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ABSTRACT 

  

This thesis examines the history of republican prisoners in the north of Ireland from 

1972-1997, tracing developments in their politics and forms of social organisation 

during that period. This entailed focusing on those aspects of imprisonment in terms 

of culture, education, political struggle and organisation which are unique to political 

prisoners - in this case Irish republican prisoners. The thesis examines how this 

‘community of prisoners’, functions within itself as well how it interacts and engages 

with the prison authorities. 

  

Like most political prisoners, Irish republicans imprisoned at any time, anywhere 

have always organised themselves in a collective manner. However, the period 

covered by this research is of particular interest. This phase of republican struggle 

against the British presence in Ireland is the longest ever waged. The result of that 

has been that some republican prisoners have spent over three times longer in prison 

than most other republican prisoners this century. During such a lengthy period the 

social organisation of the community of republican prisoners has undergone a series 

of changes, most notably following the removal of political status in 1976 which 

heralded the most intensive and longest-ever period of protest by republican 

prisoners over the issue. 

 

In the early 1970s the command structures of the prisoners were very militaristic and 

hierarchical in nature, reflecting more the discipline and order of a conventional 

army.  Later they were based more on collective leadership combined with 

communal responsibility, input and accountability. This thesis sets out to discover, 

examine and analyse the main factors which influenced that change and which 

prompted political development in a particular direction. 

 

The research challenges previous attempts to ‘socially construct’ the community of 

Irish republican prisoners. As ‘outsider accounts’, most social constructions of the 

republican prisoner community have not only been characterised by hostility but also 
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homogeneity. The prisoners are generally portrayed as a ‘monolithic, inhumane and 

quasi-racialised group of terrorists’.  

 

The thesis demonstrates, however, that although the community of republican 

prisoners can be viewed as a tight cohesive entity the stereotypical and monolithic 

image produced by most external accounts masks many internal differences. Those 

differences among republican prisoners often only became apparent in periods when 

the group did not believe itself to be under attack from the ‘outsiders’ of the prison 

regime. This thesis examines the different political outlooks which existed within the 

community of republican prisoners and how the ‘battle of ideas’ among the grouping 

was waged. 

 

This is a particular area of prison research which has not previously been examined 

and certainly not from the method which I adopted. In this thesis the prisoners speak 

for themselves. They describe their own history, aims, objectives and culture and 

thus construct a different interpretation of the world and their place within it than has 

been offered by others who have previously commented upon their lives. 

 

The research is also unique in that its author spent 16 years imprisonment within the 

republican community. This allowed me to conduct the research as an ‘insider’, thus 

facilitating access to interviewees who may have been reluctant to fully engage with 

an ‘outsider’. I also participated in the research as one of the researched as well as 

being researcher. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

While conducting my research from 1993-1998, the issue of Irish political prisoners 

and their conditions of imprisonment was as alive and to the forefront of political 

debate as it has often been over the past 27 years of conflict in the north of Ireland. 

Whether it was the issue of medical treatment for Irish political prisoners in England; 

their incarceration in Special Secure Units (SSUs); the transfer of such prisoners to 

prisons in Ireland; the release of all political prisoners as a result of the cease-fires 

called in 1994; the question of adequate security following the discovery of a 90 ft. 

tunnel leading from one of the H-Blocks housing republican prisoners in April 1997; 

the killing of two loyalist prisoners in two separate incidents in the H Blocks of Long 

Kesh in 1997 and 1998; the issue of Irish political prisoners is one that has remained 

to the forefront of public and media attention.  

 

Irish political prisoners; a ‘special’ category 

Imprisonment and the plight of Irish political prisoners has always been an emotive 

issue in the psyche of nationalist/republican Ireland: for their enemies and opponents 

their incarceration has often been problematic in political and diplomatic terms. This 

is so because the issue of imprisonment of Irish republicans is so much tied into the 

issue of the English presence in Ireland. As Tomlinson (1995) states: 

 

...since the emergence of modern prison systems in the nineteenth century, 
penal policies and prison regimes in Ireland have been strongly influenced by 
the containment of political disorder, specifically militant Irish nationalism and 
Republicanism. While it is quite possible to describe the prison systems of 
Northern Ireland and the republic of Ireland in administrative and managerialist 
terms … this would be to miss the extent to which contemporary prison issues 
have been shaped by the political struggles of a range of movements concerned 
with ending British sovereignty in Ireland (pp. 1-2). 

 

Tomlinson adds that between 1801 and 1921 the British government introduced a 

total of 105 separate Coercion Acts dealing with Ireland, that habeas corpus was as 

often suspended as in force and that in the 19th century it was rare that the country’s 

jails and penal colonies in Australia did not contain some Irish political prisoners 

(see Costello, 1987, pp. 161-2). 
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Those imprisoned in English jails such as Chatham, Portland, Pentonville, Dartmoor 

and Mountjoy in Ireland in the 1870s and 1880s were subjected to special regimes 

and it is evident from the accounts of Clarke (1970) and O’Donovan Rossa (1967) 

that the mental and physical destruction of the Fenian prisoners in English jails 

during that period was a conscious policy. Speaking of his time spent in Mountjoy 

Prison, O’Donovan Rossa (1967) states: 

 

The rules are read to me and I see that one of them says that I can write one 
letter on reception into prison. I ask for pen, ink and paper and I am told that I 
cannot have the benefit of that rule, that there are special instructions in my 
case, and that I cannot write until there are special orders. The first day of my 
imprisonment, here are these special instructions to treat us exceptionally. I 
would not grumble or worry if, as political prisoners, it was exceptionally 
better, but no, it was exceptionally worse than the worst criminals of society (p. 
56). 

 

And of his time spent in Pentonville O’Donovan Rossa says that although Irish 

republican prisoners were to be treated as ordinary prisoners, nevertheless the 

ordinary rules were set aside and “…special restrictions received to treat us worse 

than the thieves and murderers of England” (p. 68). 

 

Amongst the restrictions placed on Irish political prisoners was that they were held in 

solitary confinement, were not allowed to speak to one another and were not allowed 

to exercise with other prisoners (O’Donovan Rossa, 1967). 

 

Thomas Clarke (1970), writing of his experiences in Chatham prison in the 1870s, 

says that the treason-felony prisoners were known as ‘The Special Men’ and were 

kept not in the prison halls but in penal cells. The ordinary prison rules were set aside 

and a special system devised by the governor of the prison, Captain Harris. 

 

This was a scientific system of perpetual and persistent harassing, which gave 
the officers in charge of us a free hand to persecute us just as they pleased. It 
was made part of their duty to worry and harass us all the time....This system 
was applied to the Irish prisoners, and to them only, and was specially devised 
to destroy us mentally and physically - to kill or drive insane. It was worked to 
its utmost against us for six or seven years, and it was during that time that all 
the men who succumbed went mad. (pp. 13-14) 
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Clarke says that harassment included bread and water punishments and the banging 

of the hatch on the cell door at hourly intervals throughout the night to prevent the 

prisoners from sleeping. For years the Irish political prisoners were not allowed 

slates to write upon which all other prisoners were supplied with. Clarke adds that for 

a long time when he was due a library book he never got anything except girls’ and 

boys’ trashy story books. When he complained to the governor about this he was 

given a book of nursery rhymes and next an anti-Popery book. From these accounts it 

is clear that from the earliest of times (re-modern Irish republicanism) Irish 

republican prisoners have been socially constructed as a ‘threat’ requiring special 

control and that that social construct was translated into specific practices within 

prison regimes. 

 

An ambivalence in government policy 

In 1870 the government investigated the issue of the treatment of political prisoners 

through the Devon Commission1 but little came of it. Heatley and Tomlinson (1982) 

say of the Commission that its importance lay not so much in its recognition of the 

political status of the Fenian prisoners (see Radzinowicz L. and Hood R. 1979) but 

that it: 

 

… allowed the state to explore ways of dealing with Irish political protest 
which legitimated oppression as ‘a lawful custom’ in the full glare of English 
politics (p. 243). 

 

More attention was paid when supporters of the Land League imprisoned in Ireland 

refused to have haircuts, shave their beards or wear prison uniform. An Inquiry on 

Prison Dress established in 18892 heard various reports from prison governors who 

argued that the prisoners would not be happy until they had totally undermined the 

whole prison system and that really the prisoners were being incited into their actions 

by people on the outside. This construction of the Irish republican political prisoners 

being a threat from inside (thus requiring special conditions of control) and being 

encouraged and incited by supporters on the outside, is a common thread throughout 

the history of the imprisonment of Irish republicans by Britain. The Government at 
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the time offered prison-issue civilian-style clothing as a possible way to resolve the 

issue - an offer which the prisoners rejected, saying that they: 

 

...wanted to wear their own clothes as of right and not as a privilege to be 
manipulated by the prison warders. (ibid. p. 244) 

 

It is interesting to note that just one century later, in 1980, the same offer was made 

to those protesting in the H-Blocks for the return of political status and that once 

again it was rejected3. The prisoners wanted their own clothing, not another version 

of a prison uniform.  

 

Following the Easter Rising in Dublin in 1916 large numbers of republicans were 

incarcerated and as before prison protests soon occurred. Tomlinson (1995) writes 

that: 

 

Protests became much more collective and intense after the turn of the century. 
With the more decisive rising of 1916, there was so much more at stake for 
political prisoners with the immediate prospect of liberating Ireland from 
British rule… The form of protest, whether against imprisonment, internment 
or military detention, changed dramatically. The war outside the prisons was 
matched by a life and death struggle inside the prisons. The hunger strike 
became the dominant form of protest (p. 245). 

 

The government’s response to the situation at that time contrasts greatly with their 

treatment of the Fenians in the late 1870s. Those shipped over to English jails4 and 

the Welsh internment camp at Frongoch following the 1916 Rising were granted 

their demands for free association by day and night (cell doors permanently 

unlocked), free access to newspapers, food parcels and to administer their own rules 

to govern their daily activities (see Brennan-Whitmore, 1917; O’Mahony, 1987). The 

First World War was being waged at the time and the Irish prisoners demanded the 

same rights as ‘prisoners of war’ as those agreed between Germany and England for 

their own prisoners. The rights were conceded on the condition that the prisoners 

elect a commandant who would be responsible to the governor for discipline. Similar 

rights were granted to the prisoners held at Reading jail. (Figgis 1917; McGuffin 
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1973). A new social construction was developed in this instance which recognised 

the prisoners as combatants; a quite different category from that of the Fenians in the 

1870s. 

 

The issue of how to regard and treat Irish political prisoners is therefore one that has 

dogged British governments over this past century and more, and the policy adopted 

by them at particular periods has varied depending on circumstances. What is clear is 

that Irish political prisoners were treated differently from other prisoners 

experiencing either more severe or more relaxed living conditions depending on their 

numbers, the prison they were held in, the policies being pursued by the government 

at the time and the extent of public awareness and support for the prisoners’ 

demands. This demonstrates that it is not just a matter of social construction but also 

a balance of power. 

 

Following the Partition of Ireland in 1921-2 there has rarely been a period when 

republicans have not been imprisoned, North or South of the border. On occasions 

they have been convicted before courts but in many other instances they have been 

detained without trial. The use of internment to counter radical protest or armed 

opposition to the Stormont government in the north of Ireland was used in 1921-22, 

1938-39, 1956-62 and 1971-75. Introduced under the Civil Authorities (Special 

Powers) Act it was even used to intern Republican politicians for a week during a 

royal visit in 1951. 

 

Hillyard (1987) says of internment that: 

 

...its use provided an example of unfettered ministerial discretion and 
highlighted the political nature of the struggle. The state’s involvement in 
suppressing political opposition was clear and unequivocal. (p. 284). 

 

Those arrested and interned not only regarded themselves as political detainees but 

were treated as such, which would appear to indicate the government’s acceptance of 

their political nature; a shared social construct in this instance. In the 1970s they 

were initially housed on the Maidstone prison ship and in Crumlin Road Prison but 

were later moved to internment camps at Magilligan in County Derry and Long Kesh 

in County Antrim. There they were held in huts and Cages rather than cells, wore 
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their own clothes and were permitted a large degree of freedom within the Cage. 

They were also granted the same rights as prisoners on remand, having more visits, 

letters and parcels than convicted persons.  

 

In June 1972, following a hunger strike by sentenced republican prisoners in Crumlin 

Road Prison, similar conditions as those enjoyed by the internees were granted to all 

convicted in the courts who claimed to have been politically motivated5. This 

‘special category status’, or ‘political status’ as the prisoners called it, was introduced 

at a time when the British government was holding talks with the IRA in the hope of 

convening a truce. The truce came and went but ‘status’ remained until a new ruling 

by the Labour Government in 1975 ended it for all prisoners convicted of offences 

after 1 March 1976. From that date anyone found guilty by the courts was to be 

treated as an ordinary prisoner. The social construct of the ‘political threat’ changed 

to one of ‘criminal conspiracy’: the policy became known as ‘criminalisation’ and it 

laid the ground for five years of intensive protest by sentenced republican prisoners 

who demanded the return of political status. 

 

Criminalisation  

The first indication of a change of policy by the government in relation to the North 

of Ireland came in April 1974 when the new Secretary of State for Northern Ireland, 

Merlyn Rees, announced that he intended to restore ‘the full responsibility of law and 

order to the police’. Also affected was the policy regarding the courts. This was 

made possible by the radical modifications in the ordinary criminal process which 

the Diplock Commission recommended in 1972 and which were enacted in the 

Emergency Provisions (Northern Ireland) Act 1973. Hillyard (1987), says that:  

 

These changes, however, did not become significant until the courts were 
relied upon as a sole method of dealing with those involved in the conflict from 
the end of 1975 onwards (p.292).  

 

Coogan (1980) says of the Diplock Report that it paved the way for new legislation 

giving widespread powers of arrest to the security forces. It categorised certain 

offences as ‘scheduled offences'. These included murder, attempted murder, grievous 
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bodily harm, explosives charges, possession of arms, each of which was from then 

on to be dealt with in no-jury courts with one judge presiding. The burden of proof 

was shifted to the accused who had to show s/he was innocent, and a confession 

made by the accused while under interrogation was to be considered a sufficient 

basis for conviction. Significantly, the legislation also defined ‘terrorism’ as the use 

of violence for political ends. 

 

The result of the implementation of this legislation was a rapid increase in the 

number of convictions; over 56% of them based solely on confessions and a further 

30%  supplemented by some form of forensic or identification evidence which of 

itself would not have been sufficient to secure a conviction (see Boyle, Hadden and 

Hillyard, 1980). Coogan (1980) says that whilst this removed ‘suspects’ from the 

streets, it also meant that: 

 

Britain now had an embarrassing number of ‘political’ prisoners to account for 
before the bar of world public opinion and related to this there was the affront 
to domestic right-wing and Unionist opinion of reading about, and sometimes 
seeing on television, ‘terrorists’ with, in effect, Prisoner of War status holding 
parades and classes, and maintaining their own system of discipline in the 
barbed-wire enclosed compounds which had been built in Long Kesh to house 
the internees (p. 55). 

 

The Gardiner Commission 

The Gardiner Commission (1975) was set up to deal with this ‘embarrassment’. At 

its inception there was a total of 1,119 special category prisoners and a further 553 

detainees6 (Coogan, 1980, p. 55). Its final report stated bluntly that the granting of 

special category status had been a mistake and that "...the earliest practicable 

opportunity should be taken to end the special category". One argument put forward 

by the Commission was that the compound system in which special category 

prisoners were held made it more likely that prisoners would emerge with "an 

increased commitment to terrorism". The other argument was that it could see no 

justification in granting privileges "to a large number of criminals convicted of very 

serious crimes, in many cases, murder, merely because they claimed political 

motivation". The government accepted the findings of the Commission and 
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announced an end to special category status for anyone convicted after 1 March 

1976. 

 

Hillyard (1987) argues that: 

 

...the penological justification for the elimination of special category ..... was 
not supported by any empirical evidence. All the evidence which now exists 
tends to support the opposite conclusion. The 1979 Diplock Court study found 
that only 11% of all those who came before the courts had previous convictions 
for scheduled offences. In other words, very few people who had been released 
from the Maze were subsequently reconvicted (pp. 298-99. 

 

Crawford (1979), who conducted the first ever sociological study of the operation of 

the special category system in Long Kesh, concluded from his findings that the 

system offered a more economical, less damaging and more effective (in terms of 

reconviction) system to the conventional prison regimes. He also predicted that the 

withdrawal of political status would lead to heightened tensions within the prison and 

conflict on the outside. The battle of ideas over who these prisoners were and what 

they represented had begun. It was to gather pace in subsequent years. 

 

H Blocks 

As a result of the ‘findings’ of the Gardiner Commission the British government 

announced in November 1975 that no prisoner sentenced for offences committed 

after 1 March 1976 would be granted special category status. They would instead be 

held in a conventional cellular prison and denied the special privileges which had 

been granted in 1972. To facilitate this the government built new cellular 

accommodation (800 cells) within Long Kesh camp. These became known as the H 

Blocks because of their distinctive shape. In its attempts to erode previous images of 

Long Kesh and special category status prisoners the government changed the name 

of the prison to ‘HMP Maze’; the H Blocks became ‘Maze cellular’ – the Cages, 

‘Maze compounds’. Prisoners previously granted ‘special category status’ and 

housed in the Cages were allowed to retain their status7. 
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The decision to end special category status in the North not only led to the longest 

ever collective struggle over the issue of criminalisation but was itself fraught with 

contradiction. Even though those charged with offences under the new legislation 

were presented as if they were (the same as) ordinary criminals, everything else 

about their cases were different from that of the ordinary prisoner. They were 

arrested under emergency powers and convicted in radically modified courts. Their 

motivations were very different – they carried out their activities for deliberate 

political purposes. They did not regard themselves as ‘ordinary criminals’, nor were 

they seen as such by the communities from which they came. From the beginning, 

therefore, the social construct of the ‘criminal’ was severely challenged both by the 

prisoners and the wider community from which they came. Ironically, the law under 

which the prisoners were convicted did not define them as ‘ordinary’ criminals. Most 

were arrested under suspicion of being a ‘terrorist’ and ‘terrorism’ is defined as ‘the 

use of violence for political ends’. As Tomlinson (1980) points out: 

 

...they are considered as political in the courtroom but criminal for the purposes 
of punishment (p. 193). 

 

Hillyard (1987) adds that: 

 

...the abolition of special category status created the anomalous situation in 
which hundreds of prisoners who had committed similar offences, but at 
different times, were serving their sentences with special category status in 
compounds in the very same prison. (p. 298) 

 

This anomaly remained until 1992 when the last of the special category prisoners 

were released. 

 

 

Counter insurgency 

The policy of ‘criminalisation’ can only be understood, however, in the context of 

the overall policy of the British government at the time. This was to ‘Ulsterise’8, or 

‘localise’, the conflict by giving primacy of policing to the RUC, not the British 

Army who had previously held that responsibility; to reduce their own troop levels in 
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the North; and to portray the conflict as a local one between two rival and sectarian 

communities in which Britain did its best to act as some sort of neutral referee. In 

other words, the conflict had nothing at all to do with Britain’s presence in Ireland, 

the partition of Ireland, or the regime which England had installed and supported at 

Stormont. Beresford (1987) interpreted the actions of the British Government in 

removing political status as: 

 

...an integral part of a new security strategy devised by a high-powered 
government think-tank ...which included representatives of the army, police 
and the counter-intelligence agency, M15...in an attempt to break the IRA and 
end the fighting in Ireland. Known as the ‘criminalisation’ or ‘normalisation’ 
policy it was essentially an attempt to separate the Republican guerrillas from 
their host population, the Catholics; depriving the fish of their water to echo 
Mao tse Tung’s famous dictum (p. 25). 

 

The blanket protest begins 

When the first republican prisoner to be sentenced under the new legislation, Kieran 

Nugent, was taken to the H-Blocks and ordered to wear the prison uniform and do 

prison work he simply refused and for several days was held naked in solitary 

confinement before being given a blanket to wrap himself in. As other republican 

prisoners were sentenced they followed his example and what became known as ‘the 

blanket protest’ had begun9. In early 1978, with approximately 250 prisoners then on 

protest, the prison authorities intensified ongoing efforts to break the prisoners’ 

resistance. Access to toilet facilities was reduced, cell searches and general petty 

harassment were stepped up and with this came the inevitable confrontations. 

Prisoners were sent to the punishment Block and placed in solitary confinement, 

often on a restricted diet, for the slightest infringement of ‘the good order and 

discipline of the prison’. The prisoners responded by withdrawing all co-operation 

from the prison authorities and embarking upon a no-wash protest10 which was to last 

for the next three years. 

 

Tomlinson (1995) writes that neither the Gardiner Commission nor the government 

at the time seemed to consider that the withdrawal of special category status and the 
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attempt at ‘criminalisation’ of those involved in the conflict could possibly have the 

opposite effect to that desired. 

 

As subsequent events proved, it was the Gardiner Commission’s policy of 
criminalisation which reinforced solidarity among the various prisoner 
groupings, particularly the republican prisoners who played the lead role in 
challenging the H-Block regime. From the authorities’ point of view, and in the 
long-term, the Gardiner policy and its enforcement proved to be more of a 
political miscalculation than the introduction of internment (p. 17). 

 

Tomlinson's words echo those of Sean O’Mahony (1987) who, when speaking about 

how the British dealt with captured republicans following the Easter 1916 Rebellion 

in Dublin, writes that: 

 

If the execution of the leaders was a major mistake by the British in their 
reaction to the Rebellion, the second major mistake was Frongoch. Here were 
housed nearly 1900 of the finest of their generation and it became a veritable 
political university and military academy, aptly described elsewhere as a 
‘University for Revolutionists' (p. 58). 

 

Various attempts were made by representatives of the protesting H Block prisoners 

to resolve the situation in the prison without success. Others such as Cardinal 

O’Fiaich, who visited the prison on a number of occasions, made attempts at 

negotiation with ministers from the Northern Ireland Office (NIO), again without 

success. It was apparent that the British government was intent on following through 

its policy of criminalisation; the prisoners were equally determined to reject it. The 

battle of ‘representations’ and ‘labelling’ continued and intensified. In 1979 the 

prisoners launched an extensive letter-writing campaign. In notes written on toilet 

paper they outlined the ‘special’ manner in which they were arrested, interrogated 

and convicted and called on people to support their demands to be recognised as 

political prisoners. By the autumn of 1980 the situation remained as it ever had been 

and at that point the prisoners decided to embark upon a hunger strike in an attempt 

to force the issue.  

 

Hunger strike re-visited 

The proposal for a hunger strike had been raised at various points throughout the 

course of the protest, especially in light of the use of the tactic in originally winning 
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political status from the Government in 1972. But it had been rejected as it was felt 

every alternative option had to be exhausted first11. However, after four years of 

intensive protest within the prison and exhaustive campaigning efforts on behalf of 

the prisoners on the outside, the view was that a hunger strike was the only option 

left. 

 

The tactic of hunger strike was one often adopted by Irish political prisoners down 

through the years. On some occasions almost an entire prison population would be 

on a fast, at other times a selected number of volunteers. As with the issue of the 

overall treatment of Irish political prisoners British governments do not appear to 

have any coherent position in response to the use of this tactic. When Thomas Ashe 

and a dozen others went on hunger strike in 1917 they were forcibly fed, a practice 

which resulted in Ashe’s death. A few years later, in 1920, when the Mayor of Cork, 

Terence MacSwiney, went on hunger strike after his arrest under new emergency 

powers he was not forcibly fed and was allowed to die. In this latest phase of Irish 

republican struggle two prisoners, Michael Gaughan and Frank Stagg, died in 

English prisons while being force-fed (1974 and 1976 respectively). Republican 

prisoners in the H-Blocks were aware of this history of the effectiveness or otherwise 

of hunger strikes and the possible consequences of embarking upon one but 

nevertheless went ahead with it. When they began their fast on 27 October 1980 the 

prisoners concerned were informed individually by the prison authorities that the 

government would not intervene to forcibly feed them. 

 

Seven prisoners simultaneously began the hunger strike. They were chosen to 

represent a broad geographical spread in the north with all counties apart from 

Fermanagh being represented and to include representatives from both the IRA and 

the INLA. The choice of seven prisoners was also meant to have a symbolic effect 

given that seven leaders of the Easter Rising of 1916 had signed the Proclamation of 

the new Republic. The hunger strike ended 53 days later on 18 December with what 

the prisoners thought was an agreement between themselves and the prison 

authorities on how to resolve the situation. Intermediaries between the Republican 

Movement and the British Government had informed the prisoners that a document 
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outlining proposals for changes to the prison regime was on its way to the prisoners. 

It was on the basis of this news and the fact that one of the hunger strikers, Sean 

McKenna, was critically ill that the hunger strikers agreed to end their fast. Shortly 

afterwards, however, it became clear that the government and the prison authorities 

had not changed their stance on the non-recognition of political prisoners and a 

second hunger strike began on 1 March 1981, five years to the day when ‘special 

category status’ was first removed.  

 

Bobby Sands, who at that time was the Officer Commanding the republican prisoners 

in the H Blocks, was the first to begin the hunger strike. Throughout the period of 

protest Bobby had been prolific in his writings which appeared regularly in An 

Phoblacht/Republican News12, under the pen-name ‘Marcella’, and in a diary he kept 

for the first 17 days of his fast his writing shows just how he interpreted his situation 

and what his motivation was: 

 

I believe I am another of those wretched Irishmen born of a risen generation 
with a deeply rooted and unquenchable desire for freedom. I am dying not just 
to attempt to end the barbarity of H-Block, or to gain the rightful recognition of 
a political prisoner, but primarily because what is lost in here is lost for the 
Republic and those wretched oppressed whom I am deeply proud to know as 
the risen people (Sands, 1981: p. 7). 

 

During his fast, and following the death of the sitting MP Frank Maguire13, Bobby 

Sands was elected to the Westminster Parliament as MP for the constituency of 

Fermanagh/South Tyrone. Standing as an ‘Anti-H Block/Armagh Jail – Political 

Prisoner’ candidate, Bobby was elected with over 30,000 votes14. His election was a 

major boost to the prisoners’ campaign. To be democratically elected as an MP 

countered in the most conclusive manner possible the government representation of 

the prisoners as ‘criminals’. There were high hopes that this political defeat of the 

policy of criminalisation would bring about change within the prison. It did not, and 

Bobby Sands died on 5 May after 66 days on hunger strike. Nine other prisoners who 

followed Bobby onto the hunger strike at different intervals died over the course of 
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that summer before the prisoners eventually called off the fast on 3 October. The 

British government had conceded them the right to wear their own clothes and 

nothing else. However, within a few short years the prisoners, through various 

means, obtained their outstanding demands: the right not to do prison work, to have 

free association, access to education, letters, parcels and visits every week. 

 

Pragmatism and a new political consciousness 

The change in tactics adopted by republican prisoners in pursuit of their outstanding 

demands in the years post-1981 marked a significant departure by republican 

prisoners from what was previously a very orthodox, principled and 

confrontationalist approach to prison issues15. Following the hunger strikes and 

blanket protest the prisoners adopted a much more pragmatic approach to prison 

struggle and the attainment of their objectives. Tactics became varied and a variety 

of approaches including physical, psychological, legal and military were adopted at 

various periods to advance their position, as will be shown in this study. 

 

Organisationally, the prisoners began to develop much more democratic structures 

based on responsibility-sharing and accountability. Power was delegated through a 

system of coistí (committees) at wing level as opposed to the conventional 

hierarchical arrangement that had previously existed. A Charter for the republican 

communities was formulated which outlined the rights and obligations of prisoners 

housed on republican wings and political and academic education was given a high 

profile. All prisoners were encouraged to participate in the day-to-day running of the 

prison and to engage the administration at all levels.  

 

The prison authorities and the Northern Ireland Office also changed their policies. 

According to Gormally et al (1993) the regime in the H Blocks in the 1990s is the 

outcome of a change in the prison management policy since 1981; what Gormally et 

al. refer to as ‘normalisation’. This represented “…  an abandonment of the 

criminalisation policy, at least in a pure form” (p. 87).  
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Today the H-Blocks house only political prisoners, republican and loyalist, who wear 

their own clothes, do no prison work, are unlocked from their cells on a 24 hour 

basis, have free association with others of their own political persuasion, have access 

to full educational facilities, can obtain most literature on sale to the general public 

and have weekly visits and almost unlimited letters. The prison authorities liase with 

the prisoners’ representatives on a daily basis on all matters concerning the prison. In 

the Northern Ireland Prison Service’s Corporate and Business Plan 1998-2001 that 

reality is now publicly accepted. In speaking of Long Kesh it is stated that: 

 

… it is unique and calls for a system of prisoner management which is unlike 
any operated elsewhere. This entails dealing with the paramilitary groupings 
and an approach which treats prisoners as cohesive groups as well as 
individuals … Within the accommodation units, prisoners largely manage their 
own lives, running their own cleaning rosters and regimes, serving their own 
food and preparing utensils and crockery … (p. 34). 

 

No doubt republican prisoners would have much more to say about how they spend 

their time outside of ‘cleaning rosters’ and ‘preparing utensils’ but the crucial phrase 

is surely “prisoners largely manage their own lives”. No ‘normal’ prison regime 

could claim that. It would appear that the British Government and the Prison 

authorities have learned the lesson that to deny the reality of the political nature of 

those imprisoned leads to major problems not only within the prison but also in 

relation to political life on the outside.  

 

This thesis tells, in the prisoners’ own words, how they interpreted their 

incarceration, and how, as political prisoners, they not only fought against attempts 

to label them as criminals but also constructed a vibrant, democratic, egalitarian 

lifestyle within the republican prisoner community of the H Blocks of Long Kesh. 
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CHAPTER 2 

ACCOUNTS OF PRISONS AND PRISONERS 

 

Introduction 

People held captive against their will, be it as the result of a judicial process or 

otherwise, inevitably share certain experiences in common. However, the manner in 

which they interpret these experiences and deal with their conditions of captivity 

depends upon a wide variety of factors including; their own psychological make-up; 

the reasons why they are imprisoned; the culture of the prison community; their 

political ideologies; their relationships with the outside world; and how they spend 

their time whilst imprisoned. This chapter looks at how some sociological studies 

have tried to understand prisons and prisoners and what factors are important in 

creating a culture of solidarity amongst the prisoner community. It also looks at what 

republican prisoners themselves have written of their experiences of incarceration in 

Long Kesh.  

 

Sociological studies of imprisonment 

Studies of imprisonment fall into a number of categories reflecting both the 

distinctive concerns of different academic disciplines1 and the variety of approaches 

within particular disciplines. Two of the best known early examples are Clemmer's 

(1958: 2nd edition) The Prison Community, and Sykes’s (1958) Society of Captives. 

Both were conducted in maximum security prisons in the USA and dealt with 

traditional sociological concepts such as: the relationship of individuals to groups, 

conflicting roles, norms and values, problems of social integration and organisation. 

Both these studies are now somewhat dated and are open to criticisms in light of new 

theoretical and methodological developments in the field of criminological research. 

It could also be argued that studies conducted in prisons in the USA in the 1940s and 

1950s bear little resemblance to the types of prison regimes to be found in Ireland or 

Britain since the 1970s. However, since both studies were regarded as significant in 

their time (and it’s a relatively short time ago), I think it important to look at their 

findings if only to see what, if anything, is applicable in the case of republican 

prisoners in the north of Ireland.  
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Sykes says that the purpose of his research was to examine the prison from a 

sociological perspective, “… to see it as an operating social system which can clarify 

our ideas about man and his behaviour …” (p. vii). I too sought to examine a prison, 

the H Blocks of Long Kesh, from a sociological perspective and with a similar 

motivation of seeking to clarify our ideas about people and their behaviour. 

However, unlike Sykes, my aim was not to look at the prison as ‘an operating social 

system’; a system which included the prison guards, governors and associated prison 

officials. My aim was to study the community of republican prisoners to discover 

how they ‘made sense’ of their incarceration and how that understanding led them to 

act in the manner they did in the course of their imprisonment extending over a 20-

year period. I was not concerned with what the prison guards and officials thought. 

My research did not seek to view the prison as a ‘social system’ but to look at a 

community within that prison, just one of the several communities that existed there2. 

 

Sykes found from his study that despite the differences people entered prison with (in 

terms of social history, background etc) they were all united about the deprivations 

and frustrations of prison life. These he lists as; loss of liberty, goods and services, 

autonomy, security and heterosexual relationships. He then argues that we can only 

understand the social organisation of prison life if we start from the premise that the 

roles prisoners adopt, and the manner in which they behave, is in response to these 

deprivations. To the extent that prisoners unite in what he calls a solidary ‘inmate 

code’ the impact of these deprivations can be heightened or limited. Toch (1977, p. 

9) identifies an additional seven ‘environmental concerns’ of the prisoners, namely; 

privacy, safety, structure, support, emotional feedback, activity, and freedom and in 

interviews with prisoners he found that freedom was the most salient concern (p. 

125). 

 

It could reasonably be argued that all prisoners must, to varying degrees, experience 

the ‘pains’ and ‘concerns’ that Sykes and Toch speak of and that if they unite in 

some form of inmate solidarity then they will be better placed to at least reduce the 

effects of some of these. However, to extrapolate from that, as Sykes does, and claim 

that the social organisation of prison life and the roles prisoners adopt is in response 

to these deprivations is open to challenge. Irwin and Cressey (quoted in Sparks, 

1992, p. 12) argue that the organisation of prison life must be seen as “ ... deriving 
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from the position the prison occupies in the wider society”3. They claim that the roles 

that are valued or visible within the prison culture are important primarily because 

they correspond to status and values already current in subcultures outside the prison 

(p. 4). The issue of concern for Irwin and Cressey is with what reference groups the 

prisoners identify and whether these lie primarily inside or outside the prisons; 

whether they stress solidarity, competition or co-operation and whether they are 

oriented more toward the maintenance of particular status and values or toward 

mutual benefit (pp. 6-7). They also believe that Sykes (and other functionalists) 

ignore the fact that there might exist: 

 

… endemic and intense forms of conflict between prisoners and between 
prisoners and prison authorities that mainly stemmed from social structural 
factors external to the prison itself" 4(p. 12). 

 

The points made by Irwin and Cressey are very pertinent to my own research, 

drawing attention as they do to factors such as: the position the prison occupies in the 

wider society; the subcultures outside the prison; issues of solidarity, co-operation 

and mutual benefit; and conflict between prisoners and the prison authorities that 

stems from social structural factors external to the prison itself. In the case of Long 

Kesh prison camp it is regarded in a very particular manner by the nationalist people 

(if not also the loyalist community) of the north of Ireland. To them it is synonymous 

with internment without trial, the ‘hooded men’ (see McGuffin, 1974) the protests 

for political status, the hunger strikes, the escapes, the revival of the Irish language. 

To have spent time in ‘the Kesh’, the ‘Lazy K’, the ‘Blocks’ is a badge of honour to 

be worn with dignity. Republicans entering Long Kesh therefore do not feel any 

shame; quite the opposite. Whilst imprisoned they continue to act under a chain of 

command that extends beyond the prison to their organisation on the outside and 

right up to the highest level of that organisation5. They therefore act in a unified and 

disciplined fashion as has been displayed in the many protests they have waged over 

the years, most notably the blanket protest for the return of political status which 

lasted five years. Their actions are guided by a shared political ideology, motivated 

by common interests and values, a shared sense of comradeship and solidarity geared 

towards the mutual benefit of all. Despite the various explanations and 

interpretations offered by some commentators, republican prisoners regard the deaths 

of ten of their comrades on hunger strike in 1981 as the ultimate act of selflessness 
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and ‘concern for one another’. Their response to imprisonment, the roles they adopt 

and the actions they carry out whilst imprisoned must therefore be looked at on two 

levels. Firstly, their behaviour is shaped by the political ideology and the aims and 

objectives of the organisation on the outside to which they still belong; secondly, 

they interpret their imprisonment, the manner in which they have been processed 

through the criminal justice procedures, and the actions of the prison authorities as a 

political response by the state to their continued opposition to that state. Their 

response to imprisonment is not shaped in terms of a response to the ‘pains’, 

‘deprivations’, or ‘concerns’ of imprisonment but how they interpret their 

circumstances and political needs at any given moment. 

 

Long Kesh, as a prison, must therefore to be seen in very particular terms. Whilst it 

could be studied in terms of its social order, management structures and so forth, all 

of these elements, common to other prison regimes, are influenced in this instance by 

the central role that Long Kesh plays within the political conflict in the north of 

Ireland. What happens within the prison has an impact upon events on the outside6 

and vice versa. To republican prisoners, the make-up of the prison service is but a 

reflection of what they find on the outside; most of its members being drawn from 

the loyalist/Protestant community, many of them ex-members of the armed forces, 

and a number of senior management being English. Conflicts over political, cultural 

and social issues within the community on the outside are therefore carried into the 

prison and perpetuated through the social relations within the regime. 

 

For these reasons, Long Kesh, and the prisoners it contains, cannot be said to 

resemble any other ‘normal’ prison (see Prison Service, Northern Ireland, Corporate 

and Business Plan 1998-2001) and Sykes’s findings therefore do not help in 

acquiring an understanding of the actions of republican prisoners held there. 

However, one feature of the social organisation of the prison regime which Sykes 

draws attention to, and which is particularly relevant to my own research, is what he 

identifies as a major weakness in the authorities’ ability to maintain their power and 

control over prisoners. Sykes (1958, pp. 42-58) says that although prison guards may 

appear to be all-powerful they nevertheless have to rely upon the co-operation and 

goodwill of the prisoners to ensure the smooth functioning of the prison. To 

encourage that co-operation the regime must rely upon a system of ‘rewards and 
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punishments’, and, when that fails, coercion. However, Sykes adds that coercion is 

only suitable and appropriate in the short-term as an immediate response to a given 

situation. Its use in the long term is counter-productive. 

 

In the case of republican prisoners in Long Kesh they have often withdrawn their co-

operation from the prison authorities, disregarding any ‘rewards’ they would forfeit 

or ‘punishments’ they would receive. During the five year period of the blanket 

protest in the H Blocks the prisoners lost all privileges, including remission. They 

also experienced forced washings, internal body searches, solitary confinement and a 

limited diet. However, the severity of anything the prison authorities could inflict 

upon them must still be regarded as less severe than what the prisoners themselves 

were willing to endure in pursuit of their political goals. The death of ten prisoners 

on hunger strike surely trivialises the regard the prisoners have for any system of 

‘rewards and punishments’. The use of coercion by the prison authorities in Long 

Kesh, the last option according to Sykes, must also be seen as ineffective and 

ultimately counter-productive. Attempts at coercion by the prison authorities have 

been resisted by the prisoners on the inside, propagandised by their comrades on the 

outside and often met with the threat of (or actual) retaliation by the IRA against 

individuals within the prison service. 

 

This organised, collective resistance waged by republican prisoners against the 

prison regime is not an element found in Clemmer’s (1958) study of a prison 

community. Clemmer (1958) found from his study of a maximum security prison in 

north America, that the prisoners and their social order was a reflection of the type of 

culture existing outside of the prison at that particular time, which, he states, was a 

very alienated, impersonal form of society (pp. 2-6). In Psychological Survival, 

Cohen and Taylor’s (1972) study of lifers and long-term sentence prisoners in ‘E’ 

Wing of Durham Prison, England, the authors also raise the issue of the prison 

culture and whether or not there is solidarity among the prisoners. They point to a 

number of factors that would operate against solidarity: the extreme security and 

control measures could induce a feeling of fatalism and powerlessness among the 

prisoners; cohesion and solidarity depend upon prolonged interaction between 

individuals and the opportunity for that did not exist in Durham’s E-Wing; prisoners 

were moved frequently and unexpectedly thereby breaking up cohesiveness or 
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collective planning; differences existed among the prisoners themselves – between 

the sex offenders and the professional criminals; and, there were few common 

ideological ties (p. 132). On the other hand, however, they found factors that made 

for ties of loyalty and solidarity: the number of prisoners being so small meant there 

were no sub-groups and therefore no opportunity for the authorities to exploit 

divisions; as long-term prisoners they had adopted a ‘nothing to lose’ attitude which 

was conducive to solidarity and, collective action, as expressed in riots or the refusal 

of prison food (pp. 133-138). Cohen and Taylor concluded, therefore, that the 

potential for solidarity existed and lay behind “… many of the individual and 

collective forms of fighting back …” (p. 138). 

 

In contrast to the findings of Clemmer and Cohen and Taylor, the community of 

republican prisoners is a very unified, solid, personally-supportive one which by and 

large reflects the type of cohesive, tight-knit community on the outside from which 

most of the prisoners come. Apart from remaining part of an armed organisation on 

the outside, the IRA, the prisoners are also part of a wider body, the Republican 

Movement, which provides welfare, transport and other crucial material assistance to 

the prisoners and their families. That movement also organises and conducts 

campaigns and protests on behalf of the prisoners on specific prison issues such as: 

the H Block/Armagh demands for the return of political status; the lifer release issue; 

strip-searching; extended compassionate parole; improved visiting facilities, and 

many others. Therefore, from the community, the IRA, and the broader republican 

movement, republican prisoners can rely upon a very effective social and material 

support network. This gives them not only moral and political support in their beliefs 

but also a power which they may lack within the confines of the prison.  

 

In addition to the above, an important social and cultural element from the world 

outside the prison cell through which republican prisoners draw moral and political 

reaffirmation for their beliefs and actions is the popular expression of those actions 

through song. The Men behind the War, written about the internees; I’ll Wear No 

Convict’s Uniform, about the blanket protest; Joe McDonnell, based on the life and 

prison experience of one of the hunger strikers; Armagh Jail, about the strip-

searching of female prisoners in Armagh jail; are but a few examples. The symbolic 

images conveyed through this type of verse, offer supportive constructs to the 
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republican prisoners and far outweigh the alternative definitions that can be 

‘imposed’ upon them by the prison regime and popular media. This close 

identification between republican prisoners and the community from which they 

come, and its importance in providing a supportive political, moral, social, cultural, 

and practical network to the prisoners and their families, is a vital element missing in 

studies of other types of prison communities. 

 

It is this element which helps to explain the involvement by republican prisoners in 

ongoing protest and prison struggle rather than ‘settling down’ and either seeking out 

the ‘easy option’ of conformity to the prison regime, or becoming institutionalised by 

it. It was the latter that Clemmer (1958) found in his study of a prison community. 

Clemmer argues that upon entering prison people undergo a process of ‘assimilation’ 

or ‘prisonisation’ to some extent. This he describes as a slow, gradual, more or less 

unconscious process during which a person learns enough of the culture of a social 

unit into which he is placed to make him characteristic of it. “The assimilated come 

to share the sentiments, memories, and traditions of the static group” (pp. 298-9). 

Clemmer constructs a schema from low to high levels of prisonisation and defines 

the factors which he says are influential in determining one degree or the other. 

Prisonisation, in the context of his schema, is very much a negative phenomena and 

the prisoners who experience it to any significant degree are, he believes, beyond 

being salvaged. Goffman (1961b) and Seligman (1975) also express a general belief 

that long spells in prison inevitably lead to withdrawal and depression.  

 

Cohen and Taylor (1972), though, did not find this ‘inevitability’ of deterioration in 

their study into life and long-term sentenced prisoners in Durham Prison’s E-Wing. 

In their discussions with the prisoners Cohen and Taylor learnt how each prisoner 

individually dealt with their incarceration and how they adopted various means to 

cope with ‘doing time’. Some focused on ‘mind-building’, as in reading or studying; 

others on body-building, usually weight-lifting (p.105). In both these forms men 

could see improvements or advances over time. Others threw themselves into work, 

finding some scope for initiative or creativity. Cohen and Taylor found that what the 

prisoners feared most was the threat of deterioration and were continually vigilant 

that such would not happen to them, but, in the view of the writers, the impact of 

long term imprisonment upon prisoners depends to a large degree on how the 
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prisoners give meaning to their situation (p. 56) and that once they become aware of 

what is happening that changes the situation. According to Cohen and Taylor, it also 

changes the meaning of the experience, it allows the person to evaluate it in terms of 

his conception of himself (p. 56). 

 

Sapsford’s (1978) study into life sentence prisoners also rejects the view that 

prisoners inevitably deteriorate with the passing of time. Sapsford argues that those 

imprisoned adapt to their circumstances and engage in many strategies to cope with 

their conditions, whether it be acquiring one's own set of personal belongings, no 

matter how meagre or in terms of mapping out one’s own personal territory. He also 

found that long-term prisoners would adopt specific roles such as that of student, 

orderly, craftsman, etc. which he believed became for them the lifeline to continued 

sanity and lack of deterioration. From his research Sapsford concluded that people 

imprisoned adapt to even the most extraordinary privations. (see also Mulligan, 1948 

for the experiences of those held in German prisoner-of-war camps; and Bettleheim, 

1986a, 1986b; Levi, 1987; Frankl, 1985; for the experiences of those held in German 

concentration camps) 

 

Parisi (1982) also argues that imprisonment does not produce similar effects on all 

prisoners. Elements to be taken into consideration are the prisoner’s background, 

stage of imprisonment, and strategies for coping (p. 11). Parisi looks at some of those 

strategies and draws attention to the use of grievance mechanisms and litigation 

which not only keep prisoners occupied, but also 'help to relieve the tension 

generated by the degradation of being a prisoner' (p. 17). Another strategy Parisi 

examines is the involvement in non-violent and violent collective action by 

prisoners. This is an area of investigation which Rolston and Tomlinson (1986) says 

is lacking in Sapsford’s work. They argue that Sapsford misses one of the central 

functions of prisons, namely social isolation and individualism and that what the 

prison systems discourage and actively suppress is collective consciousness and 

action among prisoners (p. 172).  

 

It is that idea of collective consciousness that is missing in most of the studies listed 

above which focus primarily on the individual prisoner’s attempts to survive a period 
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of imprisonment. It is also the feature most identifiable when looking at the 

behaviour of republican political prisoners.  

 

Studies of imprisonment in the north of Ireland 

Scraton (1987, p. 22) comments on what he regards as a reluctance on the part of 

sociologists and criminologists in England, Scotland and Wales to examine the 

nature and role of the state in Northern Ireland and to assess the full implications of 

state policies in the six counties. Many of the studies and reports that have looked at 

that area of concern have therefore been conducted by a small group of academics. 

Rolston and Tomlinson (1986) say that although much has been written about the 

system of ‘criminal’ justice in the north of Ireland most of it is focused on issues 

such as interrogation, the courts, policing, emergency law, etc. They believe that 

particularly since the ending of internment, prison issues have received somewhat 

less attention than might have been expected (p. 182).  

  

With a few notable exceptions therefore what has been written about the prisons 

tends to fall into the categories of journalism, autobiography or polemic. Even 

narrower still, much of that material centres on the issue of the demands for political 

status and the hunger strike of 1981. Interestingly, though probably not peculiarly, 

almost all of the material written on the issue of political status, the hunger strikes 

and the issues and incidents that arose in later years, was penned by authors either 

broadly sympathetic to the prisoners’ demands or at least critical of the government’s 

prison policies. With the exception of Robinson (1980) it would appear that those 

who opposed the granting of any concessions to republican prisoners confined their 

comments to press statements in support of the British government’s stance, or 

appeals to the authorities not to ‘surrender’. It would appear they did not feel the 

need to explore the issues further. 

 

Academic accounts 

The first, and until recently the only, comprehensive sociological study conducted 

into Long Kesh was that conducted by Crawford (1979). As a social worker in the 

employment of the Probation and After-Care Service attached to Long Kesh 

Crawford developed an interest in how the system of ‘special category status’ 

operated. The aim of his study was to assess the implications for conflict resolution 
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in the north of Ireland; to examine the possibilities for penal policy through the 

option of ‘humane containment’ rather than the more conventional ‘rehabilitative’ or 

‘treatment-oriented’ models; and to take a critical look at the structural identification 

of the Probation Service with the Prison Service. Crawford concluded from his 

findings that the system of special category status as operated in the Cages of Long 

Kesh offered a more economical, less damaging and more effective (in terms of 

reconviction) system to the conventional prison regimes. He also predicted that the 

withdrawal of political status would lead to heightened tensions within the prison and 

conflict on the outside. 

 

A more recent sociological study into Long Kesh was Longwell’s (1998). In this 

thesis, Longwell, who was employed as an assistant governor in the H Blocks, looks 

at how a combination of factors ‘conspired’ against the prison authorities in their 

attempts to impose an orthodox prison regime. These he identifies as: the physical 

lay-out of the H Blocks; the failure to restrict and control the staff/prisoner interface; 

and the failure to predict the psychological struggle that organised groups of 

prisoners would wage against the prison authorities. Longwell claims that these 

factors of themselves did not necessarily imply a predetermined outcome or social 

order within the prison but that the resulting loss of control by the authorities arose 

out of mistaken policy decisions made in the past. To attempt to rectify those 

problems, or for management to seek to regain control of the prison, Longwell 

concludes, would mean risking more than they could ever hope to gain. The best that 

the prison authorities can hope for is to maintain a peaceful co-existence between 

staff and prisoners. 

 

The studies by both Crawford and Longwell offer some insights into how Long Kesh 

has functioned as a prison at different periods of the conflict in the north but they are 

not the perspective of the prisoners. Both researchers were employed either directly 

by the prison service or by bodies closely identified with it. The prisoners were not 

involved in their research although Longwell conducted covert research into them. 

Neither account therefore offers any explanation of how republican prisoners viewed 

their imprisonment, the goals they sought to achieve, or the manner in which they 

organised their community. Their motivations are assumed in the studies. 
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Journalistic accounts 

Other writers have sought to take account of how the prisoners interpreted their 

situation either through interviews with ex-prisoners or through analysis of their 

writings. These accounts, however, have focused on a specific time period, 1976-

1981, and the protests within the prison for the return of political status. They are 

therefore limited in providing a much wider definition of the ‘republican prisoner’. 

Coogan (1980), a journalist and noted Irish historian, provides a very detailed picture 

of the historical background to the prison protests. He points to other periods of Irish 

republican history to show why the prisoners would reject attempts by the 

Government and prison authorities to label them as criminals. Speaking to some 

prisoners on the blanket protest he says he found many similarities in their thinking 

with people such as O Donovan Rossa, Thomas Clarke and Terence Mac Swiney; 

republicans at the turn of the century who served lengthy prison sentences and the 

last named of whom died on hunger strike while in prison. He examines the political 

decisions made at Government level which prompted the situation within the prison 

and, in a sense, predicts the eventual tragic outcome of the protest.  

 

Beresford (1987) provides an account of the hunger strike itself, the family 

background of the ten prisoners who died, the processes that went on within the 

prison whereby the prisoners were selected for the hunger strike, the debates on 

strategy and tactics within the Republican Movement on the outside as the strike 

progressed, and details the protracted negotiations with the Church, governments, 

and international groups. Beresford was given access to the actual communications 

(comms) written by the prison leadership of Bobby Sands, Brendan ‘Bik’ 

MacFarlane, Séanna Walsh and others, as well as communications sent by the men 

on hunger strike to the leadership within the prison or to the Movement on the 

outside. In this sense Beresford provides us with the view ‘from the inside’. It lets us 

know how the prisoners interpreted their situation and what thinking lay behind the 

various decisions they made and actions they took. Inter-woven with the factual 

details of the hunger strike and the prisoners’ communications, Beresford writes a 

fictional account of a ‘day in the life’ of a prisoner on protest beginning with waking 

in the morning, getting his food, going on a visit, listening to a political lecture and 

republican song in the evening. Through this fictionalised account (based on real 

events), coupled with the actual words of the prisoners as told through the 



34 

communications, Beresford allows the reader to be ‘taken into the prison’ and see it 

from the position of the prisoner. Beresford’s work is thus a very credible account of 

life within the community of republican prisoners though again limited to a specific 

time period and event. 

 

Collins (1986) and Feehan (1983) offer little more by way of analysis of the political 

events that led up to the 1981 hunger strike though the latter does quote extensively 

from the writings of Bobby Sands to illustrate Bobby’s thinking and to describe what 

was happening in the H Blocks. An alternative analysis of the 1981 hunger strike is 

offered by O’Malley (1990). O’Malley says that he was both attracted and repelled 

by the hunger strikers’ actions: attracted by the heroic element, the steely 

determination to sacrifice life itself on behalf of conviction; repelled because he was 

tired of the small gestures of impotence, the fusing of the praxis of suffering and the 

pretensions of idealism. O’Malley emphasises the continuity of the 1981 hunger 

strike and the republican tradition of hunger striking and argues that what Bobby 

Sands and the other hunger strikers were involved in was the re-enactment of 

republican historical myth. This is a view challenged by Feldman (1991), who looks 

at the 1981 hunger strike, not in terms of its cultural continuity, but what he feels 

distinguishes it from previous hunger strikes. He views the blanket protest, and 

decisions made during it, that led up to the hunger strikes as signifying a break from 

traditional IRA strategies and hierarchies, entailing not only the creation of new 

ideologies and tactics but a re-evaluation of the whole concept of the tactical and 

ideological within the Republican Movement. Feldman concludes that the hunger 

strike must be viewed in terms of its instrumental effectiveness on the Republican 

Movement rather than in connections to a mythical historical past. 

 

Arretxaga (1993) accepts neither of these two perspectives of the hunger strike, 

arguing that it can be regarded in either the two ways; as a ritual event through which 

historical myth is transformed and recreated anew (O’Malley), or in terms of its 

instrumental effectiveness (Feldman). Arretxaga argues that whilst the political 

effects of the strike are of significant importance these effects cannot be separated 

from the cultural continuities that gave the hunger strike its political form. She 

argues that Bobby Sands was simultaneously reinterpreting while enacting a myth 

model deeply rooted in Irish culture (i.e. redemptive Christian sacrifice) by fusing it 
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with mythological images of Gaelic warriors and the socialist ideals of national 

liberation. 

 

Autobiographical accounts 

Although there are several accounts written by Irish republican political prisoners of 

their jail experiences at the end of the last century and the beginning of this one (see 

Clarke, 1970; Milroy, 1917; Sheehy-Skeffington, 1916; O’Donovan Rossa, 1967; 

Davitt, 1885; Gallagher 1967; Mitchel, 1918; Brennan-Whitmore, 1917; O’Mahony, 

1987; Figgis, 1917; etc) these were often written many years later. Republicans do 

not have a history of writing of their experiences whilst the conflict that they have 

been involved in is ongoing. No doubt there are several reasons for this: to preserve 

the security of themselves and others concerned; not wanting to give the enemy an 

insight into their thinking; or being too busy pursuing the struggle to take time out to 

write up reflections upon their experiences. However, due to the length of this 

particular phase of struggle by Irish republicans (at least five times longer than any 

other campaign this century) and a change within the ideology, strategy and tactics of 

republicans, autobiographies of their jail experiences have become more common. 

Amongst the first of these to appear was Devlin’s (1982) work on his experiences as 

an internee in Long Kesh. Possibly there was a residue of self-consciousness about 

writing of his own experiences when Devlin writes in the foreword to his pamphlet 

that its purpose is to “capture the antics and behaviour of those interned, not a serious 

work”. However, in what is a short pamphlet, Devlin is able to convey a vivid 

description of life as an internee which covers not only the physical conditions 

endured but also the emotions felt. He describes his shock at finding a fellow-

internee hanged; the expectation and speculation about imminent releases; the 

depression felt after a comrade was released and how he personally dealt with that 

depression by walking the yard alone. In terms of the internal organisation of 

internees his only reference is to the ‘cliques’ - small groups of prisoners who pooled 

their resources, such as food parcels and tobacco, in a communal manner. 

 

It was some years later before Adams (1990) published a collection of tales about life 

in the Cages of Long Kesh covering what is traditional republican material; the round 

of protests over prison conditions such as; food, laundry, educational facilities, and 

beatings by the prison guards and British soldiers. Most of the stories are based on 



36 

articles Adams wrote in his ‘Brownie’ columns in the Republican News in the mid-

1970s. In ‘Dear John’ he touches on the emotional problems faced by those 

imprisoned especially those whose marriages had broken up and in ‘Ard Fheis’ we 

see how the prisoners debate the politics of the Movement on the outside. Where 

reference is made to the internal politics of the prison camp there is an apparent 

acceptance of the status quo as is evident in the following quote; “I should explain 

that the IO is the Intelligence Officer. The OC is the Officer in Charge. Very formal 

and militaristic, but that’s the way prison camp is” (p. 24). There is therefore little 

attempt at analysis of the social forces within the prison community in Long Kesh or 

any indication of the schisms that were appearing amongst the body of republican 

prisoners during the period of which Adams writes about. 

 

Ronan Bennett’s (1994) graphic account in Fire and Rain of the 18 months he spent 

on remand in Long Kesh follows the journey through his first days in Crumlin Road 

prison in 1974 to his initial impressions on arriving in Long Kesh. Bennett describes 

the conditions in the Cages, the games, the education classes, the visits with his 

family and girlfriend, then the burning of the Camp, the reaction of the prison 

authorities and the aftermath. Bennett looks back on the fire and riot that followed as 

the most meaningful event in his adolescence or early adulthood, making him aware 

of the value of solidarity. Despite the deprivations of prison life Bennett says he also 

experienced the warmth of comradeship and made friendships that have endured over 

subsequent years. In contrast to Devlin and Adams, Bennett’s account is very 

reflective and also at times deeply personal. This represents a movement away from 

what could commonly be regarded as orthodox accounts by republicans of the ‘fun 

and games’ of prison life, the camaraderie developed and the battles with the prison 

authorities. A similar political and emotional development is evident in the accounts 

given in Campbell et al. (1994), which I co-edited, where twenty eight republican 

prisoners detail their experiences during the years of the blanket protest, 1976-1981, 

and the hunger strikes of 1980 and 1981. Initially begun in 1991 as a pamphlet to 

commemorate the tenth anniversary of the death of the hunger strikers, the volume of 

material written by the prisoners meant that a book could be compiled. The accounts 

contained in the book are often brutally honest and very personal as in the case of 

Ciarán McGillicuddy who, just 17 years of age when he joined the blanket protest, 

describes an internal body search which he likened to rape (pp. 90-92). Others talk 
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about their experience of the hunger strike, the emotions they felt as comrades died, 

relations with their families and the frustrations, hope, despair and comradeship they 

experienced over those years. 

