facilities for them they are instead and in effect handed over to so-called private nursing homes for ‘care’ in the latter years of their lives. To private businesses which seeks only to maximise financial returns and so-called market share, and whose owners’ bottom line says thus; ‘profit ueber alles!’  This, then, is the world that we are being forced to accept as both our present and our future. 
This world cannot and should not be accepted. Such a world where people are relegated from forming and being its primary purpose, the essence of why it exists in the first place, is not only not a good society, it is a profoundly evil one. This then IS the capitalist world. It is one devoid of humanity and one where pure profit reigns supreme and the wellbeing and welfare, the greatest happiness of the many, trails far behind the greedy and conceited concerns of the wealthy elite.
This then is the world that we must not only challenge or confront. This is the world that must be changed and changed utterly.
 In seeking earnestly to do that we must note too that the so-called middle ground of political opinion, Comrades, is rapidly shrinking. And it is shrinking primarily because we are now well into a new era where capitalism is no longer prepared to sacrifice a single cent of its bloated profits in its historical struggle with workers and their needs, and where the class lines are becoming sharper, more stark and increasingly relevant.  Particularly so in the context of the former buffer zone provided by the so-called welfare state now being rapidly dismantled and in its place the ‘brave new world’ of self-dependency and market-norms ruling supreme. It means that the time has now come not merely to denounce it but also to argue for a convincing alternative. It is now time for our Party, the Workers’ Party, to take the initiative in respect of that and to offer workers and their families a new vision, a radical new vision. One that gives hope, encouragement and above all else to give a real and tangible sense that this is indeed a winnable struggle, to that great majority of our people, the Irish workers!
That vision is the central feature of this conference, Comrades. 

And the vision that we are showing to the Irish people both north and south is the vision of Socialism- and we will loudly proclaim: THE FUTURE IS INDEED SOCIALISM!
And it will happen! But it won’t happen of its own volition! For it to happen we must work relentlessly towards making it happen. And an essential part of doing that is stating clearly and unambiguously precisely what it is we mean when we say just that, and, just as important, to state how in fact we intend to achieve it. The time has long gone when bland, hollow rhetoric will suffice for our political purposes. From now on we must at all times spell out clearly and consistently policies that are based absolutely and unapologetically on socialist principles – just as has been done today with commendable clarity and skill by speaker after speaker at this conference.  
It is then, I must say in passing, a great pity that so few if any of the various media organisations have come along to cover this meeting today. Rather, as is their usual style, it appears they would rather ignore what is being said today. And the consequences of that are quite clear – by ignoring that they also deprive the wider public of knowing precisely what it is we are saying and making it more difficult for them to know what it is we are planning! It serves as a reminder, perhaps, if ever we needed such, that there really is no such thing as a fair and impartial media service. Most of it is in fact either in private or state ownership is quite partisan and is not prepared to let our radical, revolutionary ideas pollute the minds of innocent citizens. Perish the thought! Much better copy is to be had in their view from the sterile, sectarian and racist chants of the DUP and Sinn Fein!
Our task then Comrades, going forward, is to consciously move beyond mere rhetoric and to carry out a systematic programme of engagement with all those communities and workers left reeling under the relentless onslaught of the 21st century forms of capitalist exploitation, where entire communities have been savagely and brutally ravaged by the systematic subjugation of workers and their families to the god of private profit. 
There is a massive level of discontent left in the wake of all of this, Comrades. You know it. You know it only too well! You see it every day because you live amongst those who have been trodden upon, belittled, gobbled up and then spat out as surplus to the needs of the new order. Even many of those now in work are, as I said earlier, trapped in precarious forms of employment that hold out little or no hope for any significant future. Indeed much of the advice now being given to these workers is that such changes are inevitable! And the best thing to do is live with it and make of it the best you can!!! It may and frequently is sometimes phrased in more sophisticated language of course. But that is what it boils down to at the end. It is basically the wealthy elites telling the poor, the oppressed, the precariat – don’t fight! Accept your lot. And of course the unspoken but clear implication in all if this is- if you do fight, then you might get nothing! They always use the fear of losing what little you have to install compliance and docility! 
And all the time, as they say this and act accordingly, they also furtively work to prepare the way for new multi-nationals to come into and exploit further the already exploited workers of Northern Ireland. Indeed, we got clear evidence of this at a recent conference held in Derry last December, and at which Martin McGuinness made the following statement:

  “I want the local economy to continue to rebalance from the public to the private sector”. 
He went on to say the following: 
‘…we remain open for business, open for investment and committed to the reduced rate of corporation tax, which will drive economic growth….’
And this from a man whose party claims to represents the ordinary people! Here is clear and undeniable evidence of the true nature, the class nature of that party, one of whose most major figures is giving an explicit guarantee to big business – ‘come in here lads, make big money and I’ll ensure that you pay little or no tax!’ This then is Sinn Fein in its true colours. The Sinn Fein that lobbies the White House and the big business companies of the USA and Europe and reassures them: your investment is safe with us. 
In this there is little or nothing between Sinn Fein and their sectarian alter ego the DUP. Both are in fact committed not just in principle, but in terms of an agreed policy to pursue precisely that line of reasoning in making Northern Ireland a ‘good and safe little place’ for big money to move in and make a killing. 