 

A unique body of writing that was not compiled after the event is the collection of 

Bobby Sands (1998). Through poetry, prose, polemical pieces, songs and the diary 

he kept for the first seventeen days of his hunger strike, Bobby provides the reader 

with an insight into how he interpreted his imprisonment and the role he felt he and 

his comrades had to play. The writings also convey his thoughts on a wide range of 

subjects including poverty, oppression, exile, poteen-making in Ireland, the break-up 

of relationships and the Irish language. In an introduction to (an earlier edition of) the 

book, Seán MacBride, winner of the Nobel Peace Prize and one-time IRA leader, 

describes the contents as: 

 

… a tale of suffering, determination, anguish, courage and faith. They also 
portray frightening examples of man’s inhumanity to man. They make sincere, 
but harsh, reading (p. 13). 

 

Unpublished research conducted by republican prisoners in the H-Blocks of Long 

Kesh  

As well as autobiographical writings of their jail experiences republican prisoners in 

Long Kesh from the late 1980s onwards conducted a number of studies into various 

aspects of their own prisoner community7. Culbert’s (1993) study looked at the large 

number of republican prisoners involved in various forms of formal and informal 

education. Using in-depth interviews and a questionnaire Culbert discovered that a 

majority of the prisoners found their own informal education system much more 

rewarding and catering more for their needs than the formal system operated by the 

prison education department. In addition, those interviewed also felt that the support 

and encouragement they received in the informal system helped them to pursue 

academic courses such as ‘O’ and ‘A’ - levels and courses with the Open University. 

In terms of motivation and long-term objectives for their studies Culbert found that 

self-development for themselves and the broader republican community were the key 

factors. 
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McCartney’s (1987) study looked at the problems experienced by prisoners in Long 

Kesh studying with the Open University and found that whilst they shared many 

difficulties with OU students on the outside the former had additional ones due to 

their imprisonment: isolation from other students; limited access to tutors; limited 

time for tutorials; no group tutorials; in-coming and out-going material delayed due 

to censorship; and, the cell lighting being switched off at eleven o’clock. Frequent 

wing shifts, especially those close to the time to submit essays or prior to exams, also 

caused severe difficulties. McCartney concluded from his research that a lot of the 

problems experienced by students in the H-Blocks were due to the anti-

intellectualism8 of the regime. He argues that these difficulties could be easily 

overcome if the prison authorities were to adapt a different outlook and approach to 

the provision of education to prisoners. 

 

I conducted two pieces of research myself (McKeown, 1992, 1994). The first 

(McKeown, 1992), looked at the involvement of republican prisoners in a women's 

studies course in the H Blocks of Long Kesh of which I was one of the organisers. 

The course lasted approximately two years, involving different people in groups of 

no more than twelve at any one time and varied between 10-14 sessions. I found 

from my research that whilst we had developed our (republican) politics in many 

other regards, the issue of feminism, the disproportionate access to power between 

the sexes, and our reluctance as men to give up power (or the lack of awareness that 

we had such a power) was an issue that we had not given serious attention to. Even 

those of us who felt that we did have some understanding of feminist theories found 

it difficult to see how our behaviour could often be interpreted by women as sexist, 

discriminatory, or oppressive.  

 

The second piece of research I conducted (McKeown, 1994), through a series of in-

depth interviews with one life-sentence prisoner, examined the origins and 

development of a non-formal system of education amongst republican prisoners in 

the H Blocks. That system covered such topics as Marxism, socialism, history, 

feminism, economics, art, drama and poetry workshops. The aim of my research was 

also to look for the influences and theories that prompted a communal lifestyle, a 

system of collective leadership which replaced hierarchical structures and how the 

prisoners dealt with differences and conflict within their community. I found from 
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my research that the factors which my informant claimed not only helped him cope 

with his imprisonment over a 15 year period but which influenced his politics and 

practice were: family and community solidarity (including the community of 

prisoners); personal introspection and reflection; the pursuit of knowledge and 

personal development; his own leadership qualities and political awareness, coupled 

with the importance of humour in his life. 

 

Additional autobiographical accounts from republican prisoners 

Other accounts of the prison experiences of republican prisoners over the last three 

decades told in the prisoners own words include: NicGiolla Easpaig  and NicGiolla 

Easpaig, (1987); McLaughlin, (1987); Higgins, (1980); (Doherty Shane). The 

accounts of NicGiolla Easpaig and NicGiolla Easpaig, McLaughlin, and Higgins 

detail their experiences as Category ‘A’ prisoners held in high security prisons in 

England. Their experiences of imprisonment therefore are much different from those 

of their comrades held in prisons in the north of Ireland. The latter had a strength in 

numbers and were most often segregated from other prisoners whereas the republican 

prisoners held in English prisons were integrated into the normal prison regime. In 

their accounts they tell of the hostility and persecution they received at the hands of 

the prison authorities, the prison guards, and, in many instances, from other 

prisoners. In many ways their accounts of prison experience and the personal battles 

they had to wage have more in common with the autobiographical accounts of other 

non-political prisoners in English prisons (see Boyle, 1977:McVickar, 1979; Probyn, 

1977). The account from Doherty is different from all the others as Doherty, 

although convicted of being in the IRA and having masterminded a letter-bombing 

campaign in England, subsequently left the IRA and renounced his earlier-held 

political beliefs. His account is therefore somewhat different from other Irish 

republican prisoners. 

 

It is important to make the distinction between the accounts of Irish republican 

prisoners held in prisons in England and those who were held in the community of 

Irish republican prisoners in the H Blocks of Long Kesh. In the case of the latter they 

were able to construct a community in every sense of the word, one that reflected 

their political and cultural identity; they did not have to slot into a social order 

already fashioned for them. That community is a very particular one for a number of 
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obvious reasons; primarily because it is an all-male one and is geographically and 

physically confined. Less obvious and more significant is the fact that the prisoners 

themselves decide who can become part of their community (even if that was a 

negative type of power as expressed during the years of the blanket protest in the 

sense that the protest excluded others from joining the community). The living 

conditions and experiences of Irish republican prisoners held in jails in England, 

Europe and north America differ from those in the H Blocks because the former are 

part of a normal prison community. Their degree of influence or power over their 

circumstances of imprisonment is much more limited due to their lack of numbers 

and the ability of the prison authorities to disperse them around a greater number of 

prisons. We can refer to an abstract categorisation of ‘community of republican 

prisoners’ in that republican prisoners in any part of the world will share common 

convictions, allegiances and goals, however, my thesis is concerned with how an 

actual physical Irish republican prisoner community with all the social roles, rules 

and culture that the term community implies, has grown, developed and changed over 

time in the H Blocks of Long Kesh. 

 

Polemical accounts 

Besides the more extensive academic, journalistic, and autobiographical accounts of 

the imprisonment of republican prisoners in Long Kesh there exists a host of 

polemical writings, mainly in pamphlet form, which deal with the issue of political 

status for Irish republican prisoners. Most of those who argue in favour of the 

granting of such status are either republicans and left-wing groups, for example: 

Unattributed, (1995); National H Block/Armagh Committee, (1980); Belfast, 

Republican Press Centre, (1977); Curtis, (1981); The National Executive of the 

Communist Party of Ireland (Marxist-Leninist) (1981); McAliskey, (1981); Charter 

80, (1980); Trade Union Sub-Committee of the National H Block Committee, 

(1979); Peoples Democracy (1980; 1981): or, sympathetic and concerned priests and 

lawyers: Frs. Faul and Murray, (1979; 1980; 1981); A Group of Lawyers and Priests 

for a Humanitarian Alternative, (1980). 

 

A minority of left wing socialist groupings in Ireland did not agree with concessions 

being given to republican prisoners and argued their case within a socialist 

perspective: Sinn Féin-The Workers’ Party, (1980); Socialists against Nationalists, 
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(1981). The government through the NIO also reiterated its case in a number of 

tracts: Northern Ireland Office, (1980a; 1980b; 1981). the Irish Council of 

(Protestant) Churches (1980), voiced their opposition to any change in the prison 

regime as did the Democratic Unionist Party, Robinson, P. (1980). 

 

Writings by other political prisoners 

Instances and examples of collective consciousness and action are what fill the pages 

of the biographies of political prisoners who write of their jail experiences 

(exceptions to this general rule being the experiences of those held in German 

concentration camps during the Second World War; see below). The writings of the 

ANC (African National Congress) prisoners incarcerated on Robben Island in South 

Africa in particular bear much in common with the experiences of Irish republican 

political prisoners as contained in the accounts in Campbell et al (1994); Glór 

Gafa/Captive Voice, any edition, (1989-1998); Bennett, (1994); Adams, (1990; 

1996). 

 

Mandela (1994) and Dingake (1986) speak of how the prison regime attempted to 

negate the prisoners’ power of organisation and collective action by not allowing 

Mandela to speak on their behalf but how those attempts failed. Both writers speak of 

how they fought to win improvements in their living conditions in terms of 

recreation, visits, work and educational facilities. Mandela (1994) echoes the words 

of Bobby Sands when he says that “Prison not only robs you of your freedom, it 

attempts to take away your identity” (p. 321). The challenge for the ANC prisoners 

was to resist those attempts: “… to survive prison intact … to emerge from prison 

undiminished … to conserve and even replenish one’s beliefs” (p. 375). ‘Mac’ 

Maharaj (1978, p. 210) describes how the morale of the prisoners was maintained by 

fighting back against the system. Michael Dingake (ibid., p. 223) speaks of the 

mature outlook the prisoners on Robben Island had for education and how they 

constructed their own informal political education system covering: the history of the 

ANC, nationalism, Marxist theories and current affairs.  

 

The accounts of prisoners held in German concentration camps during the Second 

World War, although also political prisoners, are markedly different from the 

experiences of Irish republican prisoners in Long Kesh and ANC prisoners on 
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Robben Island. Levi (1987), writing of his experiences in Auschwitz between 1943-

1945, says that there was no solidarity between the prisoners; everyone was 

desperately and ferociously alone. The struggle to survive was therefore without 

respite (p. 94). Levi adds that he is aware that this view of life in the camps is very 

distant from the picture that is usually given of the oppressed who unite, if not in 

resistance, at least in suffering (p97). He understood the purpose of the Lager 

(concentration camp) as being to reduce people into beasts and realised that they had 

to resist that by refusing their consent (p47). Like most other accounts of prison life 

Levi refers to the passing of time and describes how, for the prisoners in the 

concentration camps, time was: 

 

… a valueless and superfluous material, of which we sought to rid ourselves as 
soon as possible … For us, history had stopped (p123). 

 

Bettelheim (1986) describes the twelve months he spent in Dachau and Buchenwald 

during which time he made observations and conducted investigations into his own 

behaviour and that of his fellow prisoners. He says of his study that he did not 

conduct it as a contribution to pure scientific research but as a mechanism through 

which to stimulate some intellectual interest and thus be better equipped to endure 

life in the camp (p. 63). By observing his life and actions he was able to interpret 

what was happening to him as a process of adaptation, not an occurrence of insanity. 

Bettleheim (1986a) says that the reaction of the prisoners on being brought into the 

camp can be looked at in terms of two categories: the socio-economic class to which 

they belonged and their political education (p. 68). Those he terms the ‘politically 

educated prisoners’ resented their fate, but looked on it as something which 

happened in accordance with their expectations (p. 68). However, the great majority 

of the ‘non-political middle-class prisoners’ were least able to withstand the initial 

shock as they were utterly unable to comprehend what had happened to them. What 

up until then had given them self-esteem had been entirely removed (p. 69). What 

Bettleheim (1986a) also observed was how those who had been in the camps longer 

than others would take on the values of the SS. They would speak in terms of how 

the camp should be organised, how people should work and take pride in the work 

they were doing, whilst new prisoners wanted to cause sabotage (p. 95). The 

experiences of Levi and Bettleheim, in such extreme conditions, are markedly 



43 

different from those of republican prisoners in Long Kesh or the ANC prisoners held 

on Robben Island. 

 

Power and Control 

Central to my thesis is the understanding that policy decisions in relation to the 

imprisonment and treatment of political prisoners in the north of Ireland are 

influenced primarily by the requirements of a political and military offensive to 

suppress republican resistance to British rule in Ireland (see Hillyard, 1987; 

Beresford 1987; Tomlinson, 1995). The response of Irish republican political 

prisoners to those policies are also determined by what they consider to be in the best 

interests of their political and military organisations on the outside, and/or to cater 

for their own particular needs within the prisons (see Sands, 1998). As such, issues 

surrounding the imprisonment of political prisoners in the north of Ireland cannot be 

understood within a body of literature concerned primarily with the development of 

British penal policy as implemented in prisons in England, Scotland and Wales. 

Nevertheless, it has been beneficial to study the development of such policies and to 

look at the theories that underpin them from a critical criminological perspective 

(see, Fitzgerald, M. 1977; Fitzgerald, M. and Sim, J. 1982; King R. and Elliott, 

K.1977; Scraton, P., Sim, J. and Skidmore, P. 1991; Scraton, P. 1987; Fitzgerald M., 

McLennan, G. and Pawson, J. 1981), if only to see how policies relating to 

imprisonment in the north of Ireland differ from those in other British prisons. This is 

especially so as the differences are often at the level of policy implementation. If it 

had been possible to successfully impose a policy of ‘criminalisation’ upon 

republican political prisoners in the north of Ireland in the mid-1970s then today the 

prison regimes there would be fairly similar to those in England, Scotland and Wales. 

A crucial factor therefore in the study of prisons and imprisonment is to what extent 

the authorities wield ‘power’ and ‘control’ within the prisons and what place prisons 

and imprisonment play in the wider society. Attempts at the ‘criminalisation’ of 

republican prisoners failed because the prisoners not only resisted them but because 

they offered another construct of the republican prisoner, one accepted by a large 

section of the population. The role of social construction is therefore crucial to the 

state in its attempts to establish its authority and social order; and equally important 

to its opponents who seek to offer a different perspective (see, Muncie J., 
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McLaughlin E., and Langan M., 1996; Muncie J. and McLaughlin E. 1996; Sapsford 

R., 1996) 

  

Summary 

Long Kesh prison, in terms of its history and purpose for which it was originally 

built, can be said to be unique in comparison to other prisons in the North of Ireland 

or in Britain. The republican population of the prison are also quite different from the 

‘ordinary’ prisoner to be found in most sociological studies of imprisonment (see 

Crawford, 1979; Gormally, McEvoy, et al., 1993; Heatley and Tomlinson, 1982; 

Rolston and Tomlinson, 1986). Firstly, as they do not recognise the legitimacy of the 

state, its institutions, and legal and judicial processes that have led to their 

imprisonment, they do not recognise the ‘legitimacy’ of their imprisonment or of the 

prison authorities. This ‘non-recognition’ is expressed through their use of language. 

To republican prisoners HMP Maze is Long Kesh; the prison guards are screws; the 

‘dirty protestors’ are the ‘blanket men’, etc. 

 

This refusal by the prisoners to accept the legitimacy of their imprisonment and 

thereafter adopt the state’s classification of them as either ‘criminals’ or ‘terrorists’ is 

reinforced by opinions, political ideals and values existing in the republican, 

nationalist, Catholic community on the outside which regards the prisoners as 

political; people who would never have been behind bars if it were not for the 

political situation in the country (see Burton, 1978). Despite the ideological 

differences and political allegiances that may exist within that community, and their 

often morally ambiguous attitudes towards the IRA’s use of violence, they 

nevertheless express no great enthusiasm for the state of Northern Ireland. A 

common view broadly shared by that community is that Ireland was 

undemocratically partitioned in the first place (in 1921) and that since the creation of 

the northern state sectarian, discriminatory practices of the Unionist government at 

Stormont were geared to deny Catholics and nationalists an equal place within the 

state and society (see Farrell, 1976). 

 

As captured IRA volunteers9, the republican prisoners held in Long Kesh carry with 

them to prison a politics and culture of resistance to British colonial rule in Ireland. 

Within this ideological framework they understand their imprisonment as just one 
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more arena of struggle in which they can wage war against the British. The war does 

not end with their capture. Prison is a place to educate and politicise themselves, and 

prepare for the day when they will once more be on the outside, either through 

formal release, or via escapes. In the meantime they can also be active in that 

struggle by challenging the legitimacy of their imprisonment and opposing the 

attempts of the prison authorities to impose its writ upon them. 

 

The prisoners are also significantly different from most other prisoners in the sense 

that whilst in prison they hold allegiance to, and liase with an armed organisation on 

the outside. That organisation has often taken military action against prison officers 

and members of the prison administration in response to what they have regarded as 

the brutal implementation of various prison policies operating against the best 

interests of the republican prisoners. 

 

In light of the factors outlined above regarding Irish republican prisoners: their 

collectively-shared political ideology; the discipline and unity of purpose that arises 

from that ideology; the moral, social and material support they receive from their 

affiliated organisations on the outside; the high esteem in which they are held within 

their own communities; the manner in which those same communities regard the 

institutions and forces of the state; and, the popularisation of their deeds through 

verse and song, the Irish republican prisoner community in the H Blocks cannot be 

fully understood within the body of sociological literature arising from studies 

conducted into conventional prison situations or from ‘outsider’ accounts. 

Undoubtedly, republican prisoners, like prisoners anywhere, must experience the 

‘pains of imprisonment’. They also have to deal with the passing of time and cope 

with the social, psychological, and emotional difficulties that arise from their 

incarceration, but they do so within a very supportive environment. They also 

interpret their incarceration in a very particular manner and arising from that 

determine their behaviour in relation to goals which they set themselves. In that 

regard, whilst confronted with many similar restrictions, difficulties and obstacles as 

those encountered by prisoners in the studies above, republican prisoners ‘make 

sense’ of those elements of prison life within a wider framework; accord them 

different degrees of importance; adopt different strategies to deal with them, and 

therefore produce different outcomes. It is this behaviour, guided by political 
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motivation and directed towards the pursuit of particular objectives, that led to 

conflict with the prison authorities who attempted to impose a ‘normal’ prison 

regime upon the prisoners. 

 

Four major themes underpin this thesis; that of continuity and change, structure and 

agency, action and reflection, and unity and division. Continuity and change and 

structure and agency can be said to be very closely intertwined in this instance; 

structure providing for continuity – agents being the dynamic for change. From the 

prison authorities’ point of view their goal was the imposition of a ‘normal’ prison 

regime – continuity – and they used all of the measures available to them within the 

prison system to achieve such a goal. They were supported in this by the other 

political, security, intelligence and legal institutions of the state who were equally 

interested in maintaining continuity through the suppression of militant Irish 

republicanism. 

 

For republicans, their goal was to resist all such attempts to ‘criminalise’ them and to 

bring about change to the prison regime and political policies that governed it. As 

with their opponents, the goals of the republican prisoners stretched beyond the 

prison situation and were located within the wider political struggle for radical 

political change in Ireland. Republicans also had additional goals internal to their 

own organisational development, namely, the desire to create a new political 

consciousness and more egalitarian form of social relations within the republican 

prisoner community. The tensions between the opposing forces for continuity and 

change in all of these different arenas was operationalised in different ways at 

different times throughout the period covered by this research. 

 

My thesis lets the prisoners tell for the first time ‘in their own words’, through 

unstructured interviews and an analysis of political/educational documents produced 

for use within their communities, how they made sense of their imprisonment; what 

it meant to them; what goals they set themselves; how they overcame attempts to 

criminalise them; how they structured the social organisation of their communities; 

and, what the main influences were behind the social, political, and educational 

developments within their communities. In other words, the social construction of an 

Irish republican prisoner community as understood by the prisoners themselves. 
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CHAPTER 3 

THE POLITICS OF MEANING: SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIVIST AND 

INTERPRETIVIST APPROACHES 

 

Social constructionism 

Taylor (1987) writes that from an empirical perspective social reality is comprised of 

a set of social facts that include the overt acts (behaviour) of individuals and the 

beliefs and affective states that describe their motivations for behaviour. These 

‘facts’ are thought of as hard data that are identifiable and verifiable in such a way 

that they preclude further interpretation. In this way the empiricist accounts for both 

human behaviours and the meanings human agents attach to those behaviours. 

 

An interpretivist approach, on the other hand, considers that the empiricist’s picture 

of social reality ignores a crucial factor, namely: 

 

… ways of experiencing action in society which are expressed in the language 
and descriptions constitutive of institutions and practices. (Taylor, 1987, p. 75). 

 

Interpretivists and constructivists seek to understand the complex world of lived 

experience from the point of view of those who live it. This attempt to grasp the 

actor’s definition of a situation is referred to in sociological literature as Verstehen, 

or understanding. The world of lived reality and the situation-specific meanings 

attached to it is thought to be constructed by social actors, who, in particular places, 

at particular times, construct meaning out of events and phenomena. This entails 

prolonged, complex processes of social interaction involving history, language, and 

action (Schwandt, 1994, p. 119).  

 

The constructivist or interpretivist believes that to understand this world of meaning 

one must interpret it. The inquirer must elucidate the process of meaning 

construction and clarify what and how meanings are embodied in the language and 

actions of social actors (ibid., p. 118). 

 

Schwandt adds that interpretivists regard human behaviour as purposive (Bruner, 

1990; Magoon, 1977). They reject mechanistic explanations of behaviour and view 
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social agents as autonomous, intentional, active and goal directed; “… they construe, 

construct, and interpret their own behaviour and that of their fellow agents” (ibid., p. 

120). 

 

There are numerous interpretivist and constructivist approaches depending upon 

what field of social inquiry the researcher is concerned with, but just a few examples 

show their common concerns in relation to how a study of human action should be 

approached and interpreted. Geertz (1973), for example, writing from an interpretive 

anthropological approach sees the goal of anthropology as an; “… interpretive 

science in search of meaning, not an experimental science in search of laws” (p. 5). 

Culture, for Geertz, is something that requires interpretation, not causal explanation. 

He does not see a world of social facts somewhere ‘out there’ just waiting to be 

observed, recorded, described, and analysed by the inquirer. Rather, for him the 

inquirer constructs a reading of the meaning-making process of the people he or she 

studies. In terms of theory, Geertz understands it to be always grounded and local, 

not speculative and abstract. He says that: 

 

… theoretical formulations hover so low over the interpretations they govern 
that they don’t make much sense or hold much interest apart from them (p. 25).  

 

There are many theoretical and methodological variants of symbolic interactionism 

(for summaries, see Denzin, 1992; Hammersley, 1989; Meltzer, Petras, & Reynolds, 

1975; Plummer, 1991) but Herbert Blumer (1969, p. 2) claims that symbolic 

interactionism rests on three premises. First, that human beings act toward the 

physical objects and other beings in their environment on the basis of the meanings 

that these things have for them. Second, these meanings derive from the social 

interaction between and among individuals. Third, these meanings are established 

and modified through an interpretive process: 

 

The actor selects, checks, suspends, regroups, and transforms the meanings in 
light of the situation in which he is placed and the direction of his action … 
meanings are used and revised as instruments for the guidance and formation 
of action (Blumer, 1969, p. 5) 

 

The Blumer-Mead version of symbolic interactionism regards human beings as 

purposive agents engaged in self-reflexive behaviour (Blumer, 1969, p. 81). Their 
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actions are not the forced response to external or environmental stimuli but rather the 

result of conscious decisions taken in specific conditions and situations and 

according to how those situations are interpreted by the actor. To understand what is 

happening in their social world the inquirer must therefore: 

 

… see the situation as it is seen by the actor, observing what the actor takes 
into account, observing how he interprets what is taken into account (p. 56). 

 

Denzin criticises several aspects of the Blumer-Mead version of symbolic 

interactionism accusing them, according to Schwandt (1994), of; “… a naïve 

empirical realism, a romantic conception of the “other” and a conservative social 

philosophy” (p. 124). Denzin has sought to develop what he terms a ‘post-modern 

politics of interpretive interactionism’ (Denzin, 1989a, 1989b) which, says Schwandt 

(1994), does not offer: 

 

… inscription in the place of description; present a romantic realist picture of 
human actors; or obscure, decontextualise, or overtheorise the presentation of 
the voices, emotions, and actions – that is, the lived experience – of 
respondents (p. 124).  

 

Denzin believes that for symbolic interactionism to become much more ‘interpretive’ 

it must gain from the insights made in the fields of cultural and feminist studies. 

Cultural studies, he says, connect the study of meaning-making in social interaction 

to the communication process and the communication industry: from feminist studies 

the lesson that language and activity of both inquirer and respondent must be read in 

gendered, existential, biographical, and classed ways (ibid., p. 125). 

 

Constructivism is related to but also somewhat different from interpretivist theories. 

Constructivists share the interpretivists’ emphasis on the world of experience as it is 

lived and felt by social actors but their concerns are also with the notions of 

objectivism, empirical realism, objective truth, and essentialism. Constructivists 

claim that what we take to be objective knowledge and truth is the result of 

perspective. Knowledge and truth are created, not discovered by mind. According to 

Schwandt, constructivists: 

 



51 

… emphasise the pluralistic and plastic character of reality – pluralistic in the 
sense that reality is expressible in a variety of symbol and language systems; 
plastic in the sense that reality is stretched and shaped to fit purposeful acts of 
intentional human agents. 

 

If we believe that the mind is active in the construction of knowledge then it can be 

argued that we are all constructivists. If the mind is active then it necessarily must 

form abstractions or concepts. Accordingly constructivism argues that human beings 

do not find or discover knowledge so much as construct or make it. We invent 

concepts, models, and schemes to make sense of experience and, further, we 

continually test and modify these constructions in the light of new experience 

(Schwandt, pp. 125-6). 

 

Kenneth and Mary Gergen also examine the process of knowledge construction but 

instead of focusing on individual minds and cognitive processes, they look at 

intersubjectively shared, social constructions of meaning and knowledge which 

Kenneth Gergen (1985) refers to as ‘social constructionism’. Gergen and Gergen 

(1991) argue that: 

 

Accounts of the world … take place within shared systems of intelligibility – 
usually a spoken or written language. These accounts are not viewed as the 
external expression of the speaker’s internal processes (such as cognition, 
intention) but as an expression of relationships among persons (p. 78). 

 

The focus of the Gergens’ approach is therefore not on the meaning-making activity 

of the individual mind but on the collective generation of meaning as shaped by 

language and other social processes. Guba and Lincoln (1989, p. 19) also use the 

term constructivism to characterise their methodology though they acknowledge that 

constructivist, interpretive, naturalistic, and hermeneutical are all similar notions. For 

Guba and Lincoln, the question of which or whether constructions are true is socio-

historically relative. Truth is a matter of the best-informed and most sophisticated 

construction on which there is consensus at a given time. 

 

We can summarise social constructionism therefore by saying that it is concerned 

with ways of thinking about, defining and interpreting the social world which implies 

an active process of definition and redefinition. According to Clarke and Cochrane 
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(1998, p. 26), social constructivists emphasise one essential feature of human 

societies – the role of language. 

 

In human societies action is preceded by understanding and intention. We intend our 

actions to have meaningful outcomes. Our actions convey messages to other 

members of society. Although some aspects of the social constructionist perspective 

can be quite complicated, it starts from a relatively simple point of departure. We 

might call this the naming or labelling of things. How we name things (through 

language) affects how we behave towards them. The name, or label, carries with it 

expectations.  

 

The importance of labelling, or naming, people and their actions within the context 

of the conflict in the north of Ireland has been clearly identified by the British 

government and republicans; until recently loyalists appeared less interested in 

attempting to propagandise their actions and politics outside of the publishing of 

sporadic and/or local newsheets. Since the mid-1970s the battle between the 

opposing forces has taken place not only on the streets but also through the discourse 

that seeks to offer an interpretation of the actions of the participants in the conflicts. 

That discourse has changed in light of particular events, especially so since the re-

commencement of the IRA cease-fire in 1997. In NIO-speak, republicans in general 

were firstly, ‘criminals’, then, ‘terrorists’, and now, post the 1998 ‘Good Friday 

Agreement’, ‘people who have a mandate from their community’1. Within the prison 

they were at first ‘detainees’, then a ‘special category’ of prisoner, later, ‘criminals’, 

‘terrorist’, then ‘non-conforming’, then ‘not fully conforming’, before finally being 

regarded as ‘paramilitaries’ with whom the prison authorities would liase via the 

prisoners’ appointed representatives (see Gormally, McEvoy, and Wall; 1993). 

Under the new legislation allowing for the speedy release of those prisoners affiliated 

to paramilitary organisations on the outside who are observing cease-fires, the 

prisoners concerned are labelled, ‘Qualifying prisoners’2. Social constructions and 

the language that is integral to them can therefore be seen as fluid and impermanent, 

though as Clarke and Cochrane (1998), say: 
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… this is not the same as saying that all social constructions are fluid, 
changeable or intangible. Nor does it mean that they do not have real 
consequences for people as they live their lives (p. 39). 

 

Those ‘real consequences’ are very evident from the stories told by those who 

participated in this research. 

 

The social construct of crime 

From an interactionist perspective there is no underlying or enduring consensus in 

society. Rather, the social order consists of a plurality of social groups each acting in 

accordance with its own interpretations of reality. The outcome is as likely to be 

conflict as consensus. Different groups within the social order have different degrees 

of power and therefore ability to portray their ‘interpretation’ of reality as the true 

one. They also have the power to ‘label’ other social groups as deviant or as a threat 

and offer a social construction that denies the legitimacy of the thoughts and 

behaviours of others. In this way certain types of behaviour are labelled as criminal, 

but Muncie (1996) writes that it is not: 

 

... behaviour in itself that constitutes crime. Rather, behaviour is criminalised 
by a process of social perception and reaction as applied and interpreted by 
agents of the law. Crime exists only when the label and the law are 
successfully applied to an individual’s behaviour. It is not what people do, but 
how they are perceived and evaluated by others, that constitutes crime (p. 13).  

 

And Becker (1963) adds that: 

 

Social groups create deviance by making the rules whose infraction constitutes 
deviance, and by applying those rules to particular people and labelling them as 
outsiders. From this point of view deviance is not a quality of the act a person 
commits, but rather a consequence of the application by others of rules and 
sanctions to an ‘offender’. The deviant is one to whom that label has been 
successfully applied; deviant behaviour is behaviour that people so label (p. 9). 

 

Therefore, we can only understand why an action is regarded as criminal when we 

examine the processes of rule creation and law enforcement that make it so. As 

Muncie (1996) says, we do not discover ‘crime’ simply by examining particular 

behaviours “… for there is nothing intrinsic to any behaviour which makes it 

criminal” (p. 14). What does require explanation, Muncie adds, is the complex 
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processes through which agencies of social control are able to label certain people 

and behaviours as criminal. Conflict-based analyses of the social order argue that it is 

only through an examination of the specific relations of power and domination 

within the social order and of the systematic and consistent empowerment of some 

groups to the detriment of others that we will achieve a true understanding of what is 

termed ‘crime’ and why. Orthodox Marxists, for example, emphasise class divisions 

within society whereby those who own and control the means of production are also 

able to use their economic and political power to influence the processes of law 

creation and enforcement in such a manner as to protect their own interests. From 

contrasting positions, feminist analyses of the social order emphasise gender 

divisions and the discriminatory implications of a patriarchal monopoly of political, 

economic and legal power. Each stresses the political nature of crime. Law supplies 

to some people both the means and the authority to criminalise the behaviour of 

others. This leads Cohen (1973 to claim that: 

 

… damage, victimisation, exploitation, theft and destruction when carried out 
by the powerful are not only not punished, but are not called ‘crime’ (p. 624). 

 

This view is supported by the Schwendingers (1970) who view current practices of 

law creation and enforcement as selective and partial (quoted in Muncie, 1996, p. 

15). Conflict-based analyses of the social order therefore regard the concept of 

‘crime’ and ‘criminality’ as not value-free but as highly politicised state-constructed 

categories created to protect or advance the interests of the state. 

 

Criminalisation 

Hall and Scraton (1981) define ‘criminalisation’ as “the application of the criminal 

label to a particular social category” and that it is a process that “depends both on 

how certain acts are labelled and on who is doing the labelling” (p. 481). The latter 

point raises the issue of who has the power to label (see Scraton and Chadwick, 

1996). In most instances the label ‘criminal’ is applied to actions which many people 

would indeed regard as ‘illegal’ but on occasions it can be applied by the authorities 

to activities which, although not necessarily illegal in themselves, are regarded as 

politically threatening. In this sense, ‘criminalisation’ can provide the justification 

for political containment and can be a powerful weapon in the hands of the 
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authorities because it mobilises popular approval and legitimacy behind the state. As 

Hall and Scraton (1981) say: 

 

People are more likely to support state action against a ‘criminal’ act than they 
would the use of the law to repress a ‘political’ cause (p. 489). 

 

It can be advantageous then for the state to label certain people, movements and 

behaviour as ‘criminal’ or to focus on the ‘illegal’ aspect of their actions to the 

exclusion of the political content and motivation behind those actions. Examples of 

this have been seen in the case of the Miners’ Strike in England in 1984-85 and the 

Wapping Print Workers’ dispute. The actions of both groups in ‘picketing’ their 

workplaces, and the violent confrontations that sometimes occurred between the 

pickets and the police, were given prominence in the press, the media, and in 

government speeches whereas the reasons for the disputes and the grievances of the 

workers were down-played (see Benyon, 1985; Fine and Millar, 1985; Scraton and 

Thomas, 1985). Hall and Scraton (1981) say that:  

 

Focusing on the violence, it is said, makes it easier to mobilise popular support 
for measures of containment. There is a revulsion against violence, especially 
when portrayed as ‘mindless’ (p. 490). 

 

Even in instances where the actions of the protest group cannot be easily identified as 

‘violent’, as in the case of the Greenham Common Women’s Peace Camp, they can 

still be labelled ‘illegal’ and ‘criminal’ and prominence given to their ‘trespassing’ or 

the endangering of security and safety procedures around the base rather than to the 

reason for their protest; their opposition to nuclear-based weapons of mass 

destruction. Chadwick and Little (1987), and Young (1990), write of how women 

who campaign around issues of peace and sexuality are often marginalised and their 

political action de-legitimised and criminalised. Other sections of the community can 

be similarly marginalised and stigmatised. Keith (1996), refers to what he regards as 

a process of criminalisation of Afro-Caribbean people in Britain. Keith sees such a 

process within the context of “… the racialising discourses that circumscribe British 

Black communities…” and that “…the process of criminalisation itself now 

constitutes a significant racialising discourse” (p. 272).  
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In the case of the conflict in the north of Ireland a process of ‘criminalisation’ lay at 

the heart of the counter-insurgency measures3 introduced by the British government 

in 1975 in its attempt to defeat the IRA. That process utilised a range of measures 

including radical change to the legal and judicial processes governing arrest, 

interrogation and the courts (see Hillyard, 1987) designed to put large numbers of 

people behind bars but the conflict itself and the motivations of those involved in it 

was also re-defined (see Curtis, 1984). The conflict became a ‘criminal conspiracy’ 

conducted by ‘evil’, ‘ruthless’, ‘criminals’ who carried out acts of ‘mindless 

violence’. These ‘criminals’ lacked any support from within the community but often 

held control over the people through their ‘rule of terror’. Schubert (1986) says that: 

 

The criminalisation of political enemies and the denial of their existence as 
political enemies is an essential element of a consciously waged psychological 
war of isolation and destruction (p. 189). 

 

It is worthwhile therefore to look at the interpretations given to what is termed 

‘violence’ and ‘terror’ and who are the ‘terrorists’. 

 

Social constructions of violence 

McLaughlin (1996) says that in attempting to define the term ‘violence’ we must 

take into account that, like many concepts employed for both descriptive and 

analytical purposes, ‘violence’ has “… an impreciseness that makes it difficult to 

delimit” (p. 269). He refers to Norman (1995) who has described the term as one of 

the most confused, emotive and subjective ones in our moral language.  

 

Foucault (1980) argues that there is what he calls a ‘rhetoric of violence’ which 

classifies certain behaviours, events and individuals as violent, and structures 

‘violence’ as a seemingly coherent, unproblematic fact. This idea that ‘violence’ can 

be understood as ‘unproblematic fact’ and the term be applicable across a multitude 

of different historical and social situations is challenged by Armstrong and 

Tennenhouse (1989) who point out that ‘violence’ is perceived and understood 

within conflicting conceptions of the social and moral order. 

 

A definition of ‘violence’ which limits it only to the infliction of physical hurt or 

damage, or the destruction of property whether intentional or otherwise, is obviously 
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too restricted. Extending that application to cover damaging psychological processes 

such as the threat of violence, domination, humiliation and degradation broadens its 

definition but some writers (Skolnick, 1969; Bourdieu, 1977) argue that any 

definition of violence must also cover what McLaughlin (1996) refers to as: 

 

… the violent processes intricately woven into the very texture of the social 
order, such as those related to enduring poverty, discrimination and socio-
economic exploitation (p. 279). 

 

McLaughlin adds, though, that this type of violence does not fall directly within the 

domain of the criminal law or the process of criminalisation (p. 270). 

 

Political violence 

According to Nieburg (1969), the term ‘political violence’ refers to: 

 

… acts of disruption, destruction, injury, whose purpose, choice of targets or 
victims, surrounding circumstances, implementation, and/or effects have 
political significance, that intend to modify the behaviour of others in a 
bargaining situation, that has consequences for the social system (p. 13). 

 

Nieburg identified two forms of political violence: that sanctioned by the state, and 

violence directed against the state from within. Max Weber (1970) has said of the 

modern state that the one characteristic that marks it out above all others is that it 

“…claims the monopoly of the legitimate use of physical force within a given 

territory” (p. 77). McLaughlin (1996, p. 272), adds, however, that violence used by 

state agencies and officials can only be deemed legitimate when used as a last resort 

and after all other attempts at non-violent resolution have been exhausted. It must 

also be minimal in its application. 

 

Challenging the state’s monopoly on the use of violence is seen by some political 

theorists, such as Arendt (1961), Sharp (1973) and Wehr et al. (1994), as counter-

productive, resulting in intense misery and suffering for those involved, and very 

often compounding the existing injustice. They argue therefore, that violence against 

the state should only be embarked upon within very extreme situations and when a 

certain moral criteria has been met (see McLaughlin, 1996, p. 276). This concept of 

‘exceptional circumstances’ can be regarded as very problematic because it defines a 
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set of rigid conditions that must exist before the citizens of a state can resort to 

violent protest (p. 276). Others, such as Fanon (1967), regard the use of violence by 

the people in situations of colonial domination and oppression as being a tool of 

consciousness-raising; a means through which people come to understand the truth 

about the society they live in. 

 

Historical view of ‘political crime’ 

McLaughlin (1996) writes that in Western Europe in the course of the nineteenth 

century “…internal politically motivated crime came to be redefined as an offence 

against the state” whereas prior to that “.. most crimes against political rulers were 

defined as ‘treason’ or, in Roman law, crime against sacred authority”. The political 

offender was regarded as being motivated by principled considerations such as 

“…opposing autocratic regimes… or championing the cause of nationalism or 

idealistic social reform” (p. 277). McLaughlin adds that political prisoners were 

treated more leniently than the ordinary ‘criminal’ prisoner and in England, political 

fugitives and exiles from other European countries usually found a welcome4. 

Janssen (1986) provides an historical examination of the treatment of political 

prisoners in a range of European states detailing the special arrangements that were 

made for them.  

 

However, the approach of European states towards the politically-motivated offender 

changed, according to Ingraham (1979, p. 288), following the First World War. More 

repressive laws were introduced to deal with them including the death penalty for 

crimes of treason, espionage and insurrection. Janssen (1986, p. 202) says that this 

was especially true for those with a left political ideology. 

 

McLaughlin (1996, p. 280) says that there are no clear-cut reasons as to why this 

change should have occurred but says that a number of factors that possibly 

contributed to it include; the escalating anti-colonialist struggles; transnational 

ideologies of communism, anarchism and fascism prompting anxieties about treason, 

espionage and sabotage; and, the belief that, with the processes of governance having 

been democratised and political and industrial rights legally recognised, political 

disputes could be resolved through rational discourse, debate and compromise.  
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The ‘terrorist’ 

In the latter part of the twentieth century those who have reverted to the use of 

violence against the state have commonly been defined by governments and in the 

popular media as ‘terrorists’, be it the African National Congress (ANC) in South 

Africa, Euskadi Ta Askatasuna (ETA) in Euskadi/Spain, the Palestine Liberation 

Organisation (PLO) in Palestine/Israel, or the Irish Republican Army (IRA) in 

Ireland.  

 

Johnson (1986) says of terrorism that it is: 

 

…the cancer of the modern world. No state is immune to it. It is a dynamic 
organism which attacks the healthy flesh of the surrounding society. It has the 
essential hallmark of malignant cancer: unless treated, and treated drastically, 
its growth is inexorable, until it poisons and engulfs the society on which it 
feeds and drags it down to destruction (p. 31). 

 

Hogan and Walker (1989) write that the terms ‘terrorist’, and ‘terrorism’, have 

replaced ‘political offender’, and ‘political violence’ because the former have much 

wider ideological meanings and resonances. Janssen (1986 adds that ‘terrorism’ 

rather than the more exact description ‘political criminality’ is used because “… it 

detracts from the question of legitimacy and power” and that for this purpose “…the 

imprecise and emotionally loaded expression ‘terrorism’ is an excellent aid” (p. 195). 

Terrorism in its common everyday usage is generally taken to define acts of violence 

committed by pathologically deranged, fanatical, or ‘cultish’ individuals, perpetrated 

against defenceless civilians. Its aim is to generate shock and spread fear and 

insecurity through random acts against unsuspecting victims; the rationale being that 

no-one in society can feel safe from it (see, Sterling, 1981; Netanyahu, 1986; 

Wilkinson, 1986 and Lodge 1988). However, as McLaughlin (1996), points out: 

 

… it is a highly problematic endeavour to attempt to draw clear boundaries 
around who the terrorists are and to distinguish between terrorism and 
orthodox forms of warfare (p. 282). 

 

When we examine acts carried out by state forces in the course of what is considered 

‘conventional’ warfare the distinction between them and what are commonly 

regarded as acts of terrorism are not so clear-cut. The ‘saturation bombing’ of 
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German cities during the Second World War; the dropping of the atom bombs on 

Hiroshima and Nagasaki in Japan in 1945; the ‘carpet-bombing’ and use of ‘agent 

orange’ by the USA in Vietnam; are but a few examples of acts which many could 

label as acts of terror – carried out against non-military targets with the resultant 

deaths of unsuspecting and uninvolved civilians; the aim being to terrorise the 

respective governments (see Giddens, 1985, p. 33; Churchill, as quoted in Saward, 

1985, p. 382: also Falk et al., 1971; Karnow, 1983; Bilton and Sim, 1993). In the 

north of Ireland, repeated claims have been made that state security forces have often 

engaged in deliberate ‘shoot-to-kill policies’, often against unarmed civilians (see 

Tomlinson, 1998). 

 

The definition of who are and who are not ‘terrorists’ is also problematic as 

Chomsky (1991) and Herman (1993) point out. The US Department of State, for 

instance, published a list of foreign states who they believed to be funding 

‘international terrorism’. These included; Libya, Cuba, Iran, Iraq, North Korea, 

South Yemen and several Eastern European states. What was missing from the list, 

according to Chomsky and Herman, were the Western and pro-Western states who 

have covertly, and often illegally, funded the training and equipping of right-wing 

groupings such as UNITA in Angola, the Contras in Nicaragua, the Mujahadeen in 

Afghanistan and Renamo in Mozambique. In his speech to the American Bar 

Association (8 July 1985), President Reagan declared Iran, Libya, North Korea, Cuba 

and Nicaragua, 'terrorist states'. Schubert (1986) says that “This is nothing but the 

quintessence of the criminalisation of the political enemy” (p. 191). 

 

In the north of Ireland repeated allegations have been made of collusion between 

British state security and intelligence services and loyalist paramilitaries, evidence of 

this involvement coming to light in the case of Brian Nelson, a member of the Ulster 

Defence Association (UDA) recruited by M.I.5 (Tomlinson, 1998). These activities 

could be described as ‘proxy state terrorism’ through the promotion of ‘counter 

gangs’ as advocated by British Army general Sir Frank Kitson (1971). 

 

Livingston (1994) writes that military groupings that do not pose a threat to USA 

geo-political interests are most likely to be categorised as; freedom-fighters, 

liberation movements, rebels, armed militias, guerrillas and partisans, rather than 
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terrorists. Their actions, even when indiscriminate, are generally defined as 

retaliatory or accidental and attract less media comment and coverage. It can be said 

that the same applies in the north of Ireland where the actions of loyalist 

paramilitaries have often been described by government and in the media as 

‘retaliatory’ and the violence of these groups as ‘in response to’ actions taken by the 

IRA, even though the victims of loyalist killings are predominantly uninvolved and 

randomly-picked Catholics (see Miller, 1994). Other methods, short of the direct use 

of ‘counter gangs’5, adopted by the state to counter political opposition include; the 

streamlining of criminal justice procedures; the restriction of civil liberties and legal 

rights and safeguards; media censorship; special courts; and, the extension of the 

surveillance and investigative powers of security agencies (McLaughlin, 1996, p. 

287). All of these methods and more have been employed by the British government 

in the north of Ireland since 1969 (see Boyle, Hadden and Hillyard, 1980).  

 

Woolacott (1995) says that any understanding of terrorism that pictures governments 

as completely legitimate and rational and ‘terrorists’ as completely illegitimate and 

irrational must be flawed.  

 

Governors and terrorists are both involved in the pathology of societies that 
have broken down to the point where politics has been wholly or partly 
replaced by violent action (p. 20).  

 

Chomsky (1988, 1991) and Herman (1982, 1993) propose an even more radical 

perspective when they argue that a full, analytical grasp of what true ‘terrorism’ is 

and who the real ‘terrorists’ are, will only be achieved through reconstructing and 

reversing the official gaze. In this perspective, only states can be truly terrorists as 

only they have the capacity to unleash terror in a systematic and multi-layered 

fashion. Dr. Clyde Snow (quoted in Amnesty International, 1993) supports that view 

and in very graphic terms expresses what that means in practice: 

 

The great mass murderers of our time have accounted for no more than a few 
hundred victims. In contrast states that have chosen to murder their own 
citizens can usually count their victims by the carload lot. As for motive, the 
state has no peers, for it will kill its victim for a careless word, a fleeting 
thought, or even a poem (p. 1). 
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‘Terrorism’ and ‘terrorists’ are therefore terms that carry ideological meanings and 

emotive resonances. As McLaughlin (1996) argues, they are terms that if 

successfully applied can play a decisive role in “… forming and inflecting public 

understanding of deep-seated and complicated political conflicts” (p. 298). Those 

who oppose the state and go against its laws run the risk of becoming so labelled and 

yet they are terms that are often applied in a very selective manner depending on the 

political orientation of those involved and the goals that they seek. They are also 

labels that can be dropped as circumstances and political realities change and there 

are many historical examples of officially defined and labelled ‘terrorists’ who have 

been speedily rehabilitated as ‘freedom-fighters’ and eventually reborn as ‘peace-

makers’; Menachem Begin (Israel), Nelson Mandela (South Africa), Robert Mugabe 

(Zimbabwe); Yasser Arafat (Palestine); and Gerry Adams (Ireland) being just some. 

However, while the label applies then the full force of the state and its agencies; its 

security services, its judicial and legislative processes, its military intelligence forces, 

its media, will be ranged against the ones so labelled. An example of that was the 

attempted criminalisation of the Irish republican struggle in the north of Ireland 

through the criminalisation of the republican prisoners. Although recognised as a 

‘special category’ of prisoner in the early 1970s, ones who were ‘politically 

motivated’, a new state-inspired social construct of them was developed post-1976 

which attempted to label them as ‘criminals. This thesis looks at how the prisoners 

first understood, then resisted such a ‘labelling process’ and how they developed 

their own constructs. 

 

The Social Construction of Irish Republican Prisoners 

The early 1970s can be looked at as a period in the history of the north of Ireland that 

witnessed dramatic events unfolding on almost a daily basis. Lengthy gun-battles 

between the IRA and the RUC and British Army were commonplace in many 

nationalist areas and along the border; massive car bombs destroyed many towns and 

villages; internment was introduced; a lengthy hunger strike took place in Crumlin 

Road Prison, Belfast which ended with the introduction of ‘special category status’; 

meetings took place in England between the British Government and representatives 

of the IRA; Stormont was prorogued; loyalists brought the state to a stand-still with 

the UWC (Ulster Workers’ Council) Strike in 1974; and much more. In a society 
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witnessing such social upheavals it is difficult to form social patterns and constructs, 

so many elements of the social order being in flux. 

 

Within the political climate of the period it is easy to understand how political status, 

or ‘special category status’ as the Government referred to it, was granted. The 

government was negotiating with the IRA at the time to call a Truce and the death of 

any of the republican prisoners then on hunger strike in Belfast’s Crumlin Road 

Prison would have ruled out the prospect of any success coming out of the talks. 

Besides that, internment was already in place and images of republican and loyalist 

internees behind the wire of Long Kesh where they enjoyed a good deal of freedom 

and additional privileges from ‘ordinary’ prisoners were already familiar to the 

public. Sentenced prisoners sharing the same freedoms and privileges must not have 

appeared as such a giant leap in the imagination.  

 

Whatever the motivational or short-term tactical reasons for the introduction of 

political status in 1972 it later became an embarrassment to the government (see 

Coogan, 1980) and had to be ended. More importantly, it contradicted the construct 

then being formed that what was happening in the north of Ireland was a ‘criminal 

conspiracy’, not an anti-colonial struggle for national liberation or even for an end to 

injustices within the state. The government had no responsibility for the conflict; its 

role being to do its best to ensure the ‘warring factions’ did not disrupt the business 

of the vast majority of people who were getting on with their lives. Those involved in 

the conflict should be regarded as criminals, not people with a political motivation. 

They were people who were charged and convicted in the courts having gone 

through due process of the law. There was no reason therefore why they should be 

treated as anything other than ordinary ‘criminals’. 

 

This construct of those engaged in the conflict being criminals was soon given 

popular expression in the press and media (Curtis 1984; Rolston and Miller, 1996). 

News bulletins were full of references to ‘God-fathers’, ‘criminal gangs’, ‘Mafia-

style shoot-outs’; the new terminology being introduced to describe the warring 

factions and their behaviour. These types of people and their behaviour were 

contrasted with the desire of reasonable people who wanted peace and who organised 

under the banner of ‘The Peace People’6. 
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Labelling republican political prisoners as ‘criminal’ and the legal, judicial and penal 

policies which arose from that construct had very real consequences for republican 

prisoners, as this thesis shows. However, the research also shows that social 

constructions are not permanent, immutable, applicable across other cultures and 

social and political systems, nor do they go unchallenged by other social constructs 

(Clarke and Cochrane, 1998, p. 40). In the case of the republican prisoners they 

clearly understood themselves to be political, the communities and social culture 

from which they came reinforced them in this belief, and this shaped their response 

to the policy of criminalisation. In opposition to the social construction of ‘criminal’ 

they proffered the alternative one of the politically motivated person imprisoned 

through a ‘specially’ created body of laws and legislation which were designed 

specifically to remove them from society and to brand their political beliefs and 

aspirations as illegitimate; in other words, political prisoners. 

 

Republicans who ended up in the H Blocks of Long Kesh did not meekly accept the 

construct of ‘criminal’. Refusing to conform to the prison regime, they began a 

protest demanding the re-introduction of political status. It is clear from interviews 

conducted during the course of this research that the prisoners at that time did not 

have a full understanding of the enormity of the events that they were engaged in. 

They expressed a political naivety about the commitment of the British government 

to fully implement its policy of criminalisation, and even lacked an awareness of the 

wider ramifications of such a policy. However, they were confident and secure in 

their own self-image as republican political prisoners and as such rejected the label 

of ‘criminal’ and type of prison regime that followed from such a classification. 

 

The ‘blanket protest’ lasted five years and ended with the death of ten prisoners on 

hunger strike in 1981. During that five years the prisoners, through ongoing 

discussion and debate, radicalised their politics and quickly came to fully understand 

the motivation of the British government in attempting to criminalise them and their 

struggle. In his prison writings, Bobby Sands (1998), the first of the prisoners to die 

on hunger strike, left an insight into how he and his comrades understood their 

situation. Through poetry and prose Bobby wrote not only of the daily experiences of 

prisoners on protest and the actions of the prison authorities and prison guards, but 
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also how the prisoners interpreted their situation as the outcome of a much wider 

process. In his Trilogy of poems - ‘The Crime of Castlereagh’; Diplock Court; and 

‘The Torture Mill-H Block’. Bobby displays an understanding of that ‘legal’ process 

that put him and countless others behind bars7. In understanding what was happening 

to them and why, they also clearly identified their own role, from their position as 

IRA volunteers and political activists, as being one of thwarting the British 

government in its aims and objectives. In his writings, Bobby expresses the thinking 

behind his actions in terms of the wider political struggle in which he was engaged 

and not just within the context of the immediate prison situation, although the two 

were inextricably linked. Writing in his diary8 on the first day of his hunger strike 

Bobby Sands (1998) says: 

 

I am dying not just to end the barbarity of H Block, or gain the rightful 
recognition of a political prisoner, but primarily because what is lost in here is 
lost for the Republic and those wretched oppressed whom I am deeply proud to 
know as the ‘risen people’ (p. 219). 

 

The hunger strike lasted 217 days during which ten prisoners died. It ended on 3 

October 1981 with the prisoners being granted the right to wear their own clothes. In 

a statement released by the prisoners at the time they vowed that they would continue 

their jail struggle until their outstanding demands had been met and that they would 

“rule nothing out” (Campbell et al, 1994, p. 264). Evidence of this intent was soon 

displayed in the actions they took in subsequent years. 

 

In the aftermath of the hunger strike and when the prisoners had won the right to 

wear their own clothes9 they then set about pursuing their other demands. It is at this 

stage that a developing pragmatic approach to prison struggle among the leadership 

of the prisoners becomes apparent. Although one of the demands during the blanket 

protest and hunger strikes was the right not to have to do prison work, the leadership 

decided, as part of its strategy to achieve segregation, to agree to do prison work. In 

reality the ‘agreement’ was never a genuine one but it created space for the prisoners 

in which to make further tactical moves. It also created the illusion that the prisoners 

had given up all forms of protest and were finally, after more than five years, coming 

to accept the reality of their imprisonment and conforming to rules and regulations. 
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From the perspective of the prison authorities and the NIO (Northern Ireland Office) 

it must have appeared that they had won, or were at least winning. 

 

In the short-lived and successful campaign which followed the prisoners decision to 

gradually move prisoners off the protest, they put to great use the ‘images’ and 

‘stereotypes’ that the prison authorities, government, and others had constructed 

around them over the years of blanket protest and hunger strikes. ‘Psychopathic’, 

‘fearless’, ‘murderous’, ‘irrational’ were terms which the republican prisoners 

themselves exploited in the course of their campaign for segregation to manoeuvre 

the loyalist prisoners into a position of conflict with the prison authorities and one 

favourable to republicans. The image that loyalist prisoners and most prison guards 

had of the ex-blanket-men was that they were completely outside of the normal 

construct of human beings and that they did not operate according to any 

recognisable moral code. Loyalists used this argument in their pleas to the prison 

authorities and NIO, and Unionist politicians who championed the cause of the 

loyalist prisoners on the outside said they found it incomprehensible that loyalists 

should be expected to share accommodation in the same wings as those who so 

recently had been smearing their cells with their own excreta. 

 

Once segregation from loyalists and other prisoners was achieved, republican 

prisoners then set out to pursue two main objectives: to escape; and, simultaneously 

to continue their process of politicisation. The escape plan which they hatched and 

put into action on 25 September 1983 was audacious in terms of its scale and what 

was proposed, and ingenious in terms of the façade that the prisoners had to socially 

construct in order to implement the escape bid. The plan required that the alertness 

and defensiveness of the prison guards towards the prisoners be dramatically reduced 

(Hennessey, 1984, p. 14). It was decided that the only way in which such a situation 

could be achieved was if good, friendly relations between the prisoners and the 

prison guards be developed, something which on first sight would have appeared 

very problematic, if not near impossible to achieve, given the previous years of 

hostility throughout the blanket protest and hunger strikes. The idea also prompted 

some opposition from the prisoners who did not favour the idea of getting on friendly 

terms with those they knew had brutalised them during the period of protest. The 

ultimate objective, however, won them over to the idea and they set about a process 
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through which they ‘constructed’ the new image of the republican prisoner, one who 

was helpful, amicable, pleasant to work with, trustworthy and, apparently, settling 

down to do his time. Very soon republican prisoners in the Block from which the 

escape was to be launched, H Block 7, had made themselves an almost indispensable 

part of the everyday routine within the Block, gaining access to all of the most 

sensitive areas of security (Hennessey, 1984, pp. 14-15). In fact the degree to which 

the prisoners in H 7 were on good terms with the prison guards led to concerns being 

raised by republican prisoners in other Blocks. 

 

In the aftermath of the escape the prison authorities closed the workshops and 

confined all prisoners to the wings. The prisoners had, indirectly, achieved yet 

another of their demands - the right not to have to do prison work. The initial 

reaction of the prison guards to the escape was one of revolt. In may ways it appears 

that they were angry at themselves for dropping their guard and being deluded; angry 

at NIO policy that demanded all previously protesting prisoners be allocated work 

and sent to the workshops, thereby gathering intelligence on the layout of the prison; 

and angry that they could not just lock the prisoners up like they had been able to do 

during the blanket protest. Now the prisoners were ‘within’ the system yet not part of 

it. They were not only ‘dangerous’, but ‘duplicitous’ and ‘subversive’. Prison policy 

in the H Blocks from that point on, and in light of the recommendations of the 

Hennessey Report (1984), became focused primarily on the ‘security’ of the prison 

and the ‘control’ of prisoners. Criminalisation became less important. From the point 

of view of the prisoners, with the work issue having been dealt with they were now 

in position to forge ahead with the internal development of their community. The 

period 1984-1988 can be seen as one of intense political development and 

consciousness raising. 