This then, is the real context in which the current election to the Northern Ireland Assembly is being fought. Behind all the green flag flying of Sinn Fein and the orange card-playing of the DUP, lurks the common slogan:

 ‘Let’s keep things cheap for big business!’
We have a duty to expose all of this for what it really is; little more than a brazen, cheap and complete prostitution of the people’s livelihoods and destinies to international big business! 
We must do it again! and again! and again! Because this is what sectarian politics inevitably leads to. For capitalists, in conjunction with friendly state forces, keeping workers divided ensures that all of their exploitative machinations and inclinations will fall neatly into place! Divide a class against itself and there remains a hopelessly fragmented class that is all the easier to manipulate in all the different ways that give maximum returns and profits to capitalists. That is their unspoken strategy and that is why this election is being fought under the old, the tired but still quite deadly rhetoric of the past. 

We must, in this election, in our campaigns, in all of our political work seek always to challenge and confront that; to stand up to and relentlessly confront and challenge what James Connolly called,  ‘The morbid delusions of the past.’
In his famous work: Axe to The Root, he also warned against reactionary, reactive forms of politics. Urging instead that whatever appeals may be made to turn back history or play along with what are ultimately reactionary forces, a true socialist party must always seek out the new, the radical - the revolutionary route to right all wrongs!
That is what our politics must be – indeed that is what they actually are! They ARE the revolutionary politics of today and tomorrow! Not of the past. And that is how it should be.
Having said that, Comrades, we all know that is not the easiest of tasks. Not only must we attempt to lead the Irish workers forward in search of ultimate victory in what is a very real, if at times deliberately concealed, class war, we must also strive to raise consciousness of that situation to a level that renders the false dawns and promises of the sectarian forces both obsolete and redundant.  We must continue the fight to relegate to the utter margins of political life the sectarian chants and political obscenities of the DUP and Sinn Fein whose entire political project depends absolutely, totally, upon maintaining those deadly and false divisions. 
And that, Comrades, has long been an integral part of our tasks and objectives. Long ago the Workers’ Party recognised the necessity of removing the obstacle of sectarian division in Northern Ireland as a necessary prelude to the development of true class politics in the region. Indeed, in recent weeks, as the local media start to do a few stories on the background to the Civil Rights marches of 1968, few if any have even bothered to look at how the Northern Ireland Civil Rights Association actually came into business in the first instance. If they did they would recognise immediately the major innovatory role played by the Party back then. They would find for example that it was the then Republican movement as led by Cathal Goulding, Tomas Mac Giolla, Billy McMillen and Sean Garland who took the lead. And that the key meeting that made the decision actually to proceed with founding the NICRA was taken at a meeting organised by Goulding and others held in Maghera in August of 1966. - Let’s see if the history books and political journals acknowledge that reality!-
That, Comrades, as you all well know, was an essential part of the new strategy launched at that time and one designed specifically and consciously, not to provoke or exploit sectarian sentiment but the reverse; to seek to have it consigned to the graveyard of history, to remove it finally and forever as a major reactionary force blocking the power that could and would flow from a fully unified and mobilised working class.
Unfortunately, that project, Comrades, has not yet been completed. Far from it. Even today as I speak the very forces that we mobilised against as far back as then, far from being defeated or routed, have in fact re-energised their poisonous narratives, re-structured their organisational forms, and after reformulating their strategies and tactics, have further sought to consolidate and tighten their deadly grip on the hearts and minds of a fearful population. In that context, Comrades, it remains an integral part of our strategy today to remove the deadly hand of sectarianism from its vice-like grip on Northern Ireland’s politics, and knowing that removing its stifling, suffocating presence, can make possible a new, a vibrant and energising discourse that is Socialism!

That then remains our task in this part of Ireland, Comrades. To continue not just to challenge and confront the evils of sectarianism, but simultaneously to raise the banner of class politics and socialism. And to finally lead a unified working class away from the ‘morbid delusions of the past’.

Let us seize the green flags and the orange banners, Comrades. Let’s take all the vile, repulsive sectarian images of the past and consign them to a new, radical and revolutionary  ‘bonfire of the vanities’! 

Let’s paint the place RED, Comrades! And let’s start with our flags! 
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