 

The changes initiated to the prisoners’ command structures in the early 1980s reflects 

how the prisoners were attempting to create a much more democratic but also much 

stronger community sense of responsibility. They also demonstrate how a growing 

political consciousness and interpretation of what the role of a republican prisoner 

should be, was not confined to the realms of ideological debate but was reflected in 

the practical changes brought about in the prisoners’ social, cultural and 
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organisational structures. Change and the idea of change on an on-going basis 

became central to the outlook of the prisoners.  

 

The development in the thought and practice of the prisoners was not brought about 

smoothly or without contradictions. Those arguing for such changes met with 

opposition from those who feared a ‘weakening’ of the IRA authority, and a break-

down in discipline if some of the old structures were done away with to be replaced 

by more open, less clearly-defined ones. Others thought the leadership was not going 

far enough. These ideological struggles came to a height when a number of prisoners 

resigned from the Republican Movement, some of them establishing an organisation 

of their own. The construct of the homogeneity of the republican prisoner community 

is therefore challenged in light of these internal ruptures and schisms. However, the 

broad community of prisoners felt confident enough within their own identity and 

policies they were pursuing to allow the dissidents (or ‘resignees’, as they were 

called) to remain within the republican prisoner community. Eventually the resignees 

voluntarily departed. 

 

The late 1980s saw a proliferation of material written by the prisoners. This ranged 

from political analysis and comment to poetry, satire and short stories. The Iris 

Bheag (literally, small magazine), which was established by the Education 

Department of Sinn Féin in 1987 and appeared on a monthly basis for three years 

thereafter, contains a range of articles from the prisoners in the H Blocks covering 

topics such as: Marxist terminology, education, building a revolutionary political 

party, Socialism, the European Union, political alliances, election strategies, neo-

colonial economies, politics of advice centres, integrated education, prisoners’ 

partners, feminism, abortion and the Irish language. In an article written by myself 

and two comrades, Mickey McMullan and Kevin Lynch, in the January 1988 edition, 

we welcomed the publication of the magazine, describing it as: “… probably the 

most important development of late within the Republican Movement” (p. 5). The 

magazine provided direct access for the prisoners into mainstream political thinking 

within the Republican Movement and allowed them to air the issues that they felt 

strongly about. In this way the prisoners saw themselves as playing an important role 

in the development of the Movement. They were not just prisoners but political 
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activists and theorists whose intellectual influence could expand beyond the confines 

of the prison camp. 

 

However, the prisoners did not confine their literary talents solely to the writing of 

political articles. In the Autumn of 1988 they established poetry workshops which 

used imaginative exercises designed to allow men to practise and develop writing 

skills. Once the workshops were established they flourished and gave rise to other 

literary endeavours which further expressed the desire of the prisoners to ‘have their 

own voice heard’. The first of these was a small pamphlet, internal to the prison, 

entitled Scairt Amach which contained a selection of the poetry written in the 

workshops. A more major development was the creation of a magazine entitled, An 

Glór Gafa/The Captive Voice, compiled, edited and produced entirely by republican 

prisoners in the H Blocks. The magazine has appeared three times a year since 1989 

and has included contributions from republican prisoners in other prisons in Ireland, 

England, Europe and North America. The magazine has covered topical issues for 

prisoners and their families and also raised other issues that could be seen as 

controversial within republicanism, including; relationships with partners and wives 

on the outside (see, ‘A fighting battle’,  An Glór Gafa/Captive Voice, Spring 1993, 

anon.), and the issue of gay republican prisoners (McClenaghan, 1991). However, 

Laurence McKeown, one of the founders of the magazine, and Brian Campbell, the 

first editor of it, both agree that the raising of controversial topics and a critical 

reflection upon commonly held republican beliefs was a main motivation for 

producing the magazine in the first place (see editorial, An Glór Gafa/The Captive 

Voice, Vol. 5, No. 1). 

 

Two literary and artistic developments followed on from the creation of the Glór 

Gafa/Captive Voice which again display how the prisoners were increasingly 

reflecting upon and re-interpreting their prison histories and experiences and giving 

expression to those experiences through a literary and dramatic medium. The first of 

these was the writing of Nor Meekly Serve My Time, (Campbell et al., 1994) of 

which I was co-editor. The book contains accounts from 28 prisoners who 

experienced the blanket protest during 1976-1981 and some of whom were on the 

hunger strikes of 1980 and 1981. The book originally began in 1991 as a small 

pamphlet to commemorate the tenth anniversary of those who died on the hunger 
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strike, but given the sheer volume of material that was written it was decided to 

publish a book. The accounts are often deeply personal, describing the experiences of 

the hunger strike, the emotions felt as comrades died, relations with families and the 

frustrations, hope, despair and comradeship the prisoners experienced over those 

years. Brian Campbell, who compiled the book and is one of the narrators in this 

thesis, says that: 

 

…the book couldn’t have been written without two things: one was that gap in 
time. People needed that space in time to write about something that was 
deeply personal, deeply emotional for them. And it couldn’t have been done 
without the process that went on within the jail in creative writing, expression, 
self-confidence and so on … (interview with the author, April, 1996) 

 

The other artistic enterprise which again demonstrates how republican prisoners 

became increasingly engaged in a cultural, literary and dramatic struggle through 

which to portray their real image, as opposed to what others constructed of them, was 

the adaptation of Bobby Sands’s writings for a stage production entitled The Crime 

of Castlereagh. Mícheál MacGiolla Gunna, who co-ordinated the project, views it as 

the continuation of the cultural struggle being waged by the prisoners and in turn 

sees such cultural struggle as a defining feature of political prisoners throughout the 

world. MacGiolla Gunna (1996-97) says that: 

 

They write, compose poetry, sing and play music, paint and carve. They utilise 
every form of self expression. They do so not merely because they are talented 
thoughtful individuals (one of the reasons leading to their imprisonment), but 
because they wish to give voice to the pain of their people and articulate the 
need for radical change to end this pain (p. 7). 

 

Summary 

Republican prisoners in 1976 were unaware of the extent of the struggle facing them 

if they were to successfully counter attempts to ‘label’ them as ‘criminals’. In fact 

most were not even aware that such a strategy was underway. They knew, however, 

that they were not criminals and when Kieran Nugent, the first of them to be 

sentenced under the new legislation refused to conform to the prison regime and thus 

to the tag of ‘criminal’, a struggle began in the H Blocks of Long Kesh that 

radicalised the prisoners there in a manner never envisaged by the government. Once 

the prisoners understood the importance of the construct of ‘criminal’ in the 
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government’s strategy to defeat the IRA, they devised a strategy to oppose it and set 

about propagating their own message of what and who the ‘republican prisoner’ 

really was. Given their conditions of incarceration the prisoners could, at first sight, 

have appeared to be relatively powerless to influence change to government policy 

but by virtue of their political nature, having the support of their communities on the 

outside, their unity of purpose, discipline, and commitment to political goals they had 

a power not manifested in normal prisoner communities. That power enabled them to 

act in such a manner as to frustrate the intentions of the government and prison 

authorities. Giddens (1991) refers to the connection between action and power as the 

ability to ‘act otherwise’: 

 

To be able to ‘act otherwise’ means being able to intervene in the world, or to 
refrain from such intervention, with the effect of influencing a specific process 
or state of affairs. This presumes that to be an agent is to be able to deploy … a 
range of causal powers, including that of influencing those deployed by others. 
Action depends upon the capability of the individual to ‘make a difference’to a 
pre-existing state of affairs or course of events (p. 14). 

 

The republican prisoners in this study can be seen to have had a power in that, 

through their actions, they were able to influence the development of prison policy in 

Long Kesh throughout the 1980s and 1990s. They were able to achieve outcomes, or 

frustrate attempts by the prison authorities to achieve alternative outcomes. The 

manner in which the prisoners expressed their power (in conditions of 24 hour 

confinement) was often in extreme forms as manifested by the blanket protest, no-

wash protest and hunger strikes between 1976-1981. Those actions, so often 

inexplicable to an ‘outsider’, had however an inherent logic for the prisoners 

themselves. Giddens (ibid) says that agents routinely and for the most part without 

fuss: 

 

… maintain a continuing ‘theoretical understanding’ of the grounds of their 
activity …(and although) … such an understanding should not be equated with 
the discursive giving of reasons for particular items of  conduct, nor even with 
the capability of specifying such reasons discursively … will be able to explain 
most of what they do, if asked (pp. 5-6). 

 

Besides acquiring a deeper understanding of their situation the experiences of the 

blanket protest and hunger strikes forged a level of solidarity and commitment 
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among the community of republican prisoners never before witnessed and more 

critically, a sense of still being ‘active’ in the wider republican struggle on the 

outside. The ‘prisoner-of-war’ began to see himself not as a ‘casualty of war’ but as a 

‘political activist’, as an ‘agent of change’. Their struggles against attempts to 

‘criminalise’ them radicalised and deepened their political beliefs. It also provided 

them with a better understanding of how the prison regime functioned and allowed 

them in subsequent years to exploit weaknesses in it. Giddens (ibid) refers to 

research conducted by Paul Willis (1977) into a group of working-class children in a 

school located in a poor area of Birmingham which shows that it was those children 

(‘the lads’) who contested the authority relations of the school who were: 

 

… adept at picking out where the bases of the teacher’s claims to authority lie, 
and where their weakest points are as the wielders of discipline and as 
individual personalities (p. 291). 

 

Giddens argues that regarding ‘the lads’ as skilled and knowledgeable agents, rather 

than the ‘official’ view of them as ‘louts’ and ‘wreckers’ unable to appreciate the 

importance of the educational opportunities the school offered, provides a different 

account of their motivation. He adds that ‘the lads’ knew a great deal about the 

school and the other contexts in which they moved and thus acted as they did and 

that their attitudes and conduct were influenced by: 

 

… a fund of experience built into their lives outside the school and built up 
historically within working-class communities in general (p. 299). 

 

Similarly in the case of republican prisoners. The ‘official’ categorisation of them 

has often been as ‘criminals’ and ‘terrorists’, their manner intransigent and 

troublesome, their behaviour unruly and subversive. When regarded, however, as 

skilled and knowledgeable political actors in pursuit of their own clearly defined 

goals, guided by political ideologies and practical experience gained through 

intensive struggle both inside and outside of the prisons, then their actions in 

opposing the imposition of a ‘normal’ (criminal) prison regime upon them become 

rational and understandable. 
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However, the activities of republican prisoners were not confined to battles with the 

prison authorities. Their developing political consciousness found expression in a 

radical reorganisation of their command structures and social order within the prison, 

and in a wealth of artistic, literary and dramatic works as they interpreted and re-

interpreted the ‘identity’ of the republican prisoner. That process also exposed 

internal political divisions within the community of republican prisoners and in later 

years resulted in a fracture of the community.  

 

Imprisonment for republicans is not regarded as putting an end to their input into the 

wider struggle but is viewed simply as yet another arena of struggle. It provides the 

opportunity to develop personal skills and talents that time and commitments on the 

outside do not allow for. In the case of the republican prisoner community of Long 

Kesh, the prisoners, through the development of a radical, co-operative and mutually 

re-inforcing programme of political education, came to reflect upon and analyse their 

strategies and tactics, beliefs and values and in the process created a vibrant, 

collective, innovative community behind bars. Change, and the concept of ongoing 

change leading to a more fully developed personal and collective identity, became 

the guiding principle. With the growing realisation of the power and influence they 

could assert to bring about change to their conditions of imprisonment, the social 

structures of their own prisoner community and their political organisation on the 

outside, the prisoners increased in confidence and became more assertive in their 

demands. They also became more imaginative and self-assured in their aspirations. 

Assuming control over their own futures and destiny they were able, even within the 

physical (and other) limitations imposed upon them by their conditions of 

imprisonment, to radically change the structures of the prison regime as they 

impacted upon them. Far from the H Blocks becoming the ‘Breaker’s yard’ (Sands, 

1998), they contributed to a large degree in the re-interpretation and reconstruction of 

a dynamic Irish republicanism in the 1980s and 1990s. 
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CHAPTER 4 

METHODOLOGY 

 

Introduction 

My research into the experiences of the Irish republican prisoner community in Long 

Kesh is the first of its kind ever conducted. Previous studies concerned with 

republican prisoners held in Long Kesh, of which there have been few, have regarded 

the prisoners as mere objects in the research (Crawford, 1978; Longwell, 1998), have 

focused on specific incidents such as the prison protests and hunger strikes of 

1980/1981 (Coogan, 1980; Beresford, 1987; O’Malley, 1991; Campbell et al., 1994, 

etc) or have looked at the impact of particular government policies in relation to the 

prisoners and prisons in the north of Ireland, (Rolston and Tomlinson, 1986, 1987; 

Heatley and Tomlinson, 1982, etc.). The time span which this thesis covers is the 

longest period that a republican campaign has been waged and therefore prisoners 

during this period have served longer prison sentences than at any other time in the 

history of the Republican Movement1. People imprisoned for such lengthy periods 

(in most instances in excess of 14 years) have had a particular impact upon the 

manner in which the social organisation of the prison community has developed as 

have the policies of the British government and prison authorities. No other period in 

the history of imprisonment of republican prisoners has witnessed such dramatic 

events as the death of ten prisoners on hunger strike in one year or the mass escape of 

thirty eight prisoners from what was meant to be one of (if not) the most secure 

prisons in Western Europe. 

 

In this thesis, republicans who spent long periods of imprisonment in Long Kesh 

speak for the first time at length and in detail about the development of their politics; 

their aims and objectives as republican prisoners; their strategies and tactics; the 

battles they waged with the prison authorities; the development of internal social and 

organisational structures; their programmes of education, the schisms that developed 

within that community; and how through creative, literary, and dramatic productions 

they have reconstructed the image of the republican prisoner in the late 1990s. 

 

 

Stylistic note 
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In this thesis I use the everyday language of the prisoners when referring to the 

prison. For republican prisoners it is the Cages and H Blocks of Long Kesh, not 

HMP Maze, Compounds and Cellular. 

 

Method 

 

The interviewees/narrators 

I conducted in-depth unstructured and semi-structured interviews with a selected 

group of 18 republican ex-prisoners and three imprisoned republicans over a three 

year period, 1994-97. The interviews ranged in length from 2-8 hours. Throughout 

my thesis I refer to the interviewees as 'narrators' as they told their own story of their 

experiences of imprisonment. I also included myself in the research as one of the 

narrators, providing a reflexive account of my own experiences. 

 

The narrators were selected on the basis that they reflected a broad spectrum of 

opinion and prison experience and because of the positions of leadership or influence 

they occupied at various periods during their imprisonment. They were of different 

ages and generations and experienced various forms of imprisonment. Some had 

been held in the Cages of Long Kesh where they enjoyed the conditions that came 

with being recognised as political prisoners. Others, all sentenced after 1 March 

1976, were held in the H-Blocks of Long Kesh where they were denied such 

recognition and experienced a vastly different regime. Some had moved between the 

Cages and the H Blocks and thus experienced both. All had been in the Crumlin 

Road Prison and some for a short time (as ‘special category prisoners’) in Magilligan 

prison, County Derry. 

 

Fourteen of those interviewed served terms of life imprisonment2, two served in 

excess of ten years and two served less than five years. They came from a wide 

geographical spread within the north of Ireland covering all six counties Antrim, 

Armagh, Tyrone, Down, Derry and Fermanagh. Several came from Belfast and 

Derry city. In terms of contributions from those still imprisoned I contacted a number 

of prisoners through letters and visits and two of them agreed to act as research 

assistants for me whilst also contributing to the research as narrators. 
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The choice of narrators reflects a broad range of different experiences and therefore 

is representative of the diversity of opinion and outlook of republican prisoners for 

this period. 

 

Although all were part of the community of republican prisoners they did not all 

speak with one voice. Some at different stages of their imprisonment found 

themselves in conflict with the structures and politics of the grouping, some found 

themselves excluded from the structures and one of them ultimately left the 

community of republican prisoners to form his own political organisation.  

 

I received ready access to a wide range of original and previously unpublished 

documentation from the prison (see Appendix A) which provided a historical record 

of political development and new forms of social organisation within the H-Blocks in 

the 1980s. 

  

The narrators 

(listed in alphabetical order according to their first Christian name) 

Anthony McIntyre; imprisoned from 1975-1993. Anthony was originally imprisoned 

in the Cages of Long Kesh but following an escape attempt in 1978 lost his political 

status and was moved to the H Blocks where he joined the prisoners on protest. In 

later years he was deeply involved in the development of political education 

programmes. 

 

Billy McKee; imprisoned from 1972-1976. Billy was the Officer Commanding (OC) 

republican prisoners in the Crumlin Road Prison in Belfast from 1972-1993, then OC 

of the Cages in Long Kesh from 1973-1995. During his imprisonment in the Crumlin 

Road Prison Billy took part in a 35 day hunger strike which ended when the 

prisoners were granted 'special category status'. 

 

Brendan Hughes; imprisoned from 1974-1986. Brendan was OC of republican 

prisoners in the Crumlin Road Prison from 1974-1975, OC of the Cages of Long 

Kesh from 1977-1978 and OC of the H Blocks from 1978-1980. 
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Brendan MacFarlane; imprisoned from 1975 in the Cages of Long Kesh. Following 

an escape attempt in 1978 Brendan was transferred to the H Blocks. He was OC from 

1981-1982 during the period of the 1981 hunger strike. Brendan escaped in 1983 but 

was later recaptured and returned to the H Blocks in 1986. Brendan was released in 

1997. 

 

Brian Campbell; imprisoned in the H Blocks from 1987-1993. During his time there 

Brian became the first editor of the prisoners' magazine An Glór Gafa/The Captive 

Voice. Brian compiled and was co-editor of Nor Meekly Serve My Time: The H Block 

Struggle, 1976-1981. 

 

Gerry Kelly; imprisoned from 1973, firstly in Brixton in England, then in the Cages 

of Long Kesh from 1975 -1982. Following an escape attempt from the Cages in 1982 

Gerry was moved to the H Blocks from where he escaped in 1983. He was later 

recaptured and returned to the H Blocks in 1987 from where he was released a few 

months later. 

 

Jackie McMullan; imprisoned from 1976-1991 in the H Blocks. Jackie was on the 

hunger strike for 49 days in 1981. He later became Education Officer in the H Blocks 

from 1984-1985 and vice OC from 1987-1989.  

 

Jim Scullion; imprisoned from 1972-1978. Jim was camp adjutant of the Cages of 

Long Kesh from 1974-1976, then OC from 1976-1977. 

 

Liam Duffy; imprisoned from 1974-1990. Liam spent the first eleven years of his 

sentence with political status, firstly in Magilligan prison camp and from 1978, in the 

Cages of Long Kesh. He voluntarily left the Cages in 1985 and moved to the H 

Blocks. 

 

Leo Green; imprisoned from 1977-1994 in the H Blocks. Leo was on hunger strike 

for 53 days in 1980. Leo later became OC of the H Blocks from 1987-1989.  

 

Marty Molloy; imprisoned from 1988-1998 in the H Blocks. Marty was adjutant of 

the H Blocks from 1994-1996. 
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Mickey Culbert; imprisoned from 1978-1993 in the H Blocks. Mickey was heavily 

involved in establishing a welfare system for the prisoners and the creation of a fund 

which prisoners themselves contributed to and which was used for the purchase of 

books. 

 

Mickey McMullan; imprisoned from 1974 to 1993. Mickey spent the first eleven 

years of his sentence in the Cages of Long Kesh. In 1985 he voluntarily left the 

Cages and moved to the H Blocks. Mickey was vice OC of the H Blocks from 1989-

1991. 

 

Pat Thompson; imprisoned from 1975-1991. Pat was OC of the Cages from 1985-

1991 and oversaw the transfer of the remaining republican prisoners from the Cages 

to new accommodation in the H Blocks. Pat was the last OC of those prisoners who 

had special category status. 

 

Paul Fleming; imprisoned from 1974-1991. Paul spent the first eleven years of his 

sentence in the Cages of Long Kesh. In 1985 he voluntarily left the Cages and moved 

to the H Blocks. 

 

Raymond McCartney; imprisoned from 1977-1994 in the H Blocks. Raymond was 

on hunger strike for 53 days in 1980. He later became OC of the H Blocks from 

1989-1991. 

 

Sean Lynch; imprisoned from 1986-present in the H Blocks. Seán was vice OC of 

the H Blocks from 1992-1994 and OC from 1994-1996.  

 

Seán Murray; imprisoned from 1981-1987 in the H Blocks. Seán was heavily 

involved in the development of political education programmes in the H Blocks and 

was vice OC of the H Blocks from 1985-1987. 

 

Séanna Walsh; imprisoned from 1973-1976 in the Cages of Long Kesh, then from 

1976-1985 in the H Blocks. Séanna was vice OC of the H Blocks from 1980-1982, 

then OC from 1982-1983. Séanna was later imprisoned again in 1988. He was one of 
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the first prisoners released under the terms of the 10 April 1998 ‘Good Friday’ 

Agreement – on 16 September 1998. 

 

Tommy McKearney; imprisoned from 1977-1993. Tommy was on hunger strike for 

53 days in 1980. He later became Education Officer in the H Blocks from 1981-

1983. In 1986 he resigned from the Republican Movement and formed the League of 

Communist Republicans (LCR). 

 

Tony Catney; imprisoned from 1975-1989. Tony spent the first ten years of his 

sentence in the Cages of Long Kesh. In 1985 he voluntarily left the Cages and moved 

to the H Blocks. Tony co-ordinated the campaign by the prisoners which challenged 

the procedures for the release of life-sentence prisoners. 

 

Myself, Laurence McKeown; imprisoned from 1976-1992. I was on the hunger strike 

for 70 days in 1981. I later was heavily involved in the development of political 

education programmes, was co-founder of An Glór Gafa/The Captive Voice, and co-

edited Nor Meekly Serve My Time: The H Block Struggle, 1976-1981. I was vice OC 

in the H Blocks from 1987-1989.  

 

The life history method 

The research method I adopted to conduct my research was a life history one. Jupp 

(1989) says of the life history approach that: 

 

Such histories are used not just to tell a personal story but also to shed some 
light on social behaviour, social structure, the functioning of social institutions 
within that structure, and relationships between them (p. 66).  

 

McNeill ((1990) says that the life history (or case study) method was first employed 

by sociologists at the University of Chicago in the 1930s and 1940s under the 

influence of Robert E. Park and Ernest Burgess. The most notable pieces of work to 

come from that school of thought are said to be; The Jack Roller by Clifford Shaw 

(1930) The Natural History of a Delinquent Career (Shaw, 1931), and, Brothers in 

Crime, (Shaw, 1936). Shaw’s was not the first published sociological life history, 

however, Thomas and Znaniecki (1927) having produced The Polish Peasant. 

During the same period, Edwin Sutherland published Professional Thief. 
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Becker (1966) describes the life history method as; 

 

… not conventional social science “data” although it has some of the features 
of that kind of fact, being an attempt to gather material useful in the 
formulation of general sociological theory. Nor is it a conventional 
autobiography … it is certainly not fiction. As opposed to these more 
imaginative and humanistic forms, the life history is more down to earth … 
less concerned with artistic values than with a faithful rendering of the 
subject’s experience and interpretation of the world he lives in (pp. v-vi). 

 

Denzin (1970) says of the life history that it presents the experiences and definitions 

held by one person, one group, or one organisation “… as this person, group, or 

organisation interprets those experiences” (p. 220), and Park (1927, p. 167) that its 

purpose is to get a record of the inner life of people which is often problematic and 

difficult to understand. Plummer (1983) says that life history research advocates, first 

and foremost, a concern with the phenomenal role of lived experience, with the ways 

in which members interpret their own lives and the world around them. Indeed for 

Watson (1976) this is the central justification: 

 

When all is said and done, the only purpose to which the life history lends itself 
directly, that is where it is not used as a basis for inferences tied heavily to 
external constructs, theories or measures, is as a commentary of the 
individual’s very personal view of his own experience as he understands it (p. 
97). 

 

Bertaux (1981) says that life stories can be used for a very wide variety of purposes. 

They not only can be used to study the subjective side of social life, but also to 

understand whole sets of socio-structural relationships such as processes of 

migration, patterns of social trajectories, the social structuration of life cycles or even 

the inner workings of given crafts and trades (Bertaux and Bertaux-Wiame, 1981; 

Bertaux and Kohli, 1984). It is this specific quality of life stories, the wealth and 

complexity of the descriptions they bring forth of personal experiences, that give 

them value for sociological research. 

 

Allport (1942) describes three different types of life history: the complete life history 

which attempts to cover the entire sweep of the subject’s life experiences (see Shaw, 

1966); the topical life history which is similar to the complete history except that it 
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focuses only on one phase of the subject’s life (e.g. Sutherland, 1937); and the edited 

life history which may be either topical or complete but which intersperses 

comments, explanation and questions by someone other than the subject. 

 

In the life history, human behaviour over a period of time is studied and understood 

from the perspective of the person(s) or group(s) involved and any materials, any 

record or document, letter, autobiography, newspaper account, court records, 

interviews, diaries, or even photos which can throw some light on the subjective 

behaviour of the individual or group can be used (Denzin, 1970). These can be 

categorised as: public archival records; those prepared for the express purpose of 

examination by others, and; private archival records which are not prepared for an 

audience (see Webb, et al., 1966). These data can be further classified as primary 

sources (those involving the ‘testimony of an eyewitness’) and secondary sources 

(those involving the testimony, or report of a person not present at the time of the 

events recorded) (see Gottschalk, 1945, pp. 10-14). Denzin (1970, p. 245) adds that 

as many different perspectives as possible must be brought to bear upon the specific 

event and situation and that therein lies the tremendous importance of letters, diaries, 

and the personal reflections of others. 

 

The image of the mosaic is useful in thinking about such a scientific enterprise. 
Each piece added to a mosaic adds a little to our understanding of the total 
picture. When many pieces have been placed we can see, more or less clearly, 
the objects and the people in the picture and their relation to one another. 
Different pieces contribute different things to our understanding: some are 
useful because of their colour, others because they make clear the outline of an 
object. No one piece has any great job to do, if we do not have its contribution, 
there are still other ways to come to an understanding of the whole. (ibid., p. 
421) 

 

Gottschalk (1945, pp. 8-9) says that any method that attempts to collect, record and 

analyse documents from the past and to weave these documents into a meaningful set 

of explanations is historical and that the reconstruction of the past from such data is 

termed historiography. Clearly when compiling a life history the researcher engages 

in some form of historiography as the sources of data employed by the historian 

parallel those of the sociologist (contemporary records, confidential reports, public 

reports, questionnaires, government documents, expressions of opinion in editorials, 

essays, fiction, song, poetry, and folklore). Graham (1984) says that in the folk media 



82 

of stories, letters and diaries, “… the emphasis is on telling rather than asking”. 

Through such stories, Graham says “… we can glimpse what E. P. Thompson calls 

'histories from below’, everyday histories of struggle and resistance” (p. 108).  

 

The search for naturalistic methods of research has been most closely associated with 

the school of symbolic interaction. A naturalistic mode of inquiry, according to 

Denzin (1978), seeks to yield a penetration into the everyday worlds of interaction. 

In this penetration the participants: 

 

… self images and identities, the meanings they assign to social objects, the 
social situations they enter into, and the social relationships they form must all 
be described, analysed and fitted within a theoretical framework which reflects 
the everyday realities of the participants (pp. 1-2). 

 

Some criticisms of the life history method 

One criticism of the life history is that it is too ‘subjective’. Robert Angell (1945, pp. 

231-232), who reviewed 22 sociological studies that made extensive use of the life 

history method between 1920-40, wrote that most younger sociologists were moving 

away from the life history as they considered it “too unreliable for any but the most 

elementary scientific use”. Becker (1966) also refers to the relative neglect shown to 

the life history method by sociologists which he found surprising given the variety of 

uses to which the life history could be put. Becker explains the situation as such: 

 

Sociologists became more concerned with the development of abstract theory 
and correspondingly less interested in full and detailed accounts of specific 
organisations and communities. They wanted data formulated in the abstract 
categories of their own theories rather than in the categories that seemed most 
relevant to the people they studied. The life history was suited to the latter task, 
but of little immediately apparent use in the former (p. xvi). 

 

Denzin (1970) comments that single studies (surveys or experiments) are often seen 

as more expedient and desirable than a “… long chain of life histories that 

cumulatively yield a grounded theory of some segment of social interaction” (p. 

255). He adds that the life history demands a huge time commitment on the part of 

the researcher and that it is therefore more applicable “… when conceived in terms 

of a series of such studies”, for example, the life histories collected by Park’s 

students in Chicago over a 20-year period (p. 255).  
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Sociologists recognise, then, that a completely accurate rendering of the event under 

analysis will seldom be achieved; instead, they strive for approximation and valid 

inference (Denzin 1970, p. 249). Gottschalk (1945, p. 39) says that obviously not all 

witnesses, even if equally close to the event, are equally competent witnesses. 

Competence, he says, will vary by age, expertness, education, memory, narrative 

skill, degree of attention maintained at the time, and the amount of self-attachment to 

the event being reported. Other factors also have to be taken into consideration, 

Gottschalk (pp. 40-47) adds. A subject may be able to report an event accurately, but 

for any number of reasons fails to do so; for example, because of laws of libel. 

 

One of the most apparent attacks on life history research is that it fails to provide 

representative cases and thus hurls the reader into the eccentric world of the atypical 

– a story in itself, but no more. To avoid this accusation, Denzin (1970, p. 100) says 

that the researcher must work out and explicitly state the life history’s relationship to 

a wider population. 

 

It would be helpful if researchers could appraise their subjects on a continuum of 

representativeness and non-representativeness. At one extreme, the study is meant to 

be typical of a known sample – a claim that Thomas and Znaniecki make without 

substantiation. Much better is the example of Stanley, The Jack Roller, who is firmly 

located as being both typical and not typical of juvenile delinquency in Chicago in 

the 1920s (ibid., p. 100). 

 

At the other extreme, the case history may explicitly be viewed (as Allport, 1942 

advocates) as a unique and necessary story to be told: the aim is to grasp one case for 

what it tells us about that case (p. 100). 

 

Midway between these extremes is a possibility advocated by Blumer (1979) of 

seeking out key informants who have a profound and central grasping of a particular 

cultural world. As he says in commenting on The Polish Peasant:  

 

… a half dozen individuals with such knowledge constitute a far better 
‘representative sample’ than a thousand individuals who may be involved in 
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the action that is being formed but who are not knowledgeable about that 
formation. I put the matter in this startling way to call attention to the fact that 
the use of human documents sets a markedly new and unsolved methodological 
problem of representativeness. A problem which sociologists across the board 
do not recognise, much less address. (p. xxxiii)  

 

Advantages of the life history approach 

The life history is very obviously an effective method of becoming familiar with the 

intimate details of the lives of people. Denzin (1970) states that it may be the best 

way to study such important social psychological processes as: 

 

… adult socialisation, the emergence of group and organisational structure, the 
rise and decline of social relationships, and the situational response of the self 
to daily interactional contingencies (p. 257). 

 

Burgess (1984) says of the life history approach that: 

 

To the extent that a person tells his own story in his own way, so that the 
narrative takes on the character of a chronicle, a defence, a confession, or a 
self-analysis, to that extent it is revealing and definitely and clearly manifests 
its internal consistency 

 

In terms of methodology, Denzin (1970) says that life histories represent a major 

approach to the “sensitising concept” strategy of theory development and 

verification: 

 

Beginning with vague yet generic concepts, sociologists can derive 
operationalisations from the subject’s point of view – thus allowing him to 
attach his meanings to a conceptual framework (pp. 257-258). 

 

A theme running through Denzin’s argument in favour of the life history is its close 

relationship with symbolic interactionism. He argues that a theory that stresses the 

‘subjective’ side of social experience “…demands a methodology that explicitly 

focuses on such data”. He says that therein lies the tremendous value of the life 

history as it permits sociologists to balance the ‘objectivism’ of the experiment, the 

survey, and participant observation with the internal, covert, and reflective elements 

of social behaviour and experience. (p. 258). 
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Geiger (1983) says of the life history or ‘narrative technique’ in conducting research 

into women’s lives that it is “… a significant means of discovering the social 

experiences of ‘silenced women’”. It allows respondents to ‘tell the story’ in 

whichever way they choose and, importantly, “…validates individual experience and 

provides a vehicle through which this experience can be expressed to a wider 

audience” (p. 35). Similarly Burgess (1984, p. 4) comments that the life history 

reveals, like no other method can, the ‘inner life of the person’, their moral struggles, 

successes and failures in a world often at variance with their hopes and ideals. Lee 

(1978) sees the life history as fitting with a brand of humanism in which “…human 

interest, values and dignity are taken to be of primary importance” (p. 45). 

 

Denzin (1970) concludes that to understand why someone behaves as he does you 

must understand how it looked to him, what he thought he had to contend with, what 

alternatives he saw open to him; that you can only understand the effects of 

opportunity structures, delinquent subcultures, social norms, and other commonly 

invoked explanations of behaviour by seeing them from the actor’s point of view.  

 

I feel that in my research into the republican prisoner community of Long Kesh the 

life history approach provided me with the best means to get not only the personal 

stories of those imprisoned in Long Kesh but also to hear from those who had been 

central to developments within the community of republican prisoners how they 

understood their incarceration, how they organised their lives and towards what ends, 

how they engaged their opponents, dealt with conflict from within and outside of 

their social grouping and what impact imprisonment had upon them. 

 

A life history approach also appealed to me primarily because I wanted my research 

into the lives and history of republican prisoners to be an inclusive and collaborative 

process. Ultimately I myself am solely responsible for the form the thesis finally took 

but others, the narrators, have had their say in that the thesis is to be based entirely on 

what they had to say.  

 

Socially-sensitive research 

 

Brewer (1993) tells us that: 
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Textbooks on research methods rarely mention the problems that arise when 
undertaking research on controversial topics or conducting it in sensitive 
locations. When the question of sensitivity is considered, it is usually 
approached from the perspective of ethics (e.g. Rainwater & Puttman, 1966). 
Comments range from the naive to the prosaic, so there is little textbook advice 
on which to draw. Therefore the issues raised by it can only be addressed in the 
context of specific studies where this was a problem. (p. 125) 

 

In the same publication Sieber and Stanley (1993) define socially sensitive research 

as: 

 

...studies in which there are potential consequences or implications, either 
directly for the participants in the research or for the class of individuals 
represented by the research. (p. 49) 

 

Renzetti and Lee (1993) themselves put forward a slightly stronger definition in that 

they regard sensitive topics as: 

 

...ones that seem to be threatening in some way to those being studied. Another 
way to put this is to say that sensitive topics present problems because research 
into them involves potential costs to those participating in the research....(p. 4) 

 

These costs, they say, can be psychic ones, namely, guilt, shame, or embarrassment. 

Alternatively they could be unwelcome consequences, such as the uncovering of 

wrongdoing bringing with it the possibility of discovery and sanction (p. 5). 

 

Why is this research sensitive? 

Conducting research into the experiences of republican prisoners and asking them to 

voluntarily contribute to such a study poses particular difficulties and dilemmas for 

the researcher. To begin with, the research is conducted within the context of an on-

going conflict in the north of Ireland and the prisons have often been a battleground3. 

Republican prisoners regard their imprisonment as an extension of the war they were 

involved in on the outside4 and see themselves as existing in conditions of permanent 

conflict with the prison authorities, even if that conflict is not always manifested in 

physical form. They have their own command system within the prison with an 

appointed leadership and remain part of an organisation on the outside, the Irish 

Republican Army. 
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For the purpose of research it is much easier to get access to ex-prisoners than those 

currently imprisoned but because many of the former are re-involved in political 

activity on the outside they very often regard research and researchers with 

suspicion. They are generally reluctant to speak openly about their experiences and 

in certain instances wish to conceal the fact that they were once imprisoned. Because 

of the nature of their politics and the organisation they belong to any ‘outsider’ 

approaching them for research purposes is first referred to the Republican Movement 

for clearance. Should the Movement advise against participation the research ends 

before it has even begun. In those instances where approval is given to the study the 

researcher is usually directed towards a number of pre-selected prisoners or ex-

prisoners. This process can be a lengthy one with no guarantee that the people whom 

the researcher most wants to interview will actually agree to participate. 

 

If all of the above obstacles are overcome difficulties can still arise regarding how 

the interviews are conducted. As with research into other sensitive topics some 

narrators may prefer to respond only to a number of written questions which they 

have had the opportunity to study beforehand. They may refuse to speak on tape or 

be identified in any way. They can be guarded when speaking about events and 

activities they were involved in within the prison. In some instances legal 

prosecution could be brought against them if they consciously or otherwise revealed 

the part they played in various activities such as involvement in the planning or 

execution of escapes for instance. They can also be wary and concerned that other 

narrators could compromise their security by inadvertently naming them as being 

involved in certain activities, or of giving away information that is known to only a 

few and the revealing of which could adversely affect their comrades still 

imprisoned. They could inquire as to who would get to read the thesis, who would 

own the results of the study and if the latter would be published in the media. They 

could demand that certain conditions be agreed to before speaking to the researcher 

and that transcripts of their contributions be screened by them or someone in the 

Republican Movement before final clearance be given for their publication. All of 

the above are difficulties which the outsider would face when attempting to explore 

this particularly sensitive area of research. 
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From a completely different viewpoint and perspective the Northern Ireland Office 

and the prison authorities are equally guarded about who gets access to prisoners and 

for what reasons. Obtaining security clearance to even teach in the prison, never 

mind conduct research, is in itself a lengthy and invasive process.  

 

The fieldwork 

In my case access to republican prisoners and ex-prisoners did not present a problem. 

I did approach the Republican Movement and inform them of what I proposed to do 

but its consent was not requested. Full encouragement though was offered. No ex-

prisoner I asked to give an interview refused and all spoke for as long as I wished 

them to and on whatever aspects of imprisonment I asked about. No area of inquiry 

was withheld from me and I was able to tape all interviews with the ex-prisoners. In 

terms of those still imprisoned I got full co-operation from the IRA camp staff to 

consult with whomever I wished and was promised and given whatever help I 

required. 

 

Although I did not expect to encounter opposition in terms of getting access to 

prisoners and ex-prisoners I nevertheless made a point of interviewing specific 

people first, those who I knew had a standing and influence within the Movement on 

the outside and whose involvement with the research would give some added 

legitimation to it. I knew that after they had consented to participate in the research 

that others would feel much more relaxed about agreeing to their own participation. 

 

The ex-prisoners interviewed spoke very freely on a wide range of issues and apart 

from the special relationship they shared with the researcher another factor which 

undoubtedly contributed to their openness was the fact that a cease-fire was then in 

place (1994/95). Tension in the community had lessened considerably and there was 

a widespread belief and hope that a new era was dawning. A campaign was being 

conducted at the time for the release of political prisoners and no doubt even the 

most cynical of them believed that some gradual movement would come in that 

respect5. Prison, and the experiences associated with it, seemed for the first time to 

be only a bad memory from the past. 
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Difficulties arose when seeking access to those still imprisoned. I wrote to the 

Northern Ireland Office outlining my research and asking for permission to enter the 

prison and speak to prisoners at length. I put forward a number of options including 

my readiness to remain in the prison for a designated period of time if entering and 

leaving the prison was a problem on security grounds; to meet with the prisoners in a 

classroom or suitably appropriate place of the authorities’ own choosing, or, lastly to 

meet with the prisoners in the visiting area. I requested that I be allowed to record the 

conversations and to make written notes. I received no reply to my letter, not even 

formal confirmation that it had been received. In speaking to a member of the prison 

service some months later I was able to find out that the letter had in fact been 

received and forwarded to the relevant department. I was promised a reply which 

was never forthcoming. 

 

The researcher 

The reason for the ease of access to republican prisoners and ex-prisoners was not 

that those I spoke to were necessarily enthused by the idea of the research or because 

they were the type of people who like to speak at length about their experiences of 

imprisonment. It was because they trusted me and wanted to help. They trusted me 

because they regarded me as one of their own, myself having been a republican 

prisoner for 16 years (1976-1992) and in trusting me they believed nothing I would 

say or do in my research would harm them, the Movement they belong to, or the 

conditions and circumstances of those still imprisoned. Having written other works 

in the past whilst still imprisoned6 about the experience of republican prisoners 

meant that people also had something to judge my work by. My status within the 

prison and my personal experiences there meant I was regarded in many ways as ‘a 

safe pair of hands’.  

 

From the starting point of a researcher, being knowledgeable about the prison and its 

history put me in an advantageous position as I could easily identify the main people 

I wanted to speak to. I knew most of them on a personal basis and some were close 

friends. Those I did not know so well or not at all were at least aware of my history. 

This meant that no time was lost in getting to know one another and where we were 

coming from. Such a relationship and familiarity with one another allowed us to 

explore very personal aspects of the research topic area and discuss in a ‘safe 
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environment’ our feelings about what was happening to us individually and as a 

group at various stages of our imprisonment. We could all share in the same 

conceptual framework, speak a familiar language and be aware of the particular 

nuances that an ‘outsider’ might miss. 

 

On the other hand, given my experiences in relation to the subject of research it 

becomes more clear why ‘gate-keepers’ in the Northern Ireland Office did not rush 

enthusiastically to respond to my request for permission to enter the prison. 

However, I was able to correspond with prisoners and speak to them by phone. I was 

also able to meet with them on ordinary visits which are part of their entitlement. 

Though I was not permitted to remove anything from the prison they had permission 

to bring paper and pen out with them on the visits. This was a local arrangement with 

prison officials who would not have been aware of the purpose of the visits. 

 

The researcher as one of the researched 

In my research, therefore, I am not only the interviewer but also one of the narrators; 

not only researcher but one of the researched and I ‘write myself into the narrative’ 

by detailing my own experiences of the various processes and events spoken of by 

the other narrators. Because of my personal history and imprisonment those I 

interviewed identified as readily with me as I with them and whilst this facilitated the 

fieldwork it posed problems for me at the writing up stage. Ex-prisoners interviewed 

for my research were much less guarded about speaking about their experiences than 

those currently imprisoned. For the former their experiences, although still very clear 

in their minds, were nevertheless now history. They had come through it. They had 

survived7. They were now also much older, more mature, and had the luxury of being 

able to reflect upon the past in a more objective and less emotionally filled manner. 

For those still imprisoned their battle with the regime is ongoing on a daily basis. 

Anything which makes a chink in the armour they necessarily clothe themselves with 

to survive in such an environment is a potential threat. I was faced with the question 

as to whether I should let their concerns take precedence over what ex-prisoners may 

have revealed. I believe that the compromise I made in the end between total 

disclosure and outright secrecy has not impinged upon the quality of the research. 

 

Reflexivity 
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A particular feature of feminist methodology is the use of reflexivity; an examination 

of and reflection upon what was happening to the researcher during the course of the 

research, including emotions felt (for a discussion of the role of emotions in the 

research process see Stanley and Wise, 1983, pp. 59-63). Lentin (1993, pp. 119-138) 

says of her own research that only by being reflexive at all stages of data collection 

and production and by including her own intellectual and emotional autobiography 

did she feel she could do the material justice. She adds that it also makes qualitative 

research more revelatory and ultimately more emancipatory. Stanley and Wise (1983 

pp. 166-167) write about what they see as a constant interplay between the personal 

and emotional on the one hand, and the intellectual on the other and that reflexive 

analysis transforms private responses (in the course of conducting the research) into 

potential public knowledge. Sapsford and Jupp (1996) say that it is now quite 

common to find ‘reflexive accounts’ or ‘natural histories’ of particular studies 

written by researchers. They point to what they say is one of the first and best 

known, that of Whyte’s account of his research on various aspects of the Italian-

American community of Boston’s North End in the 1940s (Whyte, 1981; Whyte, 

1992)8.  

 

Other sociologists, not from a feminist tradition, also refer to the use of reflexivity. 

Hammersley and Atkinson (1983) say that it has implications for the practice of 

social research because rather than engaging in futile attempts to eliminate the effects 

of the researcher we should instead try to understand them. The writers also draw 

attention to the importance of another role that reflexive accounts play, that of 

showing just how ‘messy’ the actual research process can be compared to the ‘tidy’ 

version that is presented in the final report. These reflexive accounts, they say, reveal 

the “… problematic, incomplete, mistaken, dubious, unethical, or uncomfortable 

aspects of the work…” (p. 229). Maynard and Purvis (1994), writing in the 

introduction, say that the contributors to the book demonstrate that research is not a 

linear process, as is often implied in the polished descriptions published from 

completed studies. They add that autobiographical accounts of what it is actually like 

to do research can provide a useful insight into issues that are often hidden in 

conventional methodology textbooks. Kelly, Burton and Regan (in Maynard and 

Purvis, 1994, p. 46) say that feminists have been stern critics of what they refer to as 

‘hygienic research’: 
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… the censoring out of the mess, confusion and complexity of doing research 
so that the accounts bear little or no relation to the real events. 

 

Hammersley and Atkinson (1983, p. 229) say that where first-hand reflexive 

accounts do appear in the finished reports from research, they are often kept separate 

from the main ‘findings’ of the study, in an appendix or separate paper. This may be 

on the assumption of the author or publisher that readers of the report will not want 

to; 

 

… understand such niceties, will not appreciate their significance, or – worse – 
will use them to undermine the credibility of the research itself. 

 

Such publishing practices, Hammersley and Atkinson argue, endorse an 

inappropriate distinction between ‘methods’ and ‘findings’ “…in a way that is 

especially unsympathetic to reflexive ethnography” (p. 229). 

 

A reflexive account of my own research 

When setting out on their studies researchers are advised to think carefully about 

what theoretical approach will best guide their research and what methods will be 

most suitable for that particular theoretical approach. In my own case I put the cart 

before the horse and chose a method and carried out the fieldwork before choosing a 

theory, or set of theories, through which to interpret the findings of my study. In 

hindsight I maybe already have had the theory in my head but did not just call it that. 

A bit like Pat Maguire (1987), who recorded the following in her Personal Journal in 

February 1983 during the course of her studies at the Centre of International 

Education in the University of Massachusetts. 

 

Opening the door to the office we shared she found me at my desk, sobbing. 
She knew I’d had a meeting with one of my professors. Pulling her chair up 
next to mine, she asked, “What’s wrong?” Through tears and sniffles I blurted 
out, “I don’t understand what a paradigm is.” She laughed softly. “You’re 
crying because you don’t know what a paradigm is?” I nodded yes and 
continued sobbing ( p. 1). 

 

Pat goes on to say that it was only much later during the course of her fieldwork that 

she realised that she really did understand such terms as paradigms: 



93 

 

But my understanding was grounded in intuition and experience rather than in 
a philosophical definition. From my own experiences, such as setting up an 
alternative school, working on the edge of the radical psychology movement, 
being a Peace Corps volunteer, and being involved in feminist activism, I knew 
that there were often different and competing ways to view the world of 
education, mental health, development work, and gender relationships. At the 
time I could not have said that I was exploring competing paradigms in any of 
these fields. Yet I know that while others seemed busy searching for, perhaps 
even proposing answers, I was still struggling with learning what questions to 
ask. (p. 2)  

 

Like Pat, I feel that my initial understanding of the research I was setting out on was 

grounded more in intuition and experience rather than in any philosophical 

definition. I knew what I wanted to do and why and felt it better to make a start on 

the fieldwork whilst continuing to seek out a field of sociological literature that 

would help me make sense of what I was discovering. I think, intuitively, I knew 

some of the roads I did not want to go down but had still not found the appropriate 

theoretical framework which would provide a ‘fit’ with the methods of investigation 

and the political and ethical considerations that I felt were required for my particular 

piece of research. I believe I eventually found that framework within a constructivist, 

interpretivist paradigm. 

 

Motivation behind the research 

My main interest in looking at the experiences of long-term republican prisoners in 

Long Kesh was because I myself shared in those experiences for 16 years, 1976-

1992. The topic was therefore one with which I had a close personal identification. In 

fact, the decision to pursue a PhD by research at all was because it would allow me 

to document this particular period in the history of Irish republican prisoners whilst 

also providing me with the opportunity to analyse the change and political 

development which took place within the community of republican prisoners. Greed 

(1990) says of such a situation where the researcher is also one of the researched: 

 

....through retrospective ethnography I draw on my own experience, almost as 
if I were making an autobiography. Relatively speaking, I have already lived 
what I am researching (Wright Mills 1978). The idea is that I look back on 
events from my past life and observe and analyse them giving them the same 
research treatment as the events that happen today, almost like an 'action 
replay'. Since I am both the researcher and one of the researched, I cannot help 
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but ‘leave the researcher in’ as ‘in this process I too am subject’ (Mulford 
1986). My past experience enables me to develop ‘sensitising concepts’ more 
readily, because I already have an awareness and empathy with the issues that 
an outsider would not be able to develop so effectively in the time available. 
However, I am aware of accusations that I am desensitised by over-familiarity. 
Therefore I struggle constantly to ‘make the familiar strange’ (Delamont, 1985) 
(p. 147). 

 

Greed (1990) goes on to explain that such a pursuit: 

 

... involves and affects my personal and emotional self totally ... which I can 
never limit to purely the academic or professional compartments of my life. 
Indeed, my research will not just end tidily with a completed thesis, but rather 
is likely to lead on to my being aware of even more and deeper questions for 
further development later on in my life. My research interacts with my life, and 
both it and I myself change and go through different stages of development in 
parallel as the work progresses. (p151) 

 

Greed’s words sum up in a very succinct manner how I regard my own involvement 

with and participation in this piece of research. It isn’t just an academic pursuit for 

the attainment of an academic qualification. Like Greed, my research ‘interacts with 

my life’ and is as much a process of introspection and reflection for me personally as 

it is for any of the other narrators. The words of Gramsci (cited in Scraton, 1987) are 

very apt in this regard; 

 

The intellectual’s error consists in believing that it is possible to know without 
understanding and especially without feeling and passion....that the intellectual 
can be an intellectual.....if he is distinct and detached from the people-nation 
(popolo-nazione) without feeling the elemental passions of the people, 
understanding them and thus explaining and justifying them in a particular 
historical situation, connecting them dialectically to the laws of history, to a 
superior conception of the world....History and politics cannot be made without 
passion, without this emotional bond between intellectuals and the people-
nation. In the absence of such a bond the relations between intellectuals and 
people-nation are reduced to contacts of a purely bureaucratic, formal kind; the 
intellectuals become a caste or a priesthood (p 1). 

 

Before starting out on my research I had spent almost half of my life in prison, 1976-

1992. The experiences I underwent during that 16 year period have largely helped 

shape the type of person I now am. I feel that my time spent in prison was a very 

positive experience but only because I was able, psychologically, physically and 

emotionally to cope with the ordeals, battles and pressures of incarceration. Most 
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important for me, in terms of personal development, was the engagement in struggle, 

of both an intellectual and practical nature with comrades and adversaries alike. 

Through those struggles I came to have a better understanding of myself, of the 

social world I occupy and of the social forces that impact upon me. My time spent in 

prison was therefore a time of struggle in all its forms, a time of learning, a time of 

personal growth. 

 

When I was finally released from the H-Blocks of Long Kesh on 4 June 1992 the last 

thing on my mind was to pursue any form of academic education. I had just 

completed a BA Honours degree with the Open University that year and wanted a 

break from study. I was not even aware at that stage that it was possible to pursue a 

PhD through research and that you could select your own topic for investigation. 

 

Having been out about nine months, however, and the initial euphoria having worn 

off I felt a gap in my life without the regular application to academic study which 

had been so much a part of my daily routine for the previous nine years9. It was 

through discussions with two tutors from the Open University who I knew from my 

time in prison that the idea for conducting research on the prison experience of 

republicans first arose. The idea appealed to me and although at that stage it was still 

unclear as to what particular facet of prison life I would focus on I decided in 1993 to 

apply simultaneously to both Queen’s University in Belfast and the Open University 

at Milton Keynes to pursue studies for a PhD through research. I felt that because of 

my background Queen’s might be reluctant to accept me as a student but it was the 

closest one to me and I also felt it would be nice to be actually in a university as 

opposed to corresponding with one as I had been doing in previous years. However, I 

had also high regard for the Open University and would not have been disappointed 

if the only vacancy offered me was with it. 

 

As it turned out I was granted a place at Queen’s but refused one at the Open 

University on the grounds that I had no proven experience of research methodology. 

I was encouraged though by comments from Eugene McLaughlin, a senior lecturer 

with the Open University, who advised me to enrol for a post-graduate course in 

prison studies10 with the Open University which looked at various approaches to 

research and entailed the completion of a research project at the end of the year 
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instead of a written exam. I ended up doing both, enrolling at Queen’s but also 

enrolling for the Open University course as I felt it would help me get started on the 

larger piece of research11. 

 

Fears of personal security 

Starting out at Queen’s in the Autumn of 1993 I felt uneasy and a bit out of my 

depth. I had never been in an actual university before and the size of the place was a 

bit daunting. I was not familiar with either the geography of it or the procedures for 

library use and so forth. Another factor which played an even bigger role in 

contributing to my sense of discomfort and unease was the fear of coming under 

attack from loyalists. Although as a research student I did not have to attend regular 

lectures of any sort it was compulsory to attend a course in research methods. I was 

very wary of this. Given my background, being in a particular spot at a particular 

time each week presented difficulties for me in terms of personal security. My 

concerns were heightened all the more in light of the fact that a female student of 

Queen’s, who was also a member of Sinn Fein12, had been murdered by loyalists just 

a few years previously close to the university campus. I felt unable to raise my 

concerns with the university as I thought that doing so would draw more attention to 

my presence on the campus. I felt also that they would regard the issue of personal 

security more in terms of protecting their own staff against possible attack from 

republicans (given the perceived pro-unionist ethos of the university13) rather than 

taking steps to safeguard the latter. So, I and another ex-prisoner who had also 

started to study as a post-graduate that year devised various means to safeguard our 

presence whilst at Queen’s. This entailed sitting in different places in the class each 

week, arriving late some weeks, leaving the class early on other occasions and 

sometimes not attending the classes at all. Following the announcement of the cease-

fires by loyalists in 1994 I felt much more at ease. 

 

Topic of research 

Regarding my specific topic of research, I started at Queen’s still unsure of what 

focus my study would take but thinking along the lines of something to do with the 

informal system of education which the prisoners had created. This was an aspect of 

the social organisation and culture of the community of republican prisoners which I 

personally had been heavily involved with for many years; at one stage of my 
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imprisonment (1987-1989) being vice OC of the camp with responsibility for overall 

political education and development. 

 

Throughout that first year of study I felt as if I was in the middle of a deep fog in 

terms of what direction my thesis would take or what I should actually be doing. At 

times I experienced moments of exhilaration when I could see exactly which path my 

research would take but more often it seemed that all before me was confusion. It 

was during that time that I got great encouragement from a talk given to post-

graduate students at Queen’s by Fiona Williams of the Open University. She outlined 

how text-books on the subject tell us how to do a PhD and when looking at 

completed PhDs we see how they all fit a similar pattern but, she said, that is never 

how they are conducted in practice. In reality there is no approach to research which 

is correct in all instances and for all researchers. "Each person must find the method 

which suits them best" she said. This gave me great heart and in my darkest moments 

of despair and crisis of confidence ever after that her words rang out to help me 

continue when I thought it best to pack the whole thing in. That, plus the ear of my 

supervisor Mike and Jenny, my tutor-counsellor from my prison days with the Open 

University. Completing the course in prison studies with the Open University in 

1993/94 also gave me some focus to my thoughts and some confidence. 

 

Feminist methodologies 

It was around this time that a friend of mine, Joanna, directed me to the literature of 

feminist researchers as she felt that feminist methodologies in conducting social 

science research dealt with the concerns I had expressed about how to approach my 

own research. Upon reading even a few texts I soon discovered that most of the fears 

I had held about how I should, or could, conduct my research had already been 

extensively dealt with by feminist researchers. These covered topics such as: the role 

of the researcher in the research; the issue of ‘subjectivity’ versus ‘objectivity’; 

experience versus method; the ethics of research and how to challenge accusations 

about the non-validity of the research. 

 

Lentin (1993), for example, writes that many feminist scholars shrug off the 

requirement to be ‘objective’, dismissing it as impossible. Stanley (1990) regards 

‘objectivity’ and ‘subjectivity’ as false dichotomies. Du Bois (1983) rejects the 
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separation of observer and observed and argues that all research is political and all 

knowledge value-laden, and that: 

 

... social scientists are no more able than others to pursue inquiry free of 
assumptions and values in their own societies (p. 105). 

 

Stanley and Wise (1983) reject traditional hierarchical relationships between 

researcher and researched because it involves treating people as mere objects ‘there 

for the researcher to do research on’ (p. 170). This they regard as morally 

unjustifiable. Reinharz (1983) suggests that the objects of research should also 

participate in the analysis of data gathered: 

 

... so that it builds on what is meaningful to them as well as on what is 
significant to the researcher (p. 183). 

 

All of the above concepts and suggestions for how to approach research from a more 

humanistic and egalitarian manner greatly appealed to me and removed many of the 

doubts and fears I had about setting out on my research. Fears that I would have to 

become a cold, objective investigator of social phenomena instead of someone who 

was, with others, attempting to reflect upon shared life experiences in order to learn 

from them. A reading of the experiences of feminist researchers also introduced me 

to the idea of reflexivity, of constantly assessing and re-assessing the approach to the 

research, of detailing the factors outside of the research itself but which had an 

impact upon it, and reflecting upon what changes were occurring in the research 

process at all stages from the first phrasing of the ‘research question’ through to 

analysis of the findings. 

 

Transfer to PhD status 

My second year of study was fairly much like my first in terms of not being able to 

decide just what direction my research was going in or if it was developing at all. I 

was aware, though, that by the end of that year I had to present a submission for 

transfer from ‘undifferentiated’ to ‘PhD status’ and therefore my thoughts, of 

necessity, had to become much more focused. By that time I had decided that my 

research would be much broader than merely a study of what role the prisoners’ 

informal system of education had played on their development and would instead 
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describe and examine the social organisation of republican prisoners, how that had 

changed and developed over the years, and look at the role of informal and political 

education within that. I made my submission for transfer in late December 1995 and 

was successful. 

 

Although I was beginning to develop a clearer idea of just what could be achieved in 

my research I still struggled over what theoretical framework would be most 

appropriate for it. My supervisor, who by then was no doubt a bit tired of hearing 

that oft-repeated moan, advised me to pursue those aspects of the research which I 

seemed most motivated by - the interviews - and leave other issues such as theory 

until later. “That will come with it in time” he said. I hoped he was right. 

 

By 1996 I had already conducted a series of interviews and had transcribed most of 

them but, into my third year of study, I began to pursue the interviews with much 

more vigour. I also established a much closer relationship with a number of 

prisoners, one in particular, Seán, who agreed to conduct some aspects of the 

research process from within the prison. I also obtained from him at that time a 

number of articles and papers written by the prisoners in the 1990s. I already had 

most of the material myself from the 1980s. 

 

Political position regarding the research 

Although I started out on my research with many doubts and uncertainties as to just 

how it would develop I was very clear and definite on one point. I would not be 

attempting to distance myself from the subjects of the research or to appear to be 

neutral or clinically objective about the subject of my research. For me that seemed 

neither possible nor desirable. I wanted to be as much a part of the research as I 

could and to relate my own personal experience of imprisonment to the research. 

McRobbie (1982) has written about the importance of locating oneself within the 

work to reflect the fact that experience (socially constructed or not) in some way 

informs the questions asked in research and the routes taken to elicit answers to those 

questions. Hammersley (1992) also says that it is quite common in discussion of 

qualitative methodology to appeal to direct experience as against reliance on method 

(e.g. Blumer 1969). 
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Discovering writings such as these made me much more at ease and encouraged and, 

along with the writings on feminist methodologies, presented me with a different 

view of what was entailed in a piece of academic research; i.e. it did not have to be 

cold, objective, clinical to the point of being boring. 

 

I decided that the best approach to my research was to make explicit from the 

beginning my own values and personal commitment to the study, a position 

supported by Weber (1949), Myrdal (1970), and Matson (1964) who argues that: 

 

... ..with respect to things human, it is not disinterest that makes knowledge 
possible but the opposite; without the factor of interest in the primary sense of 
concern or care, there can be no recognition of the subject matter in its 
distinctive human character - and hence no real awareness of its situation and 
no understanding of its behaviour pp. 242-43). 

 

Arriving at this decision did not, however, remove all doubts in my mind. I 

periodically felt that my close involvement with the topic would be viewed, 

academically, as an obstacle rather than as an advantage. I was still very much 

unsure of and uncomfortable with the academic world and of how a thesis was meant 

to be constructed. I was anxious that the politics of the work would not be acceptable 

in academic quarters and that what I would produce would be regarded as nothing 

more than a piece of republican propaganda rather than valid research. Like everyone 

else I have my own view of the world we live in, ideas about how it should be 

organised, preferences for different political systems and personal values and ideals 

which guide my behaviour and shape my aspirations. My interest in pursuing this 

particular piece of research was because I was part of the subject which I intended to 

study. Being a part of it meant I had deep feelings about it and for those whom I 

would interview in the course of the research. I would therefore be approaching my 

study from a very definite political standpoint and those politics and values would 

shape the manner in which I conducted the research and the conclusions I arrived at. 

 

Going native 

The issue of ‘going native’ was therefore one that always troubled me since first 

coming across the term in sociological texts. It again threw up for me the conflict 

between, on the one hand, researching a topic I had personal experience of and 
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writing myself as much as possible into the research and, on the other hand, 

wondering what would be regarded as academically acceptable. These fears 

continued until 1997 at the point where I felt I had completed most of my fieldwork 

and was ready to write up the results. Giving a paper at the annual post-graduate 

week-end of the Sociology and Social Policy Department I included the following 

quote from Punch (1990) who, when speaking of his own research into police 

deviance in Amsterdam in the 1970s said: 

 

...An essential element of field-work is sharing the experience of a group, 
either as a full or partial member, with which the researcher to a greater or 
lesser extent identifies. Over-identification may involve ‘going native’ but 
practically all field-work implies that the researcher not only identifies with, 
but actually likes, the subjects of his study. 

 

Following my delivery of the paper one of the other students present asked. “Do you 

think in light of your own history there is a danger of over-rapport with your 

subjects?” Before I could reply the visiting professor, Chris Jenkins from Goldsmiths 

University in London, interjected. “What do you mean by over-rapport?”, he asked 

the other student “Is that when we start to eat the missionaries?” When the laughter 

had died down he added that in his view the accusation of ‘going native’ was an 

outdated anthropological concept. After that, any reservations I had harboured about 

over-identification with the research and subjects of my research evaporated. 

 

However, I realised that not worrying about ‘going native’ did not mean I should not 

be very aware of the need to be self-critical. Burton (1985) points to the dangers of 

reliance upon personal experience and how it is often: 

 

...substituted for or deemed to be equivalent to, politics, as if critical awareness 
and understanding are inscribed on a person through forms of oppression, with 
an implicit or explicit presumption that such awareness is inaccessible to those 
who have not ‘lived’ such experiences (pp.29-30). 

 

I would not attempt to argue that someone who has never been imprisoned would be 

unable to conduct research into the history of republican prisoners. I do feel, 

however, that my own experience as a republican prisoner has allowed me to obtain 

insights into the lives of republican prisoners which would not have been so easily 

forthcoming (if at all) if the researcher was an ‘outsider’. I had a close personal 
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relationship with most of those I interviewed and shared a trust which ensured that 

the barriers an ‘outsider’ would experience were not present. 

 

The closeness of our relationship, shared experiences and common ideology could 

also have been a disadvantage. I had to guard against mere story-telling and a re-

inforcing of our own view of the past and how events were shaped and go beyond the 

practical details and get to the underlying forces that were at play. There could all too 

easily have been the tendency to describe and explain events as if they occurred in a 

very systematic manner and according to a previously clearly defined strategy when I 

knew this to be clearly not the case. I also had to ensure that those I interviewed did 

not simply say what they thought I wanted to hear for the ‘good of my research’. As 

well as that I had to be open to new interpretations of the prison experience. Living 

out the same experiences and being involved in the same struggles did not mean that 

each individual’s view and understanding of the processes at work would necessarily 

be identical. I developed in the course of my research therefore an awareness of the 

multi-dimensional experiences of reality for both myself and the narrators.  

 

Difficulties remained, however, especially when it came to the time for writing up 

the data. Regardless of how I explained to the narrators that my study was being 

conducted for a thesis I knew that many regarded their participation as merely 

assisting me in whatever work I was doing and were content to leave the finished 

product to myself. Some probably regarded it as simply another republican project of 

sorts and felt a degree of moral obligation to participate. This meant that decisions on 

what to tell and what to omit were shifted from them, the narrators to me, the 

researcher. The trust and openness which was so freely given was on the unspoken 

assumption that I would not compromise anyone, that I would know what to say and 

what to leave out. I was aware, however, that different opinions would exist as to 

what exactly could or should be included. 

 

It was a simple decision not to include information which identified any individual 

with any incident within the prison for which no prosecution has ever been made, nor 

to include comments made by anyone about any other prisoner which could be 

viewed as malicious or hurtful. But such a broad principle did not answer every 

question that the research threw up. For instance, should I detail the tactics and 
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organisation employed by the prisoners in the conducting of a particular campaign 

within the prison if that campaign occurred some years ago? Whilst I could claim 

that it was history and the mechanics of it were by now well-known to the 

authorities, others could argue that the detailing of it at this stage and in written form 

would reawaken unwelcome attention on the issue with possibly negative 

consequences for those still imprisoned. A piece of research which shows the 

ingenuity of prisoners in undermining the regime could prompt a backlash by the 

authorities if the media sensationalised it. 

 

Besides issues concerning the conflict between prisoners and their guards there were 

other areas of the research which had the potential to cause difficulty. The revelation 

of disagreement and schisms within the community of republican prisoners is 

something that many of them would abhor. The ‘washing of dirty linen in public’ is, 

after all, not something encouraged by any organisation and I knew that some aspects 

of my study would prompt opposition in some quarters. However, I also believed that 

that would be very much a minority view as republican prisoners have, over the 

years, developed a strong, confident, vibrant culture of self and mutual criticism and 

a readiness to speak openly about aspects of their politics and culture that previously 

would not have been open to public scrutiny or debate. 

 

Validity 

Starting out on my research with the belief that there is no alternative to political 

commitment in feminist or any other way of knowing (since knowing is a political 

process and knowledge therefore intrinsically political), I nevertheless was very 

conscious of the need to validate the knowledge that I produced. This was 

particularly so in light of my own background and relationship with the subjects of 

the research, though as Ramazanoglu (1992) points out, sociology, in its various 

constituent schools, has the lack of validity as a central theoretical and political 

problem and there is no strong, rational, sociological paradigms from which 

methodological rigour and rules of validation flow. 

 

Advice offered on the use of the life history is that researchers should give greater 

validity to reports offered by the more expert observers and especially favour reports 

given by persons either closest to the event under study or who are trained at 
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observation. Denzin (1970) adds that “… the greater the familiarity of the author 

with the event, the greater the validity of his statements” (pp. 247-8). A document or 

item from a document should also not be taken as reliable and valid unless it is 

corroborated by “… the independent testimony of two or more witnesses: the 

principle of triangulation” (Gottschalk, 1945, p. 45). I think that in my own case I am 

familiar with the area being researched, the narrators were ‘closest’ to the events 

being studied and I feel were expert observers of what was happening in their 

community. 

 

The following lengthy quote from Becker (1970) has, however, acted as a guide for 

me in my research. 

 

We can, I think, satisfy the demands of our science by always making clear the 
limits of what we have studied, marking the boundaries beyond which our 
findings cannot safely be applied. Not just the conventional disclaimer, in 
which we warn that we have only studied a prison in New York or California 
and the findings may not hold in the other forty-nine states - which is not a 
useful procedure anyway, since the findings may very well hold if the 
conditions are the same elsewhere. I refer to a more sociological disclaimer in 
which we say, for instance, that we have studied the prison through the eyes of 
the inmates and not through the eyes of the guards or other involved parties. 
We warn people, thus, that our study tells us only how things look from that 
vantage point - what kinds of objects guards are in the prisoners’ world - and 
does not attempt to explain why guards do what they do or to absolve the 
guards of what may seem, from the prisoners’ side, morally unacceptable 
behaviour. This will not protect us from accusations of bias, however, for the 
guards will still be outraged by the unbalanced picture. If we implicitly accept 
the conventional hierarchy of credibility, we will feel the sting in that 
accusation (p. 25). 

 

Funding 

Funding for my studies was also a problem in the early years. I was unemployed and 

no grant was available for an Upper Second class honours degree. In fact I believe 

that in the first year of my studies there was only one person in the Faculty of 

Economics and Social Sciences at Queen’s University who did have a grant from the 

Department of Education for Northern Ireland and that was the other republican ex-

prisoner. Through a combination of monies from NIACRO (the Northern Ireland 

Association for the Care and Resettlement of Offenders) and the Probation Board for 

Northern Ireland I was able to pay the fees for that year. In the second year I was 
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funded by the Lawlor Foundation. During that year I also applied to over forty Trusts 

and Foundations for future funding and eventually was successful in obtaining a 

scholarship from the Wingate Trust for two years14. This provided me with some 

degree of permanence, made me focus more on a time scale and also made me feel 

more obliged to complete the thesis if only to show the funders that their money had 

been wisely spent. 

 

Other difficulties 

Apart from the difficulties encountered with the thesis itself in terms of confusion 

about the direction it would take, the theoretical framework in which to place it and 

how I would fund my studies, other factors impinged upon the work. No doubt my 

experience was no different from most other people’s but I found that I was often 

prioritising other tasks over and above the work on the thesis. Possibly that was 

because they were more urgent or immediate but I often wondered if they were also 

displacement activities providing me with the excuses as to why I was not as far 

advanced with the research as I should be. 

 

The birth of my baby daughter Caoilfhionn in September 1996 could have meant a 

major crisis in the work but ironically enough it did not. My partner had been in full-

time paid employment during the pregnancy and was returning to her job some 

weeks after the birth. We had agreed that I would look after Caoilfhionn for most of 

the day and that we would get a baby sitter for some hours in the afternoon to allow 

me to do the work I needed to do. Having such an arrangement meant I had only a 

few hours each day in which to work on my research and this focused my mind 

more. I knew this was time we were actually paying for to leave free for my studies 

so there was a compulsion upon me to use the time productively. When my second 

daughter was born a week before the date for submission of the completed thesis to 

the University and there were not just enough hours in the day, my partner 

commented that maybe I should take the lap-top (computer) with me to the theatre so 

as to pass the ‘waiting time’ productively. I still do not know if this comment was an 

expression of honest concern to see my thesis finished in time or a critical remark 

about  my obsession with the work to the exclusion of other personal important 

matters. 
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By Autumn 1997 I had completed almost all the interviews I wanted to and was 

beginning to write up a first draft of the research. It was only then, having scoured 

the files on my computer, that I realised the mass of literature I had accumulated over 

the years. Nevertheless, still absent from the work was a comprehensive literature 

review on what had already been written about republican prisoners. Although a 

literature review is considered to be one of the first logical steps to take when 

conducting research I had always found it a problem, possibly because I was so much 

emotionally attached to my ‘own story’. As Maynard and Purvis (1994) point out 

though: 

 

... research is not a linear process, as is often implied in the polished 
descriptions published from completed studies. Instead, a focus on 
autobiographical analyses of what it is actually like to do research can provide 
a useful insight into issues often hidden in conventional methodology 
textbooks (p. 1).  

 

Selectivity and self-censorship 

In writing up the results of my research I was guided simply by a good measure of 

common sense and the basic principles outlined above regarding what definitely to 

omit. I had hoped to incorporate some aspect of respondent validation, letting the 

respondents see what had been written and inviting them to come back to me with 

criticisms or suggestions, but in the end decided against that approach for two 

reasons. I would not have had the time to send the work out and get it back again in 

time for submission; and, some respondents would have replied and others would not 

have and if the comments from the former were included in the final thesis it could 

be perceived that they had been given a more favoured position in the research 

process. What I did was to ask Brian Campbell, one of the narrators, to read it, not 

with a view to commenting on his own contribution but to see if it flowed well or 

required further editing and to simultaneously proof-read it. Given Brian’s 

experience with An Phoblacht/Republican News, first as sub-editor and currently as 

editor, and his involvement with the An Glor Gafa/The Captive Voice, I felt he was 

well experienced to provide valuable feedback on the standard of the thesis as a piece 

of writing, not as an academic text. 
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I also gave it to another ex-prisoner who is attached to Sinn Fein’s POW Department 

to see if he felt it contained anything that could be harmful to the prisoners’ interests. 

No criticisms were made of it. I am not sure what would have happened if criticisms 

had been made but I would have been surprised if agreement on the content could 

not have been made with the most minor of changes. I also did not feel as if my 

integrity as a researcher was being impinged upon by pursuing such a process. I 

would have felt that the integrity of the research would have been undermined if I 

had not sought advice from others concerned with the welfare of republican prisoners 

as to how they regarded the finished piece. My approach may have been somewhat 

different from that of Whyte (1955) who, Burgess (1984) says, involved his key 

informant Doc in a review of the complete manuscript prior to publication and 

similarly how Ball (1984) discussed draft chapters of his study (Ball, 1981) with 

groups of teachers, but in doing so I believe I have added to the validation of my 

study. 

 

It is not unusual for research findings to be incomplete. Indeed that may be the case 

with most and although I have excluded aspects of my research findings I do not 

believe that their exclusion in any way distorts the final outcome of the research or 

the conclusions I reached. I believe also that despite the operation of selectivity and 

self-censorship on some occasions I have nevertheless been able to make 

generalisations from my study.  

 

Summary 

Primarily I view my research as the continuation of an education process which 

began in the H Blocks of Long Kesh in the mid 1980s, strongly influenced by the 

pedagogical theories of Freire (1972). That process was not geared simply at the 

acquiring of knowledge, facts and figures or the attainment of academic 

qualifications. Whilst it did undoubtedly achieve such, its primary focus was to 

encourage the practical application of the concepts of action and reflection, personal 

development and consciousness-raising as is evident in the issues covered in chapters 

9-18. 

 

I regard the production of this piece of research as a further contribution to that 

collective process of action and reflection. The narrators have contributed their 
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‘reflections’ and I as researcher have ‘acted’ upon those reflections in producing this 

thesis. It is my hope that the finished work will now be of some value to those 

republicans currently imprisoned in terms of understanding where the community of 

republican prisoners has come from and where they can go to in the future. In this 

sense the dialectic of action – reflection – action continues.  

 

That does not mean that my study is limited in interest to a small group of republican 

prisoners. In fact some could argue that those with an unhealthy interest in learning 

about the dynamics of the community of republican prisoners will be only too 

pleased to see such a work produced. I feel, however, that if anyone can benefit from 

an understanding of what motivates republican prisoners then they will not attempt to 

impose policies upon them which are doomed to failure from the outset.  

 

Finally, as the ‘stories’ told in this research cover such areas as social organisation, 

leadership roles, personal development, critical analysis, conflict and involvement in 

education both of a formal and informal nature, I believe that the results of this 

research will be of interest to the wider sociological community and not just those 

with a specific interest in prisons and prisoners. For me personally, I will feel that the 

research was worthwhile and the conclusions valid if those who participated in it can 

see themselves in it, speaking in their own words and hearing other familiar voices 

around them. And maybe, if only for a fleeting moment, capture once more that 

mixture of sounds, smells and breadth of emotions that were so much part of our 

lives for so many years. 
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SECTION ONE 

This section covers the early days of imprisonment 1971-1977. These were years 

when republicans believed that an end to British rule in the north of Ireland, as a 

result of their armed struggle, was just around the corner. Imprisonment was 

therefore regarded as something very temporary, to be endured until victory, or 

escape. No one believed that 27 years later the struggle would still be ongoing and 

that some prisoners would be entering their 22nd year in captivity. Long-term 

strategies were not worked out or planned for and tactics when dealing with the 

prison authorities were usually reduced to a physical force argument. 

 

Most people arrested in the early 1970s had no previous experience of imprisonment, 

having just joined the Irish Republican Army at the outbreak of the ‘Troubles’. As a 

result of this conflicts often arose between them and those older republicans who had 

been imprisoned in the 1940s and the 1950s and who were much more conservative 

and conventional in their thinking and outlook. These conflicts reached a height in 

1976 when the younger and more radical upcoming leadership accused the older 

ones of having been duped by the British into calling a cease-fire in 1975-76 in the 

mistaken belief that the British were preparing to withdraw from the north of Ireland. 
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CHAPTER 5 

SPECIAL CATEGORY STATUS 

 

Introduction  

When the conflict in the north of Ireland broke out again in 1969 with street protests 

rapidly turning to armed struggle the numbers in prison soon rose. At that time all 

remand prisoners were held in Belfast’s Crumlin Road Prison and it was not long 

before republicans there were demanding, as they had done during all other previous 

campaigns waged by the Irish Republican Army, to be treated as political prisoners. 

When this demand was refused they embarked upon a hunger strike in 1972. The 

strike lasted 35 days and ended with the Secretary of State for Northern Ireland, 

William Whitelaw, announcing that a ‘special category status’ would be granted to 

all those who were in prison as a result of the conflict. Prisoners soon after were 

moved to Long Kesh, a disused airfield outside Lisburn in County Antrim that had 

been transformed into a military prison. Initially used to house those people arrested 

and detained without trial (internment, 1971-75), it later became the main prison to 

house sentenced male political prisoners. 

  

In my talks with the narrators about this phase of imprisonment I explored a number 

of areas of particular interest to me: what the situation was like in the Crumlin Road 

Prison in the early days; how well new arrivals fitted into the prison; how the 

decision to embark upon a hunger strike in 1972 was arrived at and what it achieved; 

impressions of Long Kesh once moved there; why prisoners in 1974 burnt Long 

Kesh and rioted in the Crumlin Road Prison; and how the fear arose in 1974 that 

counter-insurgency agents had infiltrated the prisoners with the intention of 

poisoning certain prominent individuals in the republican prisoners’ leadership.  

 

Outbreak of the 'Troubles' 

In 1968 the Northern Ireland Civil Rights Association (NICRA) was founded with 

the objective of bringing about democratic change in the north of Ireland such as 

‘one man one vote’, ending gerry-mandering in the local councils and discrimination 

against Catholics in regards to housing allocation. The unionist state reacted in a 

hostile manner to the NICRA protests and demonstrations and soon riots were being 
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waged between nationalists and the RUC and the B-Specials (a para-military force of 

the state). Shortly afterwards the IRA, which by that time had become practically 

non-existent following the debacle of its 1956-62 border campaign, had reformed 

after a split with the leadership. This new IRA became known as the Provisionals and 

soon they were rearmed and engaging in gun battles with the RUC, the B-Specials 

and the British Army who had been brought in by the British government when it 

was felt that local forces could not contain the unrest. As the conflict intensified 

people inevitably appeared before the courts and numbers in prison rose. Initially 

charges were generally in connection with rioting but later people were being 

imprisoned on more serious charges such as possession of weapons and explosives.  

 

(Billy McKee) I went in to the Crum1 in April 1971. I think there was only four 
sentenced republicans at that time, Tony McKee, John Magee, Paddy Mulligan 
and John Kelly. There was about a dozen of us on remand. There was no 
political status but numbers were building up. We heard that outside there was 
a bit of aggro against the Movement in Andersonstown and there had been a 
couple of public meetings held and some of our people, like Maire Drumm, 
went to them and they were getting a bit of slegging. People wanted it all 
wrapped up, no more trouble and all this. It seemed it was building up a lot so 
Proinsias MacAirt and myself had a discussion about it privately and wondered 
what we could do about it and I told him it would be on the cards in the near 
future for a hunger strike for to claim political status as was always done in the 
prisons all through the periods. After a few nights and days debating on it we 
decided to bring it forward for to try and counteract this aggro that was against 
us outside. 

 

The 1972 hunger strike 

Following an incident in May 1972 involving one of the republican prisoners and a 

prison officer the prisoner was removed to the boards2. The other prisoners went on 

protest and demanded he be returned to the wing. When they were told that could not 

happen they said they were demanding political status and wanted a reply by 

Monday morning. They had already drawn up a list of five demands, the most 

important being the right to wear their own clothes. The others were; to be 

segregated from criminal prisoners, to be free from doing prison work and to receive 

food parcels and extra visits. They were promptly told that they would not be getting 

political status. 

 

(Billy McKee) We picked six men to go on the hunger strike first and then in a 
fortnight there was to be another squad and then others after that every week. It 
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was a very well organised strike as far as we were concerned because we had 
the run of the wing whereas in previous years during the ‘40s and ‘50s you 
were locked up once you went on hunger strike and no one was allowed in to 
see you except the doctor. But this time was different, the lads were very good, 
would come in and give you a massage, clean out the cell, help you to wash 
and so on.  

 

They offered different concessions: to give us Long Kesh3 where we would be 
all together and there would be no criminals amongst us, but they were holding 
out on the clothes and a few other things but we held our ground. Then when 
we were at a crucial point they came to us one morning. I had been told just 
then that I would be in a critical condition within a week as I was vomiting 
blood. The priest even told us we would have to prepare for the last but anyway 
we got word in from our people on the outside that we were to hold out for 24 
hours as we were getting political status. 

 

‘Special category’ status introduced 

The doctor came in on Sunday night as I was very ill, vomiting a dark 
red/brown liquid. He called the governor and said I would have to go to the 
hospital but I said I didn’t want to go. I feared they would attempt to force-feed 
me in the hospital. The governor said to me to come off the hunger strike 
because there was going to be an announcement at seven o’clock in the 
morning. The Minister for Northern Ireland was going to make an 
announcement that ‘special category’ status was going to be granted to political 
prisoners in the Crumlin Road. But I said no I was going to hold out so they 
called the deputy governor and the priest and they said they would stand over 
the message they had got and that if the government changed their minds once 
I got to the hospital they would go public on this. So Mac Airt said he thought 
it better to come off it so we did and I was taken to hospital right away. 

 

We got all our demands except recognised as political. They called it ‘special 
category’ status. We had the run of the wing ourselves. The screws just came 
and did lock ups but did it through the OCs. Then the loyalists went out to the 
yard for football one night and refused to come in. They wanted away from us 
and have their own place so they were shifted to D wing4. We then had A1 and 
A2 to ourselves, the Sticks5 were on A3. There was no bother at all. The screws 
were sound. They never demanded. They would come and ask. 

 

In hindsight the demands of the prisoners to be recognised as political prisoners 

appears to have been granted relatively easily. In part this can be explained by the 

fact that the British Government was at that point in discussions with representatives 

of the IRA towards seeking the implementation of a Truce. A republican prisoner 

dying on hunger strike would have ended all such discussions. It also indicates, I 

believe, the short-term goals of the government. It is highly unlikely that they 

envisaged people being held for the next 19 years in conditions of ‘special category 
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status’. The general policy of the Government at the time appears to have been one 

of removing as many activists from the streets as quickly as possibly (through the use 

of internment or the Courts), to then contain and control the escalating situation 

whilst attempts were being made to find some political solutions to the conflict. 

 

Meanwhile, life in the Crumlin Road Prison appears to have been peaceful enough 

following the hunger strike and the granting of special category status. The prisoners 

organised their own command structures, played sports, made handicrafts and did 

education courses. They were also planning, as has always been the case with 

republican prisoners, to escape. 

 

(Billy McKee) There was to be an escape from the canteen but apparently a girl 
went up to the Kesh and told her boy he had better hurry up and get back to the 
Crum as there was going to be an escape and of course it went round like 
wildfire. The authorities got to hear of it and so they shifted us within about a 
week up to Long Kesh. All the sentenced prisoners. We had known we would 
be moved some time because of the increasing numbers so it had been a race 
against time to effect the escape.  

 

Move to Long Kesh 

Long Kesh was the site of a disused airfield which had been used by the RAF during 

World War Two. In 1972 it was reopened to house those imprisoned without trial; 

internees. The internees were held in Nissen huts surrounded by high wire fences and 

sentry posts and the British Army carried out security duties on the perimeter of the 

camp. With the influx of prisoners sentenced before the courts, however, Long Kesh 

camp in 1973 was extended to house sentenced prisoners6 though these were kept 

separate from the internees. The sentenced prisoners were held in Cages according to 

their political and military affiliations; the Provisional IRA, the Official IRA, the 

Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF), and the Ulster Defence Association (UDA). Years 

later when the Irish National Liberation Army was formed after a split within the 

Official IRA, they too acquired a Cage of their own. Smaller loyalist factions were 

housed within Cages belonging to the larger loyalist groupings, the UVF and UDA. 

 

(Billy McKee) We had heard reports of brutality from Long Kesh especially 
about the internees7 so I expected it was going to be worse on us but it wasn’t. 
There was co-operation. The prison warders came in and checked us in the 
morning and then left the doors open. The only one who remained was at the 
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gate. He stayed outside the Compound and if anyone was wanted for a visit or 
anything he informed one of our lads who would be on duty inside the 
Compound for that purpose. We told them that when they were coming into the 
Compound to approach the OC first. It fairly went all right8. I was allowed 
visits with the OC of the internees and then there were people who had brothers 
interned so they would have visits together and there were others who weren’t 
brothers but let on they were because they had the same name and they got 
visits.  

 

(Jim Scullion) The internees had a harder time than us. There would be raids in 
the middle of the night and their handicrafts would be smashed. I don’t want to 
put the internees down but I think we were more disciplined. There would have 
been a reaction from us if the screws over-stepped the mark. Strip-searching 
for instance, we ended up in Lagan Valley hospital after taking a battering for 
refusing them. I think there was a morale problem with the internees. I think 
they showed a less unified approach and I think the authorities might have seen 
a weak under-belly there.  

 

Discipline 

(Billy McKee) Our rules were that everyone had to be out of bed by nine 
o’clock in the morning, clear the beds. No taking breakfast into bed or 
anything. I was always afraid of them getting into this laziness, lying in their 
beds all day the same as the Sticks were doing and a lot of the loyalists. Lights 
were put out at eleven o’clock every night. If anyone wanted to talk after that 
time they could get around a bed and talk quietly but no roaring and shouting. 
The discipline was a bit strict but you had to because we were a military force. 
We had parades every Sunday for orders to be given out and men delegated to 
do the canteen and brush the yard and anyone who broke the law they used to 
have to get up at half seven and brush the yard. 

 

(Jim Scullion) When I was arrested in June 1972 and taken to the Crum I had 
never met Billy McKee before but by reputation he was a bit of an ogre. Any 
time you went to see Billy McKee you were quaking in your boots. To me then 
he was a legend but over the years any apprehension I may have had was off-
set by the respect I gained for the man. He was always one hundred per cent 
committed, one hundred per cent genuine. Perhaps a bit old-fashioned but old 
people are entitled to be old-fashioned. I even enjoyed the respect the 
administration had for him. It was a nice thing to see. 

 

(Billy McKee) I couldn’t complain much about the treatment we received in 
Long Kesh. The only thing was when the soldiers came around searching and 
we complained about this and then we got the prison warders and they were all 
right. During the searches we all had to clear out of the huts but there was 
nothing wrecked.  

 

The loyalists were in the next Cage to us and we got on alright with them. They 
were always asking for books, James Connolly books, socialism and things like 
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that. I used to give them extra copies of any books I had. They were more 
hostile with each other than with us, the UVF and the UDA. Each group would 
rip the back out of the other when I would be talking to them. We had very 
little contact with the Sticks, I don’t think they were allowed. (I) think they got 
orders from outside not to have any dealings with us. They had a Cage of their 
own.  

 

I couldn’t complain much about the lads. Some were a wee bit cranky, maybe 
the ones who were married, feeling pressure, maybe getting bad news on the 
visits. I had experience of it from previous periods of imprisonment, lads 
coming back from visits, just watched their faces and I would have walked 
along with them and eventually got it out of them that something was wrong at 
home. I would get the priest to call at the homes for them or arrange special 
visits. But sometimes the lads were getting wrong messages and things weren’t 
as serious as they thought. We all mixed together well though a few times I had 
to step in and stop things. You want to avoid fights as once a fight starts - 
different on the football pitch - but elsewhere once a fight starts the animosity 
would be deep. There were never any serious problems. There was good lines 
of communication with outside so there was no problem there.  

 

New arrivals 

For men such as Billy McKee and Proinsias MacAirt who had experienced earlier 

periods of imprisonment in the 1940s and 1950s winning recognition as political 

prisoners was of the utmost importance. They understood its political significance 

and what it meant in terms of living conditions. For others such as Liam Duffy (aged 

16) and Paul Fleming (aged 18) from Derry entering the Crumlin Road Prison in 

early 1974 on remand imprisonment was very much a novelty. 

 

(Liam Duffy) I went on to A wing where there were a number of comrades and 
friends who had went in just before me. My impression was “This isn’t bad”. 
We had the run of the wing, you didn’t speak to screws, they didn’t speak to 
you. It was a very clannish situation. Derry people stuck together and even 
within that grouping Waterside people stuck together. And you had other 
groupings, Tyrone, Belfast and that. So although it was all republicans together 
it was very much segregated. You were out all day except for a lock-up at 
dinnertime and teatime. We were on the 2s9 and we rarely if ever went up on to 
the 3s. The 3s was mainly Belfast. It was a good summer and we were out in 
the yard and had guitars in the cells. We would have run around having water 
fights. A very carefree attitude, nothing organised, just waiting to get 
sentenced. And remember, we were just 16, in fact I was the youngest. I was 
the last 16 year old allowed into A wing. After that they were put in to the 
Hospital wing.  

 

(Paul Fleming) I had a very basic knowledge of jail, just from people who had 
come out. Mostly I knew about the pranks, I didn’t really know about life in 
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jail. In 1974 I was 18. I went into A wing at the time of ‘Hannah’s10 lock-up’. 
The week previous three people had attacked a screw. I don’t think it was 
sanctioned. So there was a bit of a clamp down. 

 

At the time 200-300 (prisoners) were on remand from all parts of the 6 counties 
and some from the 26 (counties). The lock-up lasted about a week and then 
there was a fairly relaxed period from June-October, if the Crum can ever be 
said to be relaxed.  

 

I knew I was going to get life. Most people had been caught red-handed or 
made verbal or written statements in those days. I had made a verbal statement. 
You were processed fairly quickly, very few cases were fought or fought with 
any chance of success. Republicans still refused to recognise the court11 in 
those days except for those on a murder charge. We put up no real defence. We 
had an attitude of ‘we’re caught’ and thought very little about it.  

 

The MRF 

Unknown to Liam and Paul two events were soon to occur in the Crum which would 

dramatically impact upon their lives and all the other republican prisoners held there. 

 

(Brendan Hughes) I was arrested in May 1974. I had been interned for a few 
months before that but escaped. I went into the Crumlin Road Jail where there 
were about 350 men on remand. There was very little political development 
taking place at that time, no organised political activity outside of what men 
were learning themselves. It was a very militaristic type of regime based along 
military discipline but at the same time there was a lot of confusion because on 
the outside there was the build-up to the loyalists organising the Ulster 
Workers Council strike. There was a great deal of fear that the loyalists and 
unionists would declare a UDI (Unilateral Declaration of Independence).  

 

The wing had an OC (Officer Commanding) and IO (Intelligence Officer) who 
interviewed new men coming on to the wing. There was an arrangement with 
the screws that this would be done. There was a cell at the top of the wing 
where the interviews were held. If it was decided that someone was not going 
to be permitted onto the wing he would be sent back out to the screws. After I 
was in a couple of months six people landed into jail. They were charged with 
the shooting of two RUC men that had occurred the day I had been arrested. 
They were allowed onto the wing but after a few weeks and following more 
detailed interviews with the IO it emerged that some of these men had 
absolutely no involvement with the Republican Movement at all. It later 
transpired that two of them, called McGrogan and Heatherington, were actually 
British agents. Heatherington admitted this and subsequently went on to give a 
rundown12 of operations he was involved in with British Intelligence. He then 
spoke of a plot to poison republican prisoners in the Crum and Long Kesh. He 
named a number of people who were supposedly involved in this plot but 
within a matter of days retracted a lot of the names. But by that stage the names 
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had been sent to the Kesh. Precautions were taken. The three people named 
who were to be killed were myself, Julian Fitzimmons and another guy from 
Derry who were staff members at the time. There was mass panic because 
word got out about this plot. Everyone was checking what they were eating. 
We refused prison food. I went to H....... who was governor and informed him 
of the plot and the fact that some of his prison officers were involved in it. I 
then sent word to the loyalist wings saying there were people there connected 
to this organisation MRF13 and the same thing was going to happen there. 
These people were in the jail to cause deaths, to cause confusion, as much 
disruption as possible and remember that on the outside there was already 
panic about what was happening with the loyalists. People thought there was 
going to be a civil war. The whole thing led to a feeling of mass hysteria and 
fear. Everybody began to suspect each other.  

 

The panic over the MRF scare led to men who were suspected of involvement 
in it or who had been named being interrogated. During their interrogation 
there were instances of men being physically abused both in the Crumlin Road 
Prison and in Long Kesh. No one trusted anyone. Everyone was looking for 
MRF men. 

 

(Brendan Hughes) I remember getting Father Brady14 up on visits and 
explaining the whole thing to him. Getting P.J. McGrory15 up too. I wrote to 
Davey Morley who was OC of the Cages at the time. We were very vulnerable 
because we saw this whole conspiracy taking place and there was no one there 
to help. I remember getting this big typed letter from the Kesh telling me of 
British strategy in Burma and Aden and that all that was happening to us was 
classic British strategy. This was no good to me as we were still in the same 
situation. In the middle of all Now looking back on the whole situation I 
sometimes think that the purpose of it all was to cause distrust, mistrust, 
dissension and all that fear. If that was their intention then they were pretty 
successful because it worked16.  

 

(Paul Fleming) I didn’t even know about the MRF scare until it broke and 
people were run off the wing. I remember the poison scare because the boilers 
were watched. Someone sat beside them. When I did hear what happened I was 
actually glad I didn’t know. People who were good republicans were hurt and 
there was a lot of mistrust. I was just lucky. People interrogated were naming 
cells, maybe just where a lot were sitting having yarns, people were named and 
after that treated as if they had done something wrong. I missed most of that 
although I was actually sitting in the middle of it. 

 

The incident over the MRF raises a number of issues about the role of the British 

Army and British Intelligence Services in the north at the time. It would also suggest 

that government policy was strongly biased towards, or relied heavily upon, British 

Army classic counter-insurgency tactics rather than political solutions. The MRF 

incident also shows how mistrust and paranoia was easily instilled among the 
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prisoners at the time and how unprepared they were to combat such psychological 

operations against them. 

 

The Burning of Long Kesh 

Billy McKee was released from Long Kesh in late 1974 and was replaced as camp 

OC by Davey Morley17 from Newry. His adjutant at the time was Jim Scullion from 

Belfast and from the account he gives it would appear that by that stage conditions in 

the camp and relations with the administration were not as comfortable as those 

described earlier by McKee. None of the narrators offered any particular reason why 

this was so but the result was that tension and frustration grew among the prisoners 

over what they saw as unresolved and ongoing petty issues. 

 

(Jim Scullion) The screws had been starting to get into us, starting to needle us. 
They probably sensed our reluctance to react for whatever reason. I don’t know 
why we didn’t react except possibly as a result of outside influence from the 
‘RA. I think at that time Morley was starting to come under this army influence 
from outside. I would have seen him as being very militant, in fact sometimes 
to the point of recklessness.  

 

Adams (1996) says that the principal sources of conflict with the prison authorities at 

the time were over the issue of visits and food. The food was terrible, he claims, and 

often was refused by the Camp or Cage staff. In the internment Cages they had food 

parcels to live on whereas in the sentenced prisoners’ part of the prison access to 

food parcels was much more restricted. Following attempts at unsuccessfully trying 

to resolve the situation Adams says the prisoners began to throw the food over the 

wire and the authorities responded by stopping food parcels. The prisoners were left 

with half a pint of milk a day and three rounds of bread. 

 

Tension mounted in the second week of October, and there were rumours of 
large numbers of British troops gathering around the visiting area. On a 
previous occasion when troops had handed out particularly heavy beatings 
during a raid, our camp OC had promised to burn the camp down if they tried it 
again. Now we debated amongst ourselves whether we could combine burning 
the camp down with a mass escape, and it was while I was at a meting in our 
Cage about this that things blew up in the sentenced end, in Cage 13 (p. 237). 

 

(Jim Scullion) The actual incident which provoked us into action is supposed to 
be over a potato farl. Cage 13, which housed those due for release was always 
getting messed about and getting shortages of food. One day the OC shouted 
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over to Morley that the same had happened again so Morley said, “Right, up 
she goes”. So we burnt the place, the whole camp. We had been on red alerts18 
for weeks previous. It was rough afterwards. The first night the Brits didn’t 
come in, they let us run about. They surrounded the perimeter though. At day-
break the next day they came in. They beat us into the ground. We fought for a 
good while but they drove us back with the gas onto the football field, which 
was the only place where we could get fresh air. The UVF19 and the UDA20 set 
up field hospitals for us in their Cages. They actually abandoned some of their 
Cages.  

 

The Brits then came in with dogs and batons and put us against the wire. If you 
turned around you got whacked. We were against the wire for seven and a half 
hours. One Brit finally came up to us and said we could stand down from the 
wire. He told us to shake our arms and legs to get the circulation back. He then 
asked me, “What the fuck did you burn the place down for?” and I said, 
“Because it’s our country and if it was your country and you were held in 
Cages you would do the same”. He split me right across the forehead with a 
baton. Guildford21 had just happened at the time and they were running around 
mad. Later they put the field kitchens in and I think it was the best grub I ever 
had in jail; stew with chunks of steak in it. 

 

Riot in the Crumlin Road Jail 

Brendan Hughes was OC of the Crumlin Road prison at the time Long Kesh was 

burnt. From what he says it would appear that the burning of the camp had been 

planned for and was not spontaneous as described by Jim Scullion. 

 

(Brendan Hughes) I got word from the OC of Long Kesh that on a specific day 
at a specific time the camp was going to burn and we were expected to do what 
we could. Armagh jail was supposedly going too. Everyone was standing by 
with instructions to do as much damage as we could and that’s what we did. 

 

(Liam Duffy) The Kesh burned one day and we got up the next, thought 
nothing about it and went and played football. We had only returned from it 
when the next thing I remember was people ripping doors off and someone 
shouting “Riot”. I pulled my jeans and boots on over my football rig and 
started ripping my cell apart. Everyone was running everywhere. People put 
thick books behind the doors and forced them off the hinges. I remember 
thinking, “geniuses”. The next I knew someone shouted “Brits” and I saw the 
soldiers come running in. We had nowhere to hide as we had pulled all the 
doors off. I had to run the length of A wing towards the canteen and the toilets. 
The boys were in the toilet and were putting a door up and I just dived in over 
the top of them and fell on the floor. There were about a dozen of us in the 
toilets. Then a rubber bullet gun was stuck in the side of the door and soldiers 
fired rubber bullets into the toilet. After a while the door was dropped. We 
were expecting more rubber bullets but that was it. When we came out we had 
to run a gauntlet of Brits, RUC and screws. I genuinely thought we were going 
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back to our cells and as I ran through the gauntlet the batons were coming off 
my head and back and arms. I put my hands over my head to protect myself. I 
got to the top of the stairs and there was an RUC man with a big two-handled 
baton and as I turned to go towards the stairs I had to take my hands off my 
head to keep my balance as I was running and as I did it the RUC man hit me 
on the head with the baton. I went head over heels down the stairs. I was 
slipping in and out of consciousness but another cop started getting in to me 
with a baton so I got up and started running again. I tried to crawl into a cell 
but was grabbed and thrown against the railings and it was only then that it hit 
me, “Jesus we’re in bother here”, and that’s when I got scared. I put my hand 
to my head and could feel my fingers sink in to my head. I looked at the blood 
and that scared me too.  

 

They opened the grilles and took us out in twos. This Brit grabbed me and ran 
me out and I remember I was running that fast I ran head first into the Circle as 
opposed to turning down D wing. The Brit didn’t hit me, he just had me by the 
scruff of the neck. I got into D wing and saw two cops battering someone on 
the ground at the door outside a cell so I knew this was where I was going and 
what was going to happen to me. As I got to the door I just dived in over the 
three of them. It ended up there were five of us in the cell. My head was still 
bleeding so I took off my football shorts and used them as a towel on my head. 
I was scared. I could hear screams outside as others were beaten up and thrown 
into cells. I looked around the cell I was in and there was blood all over the 
place. I remember laughing. I couldn’t stop. In hindsight it was nerves. What 
was scaring me most was the sound of the screams. 

 

(Brendan Hughes) Blood was splattered all over the walls. A governor called 
McC…… was running around with a short (handgun). He had just gone off his 
head and I thought he was definitely going to shoot someone that day. 
Eventually they beat us all into the cells. We lay there for two days and then 
they sent the doctors round. We were kept locked up but gradually we got out 
for exercise, an hour or two a day. Over the next weeks they put up grilles 
which reduced our numbers in any one place. It was the perfect situation for 
G...... That’s what he wanted. They were gearing up to take away political 
status and here’s us walking straight in to the trap. This is where G..... came 
into his own, to undermine political status. G..... was the deputy governor at the 
time but from the moment I met him I always felt he was much more 
influential than H........, who was the governor. Anyhow, they took away 
certain privileges, stopped so many visits, curtailed the visits, supervised the 
visits, gave less food, replaced steel knives and forks with plastic ones and so 
on. I believe G..... was there solely for that reason. We protested by the whole 
wing going on hunger strike but shortly afterwards I called off the hunger 
strike for the majority who had been on it but stayed on it myself with three 
others. After three days I was moved out to Long Kesh. I was the first person 
on remand to be moved to the Kesh. This was about December 1974. After I 
had left the hunger strike was called off and Martin McAllister, who had taken 
over from me, went out and negotiated a settlement with H........ But what that 
marked was the end of what we knew as political status in Crumlin Road Jail 
and G....., in my opinion, was the person sent in to do that. At that time you had 
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the start of Ulsterisation and Criminalisation. I mark the start of it as the time 
when G..... came to Crumlin Road Jail. 

 

There is no other evidence to support the claims made by Brendan Hughes that a 

process of clawing back concessions from the prisoners was already underway in the 

prisons leading up to the eventual total withdrawal of political status. However, it 

could be claimed that those in senior positions within the prison service must have 

been aware of the type of thinking within the NIO and government that was going to 

influence future prison policy. It could be regarded as too conspiratorial to argue that 

the prisoners may have been provoked into taking the sort of action (burning, rioting) 

that was known would create an outcry on the outside, yet nevertheless, the 

behaviour of republican prisoners at that time was very predictable. An immediate 

physical reaction was generally the response by republicans to any situation where 

dialogue did not produce results22. The widespread and costly destruction of their 

own living conditions, and their open rebellion against the prison authorities, was 

sure to prompt a public response by those who already felt that republican prisoners 

were leading too comfortable a life on the inside while their comrades on the outside 

continued to kill and bomb. Influencing public opinion in that manner would have 

undoubtedly helped pave the way for the introduction of the criminalisation policy, 

announced less than a year later. 

 

In 1974-75 contacts between the Republican Movement and the British government 

led to an extended cease-fire, internment was phased out at the end of 1975 and 50% 

remission introduced for sentenced prisoners. The recommendations in the Gardiner 

Report (1975) were being implemented in full and the impact of others contained in 

the earlier Diplock Report (1972) were beginning to show. A change of strategy by 

the British government from a military-led one to a political/legal one was already 

well under way. Many within the leadership of the Republican Movement were 

unaware of this change. They still believed that a British withdrawal from the north 

of Ireland was under way. Others disputed that, including several prominent 

members who were imprisoned at the time; Gerry Adams, Brendan Hughes and 

Gerry Kelly. This brought them into conflict with the camp leadership of Davey 

Morley (camp OC) and Jim Scullion (camp Adjutant) who were closely aligned with 

the leadership of the Movement on the outside. 
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Besides a difference in opinion regarding developments on the outside there was also 

a conflict about how the camp should be organised and towards what ends. The 

former felt that too much emphasis was placed on imposed discipline and that a 

militaristic outlook pervaded all aspects of camp life. Another constant source of 

dissent was the manner in which the grouping of prisoners was categorised into 

civilians, ‘suspended’ volunteers and ‘cleared’ volunteers. Only the latter could hold 

positions in the prisoners’ structures of command. 

 

The narrators in this chapter relate their own personal experiences of the situation 

within the prison at that time; their anxieties at the removal of ‘special category 

status’; their views on the organisation of political education, and their interpretation 

of how change was finally brought about within the prisoners’ internal structures of 

command. 

 

Militarism and discipline 

(Brendan Hughes) When I reached the Kesh it was not long after the burning 
and things were fairly basic, but coming out of a hunger strike in the Crum it 
was like paradise to me. Soon after arriving I asked to see Davey Morley. I was 
told I would have to put in a request the next morning. I did that, went over to 
the half-hut23 to see him and he kept me waiting 20-30 minutes. When I was 
called in he was sitting on the edge of his bed and there was a guy doing a 
portrait of him. That was my first clash with Davey Morley. I was concerned 
with the boys in the Crum and maybe I was a bit pushy but that was my first 
conflict with him. He was very militaristic, a British Army type of militarism24. 
It’s hard to visualise the regime that he had in place. He had men hiding in 
lockers listening for dissent. He had secret IOs, secret squirrels25. There were 
the squirrels and then the secret squirrels and these were to report back 
anything they heard, any dissension. 

 

(Jim Scullion) People criticised Davey Morley for being an ex-British soldier 
but he was a good OC, a good negotiator. I respected the man but he was from 
the country and that didn’t suit some city men and particularly the Falls Road 
men, the 33rd county. He got a lot of stick.  

 

(Brendan Hughes) At that time things were very militaristic. There was a 
British Army type of military regime; you arose at a certain time in the 
morning, had your bed made, did the drill, did a headcount, beds were checked 
by members of the staff. I remember having this argument with Davey Morley 
that I would have a far better group of people around me with self-discipline 
rather than his discipline because his discipline was brittle. I believed in trying 
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to change all that through comradeship. But Davey Morley and G…. M…. 
came from a British Army background and they used to send round these wee 
manuals. I couldn’t stick all that stuff, being trained as non-thinking 
combatants. You weren’t allowed to think, I was opposed to that type of 
training. 

  

(Mickey McMullan) Discipline was imposed. In Cage 10 for instance the hut 
OC decided what was to be shown on TV whereas in any of the other Cages if 
there was conflict over a channel to watch it was decided by a straight vote. 
Anything which was deemed to be of educational value took priority but I 
remember three incidents around 1976 where there were three programmes on 
TV. One was about the Cuban revolution, another on Mao tse Tung and 
another on Vietnam and the person in charge wouldn’t let them be shown 
because they were about communism and therefore not educational. 

 

(Gerry Kelly) You could have looked on the camp as being made up of fairly 
politicised people on one hand and - I don’t like to use the word - fairly 
militaristic on the other. I believe in self-discipline but you also need a 
collective discipline but there is a difference in that and regimentation and in 
that regard I think the Cages were fairly regimented, though it varied from 
Cage to Cage. The Battalion Staff were fairly regimented, a bit copy-cat of the 
British Army. There was no malice in their motives but not enough thought 
was given to their orders.  

 

There was compulsory training which I understand. People can get into 
doldrums so there was the belief that there was a responsibility to keep people 
in trim. But these things go in phases. If someone is doing life you can depress 
them by making them train two or three times a week. When we stopped 
compulsory training we found most people continued with it anyhow.  

 

 

 

Dissent 

(Brendan Hughes) I was in Cage 11, which was looked on as the dissenters’ 
Cage. You had all these conflicts and I remember being arrested26 and being 
accused of dissenting and threatened to be thrown out of the Cages and of 
being dismissed with ignominy because of my opposition to the leadership. 
“Did I not understand I was arguing against the leadership of the Republican 
Movement?” Someone had heard me talking about what was happening on the 
outside. I was arguing against sectarian bombings and so forth. There were a 
lot of people who would have been in agreement with the criticisms we were 
voicing of the strategy but then within a couple of days would have turned on 
you. The joke going around the place was that Davey Morley had a secret 
tablet and it was dropped in to your tea and you became a Davey Morley man. 
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(Gerry Kelly) Four of us were suspended at one stage. I was up on seven 
charges, canvassing, undermining etc. I got off when I appeared before the 
equivalent of a Court of Inquiry even though you can’t have a CI in jail. I was 
fearful because they were mad enough at the time to throw us out of the Cages, 
which would have caused massive damage. I can see how the staff rationalised 
it. “Who does he think he is?” and the attitude was to put you in your place. No 
doubt I was on a bit of a high having been in England, on hunger strike and 
involved in an escape. I suppose others felt it necessary to ‘put me down’ a bit. 
I ended up suspended which meant I couldn’t vote. Normally there would be a 
stigma attached to being suspended but not in this case as half of the camp 
would have agreed with us. Those of us suspended weren’t allowed to go on 
escapes, which hurt me most. It got my goat up. All I wanted to do was escape. 

 

(Jim Scullion) There were a number of dissidents who had far more ambitions 
than I had. I got a rough ride in there. I was made far more uncomfortable by 
certain republicans in jail than I ever was by screws or politicians or NIO men. 
There were certain people who couldn’t accept that whatever their position 
outside when you came through the gate you were supposed to take the army 
line and that’s the end of it. Some people just couldn’t cope with that. Army 
orders as far as these people were concerned were just dumped in the bin. 
There were mischievous complaints, mischievous suggestions, continual 
asking to write to the Adjutant General. It became so bad I had to send a man 
out on pre-release parole to inform the army about the situation and all that was 
going on. 

 

(Brendan Hughes) When it became clear what had happened with the cease-
fire and it all started to unravel and Roy Mason was running around saying the 
IRA was beaten and it was only a case of squeezing them like a toothpaste 
tube, a fair number of people were in a state of shock. By that stage Ivor Bell 
was elected OC of Cage 9 and Gerry (Adams) was elected OC of Cage 11. To 
me that was the end of the Davey Morley era, the Morley regime was 
crumbling. 

 

Adams (1996) writing of his experience of arriving into Cage 11 after being 

sentenced for attempting to escape found that: 

 

 … there was some tension in Cage 11. As far as I could see, there was really 
no good cause for this: both sides of the argument were sound, and it appeared 
to be mostly a problem of communication, or the lack of it, within the Cage 
itself, as well perhaps as a symptom of the general mood throughout the camp, 
which was run by the prisoners’ staff in a regimented way. I had only been a 
short time in the Cage when I was lobbied to take charge of it. I resisted … The 
lobbying continued from both factions now; reluctantly and conditionally – 
which included re-forming a representative and united Cage staff – I got 
dragged into taking on a position of authority (pp. 242-243). 
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(Brendan Hughes) Gerry (Adams) was very aware of what was going on in the 
struggle outside and he was writing the Brownie articles27 constantly trying to 
point out to the rank and file what was happening and constantly giving 
lectures in the jail about the situation and that created friction. 

 

Writing about the ‘Brownie’ articles Adams (1996, p. 247) explains that he was 

originally asked by Danny Morrison in the middle of 1975 to contribute to the 

Republican News, the Belfast-based weekly organ of the Republican Movement. He 

says that once he began to write he developed a more focused view of things on the 

outside and began to write quite critically. At the same time, though, he was 

conscious of the fact that he was a prisoner and that he was not fully aware of all that 

was happening on the outside. 

 

I was also wedded to the principle that a leadership needed support, especially 
that of prisoners and others in position of influence. That was why I was so 
careful in my conversations with fellow prisoners … with old friends like the 
‘Dark’, I was more open, but it was only when I started to write that I began to 
be more openly critical. Even then I was always very guarded in my criticism; 
indeed, sometimes my criticisms were so subtle that they weren’t even picked 
up (p. 247).  

 

(Brendan Hughes) What Gerry constantly beat in to us was to stay within the 
Movement’s lines. Don’t step over it. But a couple of people were put out of 
the Cages. They did it with Joe Rafters, Bobby Campbell and a few others 
because they were dissenting. Their bags were packed, they were beaten up and 
thrown out of the Cage. Accusations were put out against us. One of these was 
that we couldn’t accept being ordinary ‘four by twos’28, that we were so used 
to leadership that we wanted positions of power. But the fear that was 
generated there was frightening when these people got control. I mean they 
burnt books. In 1974 they burnt books and anything to do with communism. 
They lit a big bonfire in the Cage and James Connolly and all was thrown on 
the fire. That’s the sort of people we are talking about who got control of that 
period. There was so much fear there and so much control. 

 

Davey Morley was released on parole on a number of occasions to meet with the 

leadership of the Republican Movement. These meetings served a dual purpose: he 

could brief outside on the situation within the camp, and hear from them their 

opinions on how the situation was developing. On at least one occasion, upon leaving 

the camp Morley was actually supplied with a gun by the authorities for his own 

protection. 
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(Gerry Kelly) When I was in jail in England I was completely ignorant about 
the type of debate that was going on within the Movement at the time but when 
I arrived in the Kesh I was able to get a better insight as it was a hotbed of 
discussion. After talking to all sorts of people I was against the cease-fire on 
the basis that we appeared to be confusing an economic withdrawal in the face 
of a recession with a political withdrawal, although I was no genius in 
economics. From all indications it appeared that the cease-fire was based on 
agreement with the Brits which involved on their part no more than insinuation 
and in my small experience of them by that time that was how they dealt. The 
hunger strike29 gave me lessons in that, making hints of movement but no 
substance.  

 

At that time everyone was waiting to be released on an amnesty. We were 
being told that first there would be 50% remission, then two thirds, then 
everyone’s out and remember, people are sitting on the roofs of the huts 
watching the internees getting out. Then 50% remission came in and it meant a 
lot of men were released right away. This caused massive psychological 
damage and broke many men which obviously gave people like Mason30 the 
thought or belief that they were broke, that they had it over and to my mind 
they had. It was a very successful policy except that they underestimated 
people like Gerry (Adams). 

 

(Brendan Hughes) At this time the Ulsterisation policy was well under way. 
The cease-fire had broken down, stacks of people were coming into jail, the 
RUC had got primacy of policing, the British Army was off the streets, 
Downtown radio came on with all this new language of gangster-style 
shootings and all that. A massive concrete wall was being constructed around 
the Cages and the H-Blocks being built on the other side of it. To us it was 
clear what was going to happen. At the same time we were getting comms31 
read out to us and I remember one famous comm being read out by Morley, 
telling us that the war was over, the British were withdrawing and it would 
therefore be naive and stupid for anyone to attempt to escape because they 
were going to be released anyway. Here we were in Long Kesh, they were 
building a wall around us, the H-Blocks were being built and we knew that 
political status was ending. But the explanation put forward was that this was 
how the British behaved, that right up until the day they would withdraw they 
would carry on the policy. We were told not to let it worry us because 
regardless of what was being built we would never be in it. This was stated in 
written comms. We used to stand on the roofs and watch them building the 
Blocks. They were working seven days a week. The staff just refused to accept 
that the whole thing was a plan, a strategy and men believed what they were 
told by the camp leadership at the time because it was typed on paper and read 
out by camp staff, “The leadership’s telling us it and the leadership’s not telling 
us lies”. 

 

The British Government announced in November 1975 that anyone convicted of 

offences after 1 March 1976 would be treated as ordinary prisoners. They would 

wear prison uniform, do prison work and integrate with one another, loyalist with 



127 

republican. Those prisoners who already had special category status would be 

allowed to retain it as long as they did not commit further offences. In the Cages 

there was confusion among republican prisoners as to how they should respond to the 

news that status was to be withdrawn. In 1976 Jim Scullion became camp OC 

following the release of Davey Morley. 

 

(Jim Scullion) Up until the Brits decided to do away with political status there 
was a tolerance of the situation. I would say the screws even had a grudging 
respect for some of the men. The time status was withdrawn we asked outside 
if we could conduct various protests but they were against it. We did some 
protests in the sense of throwing food over the wire. We had little contact with 
the Blocks. There was a feeling of impotence among us in relation to the 
situation in the Blocks. 

 

(Gerry Kelly) After the H-Blocks opened there were massive debates about 
burning the camp and going to the Blocks. The argument from outside was that 
while we held status that exposed contradictions. I think that that argument 
ebbed and flowed. You knew that a few hundred yards away men were being 
kicked and beaten so you wanted to do something militant. We had fairly 
substantial plans about how we could take the Cages apart, strip them right 
down.  

 

(Anthony McIntyre) Not many took an interest in what was happening in the 
Blocks. I felt they didn’t treat it seriously enough, though the staff did give 
regular briefings on the situation. I argued at one stage to give up status and go 
to the Blocks but that suggestion met with much opposition.  

 

Although the differences of opinion between the camp staff of Davey Morley and 

Jim Scullion and that of Brendan Hughes and Gerry Adams regarding the situation 

both inside and outside the camp were intense, others in the camp were oblivious to 

what was happening. 

 

(Liam Duffy) I never heard of any debates or discussions about the cease-fire. 
We came out of Magilligan where there was no conflict, where we had no part 
or say in running the camp and didn’t want any. By and large we just fitted in. I 
didn’t know much about the taking away of status except that it was to happen 
on 1 March and they were building these H-Block things. Staff structures 
didn’t affect us. We were too young. You respected them but they were staff. 
They were above us, the big boys. We were doing our whack but they were 
doing the business. 

 

(Paul Fleming) You didn’t really become aware that people in the Kesh such as 
the ‘Dark’32 or Adams were opposed to the cease-fire. What I saw in the Kesh 
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and a wee bit more later in Magilligan was the clamour in some people’s heads 
for an early release. I don't know if it was because I was doing life or had a RA 
mentality because most of these people you just saw as not being able to do 
their whack. 

 

(Brendan Hughes) In 1977 names were sent out for camp OC. Jim Scullion 
sent his out, I sent mine and Harry Fitzimmons sent his. In a short period word 
came in that I was to be OC but that it had to be ratified by an election. At that 
period it wasn’t going to be a problem. Every Cage except Cage 10 would have 
been in favour of me. Before I was made OC though there was a riot with the 
screws.  

 

Joe Barnes went on a visit and on his way back had a scuffle with a screw 
outside the Cage. The lads in Cage 11 saw this and went over the wire and got 
stuck into the screws. Two screws were badly hurt. I was Cage OC then and 
Jim Scullion camp OC. I got them all back in and lined up because I knew the 
riot squad was coming in. Jim Scullion arrived and was negotiating with the 
screws. He then came over to me and said that they wanted six people out for 
the boards. After some discussion six people were picked and sent out with the 
guarantee they wouldn’t be touched on the boards. That happened and the 
whole camp settled down again. 

 

(Jim Scullion) At that time the orders from outside were clear and non-
negotiable. With the issue over the withdrawal of status there were to be no 
riots or any situation which would harm the status situation. “Keep the status 
and heighten the contradiction and embarrass the Brits” was what we were 
told.  

 

(Brendan Hughes) The next morning they went to Jim Scullion and said they 
wanted me out too. I wasn’t involved in this riot. I actually had tried to break it 
up. There was nothing I could do so I went to the boards and we were on them 
for weeks. We were then taken back to the Cage. It was after that that I was 
made OC and started organising, not thinking that further down the line they 
were going to hit me with this court case. 

 

Brendan Hughes being made OC marked a significant turning point in the culture 

and social and political organisation of the prisoners in the Cages. 

 

(Anthony McIntyre) The ‘Dark’ represented the first of that group who 
believed that the previous leadership of the IRA had led us into a disastrous 
cease-fire in 1975. He was open to new ideas. He tried to argue and tease out 
points. There was more discussion, which was a legacy of Gerry Adams. 
People were interested in political analysis.  

 

(Brendan Hughes) It was impressed upon me by people like Gerry (Adams) on 
the outside that we needed to rebuild the whole Movement again and needed to 
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do it within the jail as well. We had to put resentments in the past so when I 
took over as camp OC I did a tour of the whole camp. I went in to Cage 12 to 
talk to everybody and reassure them because here you were, a new OC and a 
new staff because I had stood everyone down and put a whole new staff in 
place. We began to organise training, educational training, military training and 
to form communes to break down the old system which had been there. We 
were reasonably successful. We started up camps where 10 men would take 
over a hut for the weekend and the time would be spent in lectures and military 
training. A lot of the old resentments were breaking down. A lot of people who 
would have been enemies before were beginning to be no longer enemies. 

 

(Mickey McMullan) Change had come about under the ‘Dark’. The Cage he 
was in, Cage 11, was also seen as one where you would get constructive 
criticism, although I thought it a mixture of constructive criticism and 
cynicism. It used to be at one time that when you were parading around the 
camp you had to salute members of the staff if you passed them. The ‘Dark’ 
did away with that policy and extended the works rota. Prior to that the staff 
didn’t have to work. 

 

(Brendan Hughes) Months later the incident over the fight with the screws 
arose again when I was told I was to appear in court the following week. It was 
only then it hit me and Oliver Kelly33 said to me that we needed to be careful 
and that they could put us away for a long time and they could also take the 
status off us.  

 

Oliver Kelly’s prophecy proved correct and when he appeared in court Brendan 

Hughes (with four others) was sentenced to five years, had his ‘special category 

status’ removed and was sent to the H Blocks. 

 

(Gerry Kelly) It was a blow when the ‘Dark’ was put down to the Blocks but I 
also thought it would help the situation down there as people with experience 
were needed there. The Cages had developed so there was no shortage of 
leadership. 

 

‘Cleared’ and ‘suspended’ volunteers 

In the Cages there existed a rigid categorisation of what were termed ‘cleared’ and 

‘suspended’ volunteers and being classified in such a manner had very real practical 

consequences. A cleared volunteer could take a staff position, a suspended volunteer 

could not. There were certain communications from the Republican Movement on 

the outside which could only be read by cleared volunteers. There were certain 

meetings and classes which only cleared volunteers were allowed to attend, for 

example, the military lectures. The rationale behind the system was that if men were 
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suspended in jail they were not going to get back in to the IRA upon release so 

should not be involved in training; if they were not getting back into the IRA then 

there was no reason why they should be allowed to perform any function within the 

organisation of the camp whilst imprisoned.  

 

(Tony Catney) There were a number of ways in which you could find yourself 
suspended. If you made a statement in the barrack and gave any name other 
than your own, if you gave away dumps or anything, or if you pleaded guilty. 
But you could also be suspended within the jail if it was thought you had been 
involved in any activity which undermined the authority of the IRA or its 
structures. At different points in time people were suspended for really 
ridiculous reasons. There was also a variety of other reasons for which you 
could be suspended. Really at the end of the day the camp OC could suspend 
anyone at will. It was up to the individual as to how hard they would push the 
issue and ask outside to drop the suspension. A suspension would continue on 
unless an in-coming OC was to drop it. As quickly as you could be suspended 
an OC could review it but that was only in relation to those suspensions which 
had occurred inside the prison. Suspensions which arose from pleading guilty 
or divulging information in the barracks could only be reviewed by the IRA 
upon your release. 

 

(Jim Scullion) The system of cleared and suspended volunteers was fairly 
strict. There was no variation on it. Now there was always a very humane 
attitude taken; it was bring a man in, question him as closely as you can, no 
abuse. In general I think the interrogation was fairly good. No ill-treatment. If 
it turned out a fellow had broke, either easily or maliciously, he got his head 
down and did his time and faced the consequences whenever he got out. He 
remained suspended for the rest of his time in prison because that was the 
safest place for him. If we had started evicting them you wouldn’t have known 
where they would have finished up and what they would have finished up 
doing. 

 

(Tony Catney) It was very much a class system. I was a cleared volunteer but 
most of the people I was closest to were suspended and sometimes it’s hard to 
take in the amount of resentment that that created. If I was party to an IRA 
comm being read out I went immediately and told those I was closest to who 
were suspended because it affected them as much as it affected me. But it 
didn’t matter that they got all the information they still felt that they were 
missing something else. At times they felt they were being put down on and at 
times they were being put down from particularly bureaucratic OCs. I resented 
that but only because these were my friends rather than a consciousness about 
it being a class system and wrong from that viewpoint. 

 

A lot depended on how you were arrested. For instance, if you were caught 
red-handed then you were processed quickly and had little if any interrogation 
and the issue of making a statement didn’t arise, whereas if you were arrested 
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and interrogated for a long period and possibly tortured then the chances of you 
making a statement were much higher. It didn’t mean that those who made 
statements had been any less dedicated or committed or had risked their lives 
any less. They were all members of the IRA but others looked down their nose 
at them, never looked to find out why people had done certain things. They just 
wrote them off. 

 

(Brendan Hughes) We had a lot of young people brought in to the movement at 
the age of 16 or 17. They were given a gun, went out and did the business then 
were taken to Castlereagh where they broke and then were called a tout. I tried 
to change that because it was largely the leadership’s fault. The leadership had 
to accept responsibility. You couldn’t disenfranchise people because of this. In 
internment people killed themselves because of this, because of the mental 
turmoil they went through. I saw it in Cage 5, so I tried to adopt a more mature 
attitude towards it and create a situation where everyone in jail had a basic 
right of dignity where a lot had lost it. It was an attempt to be more 
understanding. Obviously there were people who came in to the jail who were 
possibly informers but in my eyes there was a big difference between a tout 
and a guy who broke. The main thing was to make that difference. 

 

(Mickey McMullan) I was a suspended volunteer for all the years I was in the 
Cages. One day someone came along and asked me to do a lecture, one of the 
compulsory lectures. The ‘Dark’ was Battalion OC at the time. The policy at 
the time was that suspended volunteers didn’t give lectures and when I was 
asked I explained this but was told to go ahead anyway. I agreed. The lecture 
went ahead but was delayed because on the morning I was to do it the Cage OC 
discovered I was taking it and wanted to cancel it. I was actually called out of 
the education hut and told I wasn’t allowed to take the lecture but the ‘Dark’ 
was called to the wire and he gave the go-ahead and said it would be sorted 
out. 

 

There was always on-going discussion in the Cages at least within a group of 
people about the structures and suspensions but they were never structured 
discussions. To make any change would ultimately have depended on outside 
but it would have taken someone inside to initiate moves that way. I remember 
Kelly saying to me he could get my suspension lifted the next day if I was to 
submit a request but I told him that it wasn’t up to me to put in a request. If it 
was thought I shouldn’t be suspended then it was up to the staff to get it lifted. 
Because I had no formal input into any of the organisation there was a 
cynicism and disrespect on my part. This was reinforced when I saw people 
being released who had been on the staffs and been super IRA while in jail but 
then never went back to the struggle upon release. 

  

(Gerry Kelly) The army rules about being interrogated is that you don’t give 
information, you don’t break and before the courts you don’t plead guilty. They 
are good rules because they safeguard the struggle but not everyone can do it. 
In jail you look at people as, he’s sound, he’s cleared, he’s suspended. Only 
later when you talk to people do you get a better understanding. 
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I can understand rules which allowed only certain people to the (tea-making) 
boiler at the time of the MRF scare of poisoning, but Battalion staff did not 
clean floors which I thought was wrong and only suspended men did certain 
work. At one stage even Cage and Section staff did not do particular work. You 
start to realise after a while that there’s a bit of oppression involved in being a 
suspended volunteer. You might still agree with them being suspended but 
disagree about the treatment they receive. Some suspended people, including 
Mickey, would not even speak to me as he was suspicious because I was on the 
staff then. 

 

There was a lot of inexperience at the time. Change came about through hard 
debate, such as why are the staff not doing the work with others? Are they too 
busy? Too busy doing what? A group argued against it from different 
viewpoints and gradually a caucus grew up in opposition to the way in which 
the staff dealt with various issues concerning suspended volunteers. Change 
took time.  

 

(Liam Duffy) It was only a lot of years later when I had been in jail a long time 
and was that bit older and more political that I would have argued who are we 
to sit and judge people who broke in the barracks and that maybe if I had got it 
a bit tougher I would have broken too. 

 

(Tony Catney) As time went on change was forced upon us because of the 
dwindling numbers in the camp. The pool of cleared volunteers was getting 
smaller and smaller and those people who had been in a long time were burnt-
out doing positions in every Cage they had been in. I mean in the Cages you 
had an OC, an Adjutant, a Quartermaster, a Training Officer, an Intelligence 
Officer, a PRO (Public Relations Officer) and an Education Officer. There’s 
seven staff positions in each Cage and then the same in terms of the battalion 
staff. So if you had 15 cleared volunteers in a Cage half of them had to be 
committed to running the Cage and you just didn’t get it.  

 

At one point I was made Adjutant in Cage 11. My mate was made OC. The 
first thing we did was scrub all the other positions as ‘staff positions’34 but we 
only got away with it on the rationale that there weren’t enough cleared 
volunteers to fill all the positions. We hoped it would lead on to the argument 
that the only person who needed to be a cleared volunteer was the OC because 
everybody else’s authority was delegated from the OC so it didn’t matter if 
they were cleared or suspended. I mean there were silly things such as the 
responsibilities of a hut OC whose job was to go round in the morning and 
ensure that everyone had been given a shout to get up and to check that the 
boiler had been filled. Now why someone needs to be a cleared volunteer to do 
that escapes me but up until that you weren’t even allowed to be a hut OC if 
you weren’t a cleared volunteer. 
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Some people opposed what we suggested in Cage 11 and yet when you said to 
them that if suspended volunteers were not allowed to do the jobs then they 
themselves would have to do them, they said they wouldn’t be doing the jobs. 
So you were able to ask if that meant that the job would not be done and as 
they couldn’t agree to that in the end they came round to agreeing to the 
suspended men doing certain jobs, but only because it was practically 
impossible to offer an alternative and not because ideologically or 
philosophically they had come to that conclusion. 

 

So we brought in that change in Cage 11 and the response in the Cage was 
phenomenal. People now felt they had a worth and a say. I mean it was a chore. 
You were asking people to go around in the morning and waken people and 
ensure the boiler was filled and they actually got a pride out of it. But for their 
first eight years or so they had been told they were not good enough to do that. 
But that was only one attempt and it never really changed anything. 

 

Political education 

Republican prisoners in the Cages of Long Kesh organised their own education 

system which revolved primarily around lectures on republicanism and Irish 

language classes. Lectures were compulsory. Although the prison authorities 

provided academic education classes republican prisoners refused to become 

involved in these. Some feared that the classes and the teachers who conducted them 

were but another means for the authorities to get an insight into their thinking. Others 

regarded them as a distraction from the type of political education that imprisoned 

republicans should be concerned with35. 

 

(Gerry Kelly) My view was simple. Prison education was to bring people out 
of the struggle, to enable individuals to go for degrees and education which 
would be tailored to suit that, history, economics etc. If we used our own 
education then we were educating for revolution. We had the freedom in the 
Cages to do that and access to books. Prison education in the Cages had been 
ongoing before 1974 but the burning of the camp stopped it, then it restarted in 
1975 and continued into 1976, then we stopped it because of the situation in 
the Blocks at that time. It was off more times over arguments with the screws 
than from any political analysis. 

 

(Mickey McMullan) I remember discussing the issue of the prison education 
with Gerry Kelly. One of his arguments against it was that some would see it 
simply as a means to further their career prospects on the outside. Well, so 
what? My view was that if you treat people all right whatever it is they are 
doing they will treat you all right in return.  
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(Tony Catney) We moved to Long Kesh from Magilligan and the number of 
military lectures in Long Kesh was less and political lectures more. Education 
was compulsory but was more comprehensive. For instance, we would be 
looking at what happened in Vietnam, Cuba, Russia. I think what influenced 
this was that by this stage some people had been in prison up to six years, 
which was a long time in republican terms at that time. Previously it had all 
been short campaigns then ten years later everyone going through it all again. 
These people in jail a longer time, had done some reading and it was they who 
became the Education Officers. But the classes were compulsory, which 
created a lot of resentment and there was an unwritten law that you didn’t ask a 
question because if you did the lecture would last longer and your mates would 
kill you later. If someone asked a question you could audibly hear a sigh from 
the rest of the room. Classes were seen as a chore. 

 

Towards the end of 1978 the camp staff introduced a system known as a camp. 
Even the fact that it was called a camp showed that it was still viewed along 
militaristic lines. The way it worked was that one hut was taken over and a 
group would move in to it for a week and do a course of lectures, the 
equivalent of what would have otherwise been done over six months. The 
incentive was that if you were only attending classes because they were 
compulsory at least this way it was all over and done with in a week. If you had 
a genuine interest then you were in an environment with other people who also 
had an interest and you were able to ask questions and thrash out ideas. The 
content of it was very good at least in the Cage I was in, Cage 9. That was the 
only Cage it worked in and that was mostly because of the influence of Gerry 
Kelly who was part of the camp education committee and who had written 
quite a number of the lectures. He was fairly young himself and had a fresh 
outlook on how people should be taught. He was more ready to sit down and 
have a yarn as opposed to a lecture whereas H… F….., who also took the 
classes, gave lectures in a very formal manner. If he asked if someone had a 
question he meant was there something you did not understand in what he had 
said. It wasn’t that he expected an alternate opinion or anything. So there was 
still a strain of the teacher/pupil thing. Going through those military lectures 
was like a pretence, like trying to prove to someone, the screws, that we were 
soldiers so we learn about guns and bombs and so on. 

 

(Gerry Kelly) In retrospect compulsory education was wrong for the same 
reasons as compulsory training is wrong but I was on the staff at the time and 
part of it. The idea was to raise consciousness but it became shitty. It became 
something to fight over. Basically my view was that volunteers should be 
revolutionaries, should be politicised. I believed that we should raise 
consciousness wherever possible and try to get people involved in any 
capacity.  

 

The Green Book was written in the Kesh. It deals with education and political 
matters. It was inspired from inside. People realised the same mistakes were 
being made on the outside. About 80 per cent of people arrested were making 
statements so we couldn’t accept that all of these were weak people. We felt 
we needed to be saying there was a weakness in the organisation rather than the 
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individual and a need to counteract it. We needed to educate people about what 
was happening. 

 

(Tony Catney) I found that by and large once you got off the recognised 
subjects there was more of an interplay than the teacher/pupil relationship. I 
remember a lecture on the morality of armed struggle which was not a text 
book piece but something based on people’s own beliefs and feelings and it 
was the most interesting lecture I was ever at in the Cages. What you were 
doing was listening to someone else’s feelings about how they felt about armed 
struggle and being involved in it and then you could articulate your own 
feelings on the matter. But the camp idea lasted for about two squads. That was 
about 30 people out of a full Cage of 80. So they reverted back to the 
hierarchical classroom form of education. 

 

The good thing the education camp achieved was that it threw up the argument 
as to whether education should be voluntary or compulsory. In mid-1979 
compulsory education was abandoned. Voluntary study groups were set up 
which depended upon the discipline of those involved and did not always work 
the best. The only thing constant throughout it all was the Irish language 
classes. 

 

(Paul Fleming) We formed a study group with the likes of Mickey about 1979-
80. I remember doing Lenin’s book on the state and one on James Connolly. 
From that time up until I left I can’t recall the camp staff having any 
discussions. Obviously they kept the thing running but not everyone was with 
them. There was never a time of setting out a goal and trying to take as many 
as possible with you. From what I could see, the staff in the Cages in the Kesh 
were there to manage an existing system. There was very little of going outside 
of that existing system in terms of education. 

  

The situation in the Cages where republican prisoners refused to avail of the 

educational facilities being provided by the prison authorities continued up until 

1982. At that time changes in the H Blocks after the hunger strikes and the proposal 

by the prisoners there as to how education could be viewed as an alternative to prison 

work had an influence in the Cages. Prisoners there began to avail of prison 

education courses. However, the debate about the motivation of people for pursuing 

such academic study was never resolved. To some it did not matter what the 

motivation was as long as people were occupying themselves in a constructive 

manner. By that time the numbers in the Cages had dwindled to tens where once they 

had been hundreds. The same debates with the same people had been gone over too 

many times. No new faces were entering the Cages; just old ones leaving. Stagnation 

set in.  
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CHAPTER 6 

THE WITHDRAWAL OF SPECIAL CATEGORY STATUS 

 

Introduction 

2 August 1976 was the date on which I was arrested and imprisoned in Belfast’s 

Crumlin Road Prison. It was a year which was fraught with difficulties for 

republicans. The cease-fire announced by the Irish Republican Army in January 1975 

had collapsed and the information built up by the British security forces over the 

previous 18 months was now being used to arrest people in vast numbers. Changes to 

the powers of arrest and the admissibility of evidence, most notably verbal and 

written statements by the accused, led to many arrests and charges. Most charged 

were convicted. Special category status had been removed for all those convicted 

after 1 March of that year. Loyalist and republican prisoners were held in the same 

wings in Crumlin Road Prison on remand, and tension was rising.  

 

It is from this stage in the thesis that I contribute not only as researcher but also as 

one of the narrators.  

 

The years 1976-1981 covered in this section were extremely important ones for me 

personally and highly significant in the context of the history of Irish republicanism. 

They were the years of prison protest and finally hunger strikes by republican 

prisoners in their demands to be treated as political prisoners. The issues explored in 

this part of my research deal with the understanding republican prisoners entering 

prison in 1976 had of the removal of special category status and what that would 

mean to them in practice. I look at the manner in which they began to protest at its 

removal and how and why that form of protest intensified in subsequent years; the 

brutality that occurred throughout the protests and how prisoners understood it and 

coped with it; and whether or not the prisoners thought their protests would be 

successful. I also explore other dimensions of their lives during that period; the 

learning of the Irish language; political discussion and debate; and how they adapted 

to years of confinement in cells. 

 

 

Crumlin Road 1976 
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On 1 March 1976 special category status was withdrawn for all those convicted of 

offences connected with the conflict committed after that date. The immediate 

impact of this change in policy was that all remand prisoners, loyalist and republican, 

were held together on the same wings, A and C of Belfast’s Crumlin Road Jail. The 

prison soon filled up over the summer of 1976 and inevitably the tensions between 

the two opposing groupings, loyalist and republican, intensified. That tension came 

to a head on 12 July when a row erupted in the canteen while Orange marches were 

being televised. Following that the loyalists locked up in their cells. They ate their 

food in their cells and did not go out to the yard for exercise. This meant that 

republicans had the freedom of the canteen for meals and association and the 

exercise yard twice a day. 

 

(Myself) I arrived in the Crum on 5 August 1976. Coming out of a period of 
interrogation in Castlereagh even the thought of prison seemed inviting. I didn't 
feel afraid. I soon met others and settled into the way of life. Being imprisoned 
in a cell didn't cause me any problems, even when there were two others in 
what was meant to be a cell for one. It was the first time I was ever among such 
a mixture of people, of all ages and from different areas. I think it was the first 
time I had heard a Derry City accent. 

 

Life in the first few weeks was very leisurely. I was questioned by the wing IO 
about what I had been charged with and asked to write out details of my 
interrogation. All of this was conducted in a very informal manner. Then there 
was a change in the jail leadership and a new staff appointed. This staff took on 
a more overt role. Meetings in the yard and canteen became a regular feature as 
did the organisation of protests over the removal of political status. Before 
entering prison I had very little knowledge of what went on in prisons except 
that republican prisoners lived in open Cages in Long Kesh or Magilligan, 
wore their own clothes, held parades and made handicrafts. I could recall 
hearing something about the change in government policy in relation to 
political status but didn't really know what it all meant. 

 

The other development, which appeared more sinister, was the creation of a 
'back table' in the canteen. Those who had given information under 
interrogation, such as the names of others in the IRA or had revealed the 
whereabouts of arms dumps, were made to sit at the back table in the canteen. 
Suddenly familiar faces who had sat beside me or across from me at meal times 
and whose backgrounds or cases I knew little or nothing about were physically 
positioned so as to let us all know that we should be wary of them. We were 
encouraged not to associate with them though that wasn’t exactly an order. I 
felt totally confused at the time but my overriding thought was that I was very 
glad that I was not one to be put to the back table. 
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(Jackie McMullan) When I ended up in prison I was very young and 
inexperienced. Most of the staff were people who had been interned or in jail 
before. There may have been only 3-4 years difference between them and me 
but you looked up to them because they had been in prison before. At the time 
I was more or less prepared to go along with the line that was laid down. I 
hadn’t been politicised. It was only then that I started getting in to political 
books. Finbar McKenna and myself would have exchanged books. One of the 
books I really remember from that time was the Soledad Brothers. The thing I 
remember most about it was the words of George Jackson saying about jail and 
that when you are in it not to become attached to anything, be it a typewriter, 
your bed, your clothes or whatever because they can take it off you. They can 
use it as a weapon against you. That was helpful in later years when they did 
take the beds, our clothes, even our hair off us. 

 

There was a lot of craic1 going on in the Crum. I didn’t worry about Court or 
the sentence I would get or what would happen after it. Coming up to 
September and the end of the Court recess you could detect a bit more tension 
in the air but generally 1976 in the Crum for me was really a good time, a 
laugh. In the distance we had some vague notion that we were going to be 
sentenced but we were young then and you didn’t think too much about the 
future. Some people used to talk about the overall struggle and claim it would 
be over in 3-4 years. If they had a ‘big name’ you would be impressed with 
this, especially if they had been in prison before. I would have talked politics 
with Big Finbar. We would have liked then to have thought of ourselves as 
socialists, revolutionaries, because there was something exotic about that but I 
never sat down and thought it all out, about where the struggle was and where 
it was going to be in a few years. I never thought the whole thing through. 

 

Jackie sums up the mood and political thought of those in the Crumlin Road Prison at 

the time. The prisoners were young, politically naïve, unaware of the enormity of the 

political events they were living through and particularly the significance that the 

policy of criminalisation was going to have on their lives. They relied upon the 

direction of those who had been imprisoned before yet they too were ill-equipped to 

analyse what exactly was happening. It was a period of change; old ‘certainties’ had 

been removed and some clung to what they knew best. 

 

(Myself) De-briefings of those at the back table became more intensive and 
thus more public. I witnessed many in tears on several occasions, others having 
the tables they sat at thumped, but didn't witness any outright brutality or 
physical assault. 

 

The system of the ‘back table’ continued for some time afterwards. The actions of 

those who initially created the ‘system’ reflect a thinking that was prevalent in the 

Cages of Long Kesh both among the sentenced prisoners and internees. Some of 
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those who introduced it had personal experiences of imprisonment in those 

conditions and no doubt believed it to be the ‘normal’ practice in prison. However, 

others who had also previous experience of imprisonment disagreed with the practice 

and particularly with the degradation associated with it. This prompted discussion on 

the issue which later led to it being discontinued. The policy of criminalisation 

introduced by the government was having an impact not foreseen by those who 

formulated it. The rupture from the already established ‘social norms’ in the Cages 

and the air of uncertainty about their individual and collective futures, meant that 

republican prisoners were beginning to reflect upon their circumstances and actions 

and question commonly-accepted practices. 

 

Blanket protest begins 

In September 1976 Kieran Nugent became the first republican prisoner to be 

sentenced after the removal of special category status. Although republican prisoners 

on remand did not have any clear view of what lay ahead of them they had taken the 

decision that they would not wear prison uniform and do prison work once 

sentenced. They would instead demand to be treated as political prisoners. Kieran 

was taken to the H Blocks of Long Kesh where he immediately refused to wear 

prison uniform or do prison work. He demanded to be treated as a political prisoner. 

For three days he was locked naked in a cell. Thereafter he was allowed to cover 

himself with a blanket. As other republican prisoners were sentenced they joined him 

on what soon became known as the ‘blanket protest’. 

 

(Myself) There was never any doubt in my mind that I would join the blanket 
protest. The thought of not doing so would have been totally alien to me, not 
because I viewed myself as super-staunch, but simply because I considered it 
the correct thing to do. I never heard anyone express any doubt that we would 
never get political status back. Talk was of how long it would be before we got 
it back. Six months seemed to be longest anyone reckoned. I didn't think much 
about my trial other than that I would be refusing to recognise the court. 

 

(Leo Green) I had known something about jail conditions from visiting my 
brother in internment and although I had known status had been withdrawn I 
didn’t know what that meant in practice in terms of conditions. I was 24 then 
and one of the older ones in the Crum. There was talk that the Blocks were 
sinking3 which proved to us that the whole thing was temporary. That was the 
view throughout the 14 months I was on remand and I actually thought I 
mightn’t get on the blanket as it would be over before I was sentenced. 
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Various protests were conducted by the remand prisoners in Crumlin Road Prison to 

highlight the plight of Kieran Nugent and others who had been sentenced and to 

demand a return of special category status. One such protest consisted of prisoners in 

the Crumlin Road wearing a blanket for a week instead of their own clothes. Other 

protests took place at the Court where weekly remand hearings were held. Solidarity 

around the issue was being built and with it the beginning of an awareness of what 

exactly was happening and why. However, there was still a fairly light-hearted view 

taken of the situation and a belief that political status would be re-introduced sooner 

rather than later. 

  

(Myself) It was good to take some action. The one at the remand court where 
we protested by going to court dressed only in our underpants was a laugh 
while all of us were together in the van being transported there, less so when I 
had to appear later in court, the first one to do so, and give a speech about our 
protest. 

 

(Raymond McCartney) Looking back we did a lot of silly things in the Crum. 
Going to court with only our underpants on as a protest for instance. The dock 
came up to your chest so you could have walked in with trousers on and no one 
would know any difference. Screws came into the cells to do searches and if 
they wrecked anything the order was not to eat your dinner. It was a case of 
people feeling they had to do something. If someone was fighting at football 
what did you do? You deprived him of association for a week. You locked him 
up. It was like the back table. People later asked how it could have happened 
but a lot of it was that you had to be doing something, had to show, had to have 
punitive measures. People would be uncovering RUC agents everywhere and I 
remember saying that from our own experiences in the barrack if you shake 
someone hard enough they will say what you want them to say. When Pearse 
McAleer was made OC and I was asked to be his adjutant Leo said that the first 
thing that should be done was to end the back table. That’s what we did. 

 

 

 

The H Blocks 

As more and more republican prisoners were sentenced they followed the example of 

Kieran Nugent and refused to wear the prison uniform or do prison work. Their 

numbers in the early days were still small, however, and they felt very vulnerable. A 

very strict regime was imposed by the guards and prison authorities in an attempt to 

break the protest. The prisoners had nothing in their cells except cell furniture, a 
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Bible and the prison uniform which they refused to wear. They had no cigarettes, 

radio, TV, papers, books, magazines, pens, nothing. They were not even allowed to 

communicate to one another. Anyone caught doing so was assaulted by the prison 

guards. Neither were they allowed to speak to the conforming prisoners who were 

held in the same wing. A regime of ‘silence’ was strictly imposed. 

 

(Jackie McMullan) I was sentenced at the beginning of December 1976. The H 
Blocks were a totally different experience from the Crum. All props were 
removed. In the Crum it felt as if you were there with your big brothers, all 
those who had been in prison before. You felt comfortable. Now it felt as if 
you were in a hostile environment. You were stripped of your clothes, of your 
props and here were all these growling screws. 

 

It was a very hard experience. At that time I was twenty. You had developed a 
certain image of yourself that was based on those people around you and even 
things like your clothes. All of those had been taken away from you and you 
were left with nothing but your naked self. You had to face up to things that 
you wouldn’t have admitted to before, like fear. In the early days in H2 it was 
absolute terror. I was terrified of the screws. Terrified of the possibility of not 
being able to do the protest but still I never considered putting on the gear 
(conforming). 

 

Each fortnight a governor came to our door, asked if we were prepared to wear 
prison uniform and do prison work and when we refused we were 'sentenced' to 
loss of all privileges including exercise, education, papers, books, radios, 
magazines, tobacco; everything in fact. The only reading material we had was 
the Bible, and some religious magazines. The latter were eventually removed 
from us. 

 

At this time contact with outside was very limited not only because we had a 
policy of not taking visits4 but also because outside was going through a big 
upheaval. The IRA had just come out of a lengthy cease-fire that had cost the 
Movement dearly in terms of the Brits getting an insight into IRA structures. 
With the very large number of volunteers arrested in 1976-77, many of them 
experienced volunteers, a large gap had been left in structures that lasted for 
several years. 

 

(Myself) In April 1977 I appeared before the court and was sentenced to five 
counts of life imprisonment. I was bemused by the whole affair; it seemed 
unreal to me. I felt that we were all merely going through a sham, the 
conclusion of which had been decided from the point of my arrest. I had a visit 
in Crumlin Road Jail with my mother and brother the evening after I was 
sentenced. I knew it would be the last visit for some time as those on protest 
were not accepting visits. I was cheerful, relieved that the trial was over and 
eager to get down to Long Kesh despite what may await me. It wasn't simply a 
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case of putting on a brave face for the sake of my mother, although that would 
certainly have been an element of it 

 

I arrived at Long Kesh with three other republicans who were going on the 
protest. We stated this to the screws in the reception who gave us prison 
uniforms anyhow and said we were to take them to the Block. Being in a group 
of four certainly gave me strength. I was anxious about what was going to 
happen but not afraid. We had heard stories of new men arriving onto the 
protest being beaten by screws so I was expecting this to happen at any stage. 

 

In the van taking us to the H Blocks from reception we heard the screws saying 
that there was one for H Block 2 and three for H Block 5. I prayed that I was 
not the one for H2. It wasn't just that H2 had a bad reputation for beatings but 
we had learnt shortly before leaving the Crum that all blanket men had been 
moved together into H5, so whoever went to H2 was going to an empty Block. 

 

The van pulled up in the front yard of H2, the back doors opened and my name 
was called. My heart sank. The others wished me well as I stepped out holding 
my bundle of prison uniform. In the circle of the Block I was told to face the 
wall. I did this. I could hear screws gathering and thought this was where the 
beating was going to happen. One screw then told me to remove my clothes 
and put them into a brown bag that he provided. I stripped off down to my 
underpants and he shouted "All your fucken clothes". I removed my underpants 
and put them in the bag. I was then told to turn round. I knew for certain that 
this was the point at which the blows would come - but they didn't. For several 
minutes I stood while they stared at me, laughed at me and made jokes about 
the 'streakers'. I stood and looked about me feeling very awkward in my 
nakedness. I didn't want to look at them. To make eye contact would mean 
either engaging in a stare that could be interpreted as a challenge or having to 
avert my gaze, which could be seen as surrendering. 

 

I was taken from the circle, naked, down C Wing. This wing, like the others in 
the Block, housed those who were conforming to the prison regime. This 
included some republicans who had either been on the protest and later left it or 
who had never been on it at all. Many of the prisoners were on the landing as I 
walked down it to the last cell but one on the right hand side. 

 

I spent ten days in H2, the longest days of my life. The first three were without 
doubt the loneliest ever. My whole life had changed utterly within a short 
period. I was in prison, sentenced to life imprisonment and was now naked 
except for a blanket wrapped around me. The future seemed bleak and all I 
could focus on was either a far-off situation where we once again had our 
clothes and lived in the Cages with political status or reminiscences about 
previous days outside or dream about future ones there. 

 

I got some hassle over the next few days but not a lot. Neither was I beaten. On 
my second day there I had to appear before the governor to be charged with 
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refusing to abide by prison rules and regulations. This meant walking out to the 
circle naked. Given my size, 6 ft. 2 in., I am not the type who can pass 
unnoticed. Being naked amongst others who were clothed made me all the 
more conspicuous, which is how I felt as I walked down the wing towards the 
circle. However, despite the remarks that the screws made I became conscious 
that they were awkward with the situation also. 

 

I appeared before the governor and said my piece about being a political 
prisoner, how I would not wear prison uniform and demanded political status. 
His reply was "Return this criminal to his cell". Ten days after arriving in H2 I 
was moved to B wing in H5. Some other prisoner had put on the prison 
uniform leaving a space and cell for me. Walking into the wing in H5 was a 
great morale booster. I could hear familiar voices and met a few dressed in 
blankets brushing and mopping out their cells. 

 

B wing was a YP (Young Prisoner) wing. All of us were 21 or under. The 
regime in the wing was not as relaxed as in other wings, including C Wing, 
another YP wing, but there was a good mix of prisoners. At the beginning I 
was in a cell on my own but gradually the numbers increased and soon we 
were doubled up with cellmates. 

 

There was a lot of confusion at the time about how we should go forward. 
There was even confusion about who was actually the OC of the Blocks. Jackie 
McMullan came back from mass one day to tell me that a new OC had been 
appointed, Tom McFeeley from South Derry. I had met Tom in the Crum for 
the first time though his reputation went before him5. I considered him to be a 
very solid and sound person and was delighted with his appointment. I felt we 
would now go forward in a strong, definite, unified fashion. 

 

At that time I would never have thought of myself as leadership material. I 
suppose I just assumed that such a role was for others though I realised that I 
was beginning to think more about the type of people who did occupy 
leadership positions and the qualities they did or did not possess. It still came 
as a surprise though when I was made OC of the wing. Jackie (McMullan) had 
been filling the position but was moved to C Wing. On leaving he asked me to 
take over. I agreed simply because I believed I couldn't refuse. My time in the 
role was short-lived, however, as I also was soon moved to C Wing. The 
experience of being asked and then doing the role, no matter how briefly, was 
an important one for me as it made me think more about how I was perceived 
by others. Some time later in C Wing there was a change in the OC as Kieran 
Nugent, who had been doing the role, was moved to B Wing and Séanna Walsh 
took over. Séanna to me was a very competent, articulate and knowledgeable 
person. He had already served more than three years in the Cages on an earlier 
charge so when he asked me to be adjutant of the wing I felt that was an even 
more prestigious appointment, as I valued his republican and prison 
experience. 
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The wing structures in those days were very simple; there was an OC who 
really had very little to do other than to keep some type of order in the wing. It 
was not really so easy to do given that we were all locked behind doors and no 
sanctions for a breach of discipline could be imposed. The OC did not have a 
role like he would have in the Cages where he would have a full staff of IO, 
QM and adjutant. Here he did have an adjutant but the adjutant’s role really 
only came into operation if the OC was taken off to the 'boards' (the 
punishment Block). Generally, order in the wing was dependent upon the 
attitude and self-discipline of the men in it. 

 

Intensification of the protest 

By 1978 numbers on the blanket protest had increased to approximately 250. The 

protesting prisoners were housed in H Blocks 5 and 3 and in the middle of that year a 

third Block for housing protesters, H4, was opened. Despite the increase in numbers 

and the fact that the protest had already been on-going for eighteen months there was 

no sign that the prisoners were any nearer to having their demands met. Instead the 

screws appeared to be intensifying harassment which for a time had been less 

apparent. The prisoners thus began to discuss what options were open to them to 

intensify their protest and highlight their conditions with the aim of bringing about a 

resolution to the situation. 

 

(Myself) Debate about our situation was summed up in the proposal that we 
could either sit as we were on protest for an indefinite period or else intensify 
the form of protest to highlight the issue. There could only be one outcome to 
such a choice. I read a comm6 Séanna gave me from Sean McKenna, the OC of 
H5, and it outlined how we would increasingly withdraw co-operation from the 
regime by firstly refusing to brush out our cells, then refusing to wash and so 
on. I was excited by the prospect of us taking some action. It was moving from 
a passive position to one of being proactive7. That excitement was felt by all 
when we did act on 10 March. There was an air about the place that we were 
setting out on a course of action that would move us much more quickly 
towards our objectives. 

 

I don't know if anyone ever envisaged how the administration would respond 
to our intensification but their reaction was swift. Tom McFeeley and another 
prisoner, Sean Campbell, were put on the boards and charged under some 
ruling that would allow the administration to keep them in isolation for at least 
40 days. Both of them went on hunger and thirst strike immediately and 
remained on it for about 7-8 days. Their condition was very grave and publicity 
about it hit the media outside. Both were returned to the Blocks right away. We 
saw that as a victory and the importance of getting our message out to the 
media was realised by all of us. 
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Brendan Hughes arrives in the H Blocks 

Another important development that occurred in March 1978 was that Brendan 

Hughes, then OC of the Cages, was taken to an outside court and sentenced to five 

years for his involvement in an affray at Cage 11 some months previous. Given that 

this was an offence committed after 1 March 1976 special category status was 

removed from him. He was transferred to the H Blocks8. 

 

(Brendan Hughes) I went to court that day, was sentenced to five years, was 
put into a prison van for Long Kesh and ended up in the Blocks. That was it. 
The nightmare had started. We hadn’t given a great deal of consideration to the 
thought that status might be taken off us. We had thought of it but only briefly. 
No one had said a word to us but we should have known because of all the 
screws giggling and laughing. They brought us into the circle in H Block 5 and 
into the corner and said strip. They then gave us a towel and took us down the 
wings. I was put in to a cell and heard them shouting, “704 Hughes”. So from 
that morning in the Cages being called Brendan and Mr Hughes by governors 
to later that day being referred to by screws as ‘704 Hughes’ was the difference 
between day and night. 

 

The change in Brendan’s status following a court appearance shows in stark manner 

the contradictions inherent in the criminalisation policy. In the morning of that 

particular day he was the appointed representative of several hundred republican 

political prisoners. He was recognised as such by the prison authorities at the highest 

level who met with him regularly over cups of coffee to discuss issues concerning 

the prisoners and their conditions of imprisonment. By the evening of the same day 

he was a ‘common criminal’ with a number rather than a name, representing no one. 

An individual prisoner. 

 

(Brendan Hughes) I remember sitting listening to everyone talking. The place 
was spotless and the screws were so much in control. Everything was locked 
up. I remember thinking to myself this is wrong. Oliver Kelly (solicitor) came 
up that afternoon and I put in an appeal against the conviction. I was in the 
same cell as Tom McFeeley though he was on the boards at that time. Over the 
next few days I was hit with all sorts of questions from the lads there and I was 
trying to come up with answers to give to people. People had expectations. 
Here I was from the Cages. Surely I must know something about what was 
happening on the issue and I didn’t. I had spoken to some men who had come 
up to the Cages from the Blocks once their status9 had come through and even 
though I had heard what they had had to say nothing prepared me for this. 
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After a week or ten days I started to come under pressure from people in the 
Blocks to try and do something, so I dropped the appeal and committed myself 
to the Blocks. Tom McFeeley came back from the boards and I remember 
firing some ideas out and my idea was to end the blanket protest, put on the 
gear, go into the system and wreck it. I put that idea to Tom and others in the 
wing and it was rejected out of hand almost. I remember deciding we must then 
do something else because I knew Gerry (Adams) was outside trying to rebuild 
a Movement and I saw my purpose in the Cages as assisting that. In the Blocks, 
although it took me a little while to realise it, that was still my position.  

 

Brendan shows in this quote how he understood his role as a leader of the republican 

prisoners. Not only did he feel he had a responsibility to them to resolve the jail issue 

and achieve a return to political status but he also saw the jail struggle within the 

context of the Movement on the outside and the attempts of Gerry Adams and others 

to rebuild it following the cease-fire of 1975-76.  

 

(Myself) Over the following weeks the protest escalated. Soon the cells began 
to stink and dust gathered. Denied access to the toilet we used the chamber 
pots. As these went for days without being emptied we poured the urine out the 
side of the door and throw the excreta out the windows. The screws' reaction 
was to pour very powerful undiluted disinfectant under the doors, making the 
occupants of the cells violently sick. Some had to smash the windows for 
ventilation. Soon the order came for all to smash their windows so that the few 
could not be victimised. In retaliation the screws came to remove the cell 
furniture, so we smashed it before they could get it. Many bad beatings were 
given out. Kevin Campbell and Drew Forbes in my wing were dragged down 
the wing unconscious over the remains of broken cell furniture following a 
fight with screws in their cell. With the screws throwing the excrement back in 
the windows the decision was soon taken to smear it on the walls of the cells. 
In the context of this new phase of struggle, of becoming active as opposed to 
being passive, the idea of putting excrement onto the walls was not looked on 
in any horrific fashion, or at least no one voiced their reservations. Probably 
again we thought it would be short lived. 

 

The idea of covering the cell walls in their own excreta was not something the 

prisoners envisaged when they stepped up their protest. It evolved in the course of 

the action and re-action by the prison authorities. For this reason the prisoners always 

refer to the period and their actions then as the ‘no-wash protest’. The authorities on 

the other hand, and many commentators, have always referred to it as the ‘dirty 

protest’. When looked at in terms of social construction we can see how crucial a 

role language and labelling plays when we think of the contrasting images (and 

motivations) that the two terms conjure up.  
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(Myself) The summer months of 1978 were good ones for us. Morale was sky 
high as reports reached us from outside that our protests were now receiving 
much heightened coverage in the media. A miniature radio had been smuggled 
in by this stage which provided us with up to the minute and accurate reports. 
A major boost to the coverage given to the protest was the visit by Cardinal 
O’Fiaich (then Arch Bishop) and his comments to the media upon leaving the 
prison about the conditions inside being like the ‘streets of Calcutta’10. To have 
someone so prominent in the Catholic hierarchy speak out in the manner he did 
gave us the feeling that there would soon be movement on the issue. But by the 
end of 1978 things had not changed. For a while there was great attention in the 
media, fears of all sorts of serious skin diseases breaking out, especially with 
the hot summer weather, but they didn't happen. Apparently because we were 
not washing our bodies' own natural oils gave us protection from the germs we 
lived with. 

 

Although the intensification of the protest by the prisoners had not resulted in a 

willingness on the part of the government to concede their demands it did produce a 

number of significant effects. It pushed into the public gaze the issue of how the 

prisoners should be regarded and subsequently treated; as political prisoners or 

criminals. The debate that surrounded the conditions of the prisoners inevitably 

raised the issue of the legal and judicial processes that led to their imprisonment. 

Thus the public became more informed of the wider issues. Within the H Blocks the 

prisoners felt they had achieved a victory by creating a stir in the media. They also 

began to develop a growing awareness of the power of the media and the need to 

propagate their beliefs and aspirations to a wider audience. By and large though they 

still retained a belief that their refusal to conform to the prison regime would 

eventually move the government to concede their demands. 

 

Wing shifts and ‘bangling’ 

As the dirt from decaying food and excreta smeared on the walls built up the prison 

authorities removed prisoners from one wing in each of the Blocks, 3, 4 and 5. They 

then cleaned those wings using high-powered steam hoses. Prison officers on a 

special high rate of pay carried out the work. Once a wing was cleaned prisoners 

were then moved into it and the wing they had vacated was then cleaned. In this way 

each wing was cleaned every 2-3 weeks. During wing shifts the prisoners walked 

across to the new wing wearing a small towel made out of thick cotton material. 

They carried only their personal possessions; letters, photos, rosary beads and the 
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Bible11. Mattresses and blankets were taken over later by the prison orderlies who 

worked in the protesting Blocks giving out the food and doing other daily chores. 

The orderlies were given additional privileges for working in the protesting Blocks, 

such as a higher prison wage, increased remission and dormitory rather than cell 

accommodation where they had their own television. 

 

Wing shifts for the protesting prisoners were something they feared. They were 

vulnerable to assault especially during search procedures. Initially these consisted of 

a quick frisk as, naked, the prisoners had nowhere to hide contraband. Later, 

however, what became known as a ‘mirror search’ was introduced. A rectangular 

mirror (18”x12”) set into a piece of foam was placed on the ground and prisoners 

forced to squat over it. The prisoners refused to comply with the search procedure, 

deeming it degrading, and subsequently they were forcibly searched, their legs bent 

and their bodies pushed down over the mirror. Their bodies were then swept over 

with a metal detector. 

 

The mirror search was meant to discover anything hidden between the prisoners’ 

hips, which (up until then) was indeed the securest place for contraband items such 

as tobacco, pens, cigarette papers and articles written in Irish to be hidden. With the 

introduction of the mirror search, however, prisoners were forced to hide such items 

inside their bodies. They wrapped them securely in cling film and then put them up 

inside their anus. The practice of hiding items in this manner became known as 

‘bangling’. Although the prison authorities became aware of this practice and thus 

knew that the mirror search no longer served any practical purpose they nevertheless 

continued with it, which would imply that they regarded the search more as an 

opportunity and means to intimidate, degrade and control. 

 

(Myself) It was amazing how quickly one could get used to the practice of 
bangling. I recall the time that John Thomas was caught with a lighter bangled. 
It was one of the first wing shifts since the no-wash protest had begun and the 
screws used a metal detector on him. It registered that he was carrying 
something metal within his body and he was taken to the doctor. After initially 
denying that he had anything hidden inside his body he was told that he would 
be forcibly examined if he was not prepared to voluntarily hand it over. An 
examination would have entailed the insertion of a pair of tongs into his anus. 
John voluntarily removed the lighter. The incident was viewed by the 
administration at the time with amusement and he got a lot of abuse from the 
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screws. I remember wondering how anyone could put something the size of a 
lighter up their anus. I thought it practically impossible. There was no horror or 
moral objection to the act, it was just the thought that it would be so painful 
even though that idea was not grounded in any real evidence. As time wore on, 
though, a lighter seemed such a small item to bangle in comparison to some of 
the materials that were hidden in that manner. 

 

Within a short period of months prisoners had adapted to conditions where they took 

it as ‘normal’ to smear their cells in their own excreta and to hide objects within their 

bodies; practices that would have seemed horrific to them just a short time before. 

Their experiences bear out what Levi (1987) and Bettleheim (1986a, 1986b) say 

about adapting to even the most extreme conditions of life in Second World War 

concentration camps. 

 

Following the intensification of the protest the prisoners looked afresh at their 

previous policy of refusing to take visits. The original decision had been made in line 

with their refusal to wear the prison uniform, something which they had to do to be 

granted a visit. Now the prisoners were more concerned with getting their message 

about what was happening within the prison out to the public and to do that they 

needed a communication system to the Movement on the outside via the visits. They 

consequently dropped the earlier policy and now encouraged men to accept visits. 

Besides facilitating communications visits also relieved pressure on some prisoners 

whose families were concerned about not seeing them, particularly those who had 

children. The other important functional role of the visits however, and the one 

which many regarded as the most important role, was the opportunity to obtain 

tobacco. 

 

(Myself) I recall preparing for my first visit which was in the middle of 1978. I 
was really looking forward to it and had sent out word to my family to smuggle 
me in an ounce of tobacco, tightly compressed and wrapped in cling film. This 
had to be passed across to me when the screw’s attention was distracted. There 
was a certain thrill in those few moments between reaching across to get the 
parcel and bangling it. In fact I don’t recall much else about that visit except 
that it was good to see my family again. 

 

Forced washes 

Besides adopting procedures to clean the cells of the protesting prisoners on an 

ongoing basis the prison authorities also looked at measures to clean the prisoners. 
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Towards this end they involved the use of the medical staff within the prison and 

justified their actions by reference to health and medical responsibilities towards the 

prisoners (see Sim, 1990, for the role of medical practitioners within prison regimes). 

 

(Myself) Because we were supposed to be pronounced fit for work before we 
could be charged with refusing to do work, each fortnight before adjudications 
the prison doctor did his rounds. In the early days of the protest the doctor 
actually came to our doors and asked if we had any illnesses. Later he merely 
walked down the wing and took a glance into each cell as the screws opened 
the doors and then quickly closed them again. 

 

For some time the doctor on his rounds had ordered that certain men should be 
washed. This was not based on any close examination, as the doctor did not 
enter the cells on his rounds. The result of his order, however, was that men 
were removed from the wing, taken to the boards and forcibly washed. This 
provided another opportunity for the screws to brutalise us. It also filled 
everyone with dread when they spotted the doctor coming into the Block. 

 

(Anthony McIntyre) The extent of the open brutality of the screws when doing 
the washes amazed and frightened me; also the extent to which it was not only 
permitted but obviously ordered from higher up the line.  

 

(Myself) At the latter end of 1978 H3 shouted over one night to our Block, H5, 
that several men had been badly beaten after they had been taken out, forcibly 
washed and shaved. This was a new development. It had nothing to do with the 
prison doctor doing his rounds. We were told that the men had now been 
removed to an outside hospital for examination of their injuries. The news 
scared us. It seemed that brutality had been taken to a new level. That night we 
were given a list of the injuries sustained; suspected fractured skull, broken 
nose and much bruising and cuts. We were also informed that this was the start 
of a process whereby everyone on the protest was to be forcibly washed. 

 

I passed the message on to Jackie McMullan who forwarded it to the ‘Dark’ 
(Brendan Hughes). His reply back some time later was that the men in H3 were 
to actively resist any attempt to forcibly wash them and that this should mean 
actually fighting with the screws. A silence went over the whole Block as 
Jackie shouted the message across the yard to me.  

 

We tried for about two hours that night to forward the message to H3 without 
success. Then we realised that they must in fact be receiving the message but 
didn't want to understand it. Later I learnt from men in that Block that as soon 
as they had heard the message shouted over their hearts had sunk. Morale was 
already low following the beatings that day and the brutal treatment they had 
been receiving for some time. The thought of actively fighting with the screws 
filled them with horror and dismay. There was a form of open rebellion. As the 
message was being repeatedly shouted over to them some men in the wing 
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banged on the pipes making noise so that the message could not be understood. 
But everyone had already heard it. In H5 we spent the night discussing the 
implications of the decision. It had come as a shock to us as our protest until 
then had been a passive one of non-co-operation. I recall wondering how I 
would feel if I was in H3 and felt almost sick with fear, then relief, that I was in 
H5. 

 

The following day we learned that the forced washings had gone ahead but that 
the OC had refused to give the order to resist. He had done that early in the 
morning after having first instructed that the order should be carried out. 
Speaking to men from that Block months later they told me that having lived 
overnight with the fears of what the following day was going to bring, relief at 
the order being rescinded was overwhelming. 

 

All of the men in H3 were eventually washed without much trouble. The 
original order still stood, however, and we in H5 wondered if we would be 
next. They were anxious days, though after the initial dread I don't think the 
feeling was ever again so bad. The other thing about it was that the random 
selection of men by the doctor had ended and there was some comfort in the 
fact that if you were going to be forcibly washed then at least everyone else 
was going to endure the same - you weren't on your own. As it turned out, H4 
was the next Block picked for the washes. 

 

There was an interval of a few weeks between the forced washings in H 3 and 
the start of the ones in H 4. It’s hard to say why this delay occurred. It may be 
that the pros and cons of the policy were being debated at the highest level. It 
may just have been due to other administrative duties to be performed. Or it 
possibly could have been that the authorities waited to see what response the 
prisoners would make or what effect the washings would have on their morale. 
Whatever the reasons, the washings resumed. 

 

(Leo Green) We waited on the washes for a couple of weeks, every noise in the 
wing making us think it was about to happen. When they did start our wing 
was first. Before that they had come round and checked everyone for head lice. 
The examination entailed dragging you from your cell up the wing to the 
doctor who would say positive or negative. I think everyone but four in our 
wing was deemed positive but it didn’t matter as all were force-washed.  

 

When they came into my cell to take us out it was all over in seconds. They 
just piled into the cell. Before you knew it you were on the ground. I was 
nearest to the door which meant they had to hold my cellmate in the corner till 
they got me up to the top of the wing, which meant he got more of a kicking. In 
the bath it wasn’t too bad, then you were dragged out and had hair and beard 
shaved.  

 

(Myself) I saw the results of the washings and shavings on the visits and the 
sights were like something out of Belsen with tufts of roughly shorn hair 
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mingling with the scars from cuts. By then the thought had also started to 
formulate that if the administration could justify the forced washings on the 
basis that men required them, then they could repeat such washings on a 
regular basis. I suppose this had been the logic at the time the ‘Dark’ had 
instructed men to physically resist. It wasn't going to be much of a 'no-wash 
protest' if men were kept clean. 

 

After weeks of fearing it, H5 never experienced forced washings. It seemed 
that this was a combination of the adverse publicity the washings had received 
in the media and also a refusal by the Principal Officer in H5 to oversee such 
activities in his Block. Priests visiting the prison, especially to H4, had been 
horrified at the sights they saw and reported this to the outside. Also the 
families who visited witnessed the results of the washings (and assaults) on 
their relatives. As for us in H5, we were not so much concerned why the forced 
washings did not continue; we were just so relieved that we would not have to 
endure them. A few men had left the protest saying they could not carry out the 
order to resist the washings and tension had been at a height for many weeks. 

 

The forced washings were seen by the prisoners as merely a device by the prison 

authorities, cloaked in medical justification, to physically assault them on a sustained 

and mass scale; the purpose being to terrorise them into giving up the protest. It is 

difficult to find any other reason for them. There was no sound medical reason why 

the prisoners had to be washed and have their heads and beards shaved just a few 

months after they had stopped washing. If there had been, then it would have been 

necessary to repeat the practice at regular intervals. That did not happen and the 

prisoners refused to wash for a further two and a half years. 

 

Isolation of the camp leadership 

In January 1979, 32 republican prisoners from H Blocks 3, 4 and 5 were moved to H 

Block 6. Most of these men comprised the leadership in the camp at the time, 

including such people as Brendan Hughes, the camp OC and Bobby Sands, the camp 

PRO (Public Relations Officer). Others such as Bik MacFarlane, Pat McGeown and 

Larry Marley, who had lost their special category status following a failed escape 

attempt, were also included. The prisoners regarded the move as an attempt by the 

prison authorities to isolate the leadership and either try to break them or the others 

left behind. The logic seemed to be to ‘cut off the head’ in the hope that that would 

leave the others leaderless, disorganised and demoralised12. If such was the thinking 

behind the policy then it came much too late. The protest had been going since 

September 1976 and during that period a very strong culture and sense of identity 
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had been formed among the protesting prisoners. They all knew just why exactly 

they were on protest and what they were demanding, if unsure of just how those 

demands would be met. They had also by then created a very intricate and effective 

communication system. Bobby Sands, then the prisoners’ PRO could send a 

communication out to the Movement on the outside in the morning and have a reply 

back that afternoon or the communication re-directed and sent back into another 

Block. He could also have comms taken out on visits to be passed to prisoners in 

other Blocks. In this way there was both an inter-Blocks and a Blocks-to-outside 

communication system in operation.  

 

(Myself) If it was meant to be a move of leadership then I, like many others 
taken to H 6, were amazed as we didn’t consider ourselves leaders by any 
stroke of the imagination. Certainly we were fulfilling roles at a wing and 
Block level but we were easily replaced. But I think it was meant to have a 
demoralising effect on the men who were left behind. H6 was isolated from the 
other Blocks. 

 

(Leo Green) After Larry (Marley) and others moved to H6 I took over as Block 
OC. Just after the move the admin brought out a rule that you couldn’t leave 
your cell with a towel on13. They knew we refused to leave the cells without 
towels. They brought in the rule and then decided to search cells. They would 
ask you to step out of your cell. We would do so wearing the towel. They 
would then pull the towel off you so we would sit down and refuse to move. 
They would then drag us naked up the wing to cell 26 for the mirror search. 
Normally a mirror search consisted of being pulled over the top of the mirror 
and then being kicked down on the back of the knees. On this occasion they put 
me over the mirror and said bend and when I didn’t they punched me on the 
back. They didn’t attempt to kick me down. They asked me to put my hands 
against the wall and when I didn’t they again punched me. I started to think 
there’s something seriously wrong here. Eventually one screw grabbed my 
hands and put them against the wall and then they kicked me down. 

 

A couple of days later there was a wing shift and we adopted the same policy 
of not walking without a towel. Dinker was dragged across the circle on his 
back. I think someone else was taken across and then they stopped the wing 
shift. They came and told us we could move wings wearing the towels so they 
abandoned that policy. They must have seen that to enforce it was going to 
mean each time having to give a beating. Gradually beatings got worse 
anyway. 

 

Like many other policy decisions taken by the prison authorities during the period of 

the blanket protest it’s difficult to say at what level the decisions were made, or if 

they were just arbitrary ones initiated by the prison guards on the ground and not 
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clearly thought out beforehand (which the above seems to have been an example of). 

However, the motivation behind it appears to have been to further de-humanise the 

prisoners either through forcing them to go naked every time they left their cells, or 

to use the issue of the wearing of towels as an excuse to inflict physical beatings 

upon them. As events indicate, it did not require a change in policy as a cover to 

increase the level of brutality. 

 

Seachtain dona (the bad week) 

(Leo Green) Throughout the blanket (protest) there were periods of calculated 
brutality. The biggest evidence of that which I experienced was the ‘seachtain 
dona’ (bad week) in 1979. Morale was still high at this time and people still 
hopeful of a resolution of the situation. Then the PO and SO of our Block were 
taken off and the seachtain dona started. Cell searches were conducted 
morning, noon and night, which meant beatings. The atmosphere in the wing 
was the worst I ever knew. The concentration was in our wing but they also 
went around the Block. The atmosphere in the wing was silence, total silence. 
The release at 8 o'clock at night when the screws went off the Block was 
enormous. Then it started the next morning again when they came on the 
Block. It was a kicking on the search and to and from it. I got several searches 
that week. Everyone was affected. I remember looking around at even the 
younger ones, the likes of Archie Fleming and others who looked about ten. It 
all went on for about a week, heavy duty, something happening every day. 
What I had thought of doing at the time was that when all the wings got 
together for mass that we wouldn’t leave again. This would push it over the 
top. The way it looked to me was that if they were able to beat another two or 
three off the blanket they would be encouraged to continue and just go round 
the Block in circles. The other thing was that everything seemed calculated. 
The PO and SO had been taken off the Block. The screws were definitely out 
of control. 

 

Then the usual PO appeared back in the Block and I asked to see him. The 
screws were amazed at this as we didn’t normally ask for the PO. I got out to 
see him and he said that he had been off and didn’t know what had been 
happening in the Block. I told him to come off it, that he knew rightly. At the 
end of the day he said he couldn’t guarantee there wouldn’t be a repeat, just as 
I couldn’t guarantee there wouldn’t be any more screws shot on the outside. 
But things did cool down after that. 

 

IRA attacks on prison service personnel on the outside 

From the moment special category status was removed from political prisoners the 

IRA warned that they would take offensive action against members of the prison 

service. In 1976 a prison guard who worked in Magilligan was shot dead, then in 

1977 a Principal Officer in Long Kesh, who ironically was in support of the return of 
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special category status, was shot dead leaving a meeting of the Prison Officers' 

Association. Shootings intensified throughout 1978 and 1979, mostly directed at 

prison guards leaving the Crumlin Road Prison where they were most vulnerable. If 

however the killings were meant to deter prison guards from implementing the policy 

of criminalisation in the H Blocks or to stop the brutality, they were unsuccessful. 

  

(Leo Green) I don’t think brutality was in response to the shootings. It was a 
set of circumstances. We were locked up and the screws were in control and 
the screws in the blanket Blocks had more control than others so it had a bit of 
dynamic of its own. Where there was going to be physical contact, such as 
wing shifts and that, it was inevitable there was going to be conflict. 

 

H6 - A period of development 

(Myself) We stayed in H6 for nine months. Our time spent there was mundane 
in many ways with just the one wing, but it was an important time for me. I 
was exposed to the ideas of people who had been in the Cages for several 
years: the ‘Dark’, Bobby, Bik, Sean Coleman, Rab McCollum, Willie Deeks 
and Séanna Walsh. Learning about the development of republicanism in the 
late 1960s/early 1970s from these people was particularly interesting because 
they were able to speak of their own experiences and involvement in the 
Movement at the time. It was the first time that I had ever heard such a detailed 
history of the Movement and how events had led to where we were at that time. 
Although I had had a gut reaction to the removal of political status, believed 
that I was a political prisoner and demanded the right to be treated as such, the 
thinking behind the policy of Criminalisation by the British government had 
never been explained to me. No doubt this was because those who had entered 
prison at the same time as myself had no clear notion of what was happening 
other than that we were refusing to be classed as criminals. In the lectures and 
discussions held in H6 the policy of the British government in relation to the 
entire conflict became much clearer. I came to realise that the policy of 
Criminalisation was only one part of a more comprehensive counter-
insurgency strategy that also included Ulsterisation and Normalisation. This 
deeper insight into our struggle and how we had reached that point in our 
history made me shake off many of the naive notions which I had still 
harboured until then about how the ‘Brits’ would eventually ‘wise up and take 
a bit of sense’ and restore special category status. I think it was at that point I 
came to realise that our struggle in the prisons was going to be more difficult 
and protracted than I had imagined. 

 

(Bik MacFarlane) In a sense what the Brits had done in isolating the leadership 
was that they had brought a collection of people together who had only been in 
contact with each other through comms with ideas of where the protest should 
go and how. So now you had this collection of people together, (able to engage 
in) discussion about the way forward, which afforded us the opportunity of a 
wider analysis of the situation, what sort of protest we could face into and in a 
sense a reflection of what had taken place. I think we quickly came to the 
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realisation that the no-wash protest, the blanket protest had peaked in 1978 and 
to do more than we had done was a physical impossibility. There wasn’t any 
other avenue of protest, with the exception of one, that would help to focus 
greater attention or to get the Brits to move. In a sense they had ridden out the 
storm of the no-wash protest. 

 

(Myself) In September 1979 H6 was split up and we were scattered among the 
other three Blocks. I was sent to H4 with about 8-9 others and a ‘reception 
committee’ of screws welcomed us. All of us were put through a fairly rough 
time in cell 26. It was the first time since going on the protest that I had 
encountered such casual brutality as the norm. Any assaults I had previously 
suffered had been when particular events occurred ,such as the smashing of the 
furniture when the protest first began. This encounter was more frightening as 
the impression was immediately formed that this was the norm for the Block. 

 

(Anthony McIntyre) I had a sense of relief when the men in H6 were re-
integrated into the rest of the camp. I felt the Blocks were being strengthened. 
H6 had become an intellectual nucleus within the jail. Men had learnt from 
their debates and the standard of Gaeilge was high.  

 

(Myself) It was surprising to be regarded as a member of some form of elite 
group - those who had been in H6. We were called the 'elders' by some in the 
wing I moved onto but it was all light banter, and although we knew we were 
now in a situation that was more brutal than H6 I felt a good atmosphere about 
the wing and was glad to be back in the original blanket Blocks. 

 

I had not been in H4 during the really bad days and as 1979 moved into 1980 
things began to quieten down even more. By now I had experienced three 
different Blocks and could see the variations as well as the similarities. There 
was a lot of talk in the air about a possible hunger strike and also about contact 
between Cardinal O'Fiaich and the Northern Ireland Office. There was rumour 
about some concessions on the clothing issue. Speculation was also rife 
amongst the screws who as usual turned to us for information. They were 
beginning to fear that things in the Blocks were going to change, and in our 
favour so even the worst of them began to behave in a less aggressive manner. 
Another factor was that a number of the worst screws were removed from the 
protesting Blocks.  We took this as a sign that the NIO was moving towards 
some type of concessions. 

 

It appears that the removal of certain prison guards from H 4 may well have been 

prompted by what appeared to be a developing political climate wherein concessions 

could possibly be made and compromises reached. Another factor, however, may be 

that the prison authorities were becoming concerned by the behaviour of some of the 

prison guards, not in regards to their treatment of the prisoners, but the 

insubordination they showed towards senior members of staff and their general lack 
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of discipline. A number of times prisoners witnessed prison guards being caught by 

governors asleep, sometimes drunk. Whatever the reason for the redeployment of 

particular prison guards, the period from the beginning of 1980 onwards saw a 

relaxation in tension in both H 4 and H 3; H 5 had always been relatively calm in 

comparison to the other Blocks. 

 

Education and the Irish language 

The average age of prisoners being sentenced during 1976-78 was about 19 years. 

Their interests, besides what was happening to the struggle outside, were in football, 

pop music and girls, not necessarily in that order. Whole days were spent in long 

conversations out the side of the doors, out the windows, or at 'the pipes' (long 

heating pipes which ran through the cells and carried your voice next door if you 

spoke at them). 

 

(Myself) Conversation during the blanket protest usually centred around 
previous experiences on the outside and what people had been up to either as 
volunteers or in life in general. There was much 'loose talk' in the early days 
prompted by a sense of boredom but also through boasting. Of course the 
exploits recounted were often unbelievable and grossly exaggerated with the 
particular person's role taking on a greater significance than was ever the case. 
Operations and amorous conquests were the topics of the day. I often felt I had 
lived quite an ordinary existence by comparison. 

 

Status was the other topic of discussion; what we would do once we got it and 
what life would be like in the Cages because in those days we viewed status 
and the Cages as synonymous. Generally, the view was that we would have 
status restored in about six months, and that six months never changed no 
matter at what date you asked the question. It seemed that a six month period 
was far enough off to allow for negotiations to take place but not too far off to 
allow us to cope with the physical and psychological problems of life on the 
blanket. It was idealistic thinking with no one doing any real analysis of the 
British Government's strategy on the war and its projection several years 
ahead. 

 

The Irish language 

(Myself) But even the best conversationalist got bored with endless tales from 
bygone days or dreams for future ones. It filled a vacuum and helped cope with 
incarceration in a small cell 24-hour’s a day but more was required and it was 
here that the Irish language came to play an important role. It gave us 
something to focus our minds on besides providing us with a means of 
communication which was unintelligible to the screws. 
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Generations of imprisoned republicans held one thing in common - an interest 
in learning the Irish language. Our circumstances in the H-Blocks made it 
difficult to do this. We were without grammar books or exercise books; neither 
had we pens or pencils.  But just as our conditions threw up obstacles they also 
provoked determination and ingenuity. One crucial factor that spurred us on to 
overcome the difficulties was our need to be able to communicate with one 
another without the screws knowing what was being said. All of these 
conditions gave rise to the beginning of Irish language classes. I had been 
sentenced a few months and although I had detested Irish at school (largely due 
to the teacher who taught it) and I knew only a couple of words but within a 
few months of being sentenced I understood the need to learn it and had the 
motivation.  However, it was obvious that the classes were conducted with no 
coherent programme. Everyone was taking a piece from memory and often this 
was a distorted memory. When asked questions the 'teachers' could not give 
clear or definite answers, or a number of different answers were given. 
Listening to all of this I decided that whilst I did intend to learn the language I 
would wait until we had 'status'. No way was I going to spend time learning 
something that I would later find to be incorrect. No, I would wait on status 
and the proper books and of course at that time we thought status was just 
around the corner.  

 

My cellmate at that time was Paul Montgomery from Newington, North 
Belfast, and Paul had decided that he would know the Irish language by 
Christmas 1977. Pacing up and down the cell for hours on end he would repeat 
the irregular verbs; Ar chuala tú?-Did you hear?; Chuala mé-I heard; Níor 
chuala me-I did not hear. Despite efforts on my part to resist it I soon found 
myself mentally repeating, Ar chuala tú, chuala me, níor chuala me, and that 
was how I began to learn the Irish language. Later in the Blocks the Irish 
language was as commonly heard as English and many people, including 
myself, became fluent speakers. 

 

The teaching of the Irish language is one example of how the prisoners developed an 

informal system of education during the years of the blanket protest in which the 

‘pupil’ became the ‘teacher’ once he had arrived at a particular level of competence. 

No one had to be fully qualified according to some previously set criterion; all that 

was required was that those more advanced than others passed on what they knew 

and attempted to raise others up to their standard whilst simultaneously trying to 

acquire a higher standard themselves. The same applied to other knowledge that 

people acquired, be it about economics, socialism or history but it was in the 

teaching of the Irish language that the principle was most apparent. 

 

In the Cages republican prisoners had used flags (see Bennett, 1994) through which 

to communicate with one another. Codes were changed daily so that the prison 
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authorities could not break the codes. In the Blocks the Irish language became the 

‘coded system’ of the prisoners. 

 

(Myself) Use of the Irish language played a major role in our communication 
system. Verbal messages could be passed from wing to wing and Block to 
Block without the authorities knowing what was being said. We heard of 
attempts by the screws to learn Irish but they never came to anything. They 
captured bits of Irish at times written out on toilet roll when they searched the 
cells and took them away with them and tried to learn it but it never came to 
anything as they could never match sounds to the words. 

 

Use of toilet paper was especially important during the blanket period as it was 
used to write upon. This was not toilet paper, as we would normally think of it, 
but squares of what resembled greaseproof paper with 'Government Property' 
stamped on it. In the latter part of the protest the screws refused to give us the 
toilet paper as they said we were not using it for the correct purpose. 

 

Learning and speaking the Irish language for those imprisoned in the H Blocks 

therefore had significance for a number of reasons, some practical and some 

political. It was a means through which to communicate to comrades; to exclude 

enemies; to relieve boredom and stimulate the mind; and ultimately, through which 

to express identity. It was therefore a political and subversive pursuit.  

 

Political discussion 

(Leo Green) Political discussion in our Block was organised by a couple who 
came down from the Cages, Pat McGeown and Bik MacFarlane. There was a 
fair interest in wings in the discussions. I think it’s a case of any situation 
where a number of republicans are gathered. Some will feel, yes, we should 
discuss this because it puzzles me and others who will say, we should do it 
because we are republican prisoners and should know about these things. There 
were also lectures from the Cages14. I remember one about Nicaragua and 
about multinational companies, another one on Henry Joy McCracken. I 
remember Peter Cunningham calling me to the pipes one day and asking, 
“What’s this?” He read it out, ‘Dialectical Materialism’ and I said I didn’t 
know what it was. It was a lecture he had got from Mackers and he passed it in 
to me. Mackers had just regurgitated stuff from the Cages. I think people took 
the lectures and read them but for a lot of people it was just mental stimulation. 

 

There were always some good discussions. I remember one about what 
constituted a window. Someone shouted in to next door, “What are you 
doing?” and they said, “I’m up at the window”, and they asked, “What 
window?” “What do you mean what window?” “What window do you think it 
is?” “Have you a window in your cell then because there’s none in mine!” 
“Aye dead on.” So then it became a whole debate as to whether this hole in the 
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wall without glass, without a window frame, but with bars on it was a window. 
This went on for hours and was discussed in the other wing as well. 

 

Education without books 

(Jackie McMullan) With the complete and utter lack of reading material there 
was immediately a hunger for books. I had a thirst for learning and especially 
reading. Of all the things we were deprived of, books was the one thing I 
missed most. I talked to other people about books they had read and drew up a 
list of the ones I would read once the protest was over. Séanna drew up a 
lecture on Vietnam which I really enjoyed and it was the same with the 
material we got down from the Cages. I just gobbled them up. I wrote to 
Mickey15 in the Cages to see if he could get me one of those small general 
knowledge books. I wanted to learn about everything, be it the stars or 
whatever. All the things you would never have thought about before coming in 
to jail. All the things that were new concepts to me, colonialism, capitalism, I 
was interested in all of them. 

 

At the same time the fact that you didn’t have books meant that you couldn’t 
find refuge in them and your mind had to become more active. You had to face 
up to things. I remember a friend of mine had said that in jail there are three 
ways you can escape; over the wall, sleep, or books. Apart from sleep we 
didn’t have any of the other means of escape so we had to face up to things. 

 

(Myself) During the blanket protest a culture of education grew up, one that 
was impossible to escape. Our circumstances created a new mode of 
discussion. Men didn't want debate where someone just threw up the head and 
walked away when things did not seem to be going their way (which was 
impossible to do anyhow as there was nowhere further to walk to than the 
length of a cell). We had to pursue the discussion or leave it in such a manner 
that we could return to it again later. A culture of discussion developed and 
primarily discussion focused on the immediate things that affected us. Not just 
lofty theories about the universe or religion but about us as Irish, as 
Republicans, about what we meant about a united Ireland and so forth. 

 

Without written material we shared what knowledge we had in our heads such 
as Irish history, economics and geography but discussions often covered the 
broadest of topics such as religion, atheism, abortion, divorce, communism and 
so forth. Some debates lasted for days on end. Some never reached any 
conclusion and periodically re-emerged. In one sense discussions and debates 
were a means by which to occupy our time but they also played an important 
part in developing a new approach to knowledge and what type of knowledge 
was important. 

 

(Tommy McKearney) I arrived in the Blocks on 13 December 1978. I 
remember the Christmas concert and being asked to sing a song and I said I 
couldn’t. Neither did I know any poetry so I told a story. It seemed to go down 
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well and ever after that that was my contribution to entertaining the wing. 
Eventually this progressed to telling history out the door. 

 

There were two things going through my head during the time I was on the 
blanket protest; the protest itself and the issue of political education, although 
that’s probably too grandiose a term to apply to it. Initially I was doing these 
‘stories’ out the door but as time went on the role I had with education became 
more refined. Bobby (Sands), who moved onto our wing once H6 was split up, 
reorganised political education making it much more formal16. Before that I 
had told my stories in a certain manner but thereafter I had to tell a history of 
Ireland starting at the beginning and following through to a recognisable end. I 
was also tasked with doing lectures on the economics of the country. That was 
a big undertaking. I did these twice a week for about an hour and a half. 

 

The blanket left you plenty of time to think and I preferred to spend it thinking 
of politics and history and economics, whereas others spent it day-dreaming. I 
considered this period very useful for me mentally as it allowed me to trawl 
through my mind for pieces of information and knowledge and then to 
restructure them; things that had been lying dormant since I had left school. I 
had done ‘A’ level history at school and studied Marxism, the rise of the 
workers’ movement and so on because we had a young priest as a teacher for 
religious education. I remember someone challenging him on the relevance of 
religion and him saying that if you want to criticise it you have to study 
everything and he gave us probably one of the best theoretical introductions to 
Marxism. I listened to him, took notes and all, but it was an academic exercise. 
It was on the blanket that I thought through the different concepts that I had 
learned at school plus the rigorous thinking that had gone on during the two 
years of the history class. We had a very good history teacher who said he 
didn’t really care what our politics were as long as we could back up our views 
with facts. This was the reservoir of knowledge that I had with me on the 
blanket and it was only when I had that time to sit down that I could reassess it 
all; pulling out scraps of knowledge that I thought were long gone. 

 

In my lectures I was introducing historical materialism, not just the ‘Brits were 
always bad, the Irish good’. There’s a slightly different interpretation to put on 
things, there’s an economic determinant. The old way of telling history can be 
very comforting, a reassurance that you’re right. It was at that stage that I 
started to put a more precise fix on my political thinking and since I didn’t 
have access to the usual opinion formers like the papers, An Phoblacht, The 
Irish Times and that, I had to get an opinion from the air if you like, to work 
out my own thoughts. I found I developed a technique of thinking which I 
don’t think I would have acquired had I had access to books. Along with other 
men I was thinking of how we could make the struggle better, how we could 
make changes to carry us forward to basically where we wanted to go. Rough 
ideas that I suppose had been around since my formative years began to take 
shape and I began to put together ideas that had been rammed into my head 
from academic studies years previously and began to look at them in a different 
manner.  
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The educational experiences which republican prisoners underwent during the period 

of the blanket protest greatly influenced the manner in which they later developed 

their own camp-wide system of political education and organisation. A critical 

approach to education plus a co-operative as opposed to competitive regard for the 

pursuit of knowledge was cultivated which radically altered their outlook upon the 

world and the struggle they were involved in. Most significantly, however, not 

having access to books and the usual ‘opinion formers’, as Tommy refers to them, 

the prisoners began to look critically at the orthodox republican values and beliefs 

they had held up until then. They also began to ‘re-interpret’ the content of academic 

studies they had pursued earlier in life.  
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CHAPTER 7 

THE HUNGER STRIKES, 1980-1981 

 

Introduction 

After four years of a protest ‘on the blanket’ and following attempts at mediation, 

republican prisoners in the H Blocks finally decided that they would embark upon a 

hunger strike for their five demands. That decision was not arrived at easily and was 

advised against by the leadership on the outside who also conceded, reluctantly, that 

they had no other option to offer. Each prisoner then had to weigh up whether or not 

they should or could volunteer to join a hunger strike. 

 

On 27 October 1980 seven prisoners began their fast. It lasted 53 days and ended 

when they believed an offer of compromise had been made by the British 

government. In its aftermath they soon discovered that total conformity was being 

demanded by the prison authorities and despite attempts to seek some way to avoid it 

another hunger strike began on 1 March 1981. Ten men died on that hunger strike 

before it was eventually called off on 3 October 1981.  

 

The narrators here describe the feeling in the Blocks during that one year of hunger 

strikes; how they regarded the decision to embark upon a hunger strike; their 

decision to volunteer for that hunger strike; what it felt like being on hunger strike; 

the election of one of the hunger strikers, Bobby Sands, as a Member of the British 

Parliament; the hopes; the deaths; and, finally the realisation that the hunger strike as 

a weapon to achieve their demands had lost its effectiveness. 

 

An end to mediation 

In 1979, unknown to most prisoners, a proposal had been sent to the leadership of the 

Republican Movement on the outside that the prisoners stage a hunger strike that 

year to coincide with the first ever visit by a Pope to Ireland. The proposal was 

rejected by the leadership who instead suggested the formation of a National anti-H 

Block/Armagh Jail Committee to highlight the prison issue on a broader and more 

international scale. This Committee formulated what became known as the ‘five 

demands’: that prisoners be allowed to wear their own clothes, not have to do prison 

work, have free association, be allowed a weekly parcel and visit, and have lost 
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remission restored. Cardinal O’Fiaich, who had been made aware of the prisoners’ 

proposal for a hunger strike, became much more involved in the issue and began a 

series of meetings with the NIO in 1980. He also visited the prison on a number of 

occasions. At the same time the protest was taking its toll on people. Some were 

leaving as a result of physical or mental ill-health; others simply lost hope and their 

commitment. Amongst those who remained there was a growing realisation that they 

could not hope to continue with that form of protest for much longer. 

 

(Brendan Hughes) People like J.. and C….. leaving the protest had a 
demoralising effect upon me because the way I saw it, these people were 
walking away on us. I personally felt a real loss at them going and a group loss 
as well. Then friends of mine as well were asking on visits, “Is it ever going to 
end?” I remember coming back from visits and seeing people at windows and 
feeling disappointed that I had nothing to tell them. I hated coming back 
without something to give a bit of hope. I remember one day coming back from 
the visits and something happened and I finished up on the boards.  I was away 
for 2-3 hours and a governor came and apologised to me for the mistake and 
brought me back to the Block and when I got back the whole place was 
buzzing. It was round the time of O’Fiaich. Word was the ‘Dark’ was 
negotiating, the brown bags1 were coming. 

 

(Myself) I had hoped that something would come from the contact between the 
Cardinal and the NIO but they were not the sort of wild hopes I had once had. 
Three years experience on the blanket had knocked a lot of the idealistic 
notions out of me. The Brits were not going to respond to appeals for 
humanitarian gestures. They were going to have to be put in a situation where 
they were forced to deal with the issue. But I had the belief that the actions of 
the national Committee on the outside had brought international pressure to 
bear on the Brits that might just be enough to move them. 

 

In the latter part of 1980 we received word from the Cardinal's office that we 
were to be allowed our own clothing. This was not confirmed though 
undoubtedly the Cardinal was of the firm belief that it was to happen. 
Following a meeting between himself and Thatcher the NIO announced, 
however, that a new form of prison clothing was to be introduced, 'civilian-
style' clothing. Prisoners on protest were also to be allowed one extra visit per 
month. To all intents and purposes the Cardinal had been hoodwinked. 

 

By then the proposal for a hunger strike was being talked about more seriously. 
It had always been discussed but now it looked more like a option that would 
be taken up. I began to think seriously about what my attitude to a hunger 
strike would be yet I think I knew that already. I knew I would want to 
participate. My thinking was that if there was going to be a hunger strike, and 
given that I thought it was going to take pressure of that nature to make the 
Brits move, then I should be on it. I knew that if we embarked upon a hunger 
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strike it was a do-or-die effort. All that had taken place over the previous four 
years was at stake. It had to succeed. 

 

The decision for a hunger strike is made 

(Brendan Hughes) By 1980 I reckoned we had done enough. I felt that we had 
asked people to go as far as we could ask anyone to go. That was when the 
decision to hunger strike was made. I was advised against it but didn’t think 
there was any other way we could go. 

 

I felt pressure from others to decide upon a hunger strike, very much so. 
Something I did which was very possibly wrong was that I took it personally, 
the whole blanket thing and I probably had no right to do that but I did. It was a 
personal thing for me to get the thing over with, to end it, be it hunger strike or 
whatever. People had left, OCs had left and to me a lot of the people there were 
kids. Now they weren’t kids. I was only 5-10 years older than most of them, 
but to me they needed this. Maybe that’s egotistical or chauvinistic or whatever 
but I felt this personal need to get the status back. 

 

The loneliest time of my life was walking back from the visit on the day Danny 
Morrison came and told me that there was nothing coming of the O’Fiaich 
talks. Thatcher had shut them down. The Cardinal was so shattered he couldn’t 
come and tell me himself. I thought, ‘Jesus, where do you go from here?’. That 
was the loneliest walk I ever had because I knew the only option left was 
hunger strike. The decision was made and I remember sitting talking to Bobby 
(Sands) about what strategy we would use. For a while it was like a big black 
hole and no light at the end of the tunnel until the decision to hunger strike was 
made and then a bit of light appeared. I don’t know if that was the same for 
anyone else but for me I felt, ‘Here goes, this is going to end it’. 

 

(Tommy McKearney) Before going into jail I would have opposed hunger 
strikes, seen it as a risky tactic. But maybe because we were so wrapped up in 
it and it seemed we had reached an impasse I reluctantly came to believe that 
the only way out was a hunger strike.  

 

(Leo Green) I used to hear people talking about hunger strike and it annoyed 
me.  Maybe it was because I was a lifer and you’re thinking ‘What’s the big 
deal, you’re not getting out’. I remember saying to people that, ‘Yes, a hunger 
strike may end this thing six months, a year or two years early but afterwards 
are we going to measure that six months or two years that you are out of jail 
against the fact that someone has died or their health is permanently damaged?’ 
I remember also asking those who seemed to talk about hunger strike a lot and 
the need for hunger strike if they would be on it and then you find that they’re 
not really for hunger strike. 

 

(Raymond McCartney) I remember the Cages sending down history material 
and the most striking thing in it was that all the protests in prison down the 
years had always ended in hunger strikes. So I was always conscious it would 
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come to that. There was no surprise then when a hunger strike was announced. 
It wasn’t so much a case of the ‘Dark’ deciding himself but of capturing the 
mood. 

 

Although as Raymond McCartney points out the history of jail protests by Irish 

republicans often ended in hunger strikes the prisoners in the H Blocks had refrained 

from use of the tactic for over four years during which time they endured extreme 

living conditions and ongoing brutality. They were strongly advised against the 

hunger strike by the Movement on the outside so therefore did not take the decision 

lightly. However, they realised that they could not remain indefinitely as they were. 

 

(Leo Green) I was surprised when the decision for a hunger strike was made. I 
don’t know why but I do remember how it happened. I got a comm at mass and 
I was going to bring it back to the cell to read it but then decided to read it 
there and I was shocked as it was all about a hunger strike to the death and 
about gathering names. It took a while to sink in. 

 

(Myself) I was still in H4 at the time. I put my name forward for the hunger 
strike. Leo was the Block OC. He spoke to me about the seriousness of what 
was being proposed and asked was I sure I wanted to go ahead with it. I said I 
did. 

 

(Leo Green) What the ‘Dark’ had asked me to do was to collect ten names and 
put them in some sort of order for the hunger strike and to reinforce to 
everyone that it would be a hunger strike to the death. There were to be ten 
names from each Block and from that thirty, seven volunteers would be 
selected. When the names came in I sent word around again for everyone to 
reconsider with very much in mind that they might die and a couple withdrew, 
which is fair enough. Then I just put together ten names. I had already 
expressed my view to the ‘Dark’ that I was opposed to hunger strike but I was 
also Block OC and putting down names for hunger strike and putting them in 
order I felt obligated to put my own name down. I did it not out of some token 
gesture of obligation or duty but that I would see it through. I got a reply from 
the ‘Dark’ very quickly saying, “You’ve expressed a view that you’re against a 
hunger strike but yet you’ve your name down”. I explained that that had been 
my view of the proposal for a hunger strike but now that there was going to be 
one I felt I should be on it. I argued very strongly that I should be on it. 

 

Seven prisoners were chosen to begin the hunger strike: Brendan Hughes, Leo 

Green, Tommy McKearney, Tom McFeeley, John Nixon, Sean McKenna and 

Raymond McCartney. The decision for seven was influenced to some degree by the 

historical significance in republican terms of seven signatories to the 1916 

Proclamation2. However, on a more practical level, it was also a large enough 

Queen's University of Belfast
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number to provide for a good geographical spread. Five of the six northern counties 

were represented, Fermanagh being the only exception as there was no one 

imprisoned at the time from Fermanagh. 

 

(Myself) Once a date was announced for the hunger strike we began a letter-
writing campaign; to GAA clubs, schools and teachers, clubs, factories, 
journalists, film stars and just about anyone we could think of, asking them to 
support our five demands. The fast began on 27th October, the idea being that 
men would be in a critical state on the run-up to Christmas. The mood in the 
Blocks began to change. The screws were unsure of just what was going to 
happen and appeared more friendly, or at least less aggressive. Our hopes were 
high. 

 

End of the 1980 hunger strike 

(Brendan Hughes) Round about fifty days into the strike an approach was made 
to us by civil servants. We were all there. Sean McKenna was there in a 
wheelchair. They put this proposal to us and I remember talking to Tom 
McFeeley about it and him saying that it was a Portlaoise type agreement. I 
asked him what that was like and he said it was OK. We sort of agreed on that 
but we wanted someone from the outside to write it down and we were holding 
off for that. The hunger strike could have been called off then except that the 
prison authorities would not agree to an outside party coming in and putting 
their names to it. 

 

Over the next couple of days that was the way it was lying. Sean was getting 
worse by this stage and one day they came in to take him out to the outside 
hospital and as they were wheeling him up the corridor I shouted, “Feed him”. 
I had been going in to see him the days previously. He had been going in and 
out of coma and I promised him I wouldn’t let him die. I held his hand and 
promised him and that’s why I shouted up the wing and even then I wasn’t 
even sure if he was going to survive or not and once I had made that decision it 
was a case of going back and trying to grab that Portlaoise type agreement and 
we all know what happened after that. We didn’t get it3. 

 

(Bik MacFarlane) Bobby Sands was actually called up to the hospital and 
presented with the document. A British official came in and presented it. 
Bobby read through the document and discussed it with the hunger strikers 
then discussed it with us. People were very wary, very cautious, disappointed 
maybe that you weren’t hoisting tricolours up. We were wary of it but decided 
to test the good faith of the Brits to implement the positive aspects of the 
document. Two wings came off the protest, washed and that, just to test the 
will but we found that once the media focus had moved back, the people who 
had been pressurising us to demonstrate our good will had disappeared and 
within a short period of time Bobby ended up negotiating with the governor of 
the prison who wanted total and absolute surrender. We discovered the British 



168 

were not going to move whatsoever. They were now intent on screwing us to 
the floor. 

 

(Myself) News of the ending of the hunger strike was met with a mixture of 
confusion, frustration and disillusionment coupled with joy and excitement. It 
was several days later, however, before it became evident that the Brits did not 
want to shift on the issue and then several weeks before we had definite proof 
of that. Despite protestations from outside we decided on a second hunger 
strike and began to organise for it. For me, the period between the strikes was 
the worst I had ever experienced in prison. It was as if we didn't know where 
we were going, which was certainly true as it was indeed a case of feeling the 
ground. We bent over backwards with two wings of men giving up all protest 
to see how the administration would respond but they wanted total capitulation 
on our part. 

 

(Leo Green) We were hearing of back stabbing of the hunger strikers going on 
in the Blocks. Initially I had heard that the hunger strike was called off because 
Raymond and myself wouldn’t go through with it. Something daft. I was hurt 
with the notion of the backstabbing. You were still clinging to the notion that 
the situation would be resolved but soon it became clear that there was going to 
be another hunger strike. I have to say that at no stage had it ever entered my 
head that this was the ‘Dark’s fault or McFeeley’s fault or anybody’s fault. We 
were in a mess and it was ‘we’. 

 

(Raymond McCartney) If there was a fault it was that when we went on hunger 
strike we should have been removed totally and absolutely from any decision 
in relation to it because people weren’t sure just who the OC of the camp was, 
the ‘Dark’ or Bobby. 

 

(Leo Green) I was totally drained by the hunger strike and you only know 
you’re totally drained when you’re totally drained. I was just going back on the 
blanket and I knew I would be there until it ended and I was totally unsure if I 
would ever be involved in anything again. Everything was just sapped out of 
me. If I had got out of jail immediately after the hunger strike the last thing on 
my mind would have been to become re-involved in the struggle. I was burnt 
out. 

 

(Bik MacFarlane) The analysis hadn’t changed. We were in a conflict situation. 
There was no difference between then and the previous October 1980, the 
analysis was the same, there was one option that we had. We believed we could 
still shift them. That was a very firm belief. We also realised that apart from 
that option nothing else existed, we could not sit where we were. So, the 
decision was for another hunger strike, again in consultation with outside who 
were vehemently opposed to it because they knew people would die. It was 
decided that Bobby Sands would lead it and again we asked for volunteers. We 
got dozens of names in. People would write and ask if they were on the list for 
hunger strike and how far up the list and wanted to be moved up the list. 
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(Brendan Hughes) To say that I was opposed to the idea of a second hunger 
strike would be true but that would be based largely on depression and my 
conflict and fear of the whole thing. I couldn’t see anything except, ‘I’m in 
trouble, we’re right back on this thing again’. I was opposed to it not for any 
strategic reason or otherwise but simply because I couldn’t face the fact that we 
had done it and failed and someone else was going to carry it on. I remember 
lying in bed and squeezing and squeezing and trying to burst my heart. I 
actually tried because I knew I was weak. I hoped I would do damage to 
myself. That didn’t happen.  

 

At the time Fr. Buckley was coming in and I didn’t go to mass but I remember 
going and trying to find solace that way and going up and getting communion 
which was the one and only time I ever did it in the prison hospital, trying to 
find some sort of help somewhere, reaching out. It didn’t work for me but I 
could have finished up down that road of the ‘God squad’4 because I tried it. It 
was desperation, loneliness, I didn’t care what happened to me then. It was a 
matter of hanging on, hoping something would happen which would end the 
situation. 

 

The 1981 hunger strike 

The tactics of the 1981 hunger strike were different from that of the year previous 

with initially only four prisoners on it. Bobby Sands began the hunger strike on 1 

March 1981. He was followed two weeks later by Francis Hughes then one week 

after that by Raymond McCreesh and Patsy O’Hara. In comparison to the first 

hunger strike little media attention was given to Bobby beginning his fast. However, 

on 2 March, when the prisoners ended their no-wash protest and restored some 

degree of co-operation with the prison authorities it did receive coverage. Bishop 

Daly of Derry welcomed the development and called upon the government to 

respond to this gesture from the prisoners. The thinking of the prisoners in ending 

that form of protest was that it had outlived its usefulness and was actually confusing 

the situation in peoples’ minds on the outside. The Northern Ireland Office and the 

prison authorities were able to say that if prisoners gave up their protest they would 

be moved to clean accommodation and get furniture and access to other facilities 

which was not the issue at all. It was also very much a tactical move on the part of 

the prisoners on two counts: they could show that they were being flexible; and they 

were moving themselves to a situation from which it would be much easier to move 

on if the hunger strike did not produce the desired results. 
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Media attention on the hunger strikes, and the prisoners’ hopes, were suddenly raised 

when Bobby Sands was put forward as a candidate in the by-election for the 

Westminster constituency of Fermanagh/South Tyrone. This followed the death of 

Frank Maguire who, ironically, had been a strong supporter of the prisoners’ 

demands and who had visited the prison a number of times. After much discussion 

and wrangling with other potential nationalist candidates Bobby Sands was 

eventually given a clear run as the agreed candidate. Bobby Sands won the election, 

with over 30,000 votes. 

 

(Myself) We were ecstatic about the victory. We thought it would greatly 
improve Bobby’s chances of living, that the Brits would not wanting one of 
their own MPs to die on hunger strike, certainly not while he was doing so to 
prove that he was a political prisoner. But it made no difference, not in that 
sense anyhow. Bobby’s election gave world-wide publicity to our protest and 
struggle but he still died. Some believe that the very fact that he got elected 
sealed his death as the Brits couldn't then let him live. 

 

Bobby Sands died on 5 May 1981. His death prompted violent outbreaks of rioting 

throughout the north of Ireland. Several days later his funeral attracted an estimated 

crowd of 100,000 people. Protests were waged outside British embassies in many 

parts of the world. Adams (1996) says of Bobby Sands’s death that it had a greater 

international impact than any other event in Ireland in his lifetime and lists the 

response outside of Ireland:  

 

In the USA there were marches in New York, Boston, Chicago and San 
Francisco. The state of Rhode Island declared a day of mourning. The New 
York state legislature passed a resolution of sympathy condemning the British 
government. The New Jersey state legislature passed a resolution honouring 
Bobby’s ‘courage and commitment’. The Longshoremen’s Union blacked all 
British ships on the day of the funeral. Ted Kennedy and other senators sent a 
letter to the British prime minister protesting at her ‘inflexible posture which 
must lead inevitably to more senseless violence and death’. The New York 
Daily News said: ‘He was a rare one, a young man who thought enough of the 
place where he lived to want to die for it.’ The New York Times remarked that 
‘Despite proximity and a common language the British have persistently 
misjudged the depth of Irish nationalism’. 
 
From Poland Lech Walesa sent sympathy on behalf of the Solidarity 
movement. The Portuguese parliament observed a minute’s silence. In France 
protests took place, thousands marching behind a huge portrait of Bobby 
Sands; a street in Le Mans was named Bobby Sands Street. Le Monde wrote: 
‘His memory and recognition of the meaning of his sacrifice are heavy with an 
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emotion that several times this century has aroused the passions of the world 
against Britain.’ There were protests, too, in Switzerland, West Germany, 
Belgium, Holland, Greece and Italy, where the president of the Italian senate 
expressed condolences to the Sands family and 5,000 students marched in 
Milan, burning the Union Jack. In Teheran the street in which the British 
Embassy was located was renamed Bobby Sands Street. 
 
There were demonstrations in Australia and in Norway, where demonstrators 
in Oslo threw a balloon filled with tomato sauce at the Queen of England, who 
was on a visit. The Indian parliament in New Delhi observed a minute’s 
silence. The Hindustan Times observed that Thatcher had ‘allowed a member 
of the House of Commons, a colleague in fact, to die of starvation. Never had 
such an incident occurred in a civilised country’(pp. 297-98). 

 

Bobby Sands’s death on hunger strike was followed by that of Frank Hughes on 12 

May and Raymond McCreesh and Patsy O’Hara on 19 May. Other prisoners took 

their place on the hunger strike. 

 

(Myself) I joined the hunger strike on 29 June 1981. At that stage Joe 
McDonnell, Martin Hurson, Kieran Docherty, Kevin Lynch, Tom McIlwee and 
Mickey Devine were on it. All of them died in later weeks and months. In the 
case of three others, Paddy Quinn, Pat McGeown and Matt Devlin, their 
families gave permission for medical intervention once they lapsed into 
unconsciousness. When I was on the seventieth day of my fast and had fallen 
into a coma my own family also authorised medical intervention. Other 
families stated they would do likewise. Eventually a situation developed where 
continuing with the hunger strike was untenable. It had lost its momentum. 

 

(Bik MacFarlane) After a number of interventions I had discussions with the 
hunger strikers and made an assessment of the families and how many would 
intervene and discovered that quite a number were going to intervene. I met 
with everyone on hunger strike and painted the scenario for them, what the 
situation was and they agreed that if the next 3 or 4 families intervened, then 
one after that didn’t intervene we were in a situation where someone would die 
just to prove that we could die and that’s not what the whole thing was about. 
So it was decided that we needed to end it and that we would be in control of 
the ending of it. 

 

(Anthony McIntyre) Initially I felt we had to continue with the hunger strike, 
felt we were hooked up to it but as time went on I had to face the 
contradictions. To be successful people had to die. I had terrible emotional 
conflict because of this. I found it difficult to reconcile the two. It was a very 
emotional time but people became desensitised to people dying, you developed 
a numbness towards it, didn’t feel that sense of shock, or even anger. There 
was a sense of despair, a fatalism. But in the end I knew it was over. 
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(Raymond McCartney) I could understand totally why the second hunger strike 
happened. There’s a loyalty there that no one can understand and it would have 
been an impossible thing for someone to stand up and say, “Look, I think this 
has run its course”. There was the thing of people having died and not wanting 
to let them down. Before the end of the hunger strike I remember Danny 
Morrison5 making a statement about how the Movement had nothing to gain or 
lose by the continued hunger strike. It looked as though the hunger strike was 
coming to an end. 

 

(Myself) No one wanted to end it yet no one wanted it to continue. All realised 
the situation we were in with families intervening and it was probably this fact 
that things were outside of our control in a sense that made the decision to end 
that bit more difficult. 

 

On 3 November 1981 a statement was released by the prisoners outlining their 

reasons for calling a halt to the hunger strike. It thanked all who had worked on their 

behalf and ended by saying:  

 

“...we reaffirm our commitment to the achievement of the five demands by 
whatever means we believe necessary and expedient. We rule nothing out. 
Under no circumstances are we going to devalue the memory of our dead 
comrades by submitting ourselves to a dehumanising and degrading regime.” 
(Campbell et al., 1994, p.) 

 

(Bik MacFarlane) I was with the lads when it was announced that the hunger 
strike was ending. When I came back to the Block there was like this almost 
tangible sigh of relief right across the place. I felt it personally when I sat right 
back in the chair in the cell, as if I was just letting all the air - all the tension - 
go out, like an audible collective sigh of relief that no one else was going to 
die. That was the end of it. That was coupled with great sadness at the fact that 
we had lost ten friends, ten very brave comrades, and also at the fact that so 
many people outside who had supported our struggle had lost their lives. It was 
a time for quiet reflection. It was quiet. It was a silent period for a few days but 
there was a lot of determination born out of what had happened in 1981. I mean 
it was the worst year of my life and that probably goes for most who were 
around me. But born out of it came this determination, ‘we’re going to win 
this, come hell or high water, we’re going to get everything we set out to get, 
they haven’t defeated us. This is the end of the hunger strike but it is not the 
end of struggle. We will move on and we will ensure that we will achieve 
whatever we set out to achieve’. 

 

The mood in the Blocks in the immediate aftermath of the hunger strike was, 

however, more mixed and confused than the sentiments expressed by Bik. High 

hopes had been placed on the hunger strike achieving the prisoners’ demands. When 

it failed to do that many wondered what the future held in store for them. 
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SECTION TWO 

If the years 1976-1981 can be seen as ones which dragged out slowly to their final 

tragic conclusion then the years 1982 and 1983 can best be described as ones of 

turmoil, change, action, drama and success. It was as if mental and physical energy 

constrained in concrete cells for so many years was finally released in a torrent. It 

was also a period of soul-searching for the prisoners. The death of ten comrades on 

hunger strike had left deep emotional scars and yet serious decisions about future 

tactics in the prison struggle had to be made and made quickly. Those decisions 

entailed a radical shift in the thinking and behaviour of the prisoners – but the 

strategy and tactics arising from such a re-assessment bore fruit. 
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CHAPTER 8 

AFTERMATH OF THE HUNGER STRIKES 

 

Introduction 

The immediate aftermath left republican prisoners devastated at the loss of ten 

comrades and with only one of their demands having been met, the right to wear 

their own clothes instead of prison uniform. Many immediately abandoned the 

protest and left for the conforming Blocks. But for those who remained that 

concession on its own meant enormous change. For the first time in five years they 

could get out of their cells, eat in the canteen, go to the yard for exercise, watch 

television during association time, listen to the radio, get access to the library and 

have weekly visits. They were still on protest, however, as they refused to do prison 

work and thus continued to lose remission and other privileges such as access to the 

gym, football pitches and shop facilities. 

 

This new situation threw up challenges to the prisoners. Now out of their cells more 

frequently they came into closer contact with the prison guards, many of whom had 

overseen the prison regime during the blanket protest and hunger strikes. They were 

confronted with petty rules which the prison authorities attempted to impose in their 

continued attempts to criminalise the prisoners and, although the prisoners had 

always claimed they did not regard maintaining their own wings as doing prison 

work, they nevertheless felt awkward with the manner in which that was arranged. 

 

Mixed emotions 

(Myself) For me the ending of the hunger strike prompted a mixture of 
emotions. Relief that it was all over and that no more comrades would die was 
probably uppermost but that was tinged with the sorrow and anger that so 
many had died. There was also confusion about just what would happen now. 
Our life on a day-to-day basis for the previous 4-5 years had become a routine, 
which if not desirable in terms of conditions and living standards nevertheless 
offered a degree of security and comfort in its predictability. Now all that had 
ended. Old patterns of life had gone forever and as yet no alternative had been 
put in their place. We were at sea in uncharted waters. 

 

(Jackie McMullan) I had mixed feelings about the end of the hunger strike; 
relieved that I wasn’t going to die but I didn’t want to come off it, I didn’t want 
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it to end. I suppose it was emotional because all the signs pointed to the fact 
that we weren’t going to succeed with the strike. There just wasn’t the same 
pressure on the Brits as there had been when Bobby and the early ones who 
died. But there was a sense of loyalty towards those who had died; you didn’t 
want to let them down, to give up the struggle. 

 

Dissent 

(Jackie McMullan) I spent three weeks in the prison hospital and then was 
moved to H6. In the van on the way back there were three prisoners who told 
us that the feeling in the Blocks was that the protest was finished, that it was 
time to go, we had tried everything. They also talked about the continued loss 
of remission. They painted a very bleak picture. My initial reaction was one of 
anger and annoyance that so soon after the death of ten friends and comrades 
you had men prepared to throw the towel in and say, ‘we’re beaten’. That 
certainly wasn’t how I felt. The hunger strike hadn’t got us what we wanted but 
that wasn’t the same thing as being beaten. I wasn’t going to bow down or 
surrender.  

 

When we got to H6 right enough there was a lot of discussion about where we 
went to next. Some people were advocating going in to the system. My view 
was that they were arguing a case from a position of weakness. They didn’t 
want to lose any more remission, they wanted out. There were others who were 
arguing from a tactical position who I had more confidence in. These were men 
who I knew would abide by any decision to stay on the protest. Men who 
weren’t swayed by the loss of remission, men who wouldn’t betray the 
memory of their comrades but who genuinely believed that the best way 
forward was to go in to the system and undermine it from within. I was saying 
no way. My view was ten men had just died, we shouldn’t give in, it didn’t 
matter if there were no prospects of any change, any concessions, you don’t 
throw in the towel and maybe in a while we would come up with some other 
means to highlight our situation. I just had a gut feeling it was wrong to give up 
the protest. I certainly wasn’t for moving. 

 

(Brendan MacFarlane) It was difficult to hold the situation and at times a wee 
bit despairing. Some felt the protest was finished with the ending of the hunger 
strike. A number left and went to the conforming Blocks but in those Blocks 
there were new men who were just in and men from the Cages1 who were 
eager to get involved. What we needed was a period between the end of the 
hunger strike and the beginning of some other push. 

 

Restoration of lost remission 

The prisoners were still on protest though, refusing to do prison work, which meant 

that additional privileges available to conforming prisoners were withheld from 

them. One such privilege was remission. During the years of blanket protest this had 

been removed in its entirety from protesting prisoners; a loss of two weeks remission 
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for each two weeks on protest. However, following the ending of the hunger strike 

the loss of remission for each month on protest was ten days. An inducement to 

conform to prison rules was made in the offer to restore half of the remission lost in 

previous years to those who would give up all forms of protest. This would mean, in 

some instances, the restoration of up to two years remission and the prospect of 

earlier, and in several cases, immediate release. To be eligible for such a restoration 

prisoners had to conform to all prison rules for a period of three months. This posed a 

major dilemma for many yet within days men were already leaving the protest. 

 

(Brendan MacFarlane) There was an argument that you had to conform within 
the three months just following the ending of the blanket or else you wouldn’t 
get the remission that was on offer. That was untrue. You could stay on the 
protest for whatever length of time and then if you decided to conform you 
would still be eligible for the restoration of 50 per cent of lost remission. I tried 
to explain that to people but some didn’t want to listen. I found it hard that 
people wouldn’t accept that argument.  

 

Prisoners leave the protest 

(Brendan MacFarlane) Some people were suspicious that the staff in the jail 
and even the Movement were just trying to hold them on protest. I explained 
that that argument had no logic because given the hunger strike there was never 
going to be any other form of protest that would live up to that or have the 
same impact. It displayed from their point of view a lack of faith and trust in 
myself and the staff in the camp and also in the others in the camp who were 
prepared to struggle on for our demands. It also displayed a lack of trust in the 
army leadership on the outside who I was in constant contact with. So for me it 
was disappointing. Some people who were very close to me left. After all we 
had come through - the mirror searches, beatings, then to top it all, the hunger 
strikes - to walk away from it at the end of that year, I just couldn’t understand. 
Because some people who had previously had a ‘profile’ in the camp left 
others were able to say, “Ah well, if it’s OK for him, it’s OK for me.” These 
were ones who were using excuses to leave. 

 

The prospect of early release, however, was not the only factor in abandoning the 

protest as many who left still had several years left to serve in prison. 

 

(Myself) Some people were totally ‘burnt out’ at the end of the hunger strike. 
They had been on protest for years in harsh conditions and looked to the 
hunger strike to bring an end to all of that. When that didn’t happen and we 
were faced with the possibility of many more years of protest to achieve our 
outstanding demands they no longer had the stamina or determination to 
continue. Many were also coming under pressure from their families who had 
stood by them for years to now give some consideration to them. I was aware 
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of all these arguments at the time but nevertheless thought there was undue 
haste on the part of some to abandon the protest. Given that ten comrades had 
sacrificed their lives for us I felt that asking for a few months in which to give 
Bik and the camp staff a breathing space to re-assess our position and then to 
move forward in a planned and co-ordinated manner was not asking a lot. That 
was how we had achieved any of our successes up until then. Any further 
success in pursuing our demands would only be achieved if we stuck together. 

 

(Anthony McIntyre) I think those who left the protest just after the hunger 
strike did so because they felt they were being dictated to by hard-liners such 
as McFeeley who were really offering nothing. I thought it inevitable that at 
some time we would have to go off the protest and find a new way. There was 
a lot of confusion and it was a hard decision for people to remain when they 
knew they could get back remission by going off.  

 

(Raymond McCartney) I remember the word coming that T..... B...... had left 
the protest and N....... saying, “He was always going to go”. I said no one could 
say that about someone who had been on the blanket for all those years and 
that we were now at a crossroads and no one knew what lay ahead. It became a 
big row. I said I might be disappointed at someone leaving but no way was I 
going to describe someone leaving at that stage as a squeaky-booter2. I think 
that summed up the mood.  

 

I remember writing to two or three Derry men who were thinking of leaving 
and saying it was a bit too soon to be thinking of that; it would be sending the 
wrong signal to everybody. As a lifer, though, that was easy to say as you had 
no concept of ever getting out, you were losing no remission3, you were out of 
your cell for exercise every day and for association every other night. It was 
grand. I felt we had to move the situation forward. Talking about just 
maintaining the protest wasn’t realistic. 

 

One concession made by the government following the ending of the hunger strike 

was that all prisoners in the north of Ireland would be allowed to wear their own 

clothes at all times; prison uniforms were done away with. This was of major 

importance to the protesting prisoners as not only did it remove the most visible sign 

of criminalisation but it allowed them to get out of their cells to wash, to eat in the 

canteen, to go to the yard for exercise on a daily basis and to associate in the canteen 

for three hours on alternate evenings.  

 

A new situation 

Being out of the cells with a fair degree of freedom of movement and increased 

contact with the prison authorities posed new issues for the prisoners. The role of 

command structures, in particular that of the OC, became much more important. So 
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many new issues and procedures were arising which required decisions to be made. 

Life on the blanket had been uncomplicated by comparison. For the guards also the 

new situation raised new difficulties and fears. 

 

(Myself) The screws did not want to adapt to the new situation. They had 
fought us for years throughout the blanket protest and were dismayed that we 
had won the right to wear our own clothes. They were also afraid that now we 
were out of our cells we would seek our revenge upon them for all the brutality 
visited upon us in previous years, so they tried to restrict our freedom of 
movement in an attempt to maintain control. At a more basic level it also 
meant they now had more work to do. 

 

For us the new situation posed the question of what approach we should adopt 
towards the screws. Throughout the blanket protest and hunger strikes there 
was no communication between us at all, only conflict. Now there was a need 
for a degree of co-operation as they had the keys to the cells and we wanted out 
of those cells as much as possible. We wanted to extend our freedom of 
movement and make our presence felt in the wings. We wanted to move ahead 
and rapidly. The screws wanted to stand still or turn the clock backwards.  

 

Gradually we won new ground and with it our confidence grew. But we were 
still on protest, still losing remission, still denied various privileges and still 
seeking to realise our outstanding demands. We had to decide where to go to 
next and how to get there. No newly-sentenced prisoners arriving in the prison 
were allowed to come onto the protesting Blocks. They were sent to the 
conforming Blocks whether they agreed to conform or not. This, coupled with 
numbers leaving the protest, meant we were destined to end up with a very 
small group of 'hard-core' isolated from the rest of the camp. For us it was a 
stalemate situation. 

 

Orderlies selected 

In the meantime the prisoners were consolidating the gains made. Four men in each 

wing were appointed to act as ‘orderlies’ to give out the food when it arrived from 

the kitchens and to clean the wing. The prisoners had always stated that they were 

prepared to maintain the upkeep of their wings and did not regard such as ‘prison 

work’. These prisoners were, according to prison rules, ‘conforming’ and thus paid a 

weekly wage, which they could spend in the prison shop. In practice this wage was 

divided among all in the wing. 

 

The authorities would have preferred to select prisoners to work as orderlies and did 

attempt to do so but those prisoners selected by them simply refused to work. This 
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left the administration with no choice but to accept those who were prepared to work; 

those whom the prisoners themselves had selected. Initially these were people who it 

was felt would have a greater influence over the prison guards or who at least would 

not be intimidated by them. After some weeks, though, a system was established 

whereby those who would benefit most from a restoration of remission were 

appointed as orderlies. In many instances this meant that after working as an orderly 

for three months, and thus eligible for the restoration of lost remission, a prisoner 

could be released. The next person in the wing who would benefit most was then 

selected to take his place. Although the system was not ideal it did mean that a 

sizeable proportion of prisoners could expect release over a matter of months and 

they could get that release without having to leave the protesting Blocks and conform 

to the system.  

 

Where it was thought necessary the OC of a wing also became an orderly, if only for 

a short period, which brought him into regular contact with the prison staff. No 

prisoner in the wing did anything without first clearing it with the OC, thus firmly 

establishing his authority in the eyes of the guards. At an official level the 

administration claimed not to recognise OCs or anyone speaking on behalf of other 

prisoners but at a practical level they had no other choice but to co-operate with the 

prisoners through their representatives if the prison was to run smoothly (see Sykes, 

1958; Mandela, 1994). Already the construct of the individual, ‘criminal’ prisoner 

was beginning to break down as the prison authorities had to deal with the new 

realities. 

 

(Leo Green) I was doing orderly, which I found an uncomfortable situation 
because even though it was on our terms it was as if you were conforming. You 
knew you were playing a game and there was a fine balance between 
safeguarding our own interests and responding to situations. Like I remember a 
screw asking me to paint the cell doors. When I say, ‘ask’, I mean he told me to 
paint the doors. The situation was that this could be seen as one of an orderly’s 
tasks so if you refused you were not an orderly. The way I handled it was to 
say, ‘Right, I’ll paint the doors’, and I think I painted a total of one door over a 
period of weeks. So you played along but ensured that you didn’t do exactly 
what they wanted. The screws hadn’t fully grasped where they were either. 
They didn’t know where we were going and thought we were casting about for 
some plan or other to revert back to what we had been doing for years. 
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(Myself) There was a novelty about getting our clothes and getting out of the 
cells, especially getting out into the yards, but we soon discovered that years of 
taking small restricted steps shuffling to and fro in the cells had left muscles 
wasted and not equipped for a properly extended stride. I in particular had 
many difficulties. I was still very weak from the aftermath of the hunger strike. 
After only a few laps of the yard I would feel faint and nauseous and in the first 
few days could not stay out any longer than 15-20 minutes. My co-ordination 
and balance were particularly affected and in walking with two or three others 
around the yard would continually bump into them. Turning corners was an 
ordeal. Gradually, though, my strength returned and each week I set myself 
new targets. I was determined to fully recover and reluctant to let the screws 
see that I was physically weak or incapacitated. 

 

Pettiness of prison rules 

Within a short time the prisoners gained confidence and an awareness of their 

strength and power now that they were out of their cells. Increasingly the prison 

guards had to give more and more leeway to them but battles were often fought over 

the pettiest of issues. 

 

(Myself) A lot depended on the individual screws. Some who had been 
prominent during the blanket period refused to work in our wings as they 
feared they would be attacked. Many others remained, however, and a 
proportion of them attempted to retain control by enforcing even the most 
obscure prison rules and regulations. One example of that was in relation to 
washing. There was a rule that every prisoner was entitled to two showers or 
one bath per week and there was a large logbook at the top of the wing where a 
record was kept of how frequently a prisoner washed. Razors were locked in a 
desk and these had to be requested for a shave. We saw no reason why we 
couldn’t have a shower, bath, or shave whenever we wished. However, in the 
wing I was on one particular screw took the view that he would impose the 
ruling rigidly. This went to the ludicrous point of one day ordering a man out 
of the shower because he had already had his quota of showers for that week. 
The man refused to come out and was charged with a breach of prison rules, 
‘refusing to obey an officer’. Another prisoner who was washing at the sinks at 
the time, upon seeing this, promptly undressed and stepped into a shower also. 
He too was charged and both were taken to the boards where they were held 
for three days. After this the screws were informed that all men in the wing 
would be taking showers whenever they wished and would not be observing 
any rules in relation to it. The OC pointed out to them that as adults we didn’t 
need to be told by someone else when we needed to wash or how often. 
Possibly in a normal prison situation such rules had to be enforced to ensure 
that each individual got his fair share and that such facilities were not 
dominated by a few, but in our community such conditions did not exist.  

 

In the face of such unified opposition the prison guards usually backed down over 

such issues. This increased the confidence of the prisoners. The other factor 
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operating against the prison guards was that amongst them there was no such unity or 

a determination to see the more minor prison rules enforced. In a situation that was 

still volatile few of them were prepared to ‘take a stand’ against the encroachments 

made by the prisoners, unsure of whether or not their own superiors would back them 

up or not. Many felt cheated by the government and authorities when the prisoners 

were granted the right to wear their own clothes and there was suspicion among them 

that further concessions had been agreed upon to be implemented later. 
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CHAPTER 9 

THE CAMPAIGN FOR SEGREGATION 

 

Introduction 

The prisoners realised that they could not remain as they were, on protest but with no 

realistic chance of obtaining their demands in that way. The hunger strikes had been 

the epitome of that form of protest; and anything else they could do by remaining 

apart from the system would pale into insignificance. The decision was taken that 

they would have to ‘go into the system’ but with the aim of destroying it. They knew 

that if they came off the protest immediately they would be mixed with loyalist 

prisoners and non-political offenders so they devised a strategy to push for 

segregation as the first step in pursuing their outstanding demands. Making a break 

with the past was difficult, however, and not all were in favour of what was proposed 

by the new camp staff.  

 

The narrators here speak of how they analysed their situation; how they devised the 

new strategy and tactics; the manner in which they implemented that strategy; the 

difficulties and criticisms they encountered; and, ultimately how they were 

successful and why. 

 

Stalemate 

Within a few months from the ending of the hunger strike the prisoners had 

established new routines for themselves and were gradually pushing back attempts 

by the authorities to impose a more refined form of ‘criminalisation’ upon them. 

However, there was ongoing debate about the future of the protest and what should 

or could be done. Although criticisms were voiced of those who left the protest no 

one had any clear alternative to offer other than to remain as they were. At regular 

periods everyone was asked formally for their opinions and whether or not they were 

prepared to remain on the protest. Invariably these polls were inaccurate as no one 

was prepared to state honestly if they intended to leave. When Brendan Hughes, who 

had been camp OC during the blanket protest and led the first hunger strike in 1980, 

left for the conforming Blocks many thought it only a matter of time before the 

protest collapsed. 
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(Anthony McIntyre) Having reached the heights of protest with the hunger 
strike deaths the only way after that was down. People no longer saw an 
objective through that form of protest. We were in a vacuum. I thought we 
should go into the system but personally didn’t want to go in to it. I said to 
those who were leaving the protest that if all who wanted to leave did so then 
there would always be a majority of those remaining who would vote for 
staying. That way there would never be an actual camp decision to abandon 
that form of protest. 

 

A new camp staff 

In early 1982 Brendan MacFarlane stood down as camp OC and was replaced by 

Séanna Walsh. Séanna had been a close friend of Bobby Sands and had been on the 

camp staff for several years. 

 

(Brendan MacFarlane) Coming out of the period of hunger strike had a very 
marked effect upon me. I was emotionally drained and physically exhausted 
and I felt that coming into 1982 the best thing for me to do was to give 
someone else the reins and let them make the push on whatever new strategy 
was going to be formulated. I needed a break. 

 

(Séanna Walsh) When I was appointed OC after the ending of the hunger strike 
I received two fairly important communications. The first was from the 
leadership of the Movement outside explaining that their number one priority 
in the wake of the deaths of our comrades was for the re-establishment of a 
central command and unity of purpose in the jail. The second note was from 
my old mate Bik who in stepping down advised that under no circumstances 
should we seek to maintain a static protest which served to confine ourselves to 
a restricted regime in very tightly controlled areas of the prison. He asked me 
to consider this very carefully and ensure that whatever my intentions were, we 
should in no way constrain ourselves for the Brit/Admin benefit.  

 

It was clear to me that any attempt to unify all republican prisoners back under 
one command could not be done in a protest-type situation; that no matter how 
cushy a time we carved out for ourselves, if we remained on protest men would 
seek to leave for whatever reason and move across to conforming Blocks. The 
implication of this was that we would have to move into ‘conformity’ en masse 
to re-establish unity. I wrote back to both parties stating that under no 
circumstances could we even consider the notion of moving into conformity; it 
would be a total betrayal of what our comrades had died for and also far from 
attaining unity it would in effect simply alienate a small, very committed group 
of comrades who would maintain the protest. I received no notable reply from 
outside to these points. From Bik I got a comm telling me I should not rule 
anything out.  

 

To be honest I was outraged at the very idea of [moving to conforming wings]. 
I discussed it with a very small group of ‘advisers’ and was slightly taken 
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aback by their refusal to rule it out entirely. I believed that we couldn’t even 
contemplate such a move; it simply wasn’t an option open to us. However, 
with a growing stream of men moving off the protest and the admin not 
allowing any newly-sentenced prisoners into the protesting Blocks I decided 
that we would very quickly have to undertake a general overview of our 
situation and put together some sort of a plan of action.  

 

A new direction 

(Raymond McCartney) When Séanna and Tom McFeeley took over as the 
camp staff I was in the wing with them doing a bit of PR work, so I was pretty 
au fait with what was happening. Debate was going on about the future but all 
those things were uncertain. It was recognised that we could sit and hold our 
ground but that we were becoming isolated. 

 

(Séanna Walsh) We conducted a number of discussions. I can’t recall exactly 
how widespread these were. We asked men were they prepared to undertake a 
push for segregation. We believed that with the attainment of segregation we 
could then go on to tackle the remaining issue outstanding - that of prison 
work. As regards the feedback from the lads on the issue of segregation, a 
majority of them were raring to go, to get doing something. After years of lying 
behind the doors suffering and resisting they wanted to be out there doing 
something, being pro-active, even to the extent of hitting back at the system. 
Having said that, there was a large group that didn’t see any problem with 
pushing for segregation but who viewed it as an almost impossible goal to 
achieve. The way they spelt it out was, if Thatcher’s government could weather 
the storm of ten comrades dying on hunger strike and still not concede our 
demands, how could we possibly hope to mount more pressure for segregation? 

 

Then again there was also a group of prisoners who viewed an acceptance of 
anything less than our five demands, handed to us on a plate, signed, sealed 
and delivered as unacceptable. Some of them stated that they had no problem 
with the camp going for this strategy, that they would fully support me in 
attempting to move the situation forward but for themselves they would not be 
agreeing to conform to prison rules until our five demands were met in full. 

 

Some other lads opposed the suggestion of a push for segregation on the basis 
that the situation as it stood gave us an unimaginable access to loyalism and 
loyalists and that we should avail of the opportunity to get in there amongst 
them, talking to them, befriending them, converting them. I disagreed with this 
viewpoint on a number of levels. Firstly, its advantages were outweighed by 
the disadvantages. Secondly, it was so totally patronising towards loyalists, that 
they were so bereft of any motivation that all it required was a jolly good 
talking to from a couple of enlightened republicans and hey presto, a born 
again United Irishman. Thirdly, that even with the limited number of converts 
(if any) which could be made in these circumstances, all it would take would 
be one night of ‘freedom’ back out in the big bad world, a ‘do’ for the said 
prisoner and as the band strikes up the Billy Boys or the ‘Fighting men of the 
UDA’ or whatever, he’d be up bopping with the best of them. If loyalists, who 
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had changed their views and outlook on life, returned to the streets of their own 
areas they wouldn’t be long in rediscovering their old loyalties. They would 
have to; they just wouldn’t be able to survive without it. 

 

The issue of segregation I believed was crucial to our security and organisation 
within the camp. I could envisage a fall-back position whereby we could 
organise small active service units on a cell structure to carry out education and 
if necessary operations while on mixed wings. I did not believe, though, that 
this set-up would be in anyway stable or conducive to long-term imprisonment. 
If we wished to regain control of our own security, education, even daily 
organisation of our lives, we could only do so in the context of wings and 
Blocks segregated from loyalists. 

 

The Task Force 

At that time, 1982, republican prisoners in the H Blocks outnumbered loyalists two 

to one but most republicans were held in three Blocks on protest. This meant that in 

the conforming Blocks loyalists were in the majority. To achieve segregation on a 

camp-wide basis the staff knew that republicans would first have to be united and 

that that would require all to go off the protest. This would mean republican 

prisoners being prepared to do prison work. It was decided that in the interim 

selected prisoners should be asked to prepare for this eventuality by giving up the 

protest and moving to the conforming Blocks. These were prisoners who were 

regarded as having particular skills and abilities. Their instructions were to organise 

the republican prisoners in the conforming Blocks, to establish command structures 

and lines of communication with the camp staff and to initiate steps towards 

segregation. At the time, 1982, the war in the Malvinas/Falklands was about to break 

out and Britain had sent a Task Force to the area. In the prison the term ‘task force’ 

was then applied to those being sent to the conforming Blocks. 

 

(Anthony McIntyre) The idea of a ‘task force’ originated prior to the 1980 
hunger strike when John Green was sent up to the conforming Blocks to 
encourage people to return to the blanket protest. It was replicated in 1982 with 
this new strategy. 

 

(Séanna Walsh) We very quickly began the recruitment of men to go to the 
mixed wings. The key man here was Larry Marley who had a way of looking at 
things and seeing angles no one else could even think of. I wrote to him and we 
talked about different guys he would choose to take with him. At the time I 
wrote to them myself requesting their assistance and promising full support for 
whatever endeavours they undertook. 
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Situation in the conforming Blocks 

As well as the task force moving into the conforming Blocks others were arriving 

there via another route. Some of these, like Gerry Kelly, had been moved to the H 

Blocks from the Cages after being caught on an attempted escape. Others, like Seán 

Murray, were newly-sentenced prisoners. 

 

(Gerry Kelly) The Task Force was arriving and we were told about the plans to 
achieve segregation. I didn’t think there was any choice but to go for 
segregation, though I thought it would be a long haul. I think everyone thought 
that. The biggest argument for me was security, especially creating the right 
environment for escapes, but also for safety. 

 

(Seán Murray) A lot of people who had left the protest and were conforming 
had turned their backs on the Movement and thought that they had to turn their 
backs because they were conforming. We had to smash that myth and put 
forward the argument that we regarded them as republicans and they should 
regard themselves as republicans. We engaged in dialogue with them and 
began to build structures. They lacked any sort of confidence. They were 
individualised. Some didn’t want to engage with us as we were protestors1 and 
they didn’t want to lose remission. They had left the protest because they 
wanted to get their remission back and get out as soon as possible. So we were 
trying to get across the idea that there was a new type of republican thinking, 
that we were trying to get a range of objectives without losing remission, 
without going on protest, that we were going to do it the shrewd way, so to 
speak, and to facilitate that we needed strong republican structures. 
Individualised we weren’t going to get anything. That was a long hard battle 
but as the ones came from the blanket Blocks and our numbers grew the 
confidence grew. 

 

(Leo Green) I was asked to go to the working Blocks as part of the plan to 
disrupt them. I didn’t have an ego problem with it. I knew people would see it 
for what it was. It wasn’t as if we were conforming but I remember explaining 
it to my family. I went to H8.  

 

There were a lot of newly sentenced ones on that wing such as Spike (Seán 
Murray) and Mickey Maguire. There were others who had left the protest over 
the years and were a bit silent on it. Some were a bit uneasy about people 
coming down to rock the boat, as they saw it, because they had settled in to the 
system to just keep their heads down, do their time and get out. In a way they 
were avoiding you. Obviously some were finished with the struggle. 

 

Sheeky (Pat Sheehan) had come off the protest at the same time as me and was 
in the other wing across from me so we would meet each night and swap horror 
stories of all we had witnessed that day. I remember him saying one night 
about an incident that morning where people had their names down to go to the 
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football pitch and there were too many so they drew the numbers out of a hat. I 
said, “Well, what’s wrong with that?” and he said, “It was a screw’s hat”. We 
couldn’t believe it. This degree of familiarity with the screws seemed terrible 
to us at the time. 

 

Criticisms 

For the segregation strategy to work it required secrecy in the initial stages as there 

was the fear that should the authorities learn of it they would isolate those prisoners 

who were to play a central role in the conforming Blocks. Whilst the secrecy 

surrounding the strategy worked favourably in terms of people gradually being 

infiltrated into the conforming Blocks it had repercussions in the protesting Blocks. 

Prisoners there became increasingly aware of developments regarding segregation 

and by then suspected that many of those leaving the protest were being asked to do 

so. It was not difficult to conclude that the strategy being worked on by the staff 

would eventually lead to a need for all to give up the protest. Whilst many did not 

have a difficulty with that they nevertheless felt that such a strategy should be spelt 

out to them. 

 

(Myself) I remember in our wing Seány McVeigh came back from a visit one 
day extremely angry. He had met with someone from the conforming Blocks 
who had left the blanket protest long before the hunger strikes took place; 
someone who was not highly regarded by Seány or others in that wing. This 
person had said to Seány that soon everyone would be off the protest and 
moving to the conforming Blocks. He had spoken with an air of authority on 
the matter and Seány felt he couldn’t challenge him on the issue although he 
wanted to rebuke him. All the rumours that had been floating around began to 
take shape. I was next door to Seány and he asked me if I had heard anything. I 
said I hadn’t but because I was also aware of the stories doing the rounds and 
the effect it was having on the men in the wing I said I would write to Séanna 
who was on the other side of the Block at that time. I did so and got a verbal 
reply from Séanna shouted across the wings that he had not heard anything of 
the rumours that I had referred to. He added that he wouldn’t be writing back to 
me.  

 

All the wing heard the message being shouted over. None of them accepted the 
reply Séanna had given. They also regarded his comments about ‘not writing 
back’ as a snub not only to me personally but to the wing as a whole. They 
were livid. The following day the wing OC wrote to Séanna saying he was 
standing down as OC and announced this decision to the wing that night. I was 
in the cell next door to him and after much consideration I got up to the 
window to appeal to him to reconsider his resignation. I knew he was well 
respected in the wing, that he did a good job and that it would be difficult to 
find a replacement for him given the circumstances under which he was 
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standing down. I pointed out that I believed Séanna was wrong in the way he 
had responded both in terms of the content of his reply and the manner in 
which he had delivered it but that no doubt he had his own reasons for doing 
so. I argued that nothing would be served by adding to whatever problems and 
difficulties the staff had at that moment. After some time he agreed to rescind 
his decision. 

 

(Raymond McCartney) The staff were trying to steer a very difficult course in 
terms of how best to go forward and I know that any degree of rejection of 
their views was seen as hurtful. I said to Tom that if it was me in another Block 
and I didn’t know what was going on then I could be voicing criticism also. I 
think then that Séanna and Tom did start to tell people a bit more, not to sell 
the idea but to make more people aware. Up until then there was that idea of a 
wee tight group that knows what they are doing and that’s sound, everybody 
else follows. Like the days of the blanket - whatever you’re told to do you 
follow. I’m not saying that was ending but there was a need for something like 
that to be explained to people. For five years you had been telling people that 
prison work was part of the Brits’ criminalisation policy so now you had to 
spell out to them why that had changed and not only changed but how we were 
going to take steps to end it. 

 

(Myself) Raising the issue with Séanna was an important development for me 
personally. It was pushing myself to the fore, which I wasn’t inclined by 
character to do. I think the hunger strikes had had an influence upon me in that 
regard. I think it had a similar effect upon others also. Much had changed in 
terms of the internal politics of the camp since just prior to the first hunger 
strike. New faces had come to the fore and were being more vocal in 
expressing their views. The rapid change in camp leadership over a 14 month 
period from Brendan Hughes to Bobby Sands to Bik MacFarlane and then to 
Séanna Walsh showed that things were not as fixed as you would sometimes 
imagine. Being out of our cells and meeting new and numerous challenges on a 
personal and collective level was also having an impact upon our thoughts and 
practice. 

 

The experience of the years on blanket protest when people openly debated policies 

and orthodox republican beliefs was beginning to assert itself in this new situation. 

Men were not prepared to just blindly 'follow a leader’ or meekly ‘obey orders’. 

They were going to question what they did not agree with or what had not been fully 

explained to them. 

 

Tactics 

(Séanna Walsh) We decided not to use publicity as a means of putting the 
pressure on the admin. I believed that if we tackled segregation as a jail issue 
and desisted from any publicity campaign on it, we had every chance of 
attaining our objective. Raising the issue onto the political arena would bring 
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us into conflict with the forces that had sat out the hunger strike. Instead we 
decided that through a campaign of sabotage and intimidation, with some 
controlled direct attacks, we would force the loyalists into a corner and we 
would see what would develop out of that.  

 

(Myself) The approach adopted regarding segregation was a change from how 
we had previously conducted campaigns. It could be viewed as being very 
shrewd, or very revolutionary. We were the ones who initiated the campaign 
for segregation yet we remained publicly quiet about the issue. We released no 
statements, wrote no letters to the papers and said little to the administration 
other than that segregation was one of our outstanding demands. Outside, a 
similar approach was adopted with Sinn Fein spokespersons only reiterating 
the demand for segregation when asked for a response on the issue and arguing 
that the NIO and prison authorities should resolve the prison situation once and 
for all. From experience we knew that should republicans ask for, or demand, 
any change within the prison rules we would meet opposition from the British 
government, the NIO, unionist parties and a whole range of other forces. 
Loyalists asking to be segregated from republicans was a different matter. A 
case could ‘credibly’ be argued that under no circumstances should loyalists be 
forced to mix with republicans given the latter’s recent history and behaviour 
within the prison. Such a case became stronger when it was seen that the prison 
authorities could not provide security and safety for loyalists with firebombs 
going off in their cells on a regular basis. The screws felt impotent and many 
now believed that this strategy by republicans had been initiated right from the 
ending of the hunger strike and that all those who had left the protest as far 
back as then had been deliberately sent off it. 

 

(Séanna Walsh) The primary weapon we chose in the campaign was the 
‘rumour’. I remember a conversation I had with the ‘Dark’ in the Cages during 
the final stages of the Vietnam war in 1975. He pointed out to me how the Viet 
Cong had neutralised the strengths of the South Vietnamese armed forces. With 
the reduction in funding and the corruption endemic in their hierarchy, the 
South Vietnamese helicopter fleet very quickly deteriorated and its numbers 
were badly slashed. This left the motorised armoured columns as the main 
thrust of any South Vietnamese troop movements. So what the Viet Cong did 
was completely clog up the road network with hundreds of thousands, maybe 
millions fleeing the ‘communist hordes’. Of course the Viet Cong also used the 
opportunity to infiltrate tens of thousands of their own troops further and 
further south under the guise of refugees. The towns fell one by one as the 
human flood swept south. ‘Rumour’; that was the story anyway, and of course 
it may have been anecdotal, but I was totally taken with the idea of it. 

 

Voluntary segregation 

By the summer of 1982 the situation in the conforming Blocks was becoming more 

tense. Segregation within the wings was being implemented in the sense that 

republicans and loyalists no longer mixed in the hobbies room, washroom or canteen. 

They no longer went to the football pitch or gym together. During association time 
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republicans used one canteen and hobbies room and loyalists the other. Inter-wing 

association had been another concession granted with the ending of the hunger strike 

but, seeing it now being used in this fashion, the authorities withdrew it. They also 

stipulated that those using the football and gym facilities could not do so in 

segregated groups - they must be mixed. Republican prisoners refused to go along 

with that. 

 

There was nothing practical that the authorities could do within the wings to force 

the two sides to integrate. The prison guards on the ground were also scared about 

becoming caught up between two warring factions. On the one hand, they viewed 

republicans as being prepared to do anything to achieve their demands while on the 

other hand the loyalists knew most of them because of the areas they lived in and 

could thus assert a pressure upon them. 

 

That pressure from loyalists did materialise. On the outside their organisations 

attacked the homes and cars of prison guards whilst inside intimidation was used to 

force them to argue, through the POA, in favour of segregation and to refuse to 

enforce the policy of integration. Unionist and loyalist politicians were lobbied to 

support the demand for segregation. 

 

Tension increased 

(Séanna Walsh) The tension in the conforming Blocks was further added to one 
day by a ‘rumour’ from the metal fabrication workshop. One of our lads came 
back with a story that 70 makeshift knives had been discovered there and we 
put the word out that they didn’t belong to us. The loyalists knew that they 
hadn’t made 70 knives so they became paranoid. 

 

Then a small number of incidents began to happen, a couple of incendiary type 
devices burst into flames after lock-up while the loyalists concerned were lying 
in bed. In one particular incident Willie McGrath, the sex-criminal involved in 
Kincora2, was put on the wing with some of our lads. The loyalist OC 
approached our lads and said that McGrath was now under UVF protection and 
he was to be treated as one of them. Our lads answered ‘No problem’ and 
assured the UVF that he would be treated exactly like one of them. McGrath 
was lying on his bed reading when three hooded men attacked him with bed-
ends. He was carried out of the Block on a stretcher. 

 

Loyalists realised that the comfortable life in the nice quiet mixed, conforming 
wings was now a thing of the past. UVF and UDA prisoners began contacting 
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loyalist politicians on the outside and they started talking about segregation. 
We said nothing. The jail administration started talking about ‘collusion’ 
between the prisoners to get segregation. By this stage we had put some sort of 
structure in place in every wing throughout the working Blocks. We had 
information that the NIO and jail administration didn’t want any trouble in the 
camp, although when we asked them to give us an assurance that if we ended 
our no-work protest we would still be left together and wouldn’t have to 
integrate in the work places, we were told, ‘No way’. If we wanted to stay on 
the protest no problem, but if we ended the protest we’d be taken and 
integrated with all the ordinary prisoners in working Blocks, including 
loyalists. We responded by increasing the numbers of men going down to 
cause hassle and mayhem in working Blocks. 

 

The loyalists realised that they were soon going to be outnumbered and, worse 
still, by ex-blanket men, crazies who had lain locked up in their own shit for 
years, and who were now preparing to move into their wings and disrupt their 
lives. The loyalists asked the admin for guarantees that wings would be 
balanced out, that they would not be grossly outnumbered. The NIO refused to 
give such a guarantee. The loyalists then put pressure on their politicians that 
their lives were now in jeopardy. The NIO told the politicians it was all 
collusion. The loyalists approached ourselves at wing level and above, seeking 
ways to come to an accommodation. One idea suggested by them was that we 
take one of their own people out and cut his throat, maybe a tout [informer] or 
whatever and that they would do the same with one of ours. We told them in no 
uncertain terms where to go. In another Block, the loyalist OC and his second 
in command sat down with the ‘Horse’ and ‘Ned’3. The loyalist explained that 
they were going to have to do something together, a joint plan to get the admin 
to move. The Horse simply told the loyalist OC that he was our number one 
target and we were going to kill a number of top loyalists, but we were starting 
with him. The two loyalists left the cell and got themselves brush shafts and 
battered the first screw they came across. Better to get charged and sent to the 
boards for a lot of weeks than to have to face a bunch of crazies. 

 

(Seán Murray) No one really knew how the segregation campaign would 
develop. Obviously it could have ended up with deaths because we didn’t 
know how the loyalists would react. There was always a fear in the back of our 
heads that they would attempt to take some of our prisoners out4. I mean, I like 
my bed in the morning but at that time you were up every morning before the 
doors opened because you were scared of the door opening some morning 
while you were still asleep and someone emptying a screwdriver into your 
head. The fear was there. You watched yourself very carefully. We played it by 
ear basically as there was no precedent for it. 

 

Concern expressed 

(Séanna Walsh) During this period I received a few communications from a 
number of concerned prisoners throughout the protest Blocks along the lines of 
“What the hell is going on?” They were getting reports of all sorts of bombs 
going off and loyalists being attacked and plans to take over wings and execute 
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maybe 15-20 loyalists. I even received a letter from one comrade who 
explained that he was going to write to the press denouncing me in the wake of 
any of these same atrocities coming to pass. I also received concerned queries 
from the leadership on the outside asking me what the hell I thought I was 
doing and instructing me to outline my strategy in detail and to bring a number 
of named individuals into my confidence. I was advised to relay my intentions 
to these people and to heed their counsel. I ignored most of this. I looked at it 
that I had a job to do. I was only a transitional OC, put in to stabilise the camp 
and hopefully pass it on to another camp staff with plenty of scope to build on. 
I felt I knew what I had to do, was determined to do it and I would be prepared 
to take the consequences when I was released. I explained to the leadership 
outside that I had the situation firmly under control. 

 

The comments of Séanna regarding the issue of segregation show once again, as in 

the case of the hunger strike, how the prisoners often came into conflict with the 

Republican Movement on the outside over the issue of tactics and strategies adopted 

within the prison. However, both instances also show the trust that existed between 

inside and out. Although in theory the prisoners must obey the leadership on the 

outside, the latter has always been willing in the final analysis to accept the 

prisoners’ arguments about the needs of the prison at any particular point in time.  

 

Final push 

(Leo Green) We started to close in on the loyalists. Initially republicans would 
go to one wing for association, loyalists would use the other. We would have 
one night in the hobbies and them the other. Then we just told them not to use 
the hobbies as we would be using them every night. Their OC was told this and 
warned that if they tried to come in someone would get hurt. 

 

(Séanna Walsh) We simply increased the pressure on the wings and in the 
workshops. It was for us just a question of who was going to crack first, the 
loyalists or the jail administration. As we drew to a close in 1982 we were 
getting constant reports from wings that the lads in particular wings were now 
in a position to lock the loyalists up. In various workshops there had also been 
a campaign of sabotage, mysterious fires and even a couple of small 
explosions. This helped convince the loyalists that they were not safe anywhere 
near us and added to their general sense of foreboding. 

 

(Leo Green) After the hobbies we then told them not to be coming in to the 
canteen for their meals, that they should collect their meals and take them 
down to their cells. Prior to that the canteen had been split down the middle 
with them on one side and us on the other. Another group of ex-blanket men 
had just arrived, including Livvy. The day Livvy moved on a loyalist came up 
to him and said he was prepared to work for us, which gives some indication of 
the fear they had. Finally, they were told not to come out of their cells at all, to 
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go on lock-up, which was easy for us to do in our wing but in one of the other 
wings republicans were in the minority and our men there were a bit wary of 
how the loyalists would respond to such an order from us. But that wing locked 
up as well so that was a big psychological boost to us. 

 

The decision had been taken by republicans in the protesting Blocks to totally end 

their no-work protest on 1 November 1982. This was communicated to the loyalists 

in advance with the implication that once the remaining protesters arrived in the 

conforming Blocks there would no longer be any toleration for loyalists within the 

same wings and that they would be physically ousted using whatever means 

necessary. By then loyalists were already fearful enough. The thought of another 

150-200 republicans arriving was enough to provoke them to take drastic action. In a 

co-ordinated move throughout the conforming Blocks they smashed up their cells 

and demanded to be segregated from republicans. Those who were reluctant to take 

such action on orders from their own organisations responded when republicans told 

them to do so, or else they had their cells wrecked by republicans. 

 

(Séanna Walsh) Within a couple of days all loyalists were on protest, refusing 
to mix with republicans and soon they were moved to Blocks on their own. 
Unionist politicians outside were lashing the NIO and jail authorities about 
their inability to afford loyalist prisoners adequate protection. We sent for the 
governor and told him that the no-work protest was over, that we were all now 
fully conforming prisoners. 

 

 

Segregation established 

With the removal of loyalists to Blocks on their own the prison was effectively 

segregated. For the first time since the H-Blocks opened in 1976 all republican 

prisoners were off protest and united in their own wings and Blocks. Just a little over 

a year from the ending of the 1981 hunger strike another demand of the republican 

prisoners had been achieved. It was a massive boost for morale. 

 

(Leo Green) I had thought it would have taken much longer to achieve 
segregation and that very probably someone could be killed during it but there 
was just no fight in the loyalists. I think they had a simplistic notion of how 
segregation would be achieved. They thought that if they just wrecked up they 
would be moved to another Block where everything would be OK, but once 
they were in those Blocks they had to remain on protest or be sent back to our 
wings. There were also mixed wings created at that time for those loyalists who 
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didn’t go on the protest, Christians and people who were not political. Some 
republicans also went to those wings. 

 

(Gerry Kelly) The screws didn’t have the heart for it. They were coming up to 
me and saying, “Look I’ve had six years of this, I don’t want another six.” I 
think that was the comeback of morale. A lot of people had been damaged over 
the long years of protest. I mean if you keep bashing yourself up against a brick 
wall time and time again it has its effect upon you. But power is accumulative 
and the effects of that bashing upon the regime meant that when a push was 
made the regime collapsed. 

 

The prison authorities later made some (half-hearted) attempts at re-integrating 

republican and loyalist prisoners5 but never succeeded. There was no commitment on 

the part of the prison guards on the ground to enforce such a policy, nor did the 

authorities at a higher level want the H Blocks back in the media spotlight again. The 

construct of the ‘criminal’ was increasingly difficult to maintain. 
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CHAPTER 10 

THE ISSUE OF PRISON WORK 

 

Introduction 

With the attainment of segregation the next task republican prisoners set themselves 

was to end prison work. Again they decided to do this from within the system. In this 

chapter I look at how they approached the issue of prison work; what it meant to 

different prisoners, depending on the different workshops they were assigned to; how 

they subverted the prison rules to their advantage; engaged in acts of sabotage in the 

workshops; and expropriated materials from the workshops for their own purposes. 

 

Fully 'conforming' 

On the morning of 1 November 1982 all republican prisoners with the exception of 

five ended the no-work protest which had lasted since September 1976. The 

republican OC in each Block in the camp informed the prison authorities that the 

prisoners were now prepared to do prison work and therefore in all respects to 

‘conform to prison rules and regulations’. Republican prisoners seen this as merely a 

tactical move and had no intention of actually doing prison work; merely of giving 

the appearance of doing so. Their intention was, by ending all forms of protest, to be 

eligible for the full range of privileges available to all ‘conforming’ prisoners, 

including educational facilities. Ultimately their intention regarding the work issue 

was to destroy the workshops and thus make it too costly for the authorities to force 

them to conduct prison work. 

 

(Brendan MacFarlane) There were some people who were absolutely opposed 
to moving into the work end of things but it was explained to them that in order 
to effect radical change and real change in the camp under the circumstances 
we needed to move into the working Blocks.  And in order to do that you had 
to ask men to accept this, in inverted commas, ‘conformity tag’ in order to 
obtain a particular objective. I had absolutely no problem with that because it 
was achievable, it was winnable under those circumstances. Prior to the hunger 
strikes it hadn’t been feasible but because of the change in circumstances, 
because of the foundation that had been laid by the blanket protest and the 
hunger strike and then the segregation campaign we had shown that we were 
able to disrupt the system. We weren’t working for the regime; we were 
working for a republican objective within the camp. A lot of men didn’t like 
the idea of having to go out to workshops but understood the tactic. 
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Within a few days of coming off the protest eighteen of us from our wing in H8 
were moved to C Wing in H4 to be mixed with about the same number of 
others who had been ‘conforming’. These included people who had been on the 
blanket protest but had left either before or after the hunger strikes, those who 
had never been on the (they went to conforming Blocks after being sentenced) 
and those who had just recently arrived in the camp. The first impression upon 
going into the wing was the amount of ‘luxuries’ that existed. Between the bars 
of cell windows sat tins of Coke and Fanta and in the small bedside lockers lay 
several packets of biscuits, bars of chocolate and packets of potato crisps. 
Those who smoked carried fat tins of tobacco. A veritable paradise.  

 

(Myself) As we moved on to the wing I met a screw who had been class officer 
in 1977/78 on one of our wings. He recognised me immediately and later came 
to my cell to tell me I would have a job as orderly on the wing starting the next 
morning. I was the only one of the 18 given a job and thought initially that this 
was an attempt to ‘rub it in to me’ as I had been on the hunger strike. Later, 
however, I formed the opinion that he actually thought he was doing me a 
favour because in the conforming wings being an orderly was something 
sought after (there were perks that went with the job). The wages for orderlies 
were better than for anyone else, they could stay out in the canteen over the 
dinner and tea breaks and watch television, they got two bed sheets changed 
each week whereas everyone else only got one, they got extra milk and had the 
first choice of the food. 

 

An uncomfortable period 

(Myself) My job as orderly was in the ablutions, the washing area. This had to 
be cleaned and scrubbed down each morning after everyone else had washed. I 
felt really self-conscious and anxious as I set out with Billy Lee (the other 
ablutions orderly) to do the work. Although I agreed with the policy of 
agreeing to do prison work to pursue our objectives and although we had 
always agreed to do work such as maintaining our own wings, it felt as if I was 
being ordered to do it rather than willingly doing it. Because no one else of the 
18 had been given a job I also felt that I stood out a bit. Generally I was 
uncomfortable with it, especially when Billy offered me a pair of prison boots 
and trousers that I could wear rather that wear my own which would get wet. I 
was horrified at the thought of wearing prison gear and declined the offer. I 
was also conscious of not wanting to offend Billy who saw it as simply 
common sense to wear some form of protective clothing. It was also very 
apparent in the wing that a lot of prisoners who had not been on the protest 
were wearing various parts of prison supplied clothing; shirts, trousers, jumpers 
and boots. There was an immediate reaction to this by us who had been on the 
blanket protest.  We didn’t accept the arguments put forward that as long as 
prison rules did not demand that we wear prison issue clothing then why not 
take from them that which was suitable rather than have families pay a lot of 
money to provide something fairly similar. The argument made a lot of sense 
but for us at that period it still seemed wrong to adopt such a pragmatic outlook 
in relation to the prison issue clothing. 
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Attitudes change 

(Myself) However, in the weeks that followed I began to relent. First I got a 
pair of boots for use in the ablutions but treated them with disdain. I wore them 
without laces and only when doing the work, never cleaned or polished them 
and never took them into my cell. However, as more and more people began to 
work and we felt we were taking more control of the work issue, rather than the 
screws dictating the pace, the issue of prison clothing became less relevant. At 
work in the various workshops men had to wear overalls or protective clothing 
of some nature and gradually the antagonism towards wearing any clothing 
provided by the prison lessened. In fact there was soon a desire to obtain boots 
not only for work purposes but also for walking the yard. We were not allowed 
boots in as part of our own personal clothes so the only way to obtain them was 
from the administration. Within a matter of weeks we had reversed out position 
and now most people sported shiny well-kept boots as they walked the yard. 
Other items of prison issue clothing were then examined; shirts, trousers and 
jumpers. Those which seemed trendy enough and of good quality were taken 
and worn and the others discarded. We increasingly adopted a more pragmatic 
approach to aspects of prison life and took from it that which suited us or 
shaped it to fit our needs. 

 

Underlying tensions 

(Brendan MacFarlane) Although the blanket protest was a voluntary protest 
and some people just couldn’t do it for whatever reasons - family or whatever - 
and there were others who it was maybe felt just didn’t attempt the protest, 
made excuses and that, there was a lot of animosity directed towards those who 
were in the conforming Blocks, especially during the hunger strikes. So once 
all our protests ended and there were shifts between the Blocks you had this 
mixture of people, some who had been on protest for five years and others who 
had never been on protest. There were tensions but you had to look objectively 
at the situation, look to the future, at what contribution people could make now 
that we were all on the one level. 

 

As well as the personal animosities, tension in the wings arose from a number of 

factors. Those who had been conforming for some years were on reasonably good 

terms with the prison guards, whereas those just off the protest barely concealed their 

aggression towards them. There was a common bond between those who had been 

on protest and a camaraderie that isolated other republican prisoners, even if that was 

not the intention. There was a desire on the part of the ex-protesters to disturb the 

tranquillity and push for radical change which frightened those who had settled down 

to simply ‘do their time and get out’. But tensions arose not just with those who had 

left the protest. Those just into jail and who did not know the dynamics of prison 

struggle were often viewed as being ‘out of touch’. Those just off protest were 

impatient and direct confrontation with the authorities rather than negotiation was 
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their first approach to any situation. This caused difficulties when the OC of a wing 

or Block was a newly sentenced man. In most situations those just off protest 

assumed leadership positions in the wings but there were others newly into prison 

who had already played a significant role in the battle for segregation and who, 

because of their experience on the outside, felt they knew best how to handle the 

prison situation. 

 

(Myself) The OC in our wing was in his forties, from Belfast and had just come 
into prison. Right from the beginning he was not accepted by those of us who 
had just come off the protest. He stood dressed from head to toe in prison issue 
clothing that was immediately a black mark against him in the eyes of many. 
He next seemed to have a cosy relationship with the screws in the wing, which 
wasn’t our view of how an OC should behave. The wing also seemed to be 
largely a group of individuals rather than a collective and although the blame 
for this could not all be laid at the foot of the OC, it was. The night we first 
moved on to the wing the OC came to me and said he would stand down as OC 
and that I could do it. I opposed that idea. We had been briefed before leaving 
the protest that we should fit into whatever structures were there and I didn’t 
want to go against that directive. Moreover, I didn’t feel competent to do the 
job although I knew that the others who came off the protest with me wanted 
me to assume such responsibility. 

 

As time went on relations between the OC and those who had come off the 
protest worsened. In general there was a feeling that the screws were getting 
away with too much and that we were not using the strength we had. We 
wanted to organise aspects of our own life such as filling out sheets for 
handicrafts, the prison shop and visits and to organise things such as the 
weekly change of laundry but the screws were insisting they do these. It was a 
question of control on their part and us wanting to wrench it from them. Our 
lack of power and the fact that it was seen that the screws felt happy with 
having this particular OC who they could deal with, created a bad situation 
which finally came to a head after several months. Seán Murray was in the 
Block, but in another wing on the other side of it, and when their wing was 
split up and he was moved over I explained the situation to him. He had 
become OC of the Block. The wing OC by this time was also under a lot of 
pressure and knew he wasn’t accepted by the men. He had tried to arrive at a 
compromise situation by making me adjutant of the wing but I had said that 
wouldn’t work. Seán’s solution was to ‘promote’ the OC to Block adjutant and 
me to wing OC. The OC knew exactly what was being done and said so to me 
but was happy that some resolution was being reached. I felt for him as I knew 
he was a sound fellow in his own right but simply didn’t have an awareness of 
prison or the history of it that we carried with us.  

 

Potential realised 
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(Myself) I called a meeting of those of us who had come off the protest and 
outlined plans I had for establishing our authority on the wing. Basically, I said 
I would approach the screws the following day and say we wanted to take 
control of our own lives as much as possible on the wing and would now be 
carrying out those functions such as shop, handicrafts etc. I assumed they 
would reject this so what we had to do was plan to force the issue. I asked for 
volunteers who would be prepared to carry out any actions that were necessary 
and which could mean them being charged and every hand in the cell went up. 
What I also asked for was that men now start to openly adopt a much more 
confident or aggressive attitude towards the screws and to make our presence 
on the wing felt, even if it was just audibly. What I wanted to create in the 
minds of the screws was that change had taken place, not just change of OC but 
a much wider change and one that contained a threat to the status quo. 

 

The following day I approached the class officer of the wing and told him I had 
taken over. He said he knew and he hoped that he could have as good a 
relationship with me as he had had with the previous OC. I said that that would 
depend on a number of things and pointed out our demands for change. He 
rejected all of them but said that possibly something could be done regarding 
the laundry change. I said we would be looking for everything and left the 
conversation at that. Later that evening I briefed the lads on the wing as to what 
was happening and we were preparing for action later in the week. It came to 
nothing however as the following morning the class officer came to me and 
said he now saw no problem in agreeing to all I had asked for. They had 
broken completely. The assistant class officer disappeared for about a week 
after this and I heard that he had gone to the PO and said that he would return 
to work once it was made clear to him who ran the wings, the authorities or the 
IRA. Whether this was true or not I approached him upon his return to the wing 
and told him what I had heard. He denied it. I said that whether it was true or 
not was irrelevant but I wanted to point out for his own benefit that should he 
be in any doubt as to who ran the wings, it was the IRA. 

 

Prison work allocated 

Within weeks of republican prisoners ending their no-work protest almost all of them 

had been allocated some form of work; a few of them as orderlies in the wings, the 

remainder to the workshops. One workshop, the concrete works, which had 

previously been closed, was re-opened to facilitate the increased number of prisoners 

now available to do work. It appeared that the prison authorities and the Northern 

Ireland Office either wanted to assure themselves that the prisoners were indeed 

prepared to do work or they saw this as a way to establish their authority over those 

who for so long had confronted them. Whatever their intentions, the implementation 

of their policy was much more difficult to achieve in practice. Problems for the 

administration arose immediately they tried to get people out to the workshops each 

morning. 
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Undermining tactics 

(Mickey Culbert) We would drag our heels going out to the concrete works. 
Everyone was meant to be out in the circle at a particular time. We delayed in 
the wings as long as we could. One or two would go out every so many 
minutes to make it appear as if there was movement but we knew that no one 
could leave the Block until everyone was ready and in the circle.  

 

It was easy to accomplish this. For instance, men would say they were waiting 
to go to the toilet. As there were only three toilets in the wing it could take 
some time before everyone had used them. As this was a perfectly natural need 
no one could be charged or forced to leave without first having the opportunity 
to visit the toilet. On other occasions men would be out in the circle and then 
say they had forgotten something and had to return to the wing. Everyone had 
to wait for them to return. 

 

If we had a visit we were excused work that day but we could also avoid going 
if we had our name down to see the doctor, governor or welfare. In fact the 
whole system would grind to a halt if everyone in the wing, or the entire Block, 
had their name down to see the doctor or governor, which was often the case 
when we wanted to make some particular point or complaint. The prison rules 
were not made to take account of organised and unified opposition to them and 
the prison authorities ran into difficulties once confronted with such 
opposition.  

 

If the screws were lucky enough and finally got everyone out into the circle 
and ready to depart to the workshops their troubles were still not over. We 
were meant to walk to the workshops in rows two abreast but no one kept to 
this. If a screw tried to impose such disciplined formation he not only got 
verbal abuse but men would then walk in an even more disorganised fashion. 
The screws soon caught on that it was best to just let us walk as we wished, in 
groups, individually or whatever, as long as they could get us quietly and 
quickly to the workshops and back.  

 

Arrival at and departure from the workshops confronted the screws with yet 
more problems. We were meant to be searched entering and leaving the 
workshops but when the screws attempted to search us we would give them 
abuse or make jokes about them. Operating as they were within a very macho 
and masculine culture they were vulnerable to insinuations that possibly they 
got a sexual pleasure out of searching men, rubbing their hands over other 
men’s bodies. The person being searched didn’t have to say anything or refuse 
a search. In that way he couldn’t be charged with any offence. But all the other 
prisoners standing around could make comments and hurl abuse. Even laughter 
was very intimidating and ridiculing in such circumstances. After a short while 
attempts at searching us were quickly dropped, except for an occasional spot 
check which was more of a timid frisk than an effective search. 
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A weak link exploited 

Not only did the prison authorities face difficulties getting the prisoners to and from 

work but once there they had a problem getting them to actually do work. A unique 

situation regarding prison rules existed in the workshops, which the republican 

prisoners exploited to their full advantage. Only a prison officer could charge a 

prisoner with refusing to do prison work; an instructor did not have such authority. 

The procedure, however, was that in those instances where an instructor felt that a 

prisoner was not working properly, or not at all, his duty was to inform a prison 

officer who would then caution the prisoner or charge him. If the instructor did not 

inform on the prisoner’s behaviour then the prison officers were unable to initiate 

charges. This was the case even in those instances where prison officers were aware 

that the prisoners were slacking. They were powerless to act until the instructor 

formally notified them. That was the prison rule. 

 

The weak link in this process was the instructor, who in most instances was a 

civilian1. All of them were informed by the prisoners’ OCs that they had no intention 

of doing any prison work but that they would give the appearance of doing so if 

governors or others in the administration came round on inspection, but not 

otherwise. Those instructors who were not prepared to tolerate such a situation were 

then confronted with a combination of subtle intimidation or outright threats of 

violence. In most instances this created the desired effect and instructors generally 

took the easy way out and came to an arrangement with the OCs. 

 

Disparity in the workshops 

(Mickey Culbert) The concrete works became known to us who worked in it as 
the independent republic. We had the screw under control. There were times 
you would see him with the sweat lashing out of him, he was a big heavy man, 
and he was the only one working. I saw him at times coming over to us and 
asking sheepishly, “Would you give me a hand here for a minute lads?” 

 

(Leo Green) There was still an attitude problem with the screws in the metal 
fab (metal fabrication workshop). We were jealous of the concrete works 
where they seemed to have a good relationship with the screws, didn’t have to 
work and got days off to go to football. In the metal fab they were still trying to 
get people to work, whereas our objective was to slow down the whole 
production process, change the climate of the place and ultimately to burn or 
wreck the workshops. We were already being told to prepare for that. 

 



203 

In those workshops where the instructors attempted to pursue the issue of work, acts 

of sabotage were carried out. Settings on machines were adjusted so that for instance 

chair legs were produced, all of varying lengths and therefore useless. Sand was 

poured into chambers meant to hold lubricating oil, then the machines switched on to 

full power, causing extensive damage. 

 

(Leo Green) You had a crowd of our ones who just wanted to wreck the 
workshops right away and to do all sorts of nasty things to the instructors and 
screws. I was OC and told one of the instructors that their problem was that 
they were trying to treat the metal fab like Mackies2. He was speaking to me in 
terms of what could be achieved if we had a greater number of hours during the 
day. I thought he was off his head. Dikel threatened to put him through one of 
the saw machines. He was going to charge Dikel and I told him to catch 
himself on. He said, “But he threatened me and he used foul language as well”. 
I couldn’t believe it but that was the type of mentality. They just didn’t 
understand what we were about or how delicate the situation was. 

 

Republican prisoners were not long in the workshops until they began to take full 

advantage of what was available to them, though not in a manner that the prison 

authorities had envisaged. In the metal fabrication workshop lathes and other 

machines were used to fashion carving tools for use on handicrafts back in the 

Blocks. In the joinery workshops wood, glue, varnish, nails, sandpaper and any other 

item which the prisoners could make personal use of were smuggled back to the 

wings. 

 

(Myself) Resources originally meant to become items of prison furniture and 
such like eventually left the prison in the form of Celtic crosses and harps, 
jewellery boxes and coffee tables to be raffled outside and the proceeds given 
to the Green Cross3. Eventually this consumption of prison resources 
progressed to the dismantling of already made objects such as doors and door 
frames, tables and desks. The high quality mahogany wood from the latter 
made excellent harps. On one occasion an item of handicrafts was not 
permitted to leave the prison because it was discovered that it contained 
stuffing from a prison mattress, cloth from the covering of the mattress and 
wood from a picture-board provided for prisoners in their cells. 

 

All of the workshops contributed to this accumulation of resources. From the paint-

spraying workshops came paint; the stitching workshops provided cloth, thread, 

needles, personally designed and stitched jeans, waistcoats, purses and a wide range 
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of oddments; from the concrete works more wood and later additional amounts of 

milk, sugar and tea-bags. 

 

(Mickey Culbert) I think the concrete works was also advantageous for other 
situations that came about in 19834. Certain appliances went missing. I 
remember a bloke from another Block saying to me that they had broken the 
electric cable of the bumper in their Block and could I steal them some of the 
extension cable in the concrete works. I asked him how much he wanted and he 
said about 30 yards. I said, “I think he’d notice that so instead of stealing it I’ll 
tell him I want it”. So I went into his office and said look, “ I... I need about 30 
yards of extension cable, I’ll tell you what it’s for...”. Before I could continue 
he said, “No, I don’t want to know”, and the next minute he lifted the cable and 
measured out 30 yards, cut it and handed it to me. The other bloke wrapped it 
around his waist and took it back to his Block. Ours was the only place where 
you weren’t searched going in and out. We had also boxed off a situation 
where we could visit other workshops during the day, so for instance if 
something had to be moved around the camp we could facilitate it. 

 

(Brendan MacFarlane) Security governors and others in the prison 
administration undoubtedly knew what was going on in the workshops but the 
political implications for the NIO was that they could say the protests were 
finished in the H Blocks and that was far more significant for them than 
whatever machinations republicans were getting up to in the workshops or 
about the place. 

 

Although the construct of the criminal prisoner was increasingly difficult to apply in 

light of developments on the ground, the policy was nevertheless pursued because 

this was the official government ‘line’. Even when it was obvious that security was 

endangered and control was being lost the construct of criminalisation (which meant 

ensuring that all prisoners were allocated work) was still held to. 

 

Although republican prisoners were adapting to the practice of going to the prison 

workshops and making whatever use they could of them for their own ends, they 

nevertheless would have preferred not to have to go there. Discussion continued as to 

what action would, should or could be eventually taken regarding the work issue and 

the camp staff received suggestions and ideas on a regular basis. Generally prisoners 

felt that at the first opportune moment the camp staff would order the destruction of 

the workshops. 
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(Raymond McCartney) During the summer of 1983 preparations were being made to 

burn the workshops. Painters were bringing back turps from their workshop and we 

were distributing this. We were looking forward to the day when we would burn 

them. 
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CHAPTER 11 

THE MASS ESCAPE OF 1983 

 

Introduction 

Imprisoned republicans have always regarded escapes and escaping as their duty1. 

Throughout the history of the Cages of Long Kesh there were numerous escapes and 

attempted escapes2. The successful attempts were mostly made in the early 1970s 

when security precautions were not so tight. Later attempts often ended in disaster. 

After 1 March 1976 those caught attempting to escape lost their special category 

status and were moved to the H Blocks (with the exception of Gerry Kelly, who 

attempted to escape from Lagan Valley hospital in 1977). These included Anthony 

McIntyre, Tom Holland, Paul Butler, Larry Marley, Pat McGeown and Brendan 

MacFarlane, all of whom ended up on the blanket protest. During the 1981 hunger 

strike there was a successful breakout by six republicans from Crumlin Road prison. 

In 1982 Gerry Kelly, Paul Hamilton, Ned Maguire, Sean McGlinchey and Jock Hone 

were caught trying to escape from the Cages and were moved to the H-Blocks. In 

1983 both Gerry Kelly and Brendan MacFarlane were involved in the mass escape 

from the H-Blocks when 38 republican prisoners took over one of the H Blocks, H7, 

held it for over two hours, then drove out through the front gates of the prison in a 

lorry which had been delivering food to the Blocks3. 

 

This chapter looks at how the preparations for that escape bid and the tactics of 

‘conditioning’ the prison guards prior to it demonstrates the extent to which the new 

thinking and tactics of the prisoners was bearing fruit. It also examines how the same 

thinking was employed post-escape to thwart the prison authorities’ attempts to 

clamp down on the prisoners and constrict the degree of freedom they had achieved 

up until then.  

 

An escape committee is formed 

(Brendan MacFarlane) There was never a time when escapes was away from 
my mind but obviously no one could even attempt it during the blanket protest 
because the environment wasn’t conducive. But once you came out of those 
conditions the environment was more open and opportunities began to present 
themselves, either by going out to visits, the hospital, the gym, the workshops, 
all the different places you travelled about in the camp. Obviously acquiring 
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apparatus to assist with escapes became much easier too. You could also hide 
things easier. 

 

In prison there are always what you would call ‘schemers’, those constantly 
looking at the prison with an eye to getting out of it. People gravitated towards 
the likes of myself, Gerry Kelly, Skeet and particularly Larry Marley, ones 
who had been in the Cages and had made escape attempts. Others who had 
come into the Blocks and had been on the blanket for years had no history of 
escapes, no experience in that regard. So a few of us formed a wee group and 
began to look seriously at ways of getting out. Then, because so many ideas 
started to come in from around the camp, we decided to set up an escape 
committee and the camp staff asked Larry to oversee that. Larry identified 
people in each Block who had a particular mentality because if you didn’t have 
that mentality you would walk past things and not see them. I acted as co-
ordinator in the Block I was in and then became second to Larry on the escape 
committee. I didn’t want to take on the role because I myself was actively 
working on ideas for escapes and if it was the case that you came up with 
something and were working on it but were also on the committee and 
someone else submitted a similar sort of idea as your own, you would feel a bit 
awkward about it. You wouldn’t want to go on an escape and some guy in 
another Block thinking you had stolen his idea. So I was initially refusing the 
role of second in command to Larry on this basis and he said to me, “Look, just 
take it, there’s something going down.” We got talking about it later and Larry 
told me about the idea of taking over the Block. I said, “Look, you couldn’t do 
that without weapons.” I knew because I had looked at it on my travels around 
the Block. There were too many nerve centres. Larry said, “Yes, I know, but 
the IRA’s prepared to run with it. They’re prepared to provide the weaponry.” I 
couldn’t believe it4. From looking at possible escapes on a small scale my 
confidence suddenly soared. So we began to talk about it among a small group 
of people. 

 

(Gerry Kelly) I became aware I was being sussed out about my view on 
escapes so I knew from experience something was being put together and soon 
I was approached. I was asked my opinion and I was very sceptical, not in the 
sense that I thought the plan wasn’t good, it was very workable, very feasible, 
but I had worked on ideas like that in the past. The idea wasn’t new. Myself 
and others had been thinking in terms of taking over the camp, probably ever 
since the camp opened. So mass escapes weren’t new in terms of concept. 
What we knew however was that they weren’t going to work because of the 
need for weapons to be supplied from outside, which outside was always 
reluctant to provide. After speaking to the ‘Big Effort’ and learning what we 
had available to us for the ‘83 attempt I got more into it. I got more enthused, 
more excited, more interested. I actually got much more confident also. 

 

I had substantial organising to do in my wing and was glad to be involved in it. 
I was in a different wing from the core of it. I knew I wasn’t going to be in a 
wing on the day of the escape5 so I was bringing someone along with me in 
terms of the planning and that. 
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The size of the escape that was being planned (in terms of numbers who would take 

part in it) was matched only by the sheer audacity of the prisoners to believe that 

they could take over an entire H Block in the middle of a prison that was regarded as 

one of the most secure, if not the most secure, in Europe. For the plan to succeed it 

was going to require much more than the availability of weapons. A complete 

relaxation and breakdown in security precautions on the part of the guards was also 

necessary. That would require a massive psychological conditioning of the guards 

which, to be implemented, required a radical break from previous attitudes and 

behaviour towards guards. 

 

(Brendan MacFarlane) Part of the development of it was to work on the screws, 
not just for escapes but in general to improve the quality of life in the Blocks. 
We had to break down their domineering attitude and in a sense that was not 
too difficult to do because once we were out of our cells the screws were not 
going to be too aggressive. So we set out to create a relaxed environment. The 
only way any jail operates and functions is if there is a degree of co-operation 
between the administration and the prisoners in the way that daily life is 
structured. We effectively set about doing that. Not everyone was happy with 
the manner in which we dealt with the screws because it meant standing talking 
to them, and that included those screws who had brutalised prisoners during the 
protest. Now we never asked people to show respect towards the screws but to 
act in a particular manner towards them. Just be pleasant. Another thing is you 
don’t get any points for being a ‘nasty’ for the sake of being nasty. We needed 
to get rid of the inmate tag and bring it onto the level of first name terms. That 
made it more difficult for them to enforce any restrictive policies. We were 
able to move about the wings, from wing to wing, out to the front of the Block, 
out to the front gate. From the first day we gave up all protests we went out of 
the cells with the attitude that we were going to break down all of the 
procedures they had in place. We would set the agenda. We would control our 
own lives. There was going to be no regimentation imposed by them. There 
were confrontations in the early days but again the big thing we had in our 
favour was that the NIO wanted us out to work. I saw me being stopped by 
screws and having hassle and me saying to them. “Look, I don’t have to go out 
with this brush and shovel to clean the yard. I’d much prefer to lie down in my 
cell reading a book. The only reason I’m doing it is because the IRA has told 
me to do it.” And because they didn’t want to provoke a confrontation they 
would say, “OK, OK, go on ahead there.” I would then say, “Look, I don’t 
want any more interrogations about where I am going. I’m not going to the 
PDF club in Andersonstown, I’m going over to that other wing.”  We were 
pretty aggressive about it in the early days and it soon broke them down. 

 

The prisoners had moved from a position of resisting the label of criminal to actually 

constructing the new one of rational, intelligent, mannerly person who will only react 

aggressively if provoked. They were able to ‘explain away’ the reason why even the 
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most prominent individuals during the blanket protest and hunger strikes were now 

doing prison work when for years they had refused, by saying that the IRA were now 

ordering them to do so and for no other reason. The message being that, within 

reason, they had ‘accepted their lot’ and were prepared to make the most of it if the 

prison guards were willing to ‘play ball’. 

 

(Brendan MacFarlane) Because of my reputation in the jail and having 
attempted to escape in the past I was not allowed to work outside of the Blocks 
in the workshops. A screw actually came and told me that soon after we gave 
up the protest, and he then said to me, “See the orderly’s job in the stores, 
doing the yards?  That’s the one you want to go for. You’re finished your work 
by eleven o’clock in the morning.” So I said, “No problem, that’ll do me.” That 
gave me the run of the Block any time of the day. Others took on other roles as 
orderlies in the circle, people like Tony McAllister and Gerry Kelly. By being 
in the circle we were able to build up a profile on all the screws and governors. 
Who the security screws were. What governors are like. We could pick up on 
all the back-stabbing between the screws. 

 

(Gerry Kelly) There were some very complicated briefs and at the stage of 
working out briefs it was all ‘volunteer A’ and ‘volunteer B’; no one had yet 
been picked to carry out these briefs. I had to suss out who would be prepared 
to go on the escape without actually asking them. It might have been easier for 
me than most to do that as people knew I had been involved in a series of 
escapes. It was a natural thing for me to talk about so it wasn’t a big security 
thing. You had to make value judgements on people to make sure such and 
such a thing did happen, that such and such a thing did not happen. Who you 
could depend on. And then you had to talk to screws. I hadn’t talked to them in 
years but knew I had to talk to them because I had to be in the circle to carry 
out my brief on the escape. I remember talking to Steve the Greek who people 
had told me had been an animal during the blanket and when I asked him for 
something and called him, ‘Steve’, the guy nearly did somersaults to get it for 
me.  

 

(Brendan MacFarlane) We got back-ripped for helping the screws with 
crosswords and for making them tea. I saw me going over to the screw in the 
control room and asking did he want a cup of tea as I was making one for 
myself. He would say, “Aye” so I would make it and pass it in the grille to him. 
Then I would ask if he wanted a bit of toast and go off and make it and bring it 
out on a plate. Well, you can’t put a plate of toast through the grille so he 
would open it. See once he did it once, the grille to the control room opened 
every time you went over to it. I would say to the screw in the control room, 
“Here, I’m brushing the circle I’ll brush out the control room for you when I’m 
at it, no problem, away and get yourself a cup of coffee”. And he would walk 
out of the control room, leave the gate open and me in brushing it out. This was 
the nerve centre of the Block, supposed to be locked at all times. I could see all 
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the controls and how they worked. But obviously you couldn’t tell people what 
you were doing and why, so we got back-ripped. 

 

(Raymond McCartney) Cormac MacAirt had been in my wing on the blanket 
and you knew he was a hard man, took no crap from screws and listening to 
him and Fat Joe talking you knew that growing up fighting had been part of 
their culture. We were pretty close. One day down in the workshops Jaz, who 
was in H7, said to me about going out to the circle to see S.....6 and S..... had 
said, “Give me a couple of minutes”, and Jaz says, “Here’s Cormac lying 
across the desk, two cups of tea ...” and then the next thing I hear is Cormac is 
the orderly in the kitchen and he’s making the screws toast and fries and that. I 
was saying, “Christ, what’s going on and what’s gotten into their heads?” 

 

(Brendan MacFarlane) We worked at it within a small circle, sussed everything 
out, were careful about who we approached and ensured that we maintained the 
environment that we had created. In fact our Block had become known among 
the screws as the ‘welfare Block’, even to the extent that we were so well 
trusted by the screws. The screw in charge of the stores had a cupboard where 
he kept the chocolate, crisps and minerals for the screws. Someone robbed it of 
£600 one time, a screw. From then on he used to give the key of the cupboard 
to me if he was leaving the Block. I said to him, “You just got robbed of £600 
and you’re giving me the key to the cupboard.” He said, “You boys aren’t in 
here for stealing, youse aren’t thieves, youse are in for a political thing.” He 
said, “I’d trust youse more than I’d trust some of the people out in that circle.”  
It actually came to the point that because our Block was so lax I thought it 
might actually cause problems for us because other screws were talking about 
it in their club and jokes were made about H7 and there was a cartoon up on 
the wall in their club, a caricature of me with a screw’s hat on, so I spoke to 
Bobby (Storey) about it and we decided to limit the amount of movement that 
was going on. We stopped people from running back and forward from wing to 
wing and out to the stores. We cut back a bit on things like that. That caused us 
a bit of a problem with our own lads who wondered why they could not run 
about as they wished, surely that’s what we wanted to do since we came off the 
protest. But we had to limit it to a few people. We had the situation for instance 
that a grille would be opened for me when the screw saw me approaching. I 
might be ten foot away but he would open it. But if it was someone else they 
would have to ask and at times that led to an argument with the screw who 
wanted to know where they were going, whereas in my case it was opened 
without asking. Even the front gate, the screw would open it when he saw me 
coming. We had to keep that level so that when the screw in the circle saw me, 
or Gerry Kelly, or Bobby Storey approach they automatically opened the gate. 
They were conditioned to thinking, “He’s coming out here, he has a reason to 
be out here, I don’t want him standing at the grilles waiting on me to open it”. 

 

Sykes (1958) argues that for a prison to function smoothly it requires the co-

operation of its inmates. In this instance the republican prisoners made themselves so 

much a part of the daily maintenance of the Block that the guards regarded them as 
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almost another part of the prison service – not prisoners. In one sense the policy of 

criminalisation had worked in the minds of the guards. These prisoners were not IRA 

men. They were not the type of people they heard described in the media. They were 

not dangerous, they were not subversive. They were interesting, decent and 

trustworthy. To their comrades in the other Blocks, however, they were increasingly 

being seen as people who were carving out a comfortable life for themselves at the 

cost of their republican principles. 

 

In the run up to the final days before the escape there was the ongoing fear that those 

prisoners who were to play a pivotal role on the day might be moved to another 

Block. There were other fears and tense periods also. About three weeks before the 

escape was due to go into operation the guards went on strike and at one point the 

RUC had to be brought in to carry out their duties. Then the usual food lorry, the one 

with the closed in back which was crucial to the escape bid, broke down the week 

before the escape and was replaced with an open-back lorry. However, the usual one 

was repaired within a few days. 

 

On 25 September 1983 republican prisoners took control of H Block 7 and held it for 

two hours. The operation to take command of the Block went smoothly enough, 

though when one warder, the one in the control room, tried to raise the alarm he was 

shot and injured. All guards were taken to the classrooms and tied up and gagged. All 

other prisoners not going on the escape were locked in their cells. 

 

When the food lorry arrived the driver was taken hostage, briefed as to what was 

happening and then ordered to drive the lorry out of the camp. He was told that a 

grenade was attached to the driver’s seat of the lorry and that if he attempted to jump 

out of the lorry the grenade would explode. Besides that, one of the prisoners would 

travel in the front of the lorry on the floor, with a gun, and he would shoot the driver 

if he attempted to abandon the lorry. The driver agreed to carry out the instructions. 

 

Prisoners had to meet certain criteria to be on the escape. Firstly, they had to be an 

IRA volunteer or a civilian in on a charge connected with the IRA. They also had to 

have more than three years to do. The thinking behind it was that because it was an 

escape using weapons, there was the possibility of people being shot, and anyone 
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involved in it could be charged with possession of weapons, attempted murder or 

murder. So it was not advisable for anyone with only a few years left to serve to go 

on it, though some argued that they should be allowed to go. 

 

Thirty eight prisoners climbed into the back of the lorry. Other prisoners who acted 

as a back-up to the operation let the lorry out of the Block then locked the front gates 

and entrances into the Block and returned to their cells. 

 

The lorry passed through all the internal gates without hindrance but because of a 

delay in getting everyone into the lorry and out of the Block the escape was running 

behind time. When the escaping prisoners eventually reached the outer gate and took 

control of it the evening shift of prison guards was coming on and this presented 

problems. All of the guards entering the prison had to be taken hostage and as their 

numbers increased they became more resistant. At that stage it was impossible to 

drive the lorry out of the prison and a decision was made that the prisoners should 

open the front gates and make a run for it. In the melee that followed one of them 

was shot by a soldier on duty in one of the sentry boxes but because some of the 

escaping prisoners were still wearing the uniforms of guards and the guards coming 

on duty were still in civilian dress, there was general confusion as to who were 

prisoners and who were guards. Cars were commandeered and hand-to-hand fighting 

took place.  In the end nineteen of the thirty eight prisoners escaped. 

 

(Gerry Kelly) The escape went off very well, very disciplined. There were 
injuries but they were relative to the size of the operation and in my opinion 
relative to the brutality that was previously handed out by the screws over the 
years. In my opinion it was exceptionally disciplined. That was one of the 
things we laid great stress on in the preparation of the escape. 

 

A number of things gelled in relation to the escape. There were people who 
were only into jail a short time and others who had been in a long time. 
Probably out of the ones who escaped I had been in longest, which was a 
problem people had to assess because if you are that long away from 
operations can you still do the business? And I had to assess that myself. But 
there were people whose contacts were still fresh with outside and who had 
fresh minds. The personal contact with outside and the personal belief in 
people was a crucial factor. There was faith in people who weren’t long in. I 
think also it was a new era, even for those who had been in jail for a few years. 
They had been in during the blanket [protest] and this was a totally new 
situation, a new lease of life. So although people had been in for a long time 
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they had been revitalised by the situation through the segregation campaign 
which was a victory in itself. 

 

The other thing about it, and it is something about our escapes, each of them 
are different. I always think of the one off the boat7 and I just don’t think I 
could have gone on it. I just don’t think I would be strong enough to swim that 
channel. The one from the Crum, which was shooting everywhere. The one 
from Portlaoise for audacity. The main feature of the 1983 one from the Blocks 
was the detail and the great discipline and unity. Everyone played their part. 
The only way an intricate thing like that can work is if everyone does their own 
job and concentrates on their own job. 

 

Apart from attention to detail, discipline and unity, the other factor crucial to the 

success of an operation such as the escape was security and secrecy. Despite the 

number of people involved in the 1983 escape, the scale of it, the preparation that 

had to be done over a period of months, there was no ‘loose talk’ about it. It took 

both the authorities and other prisoners totally by surprise. The escape also took 

place in a climate of ‘supergrasses’ on the outside. A number of people involved in 

the IRA and the INLA upon arrest had agreed to give evidence against former 

comrades and associates and a series of prominent trials were then underway 

involving a large number of defendants. Morale in the republican/nationalist 

community had been sapped by such developments. The escape restored that morale. 

It showed that the IRA could mount operations on a major scale in the middle of the 

tightest security complex in the north of Ireland and catch the authorities totally 

unaware. Once again prisoners soared in the estimation of the republican community 

on the outside just as they had done during the blanket protest and hunger strikes. 

The prisoners were not just IRA volunteers who they could hold in high regard, they 

were the best, most ingenious, trustworthy volunteers the IRA had within its ranks. 

 

Prisoners in the other Blocks were unaware of what was taking place in H Block 7. 

The first they knew that something had happened was when they were informed that 

they had to lock up and that the tea, which had not arrived by then, would come later. 

Shortly afterwards, soldiers and RUC men appeared in the front yard of the Blocks 

and then the news headlines on radio were that an escape had taken place from Long 

Kesh. The prisoners were stunned. But as more information became available 

through news bulletins that evening, and the Block from which the escape had taken 
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place was identified, things that had puzzled some people in the recent past suddenly 

became clear. 

 

A number of crucial elements came together to make the mass escape of 1983 

happen. Firstly, there were people in prison for many years who had already an 

experience at attempting to escape and who were still committed to that goal, Larry 

Marley being the most notorious of them. Most republican prisoners were serving 

life sentences or long terms of imprisonment, made even longer by the amount of 

remission lost during the prison protests. There was therefore a great incentive to 

escape. Of major importance, however, and what was crucial to the success of the 

operation was the willingness of the IRA on the outside to assist in the escape 

attempt by providing weapons to the prisoners and putting in place extensive back-up 

facilities on the outside on the day of the escape. The IRA had never before provided 

such assistance to prisoners. What made the difference in this instance was that a 

number of senior and very experienced and committed volunteers had recently been 

imprisoned. The leadership on the outside knew them well, valued their judgement 

on military matters, and trusted them to be circumspect in their handling and use of 

the weapons. If they believed the escape was possible then the leadership on the 

outside was prepared to play its role in assisting its implementation. It therefore was 

down to the prisoners to create the conditions that would facilitate an escape attempt 

and to provide the routes for the supply of weapons into the camp from the IRA on 

the outside.  

 

The mass escape of 1983 was on a scale never before seen in the history of Long 

Kesh. Sir James Hennessy (in MacUileagóid, 1996), former chief inspector for 

prisons who later conducted the inquiry into the escape said: 

 
I would refer to the Maze prison at the time, as being rather like Colditz during 
the war, which was an impregnable fortress. For these prisoners to have got 
control of their block ... in a matter of twenty minutes, was absolutely 
staggering. I think anybody to have achieved that, must regard it as a matter of 
congratulations (p. 176). 

 
It was much more than an escape though; it was a military operation that required 

precision timing, a detailed knowledge of the layout of the camp, the work-rotas and 

routine of the guards, the positioning and operation of security systems, and, most 
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importantly, the psychological conditioning of the guards in the months prior to the 

escape bid. Without them accepting the prisoners in ‘a new light’ the guards would 

not have relaxed their security procedures in the manner in which they did. The 

prisoners were able, if only temporarily and within a particular section of the prison, 

to deconstruct the popular image of the republican prisoner held by the guards and 

which was still propagated from the upper echelons of the administration. 

 

In setting about this elaborate and false construction the prisoners showed an 

intuition if not a conscious awareness of the power of social relations and social 

intercourse. They understood how the prison system functioned and exploited the 

fears and insecurities of the guards. They knew that if the guard on the ground could 

be won over as a ‘friend’ then the security procedures he was obliged to implement 

would be disregarded. Social relations and the power and influence of immediate 

physical and social presence was more influential in the end than remote 

administrative superiors and abstract security regulations. 

 

In terms of the magnitude of the escape plan, the fact that the prisoners were so 

willing to pursue it, strong in their beliefs that it had a very good chance of success , 

reflected a confidence in their individual and collective abilities. Given that the 

escape took place less than two years after the ending of the 1981 hunger strike, 

which itself followed five years of being totally confined to cells, shows that far from 

being demoralised after the ending of the hunger strike the prisoners had 

immediately set out to acquire an intimate knowledge of the camp to use towards that 

particular end. The implementation of the actual escape bid itself equally displays 

both an organisational and moral discipline which conflicts greatly with the 

stereotype of ‘criminal’, ‘psychopath’ or ‘terrorist’. What must have been even more 

shocking for the prison authorities and the NIO was the chance discovery less than 

one year later of plans by republican prisoners, already in its final stages, to take over 

the entire camp through gaining access to the Emergency Control Block. Larry 

Marley, the brains behind the 1983 escape, was once again the driving force behind 

this scheme. He had bribed a prison guard who had a detailed knowledge of the 

Control Block. The plan was foiled when the guard went into a local RUC on an 

unconnected matter but then confessed his involvement (see MacUileagóid, 1996, p. 

176).  
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The period 1982-83 within the prison was significant in that, simultaneously, 

republican prisoners were involved in the creation of a number of constructs. Within 

the workshops they employed tactics of intimidation of the guards, playing upon the 

latter’s fears and exploiting their past history as blanket men in a similar manner as 

they did in the campaign to achieve segregation. The prisoners ‘confirmed’ the view 

that they were people who could not be ‘reasoned with’; they were outside the 

bounds of common ‘decency’; they operated under a deviant ‘moral code’. The best 

that one could hope for was to keep them pacified. Within the individual H Blocks 

(with the exception of H 7) the prisoners were attempting to establish their identity as 

a formal grouping of political prisoners with their own command structures by 

ensuring that dealings between them and the authorities was conducted via the OCs. 

The tactic employed in this instance was one of refusing to obey all directives from 

guards and members of the prison administration until such time as the OC had been 

informed and given his consent. The manner was not intimidatory. It emphasised a 

chain of command and its purpose was to identify the OC and  enhance his authority 

in the eyes of the prison authorities and guards. So, within the same prison, during 

the same period of time, the prisoners were pursuing a number of different strategies 

using different constructs. In H 7 they were helpful and amicable; in the other Blocks 

they were distant and aloof; in the workshops they were hostile and disruptive. As far 

as the prisoners were concerned there was no contradiction in their behaviour. They 

were true to themselves as political prisoners and as IRA volunteers. They had learnt, 

however, the power of social constructs and exploited that to their advantage in each 

instance. 

 

 

The aftermath of the escape 

Some hours after the escape the RUC entered H7 and searched the Block and the 

prisoners. They then withdrew from the prison. 

 

(Seán Murray) The RUC left the Block and handed control over to the POA 
and I say the POA because in the immediate aftermath of the escape the POA 
took control, not the prison administration. It’s important that that’s 
understood. The POA took control of H8 and that’s why you had a very 
dangerous situation. They came in to the cells and told you to take your shoes 
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and socks off. I refused because I knew rightly why they wanted them off. 
They pulled me out of the cell by the hair and I got beaten the whole way down 
the wing to the toilet area. I was stripped, physically stripped because we 
wouldn’t strip for them. They turned you upside down, gave you your clothes 
back, you were handcuffed to a screw then run through the circle. You were 
being beaten and kicked8. They had dogs. What saved me was that I was 
handcuffed to a young screw and I pulled him in the way of the dogs anytime 
they were close so he got bitten a few times. It depended on what screw you 
got. Some weren’t really bothering. Others were out to get you. 

 

In the immediate aftermath of the escape there was a breakdown of discipline in the 

prison regime with prison guards taking complete control of the prison for three 

days, denying prisoners access to visits, governors, doctors, and the probation 

service. All the Blocks were thoroughly searched and all handicrafts and handicraft 

facilities removed. In the weeks that followed, republican prisoners fought back 

against attempts to once again confine them to their cells but it appears another battle 

was going on simultaneously between the upper levels of the prison authorities and 

the guards on the ground. 

 

About three weeks after the escape the prison authorities formed a new wing in H 

Block 8 which at that time housed all those prisoners who had been in H7 on the day 

of the escape. There are two theories as to why the wing was created. One, that the 

authorities were trying to break that particular group of prisoners and that way move 

on to break others in the camp; and the other theory that the NIO wanted to break the 

POA and thought that this was the way to do it. 

 

(Raymond McCartney) Looking at the make-up of the wing you couldn’t say it 
was just by chance that that particular group of people were brought together. 
Dutch, Deuce, Livvy, Pat Beag; if you were picking a wing to be a strong wing 
then they did it very well. I don’t know that we saw it at the time as a grand 
plan by the administration. We were just concerned by what was happening in 
that Block. We had to break what was happening. We reckoned that if they got 
on top of us then they would break the other three wings. There was a 
succession of OCs because many ended up on the boards for shouting ‘faoi 
ghlas’9 as the screws were attempting to call people out of the canteen by their 
cell numbers. 

 

It took us a while to find out where we were but once we did we tackled things 
head on, very directly. When it became clear to us that we would have to punch 
screws to break their grip on the wing I have to give people their dues, they all 
came forward and volunteered and lists were drawn up. 
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The other three wings in H8 were very slow at fighting back. I think part of it 
was that psychological.  They had not long to do - because that’s the logic 
behind them not being allowed to go on the escape in the first place - so why 
bother getting into all the hassle now? They had also been locked up 
continuously for about a month not knowing when they would be getting out 
again. It would be wrong to say they were beaten. I think they had been 
squeezed and were now breathing whereas we were never squeezed. 

 

(Seán Murray) Morale was low for a few days after we were moved across to 
H8. I think people were afraid the screws would come round the cells and 
inflict more beatings on them. But after a while life came back to the wing. 
People got up and talked out the door. We started to get out of the cells again. 
Once out, we started to put pressure on the screws again, break them down. We 
had been through it during the segregation so knew what to do. We did it on a 
systematic basis, everyone involved. 

 

(Raymond McCartney) It’s funny how at certain times a physical presence in 
the wings can make a difference to the screws. Deuce was OC of the wing and 
there’s no doubt that when Deuce went to talk to the screws they listened 
because he was big and because of the finger pointing, “Get them doors open 
now”. If it had been someone small like me they would have ignored us but 
with Deuce the screws would be saying, “Right big lad, let’s get going”. 

 

I think the POA were determined if they could get a harsh regime in H8 they 
could go out to the other Blocks and do the same and I don’t know if you can 
see it as that sinister, that the NIO saw it as a way of breaking the POA. 
Possibly if the POA had got more backing it might have lasted a while longer 
but we broke it. 

 

(Myself) The situation in the camp post-escape provided an ideal opportunity 
for old schisms to end as everyone united against the administration’s attempts 
to suppress us. In one sense everyone had to get involved because unlike the 
blanket protest there was nowhere else to go. In such conditions, with an end to 
prison work and handicrafts, discussion once again thrived and we were able to 
catch up with the hectic pace of events and the change that had been brought to 
our own lives over the previous two years. 

 

Throughout the prison republican prisoners fought back against attempts by the 

prison authorities to confine them to their cells and to reinstate many of the prison 

rules and procedures that had fallen into disuse over the previous two years. 

Facilities such as inter-wing association and handicrafts were denied for several 

years. The gym and football pitches were closed for many months. A maximum of 

six prisoners was allowed on the wing at any one time. All cell doors were to be 
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locked at all times. Security and control, not conformity, became the dominant 

themes of the prison regime as they attempted to assert their authority over the 

situation. In all Blocks a riot team made up of prison guards was constantly on stand-

by and was often brought into the wings when guards felt that prisoners were not 

conforming to the new policies. Many of the prison guards who had not been present 

in republican wings since the time of the blanket protest reappeared. The construct of 

criminal had broken down to be replaced by ‘dangerous, subversive, unruly, non-

conforming, republican terrorist’ who needed to be physically contained. 

 

Litigation 

The prisoners fought back in a number of ways against the attempts to restrict their 

freedom of movement. On the wings they used intimidation, verbal abuse and 

occasionally physical assault upon the guards to get them to desist from 

implementing policy. They tackled governors and chief officers in a verbally 

aggressive manner and submitted countless petitions to the NIO protesting about 

their conditions of confinement and removal of facilities. The authorities responded 

by charging prisoners with issuing threats and refusing to obey prison rules and 

regulations. At any one time a significant number of prisoners would be held in the 

punishment cells on a variety of charges. It was during this period that the prisoners, 

as part of an increasingly pragmatic approach to prison struggle, changed their stance 

in relation to the governor’s adjudication process. Previously, when charged with any 

offence, republicans refused to take any part in the proceedings, were subsequently 

found guilty on the word of a prison officer, and sentenced to solitary confinement, 

loss of remission and loss of privileges. In an attempt to combat this the camp staff 

instructed anyone charged with offences to challenge them at the adjudication 

process and to request legal advice if required. First, though, a court case had to be 

taken on the outside to see whether or not prisoners had the right to challenge the 

governors’ ‘adjudications’ and system of imposing punishments. The court decided 

that they had. The prison authorities appealed the decision but lost. 

 

(Mickey Culbert) I took the first legal case which won a judicial review of a 
governor’s decision at a disciplinary hearing. I had been charged after a bit of 
hassle in the wing with a screw. I was charged with threatening him. The next 
day on the boards the screw gave his evidence. I questioned him for about a 
day and a half. He was really tortured. At the end of it the governor said, “I 
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have listened to all you’ve had to say and nothing that you have said in any 
way negates what the officer said”. He had been writing notes throughout so I 
asked him to read them out and he did. I then said, “You’ve just told me that 
my word does nothing to operate against a decision that you have already 
made.”  He wrote this down also. I said, “That means your mind was made up 
when you were listening to me”. I was sentenced to three days on the boards 
but got a solicitor the next morning and told him verbatim what had happened. 
It went to court and I won it. I won it because the screw never thought I would 
challenge it. After he had given his evidence he was shocked when I asked, 
“Right, where were you standing in the wing? Where was I? Who else was on 
the wing?” And so on. He hadn’t a clue. He was nervous and besides that 
couldn’t even remember the sequence of events. 

 

The change in policy by the prisoners in relation to the internal adjudication process 

had a massive debilitating impact upon the power of the prison guards to charge and 

convict prisoners. In most instances it was their word against not only the prisoner’s 

but that of several eye-witnesses (other prisoners) who the prisoner could call in his 

defence. In those cases where the governor still found the prisoner guilty the case 

was then appealed to an outside court. In most instances the guilty verdict was then 

overturned. The prison authorities were effectively stripped of much of their power 

to impose disciplinary measures. 

 

The other major factor which prevented the prison authorities from re-establishing 

any serious degree of control over the prisoners in the wings was the IRA killing of 

Assistant Governor McConnell in 1984. Governor McConnell had been to the fore in 

attempting to enforce prison policy in the aftermath of the escape. He had also been 

present on the night the escapees were caught and had overseen the transfer of 

prisoners from H7 to H8. 

 

(Myself) At the time McConnell was executed by the IRA I was OC in H 
Block 2. The situation was still fairly tense in the wings at that time and 
movement restricted. I was instructed by the camp staff at one stage to inform 
the assistant governor in the Block that we, the republican prisoners, felt we 
had exhausted all methods open to us to alleviate the situation and restore some 
sort of more relaxed conditions and that we had now asked our organisation on 
the outside to assist us. I had to get the governor to put that in writing, which 
he did. It was very clear to all what was being said though I had no indication 
at the time as to what was to happen. Three days later Governor McConnell 
was shot dead. 
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Few others in the prison service were willing to take Governor McConnell’s place to 

the fore in pushing prison policy but one who did was Paddy Joe Kerr, a Principal 

Officer who had been in charge of H Block 3 during the blanket protest. Kerr was 

hated by the prisoners who accused him of overseeing a regime of brutality, 

including the first widespread forced washes of prisoners on protest in 1978. In 1985 

as Kerr left Sunday mass in Armagh Cathedral he was gunned down on the steps.  

 

The Hennessey Report (1984) commissioned by the government in the wake of the 

escape made a number of recommendations concerning security of the prison and it 

was these guidelines which governed prison policy over subsequent years. One of the 

most significant recommendations however was not introduced; that the policy of 

segregation of prisoners should be ended, demonstrating that the government can be 

selective in its acceptance and implementation of the findings of such reports. One 

other immediate result of the escape was that the prison workshops were closed. 

Republicans had, indirectly, achieved yet another one of their demands less than two 

years from the ending of the 1981 hunger strike. 
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SECTION THREE 

Section Three looks at the developments in the H Blocks post 1983. Following the 

mass escape the prison authorities abandoned their attempts to make republican 

prisoners do prison work. This meant that one more of the prisoners’ original five 

demands had been achieved. The authorities were still not prepared, however, to 

recognise the prisoners as political and deal with their appointed leadership and 

many more battles had to be fought before that situation finally came about. In the 

meantime, the new conditions pertaining within the H Blocks allowed the prisoners 

to focus on issues internal to their own grouping such as the development of a 

campwide education programme and the development of radically new forms of 

collective organisation and responsibility-sharing.  

 

Those changes did not come about easily, quickly, or without conflict. Differences of 

opinion among the prisoners over the organisational and political direction being 

taken finally led to a parting of the ways for some of them including two who had 

participated in the hunger strike of 1980. 
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CHAPTER 12 

COMMUNES 

 

Introduction 

Prisoners who had special category status were allowed to receive from outside one 

food parcel each week. These included meat, bread, sweets, fruit, cakes, biscuits, 

cigarettes and toiletries. Prisoners formed co-operatives, or ‘cliques’ as they were 

known, to share these scant resources out. Cliques structured the arrival of the food 

parcels over the course of the entire week, if possible, rather than have them all 

arriving on the one day. Depending on how successful this was, the jail food would 

rarely be eaten. The cliques on average consisted of 5-6 people but occasionally they 

could be as large as 20 and were usually made up of people from the same area; 

Ballymurphy, the Short Strand, the Bogside, South Derry, East Tyrone and so forth.  

 

In the H Blocks in the 1980s republican prisoners were not entitled to food parcels 

but they began to put in place a communal lifestyle, sharing the scant resources they 

had available to them and building on the culture of sharing that had developed 

during the blanket protest. But it was not based on small co-operatives. The prisoners 

established wing communes which had up to 45 men in them. All resources entering 

the wing were collectivised and then shared out. This system was not achieved 

overnight and many fears and individualistic attitudes had first to be broken down, 

but gradually the ‘wing commune’ became a common feature and through it the 

prisoners were able to not only share goods but to become self-sufficient to some 

degree in other regards. 

 

‘An bia beatha’: the food of life on the blanket 

In the H-Blocks during the blanket protest the only item of ‘luxury’ that reached the 

prisoners from the outside world was tobacco and that had to be smuggled in1. This 

in turn was shared out in a communal manner, the exact form of which varied from 

wing to wing and depended on the amount of tobacco coming in to the wing. This 

depended upon the number of people bringing it back from visits. If a non-smoker 

brought tobacco back from his visit he would most likely divide it equally amongst 

the whole wing or give it to the OC of the wing to divide. He might also ‘box off’ a 

particular friend or two with a little extra. Smokers themselves would also divide 
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what they smuggled back amongst all the smokers but usually would also retain 

something extra for themselves and a few close mates. 

 

The system suited everyone because even though there would have been an 

inclination to hold on to what was smuggled for personal consumption conditions 

mitigated against that. Each person had only one visit per month and tobacco held in 

such conditions for a lengthy period would dry up after some time. Giving it out to 

others meant you would also receive in return and that way a fairly continuous if 

sparse supply of tobacco was maintained in the wing. Just as people in the cliques in 

the Cages staggered their food parcels over each week so too the blanketmen 

staggered their visits over each month. Primarily this was to ensure regular contact 

with the outside world but it also meant a steady supply of ‘bia beatha’ (Irish, 

meaning ‘food of life’, in this instance, tobacco) came into the wings. 

 

With the ending of the second hunger strike in 1981 conditions for the prisoners 

changed. Conforming prisoners at this time were permitted a fruit parcel each week 

consisting of 4lbs of apples, oranges or pears. They could also get two books per 

week, two newspapers and two magazines. In the ‘non-conforming’ Blocks the 

orderlies were eligible to receive these; the other prisoners were allowed only 

toiletries. However, what was received in the orderlies’ parcels was shared out as 

best as possible and the prison wages which the orderlies received for working was 

also distributed among the whole wing, amounting to about 40-50 pence per man per 

week. 

 

(Myself) Each week we would write out what we wanted to buy with the 
amount of money allocated to us and the orderlies would buy it in the prison 
shop and give it to us later. Normally 3-4 people clubbed their money together 
to allow them to buy luxuries such as tobacco and chocolate biscuits.  

 

Besides the prison wage to spend in the shop conforming prisoners could also 
‘double up’. This meant that they could spend from their own personal account 
(money left in by family and friends) the equivalent of their prison wage. A 
system was arranged therefore whereby each week the families of the other 
prisoners still on protest deposited money in the account of the orderlies. This 
meant that the overall amount available to be spent on the wing was twice what 
it would have been had there been sole reliance on the prison wage. It also 
meant that the cost of such a system was not left to the families of the orderlies 
but was spread throughout the wing. When the ‘no-work’ protest ended in 
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November 1982 all republican prisoners then became eligible to receive a 
prison wage and could purchase articles from the prison shop. 

 

Following the ending of the ‘no-work’ protest and the dispersal of republican 

prisoners throughout the segregated republican wings there occurred something of a 

culture clash. Those who had been on protest together for years had shared the little 

they had whereas those in the conforming Blocks had a more individualistic attitude. 

 

(Mickey Culbert) When we joined with the others who had been conforming 
we were seen as a major problem to some people. I couldn’t believe the selfish 
attitudes and the individualism compared to what we had been used to for years 
during the blanket and afterwards. I was totally committed to ensuring that that 
type of life would not hold sway, to establishing that whatever the income of 
the wing was, be it in terms of money or kind, it was shared out evenly. It was 
difficult for those who had not experienced the blanket to grasp that concept. 
One of the things that I think pushed me on was the thought that “I’m here 
forever and I’m not going to live life like this.” 

 

All of us were entitled to a basic prison wage of £1.20 but if we were not 
working2 we could not use the facility of ‘doubling up’. As some of us were 
working and others not we developed a system whereby we calculated what 
was being earned by the 18 of us who had come off the protest, totalled that 
and then got an average. Those earning a wage above that average contributed 
the extra to the wing by buying coffee and teabags and by ‘totting up’ to the 
average the wage of those who fell below it. 

 

(Myself) In the beginning in our wing it was only the 18 who had come off the 
protest who were involved in this early form of commune and there was often a 
degree of animosity directed towards the others in the wing who, it was felt, 
had a selfish or individualistic attitude. In reality it was more to do with their 
experiences in the conforming Blocks where basically everyone had to look out 
for themselves but, even so, it was also rare to find any one individual who 
existed entirely alone, most combining in twos or threes to accumulate their 
resources. 

 

A year later, in the aftermath of the 1983 escape, the prison workshops closed and 

the routine within the wings changed. The work of the orderlies was then spread 

among everyone in the wings. More importantly, there was a new sense of unity as 

everyone became involved in the fight back against the prison authorities’ attempts 

to impose conditions of restricted movement. These factors, coinciding with the 

introduction of a campwide political educational programme, helped create a new 
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consensus within the wings. One question raised at this time was how best to share 

the resources which came into the wings. 

 

(Myself) A decision was taken to ‘collectivise’ the fruit parcels. The person 
getting the parcel could retain one or two pieces but was expected to donate the 
rest to the wing. This was placed in a large stainless steel tray in the canteen 
and everyone was free to take from it. Of course it never worked as simple as 
that in practice. Some would be accused of retaining too many pieces for their 
own personal consumption and debate ensued as to what should be the proper 
quota to retain or if any pieces should be held back at all. Others were accused 
of eating two to three pieces from the collective each day, thus consuming 
several times what their quota should be. But in general the system worked. 

 

Another development at that time was the creation of the ‘big table’ commune. Prior 

to that 4-5 people had sat around one small table in the canteen but gradually people 

began to put two or three of these tables together and 8-12 would sit at them. As soon 

as the practice started it quickly spread throughout the camp and soon the seating in 

each wing canteen was around 3-4 ‘big tables’. Those at the tables would then decide 

for themselves how best to pool their resources. Coffee, tea and cereal would be 

bought and left in the centre of the table for those in the table commune to use. The 

system worked well but large discrepancies within each wing soon became apparent. 

For instance, if a large number of smokers sat at one table then the money they had 

to spend on other items in the shop was limited. Theirs was a ‘poor table’ or ‘Siberia’ 

as some were nicknamed. Others by comparison were affluent and chocolate biscuits 

and a variety of cereals would be commonplace.  

 

In an attempt to remove the discrepancies in the ‘table commune’ system the idea of 

a ‘wing commune’ was suggested. Everyone would still sit wherever they wanted at 

the big tables but the resources of the wing would be collectivised for the use of all. 

The idea met with much opposition. Similar fears as were raised at the time of 

collectivising the fruit re-appeared. What of the ‘fly-men’ who would take all and 

contribute nothing? What about choice and how would the specific wants and needs 

of the individual be catered for? And the debate as to whether or not smoking was a 

luxury or a need, which had raged in the H-Blocks for years, took on a new urgency 

and importance. 
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(Myself) The issue of whether or not smokers should be shown some 
consideration over and above others always provoked controversy. Some 
argued that tobacco was a ‘necessity’ just like tea, coffee, cereal and so forth. 
Others argued that it was a luxury and no special allowance should be made for 
smokers. If they decided to spend their money on tobacco rather than chocolate 
biscuits or sweets then that was their decision. In practice, however, allowance 
was made for smokers. Possibly the memory of the blanket and of the times 
when we did not have tobacco was still too vivid and even non-smokers often 
argued in favour of smokers having a privileged position in regard to the 
commune. 

 

Initial attempts at getting the wing communes established often ended in failure. 

Sometimes this was the result of those opposed to the idea deliberately disrupting its 

working. At other times the fault lay with the attitude and/or practice of the person 

with the responsibility to organise the commune. Some individuals pulled out of the 

system. Others remained but constantly voiced complaints and promoted the idea of 

a return to the table commune system. Gradually, however, the wing commune 

became a permanent feature in all wings. 

 

(Myself) What appeared most effective in winning people over to the idea was 
the establishment of a wing ‘dump’ with ample supplies of biscuits, chocolate 
and tobacco. To provide for such a dump initially required extra money from 
people but once it was firmly established it was simply ‘topped up’ each week. 
It appeared to be that when there was an abundance people were not so 
concerned to get their share. As long as they knew it was there they were 
content. But once a shortage in anything was detected there was often a rush to 
make sure each got what they felt was their due, thus creating the actual 
shortage that they had feared. 

 

(Mickey Culbert) Blocks operated communes differently. A lot depended on 
strong people in wings. It’s a myth that republican prisoners are naturally 
communally orientated. If the strong people in a wing were not pro-commune 
then there was no commune operating in the wing. Most people who had been 
on the blanket were very sound regarding it. I don’t like to generalise but I 
found rural people very reluctant to operate the commune. I put it down to an 
agricultural rather than industrial upbringing. Travelling around the jail every 
two weeks for six years as a result of being on the ‘red book’3 I got a good 
overview. Don’t get me wrong, people from rural areas were generous to a 
fault. If I had asked for something they would have given me everything they 
had but in general they were not communally orientated. 

 

The commune was financed by everyone contributing their jail wage plus whatever 

else they could afford. Usually this was limited to £2.00 per person per week but 

occasionally an additional pound or so would be asked for. By the late 1980s, as the 
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result of persistent demands from the prisoners, the prison authorities had scrapped 

the practice of ‘doubling up’. Prisoners could now spend up to £10.00 per week of 

their own money if they wished. The jail wage had also been altered to provide a 

similar fixed amount to everyone in the camp with the exception of the orderlies who 

got more as they were the only ones officially working4. All the others were on what 

was called ‘long-term unemployed’. In many instances some people would make it 

known to the commune man that they were prepared to contribute something extra 

each week because they were relatively well off. People who found it difficult to 

contribute even the small amount asked for were usually more reluctant to make this 

known. However, a good commune man would get a ‘suss’ for people in the wing 

over time and their financial situation and would be able to make allowances for 

them. If someone simply had no money at all apart from the wage provided by the 

jail they were still regarded as equal in terms of the commune. In fact it was for 

circumstances such as those that the commune existed.  

 

At the beginning of each week people in the wing wrote out a list of what they 

wanted for personal use from the shop. This would include stamps, airmail letters, 

items such as chocolate, crisps and drinks either for personal consumption in the cell 

or to be taken on visits. The lists would be collected by the ‘commune man’ in the 

wing who would draw up his own list comprising all of what was requested by the 

others plus additional items required for the wing such as teabags, coffee, biscuits, 

chocolate, soft drinks, cards and so forth. He would calculate the total cost and, 

knowing what the jail wage for the wing amounted to, would subtract this from the 

total cost. In this way he arrived at an amount which had to be provided for out of the 

personal accounts of everyone.  

 

(Myself) Some people pulled out of the commune system over time but they 
were relatively few in number. Various arguments for doing so were advanced: 
there was a lack of choice in the collectivity; they wanted to save their jail 
wage as they had no other money; they had no other money and felt themselves 
to be a burden on the commune; or they simply had a dispute with the 
commune man in that particular wing. Although attempts would be made to re-
integrate the individuals concerned back into the commune and deal with any 
problems they had regarding it, ultimately there was nothing to stop anyone 
from leaving it. Nor was any sanction imposed upon anyone for doing so. Their 
action was generally thought of by others as ‘cutting off their nose to spite their 
face’ as the commune system was regarded by even the most sceptical as the 
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best way for everyone in the wing to have access to the widest choice of items 
available and in the most egalitarian way. 

 

(Raymond McCartney) Someone said one day they thought of pulling out of 
the milk commune because there was really nothing in it for them. I asked him 
what would he do on the day he came to the conclusion there was nothing in 
the wings for him. Someone said they thought that a bit harsh. I said it wasn’t, 
because we had a policy that anyone sentenced for a political offence was 
welcome down our wings but it was not a meal ticket. “Everything that’s done 
is not on the basis of ‘what’s in it for me?’ or I’d be down in my cell with a lot 
of others a long time ago.” But we had sat down a long time ago and said 
there’s a lot in it for me, to break down barriers.  And you see the pint of milk 
you’re getting now, well at one time it was half a pint and we had to put it 
together and water it down to ensure there would be enough to get a cup of tea 
going back to our cells at half eight at night. That’s what someone got for you. 
So now you have a pint of milk because thirty people sat down at one stage and 
said let’s get a pint.  What if at that time someone had said, well I don’t drink 
milk or take cereal, so what’s in it for me?”  

 

The argument arose from time to time that the wings had become too affluent and 

that the commune was a victim of its own success, that whereas the initial aim had 

been to provide for those less well off financially a situation had arisen whereby 

people had come to expect a high level of ‘luxuries’ and more money was being 

spent than was required. This was countered with the argument that if people had the 

money available and were willing to contribute extra to the commune then why not 

have a higher standard of living? As long as the general principle of the commune 

was maintained, they argued, why should there be complaints about how affluent the 

commune was? Indeed, this should be taken as an encouraging sign that the 

commune was effective. It was an argument that was never conclusively resolved 

but, as with discussion on many other aspects of the social organisation of the prison 

community, demonstrates that the prisoners were involved in an ongoing evaluation 

and re-evaluation of their practices. This particular debate in relation to the 

communes also shows how the construct of the wing commune had become firmly 

established. Discussion was not now about whether there should or should not be a 

wing commune but whether or not it was functioning true to its original principles. 

 

Book fund 

One scheme in the mid-eighties that operated very well and was a good example of 

how the commune facilitated the wider political needs of the community of prisoners 
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and how the prisoners could strive for self-sufficiency was the ‘book fund’. At that 

time the wings still had a fairly poor supply of books dealing with Irish history, 

politics and economics, and as a co-ordinated campwide political education 

programme took shape the need for the appropriate literature and in sufficient 

quantity intensified. A number of social functions were held outside to provide 

funding towards the purchase of books but it was suggested by the education officer 

in the camp that the prisoners themselves should also try to contribute to the cost. 

This was agreed to by the camp. 

 

The mechanism for achieving this was simple. In each wing one or two people were 

selected and for a given period of time they did not spend any money out of their 

own personal account. The commune provided what they required and the money 

they would otherwise have been contributing was set aside for the ‘book fund’. On 

an appointed date those people throughout the camp would then sign that amount of 

money out to be collected by their visitors who would then forward it to the person 

on the outside who was handling it on behalf of the camp. The system operated very 

smoothly and was in existence for about 18 months. It ended when it was felt that a 

fairly impressive library had been provided in each wing. 

 

A scheme that followed on from this in later years was known as the ‘welfare 

scheme’. It operated in a similar fashion. In this instance, however, the money was 

then available to the camp staff for any urgent ‘welfare need’. This could be where a 

prisoner experienced an ‘emergency’ or even where his family, wife or children had 

some pressing need. 

 

(Mickey Culbert) I set up the scheme of contributing financially to the welfare 
system. Once the communes were well established and we had won an increase 
in prison wages there was a fair amount of money being spent and I suggested 
to the camp staff that we filter away some of it and use it for whatever needs 
arose. There was a lot of poverty in our wings that only became evident once 
we got our clothes. I had experience from my previous work on the outside as a 
social worker of the poverty that existed in our areas. I knew also from my 
negotiations with the probation service within the prison that families were 
inquiring of them if they could get money to assist in clothing us. 

 

I set up the structure on the inside and got a man outside to hold the money, an 
old-age pensioner. After a period of several weeks we had gathered about 
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£1,000. Some of that might have been spent on a First Communion or some 
other need that a family had. People in the camp knew I was the man in charge 
of it so they would write to me with requests or someone in a wing would 
discover that someone had a particular need and they would write to me with 
the details. Every so often the camp staff would also say to me that they needed 
£500 for this or that and I would facilitate it. Some people wrote to the camp 
staff to find out who the money was given to and how its use was decided upon 
but the staff said that was confidential and basically everyone else was content 
to allow the system to operate on that basis. My contact on the outside would 
hand over money to my wife, who he knew well, only when she presented him 
with a comm from me making the request for that amount. 

 

(Myself) Uppermost in my own mind was the thought that if the scheme was to 
function correctly the staff would have to accept the bona fides of those who 
requested money. I posed the argument that, as the fund held only a small 
amount of money, if several requests to the scheme were made at the one time, 
the resources would not be there and the staff would then have to favour one 
request over another. In such circumstances I felt it could be difficult to 
convince people that the ultimate decision was not based on subjective rather 
than objective factors. I felt that the staff should not allow itself to be placed in 
such a situation and that therefore the idea should be abandoned. We didn’t 
have the resources to deal with all the financial problems that confronted men 
and to tinker with the issue I felt could be detrimental in the long term. 

 

The issue of the ‘fly men’ raised at the initiation of the communes also figured in this 

debate. Those who originally had fears concerning how the commune would deal 

with ‘fly men’ had seen those fears disappear when the commune actually began to 

operate. This was largely because the commune operated with transparency. 

Everyone had equal access to knowledge and information relating to it. The welfare 

scheme was different however. It operated on a basis of confidentiality with only the 

staff and the applicant being aware of the request and thus it was open to abuse. In 

practice, though, I accept that those fears were again unrealised. 

 

(Mickey Culbert) The facility, to the best of my knowledge, was abused on 
only one occasion but the system could only have been possible where you had 
a bunch of men who thought communally.  

 

The examples of the ‘book fund’ and ‘welfare scheme’ show the extent to which the 

prisoners were striving for self-sufficiency within their own prisoner community and 

the extent to which a social consciousness of responsibility for themselves and others 

had developed. In the case of the ‘book fund’, the prisoners were trying to ease the 

financial burden on the republican welfare organisation on the outside; with the 
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‘welfare scheme’ they were trying to ease the financial difficulties of particular 

individual prisoners and their families. The behaviour of the prisoners as shown in 

these two examples is very different from the findings of the studies into prison 

communities conducted by Clemmer (1940), Sykes (1958), and Cohen and Taylor 

(1972), and what Bettleheim (1986a, 1986b) and Levi (1987) found to be the case in 

the concentration camps of the Second World War. 
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CHAPTER 13 

POLITICAL EDUCATION AND ORGANISATION 

 

Introduction 

For those republican prisoners who had experienced the blanket protest, debate, 

discussion and personal development had become a central feature of their lives. 

There was a thirst for knowledge and critical analysis. Following the ending of the 

protest there was a period when the ‘culture of education’ was restricted by the other 

events in the camp; the segregation campaign, the work issue, the escape. Political 

education for a time lapsed into the format prevalent in the Cages – that of the 

compulsory republican lectures. However, no one was happy with that state of affairs 

and in the aftermath of the escape, with an end to prison work and handicrafts, the 

ideal conditions existed for an analysis of what was required in terms of a 

comprehensive political education programme. Differences of opinion arose as to 

what format such a programme should take, what its main content should be, and at 

whom it should be primarily aimed. On one side the arguments were influenced by 

what they felt the primary needs of the struggle were on the outside – others felt that 

whilst that factor should definitely be taken into account, priority should be given to 

the needs of the camp and the establishment of a vibrant culture of education which 

would be inclusive of all. Whilst the former were concerned solely with the teaching 

of orthodox Marxism/Leninism, the latter were also influenced by pedagogical 

theories within a humanistic framework.  

 

(Myself) The ending of the blanket protest and hunger strikes had an effect on 
the practice of political education just as it did with everything else. Lectures 
were organised in the canteen with people in small groups discussing Irish 
history and the politics of the time. These lectures were compulsory. 
Conventional republican structures in prison were being re-imposed and the 
Green Book1 was studied on a camp-wide basis as it was new to most people. 
Education had begun to fall back into what people had always commonly 
conceived it to be; a system where there is one who has the knowledge, the 
teacher, who imparts their knowledge to the students who passively receive it.  

 

(Jackie McMullan) No one asked any questions at the lectures because 
everyone just wanted it over so they could go out to the yard. Initially we 
weren’t allowed to hold meetings or discussion groups and we would leave a 
pack of cards on the table so that if the screws questioned what we were doing 
we would say we were playing cards. 
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(Myself) It was during this time, early 1982, that the writings of Paulo Freire, a 
Brazilian educationalist, reached the camp. Jackie McMullan was sent Freire’s 
Pedagogy of the Oppressed and his theories were to have a major impact upon 
our thinking and future developments. 

 

Paulo Freire had been involved in literacy campaigns in Brazil but was exiled from 

the country for several years because the government regarded his teaching methods 

as subversive. Freire (1972) challenges the popular notions and methods of learning. 

He describes how, for him, education in its true sense should be a revolutionary 

force, it should help people become aware of, and be responsible for, themselves and 

their world. Central to Freire’s theories is the idea of praxis - the process of reflection 

followed by action and further reflection. Freire seeks to challenge what he calls the 

‘culture of silence’ whereby the oppressed are locked into a situation where 

development of their own critical awareness is practically impossible. The schooling 

system, he argues, plays a large part in maintaining this ‘culture of silence’ and the 

‘banking system’ of education has to be challenged. This is the process whereby 

knowledge is treated as a commodity to be ‘banked’ in people’s heads for them to 

regurgitate again at some later date. Freire suggests a problem-posing approach to 

education to break the vertical patterns characteristic of traditional teacher/student 

relations and to establish horizontal dialogue. He refers to the whole process as one 

of ‘conscientisation’ - arousing a person’s positive self-conception in relation to their 

environment and society through a ‘liberating education’ which treats learners as 

subjects (active agents) and not as objects (passive recipients). His work can 

therefore be placed within the field of humanistic education – that which regards the 

emotional aspect of learning as particularly important because, it is believed, most 

learning is enhanced (or diminished) by the emotions that accompany it and that all 

learning is related to self-conception. 

 

(Jackie McMullan) The pedagogical theories of Paulo Freire impacted greatly 
upon me. Freire argues that education in its true sense should be a 
revolutionary force and through what he calls a process of conscientisation 
learners are treated as subjects, active agents, and not as objects, passive 
recipients. They engage in discussion of their lives and community and 
together examine the forces; economic, political, social and cultural which 
impact upon their lives and through such discussion develop strategies to deal 
with those forces. I felt exhilarated on first reading Freire. 
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(Myself) Freire’s ideas had an immediate appeal for us as we could clearly 
identify similarities with what had been happening educationally in our wings 
during the blanket protest. I remember thinking, however, that although the 
concepts outlined by Freire were revolutionary and appealing there would be 
problems implementing such a scheme within the prison because central to the 
theory was the need for democracy and a rejection of hierarchical systems. As 
republican prisoners we existed within a situation of ongoing conflict with the 
prison authorities. Within our organisation there was a rigid command structure 
with orders coming from the top down. Discussion and debate did still thrive 
but at the time it appeared as if that was separate from and had no relevance to 
how decisions were made about how we organised ourselves. 

 

Events within the camp superseded discussion on Freire and what type of education 

programme republican prisoners should be pursuing. The issues of segregation and 

prison work dominated the agenda. With a successful conclusion reached to both of 

them following the escape in 1983 attention became focused on the need for a 

programme of political development and education throughout the camp. 

 

(Jackie McMullan) I’m not sure if something came from the camp staff to draw 
up something on education or if the idea arose out of discussions in the wing I 
was on in H7, but over a period of weeks we had 9-10 discussions. The 
outcome of those was written up and forwarded to the camp staff.  Basically, 
we believed that there was need for a radical overhaul of our structures of 
command and that the imposition of out-dated and morally wrong militaristic 
lines of command should be scrapped. We pointed to the example of the 
blanket protest and how the conditions we endured then had served as a ‘Great 
Leveller’ - everyone was the same2. It had been for most of us a period of 
introspection and reflection and in the aftermath of the escape it was as if in a 
way we were back on the blanket protest but now with more access to one 
another, to literature and the mass media.  

 

Essentially what we had in mind was that a period of discussion be initiated in 
the camp which would look at how people felt they fitted into the republican 
structures, what criticisms they had of those structures and how they saw their 
role within the camp. These discussions were to be carried out on a two-to-two 
basis or, where the situation demanded it, a one-to-one basis. The idea of such 
small groups was to encourage all to speak and allow fears and anxieties to be 
expressed. For that reason a careful choice would have to be made as to who 
would conduct the groups. They were to be people specially selected and 
briefed intensively as to what approach to adopt in the discussions and what the 
ultimate aim of the programme was.  

 

Up until then education was a turn off for most people. It was compulsory. The 
wing would have been split into 5-6 groups with a section leader who would 
have got the men together and read out the lecture and ask did anyone have 
questions. No one asked questions. The attitude was get in and out as quick as 
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you can. You had a lot of men who were doing their own reading but there was 
no direction to that. But after the escape there was an abundance of time 
available and we thought that after the five-year protest and hunger strikes we 
should, as republicans, be in to something, not just vegetate. 

 

Tommy McKearney had a qualitatively different opinion as to what form a 

programme of political education should take and how it should be promoted within 

the camp. 

 

(Tommy McKearney) It wasn’t until during the second hunger strike that I 
think a lot of my thoughts on politics finally came together. Basically my view 
of the Movement then was that our base was predominantly northern Irish. 
Even the hunger strikes had given us only limited support in the south. It 
seemed at that time that the prisoners had given every thing they had, the 
Movement had given everything they had, the support base had given 
everything and despite the concessions which were given at the end of the 
second hunger strike, my view was that we had been politically defeated. The 
British had mastered us on that issue. The implications were not just that we 
had lost on the hunger strike; they went much deeper than that. If the British 
could see us off after such a heroic effort it was time for a fundamental re-
evaluation.  

 

My assessment was that if the republican struggle was to succeed then it 
needed to broaden its base. We needed allies. It was on that point that my 
views began to diverge from what the republican leadership thought. My 
assessment led me to believe that if we were to look for allies it must be from 
among those who were liable to bring the state down rather than consolidate it 
and I started to form the opinion then that there was a risk that the leadership 
were drifting towards allies who would not necessarily bring down any of the 
two states, north or south. There was the danger of drifting into orthodox 
parliamentary politics. After Bobby Sands’s election there seemed to be an 
unhealthy scramble to get into parliamentary politics, not just elections but 
parliamentarianism.  

 

I felt that in terms of political education within the camp we had to introduce 
some orthodox form of criticism, some form of analysis and self-analysis. I 
started to argue that we had to look at the world not from a subjective or 
opinionated way but to supply some structure, and my structure was that of 
Marxism. To my mind that allowed for the theory of thought, the theory of 
criticism, the theory of self-criticism. I believed that within Marxism lay an 
essential revolutionary potential. My analysis was that there was a need for a 
revolutionary party. 

 

(Jackie McMullan) I was actually surprised that there would be any opposition 
to the programme we were drawing up, as the aim of it was to encourage 
everyone into education but Tommy McKearney and a few others opposed it. 
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Tommy was adopting a straight orthodox Marxist/Leninist view that you have 
the vanguard and within the jail that would arise out of that group of people 
who showed an interest in Marxism/Leninism, which was the group you should 
concentrate upon. This group would then become an educated and conscious 
vanguard. They would form the ideological leadership within the jail. I 
exchanged comms with Tommy debating the issue. It then became a thing of 
two sides but the camp staff intervened and endorsed my programme and it 
became policy. I became education officer in the camp. I think it was a case of 
the camp staff and others in the camp like yourself [Laurence] identifying the 
same needs, the same way forward as we had in our discussions in terms of 
breaking down hierarchies and moving forward in the jail. 

 

The pragmatic programme, as it became known, was initiated in the Block I 
was in. We just didn’t send round to the other Blocks and say, ‘This is the 
programme to be implemented’. People had to be motivated. We realised that 
within each wing there were 4-5 people who were more motivated, more into 
education and interested in the jail struggle than others. So the first thing was 
to enlist their support and their assistance. We came up with the idea of a wing 
nucleus and fully briefed them on what we were talking about. We asked them 
to get together and thrash things out and to discuss their own needs, the 
strengths and weaknesses of their own wings and how they were going to go 
about it. Our view was to split wings up into the smallest groups, two members 
of the nucleus identifying two other people in the wing and getting into a 
discussion with them and in that way to go around the wing. They would 
choose people who got on well together. They would be intense discussions 
and would be followed up on over a course of days. They would cover things 
like the history of the jail, the situation at that time, how we saw our roles 
within the prison, our relationship with the Movement outside and so on. The 
line we pushed was that we were going to be inside for some time and that we 
owed it to ourselves, to the struggle and to the protest that had given us the 
conditions. I used the quote from Bobby Sands, about trying to create the 
conditions in which to educate ourselves and now that we had those conditions 
we had to make the best of them. There was no problem getting people to 
accept that. We weren’t saying anything new. We didn’t lecture people either 
or berate them. We were there to encourage them. We were saying that if 
people were only to give one hour a day to political education, reading a book, 
reading something useful, something that was going to develop your mind, 
something that was going to be useful to the struggle, then it would be more 
beneficial than what we all had been doing. We were drawing upon the strong 
bond that had been built up over the course of the protest years and the years 
since then. We were arguing that the process didn’t end with the hunger strikes 
or the escape. 

  

(Tommy McKearney) As education officer for the camp in 1981 Bik3 had 
given me a fairly free hand and I had circulated my material. There were a few 
anxious voices raised as to whether this Marxist stuff was allowed but by and 
large nothing much. Generally I was getting encouragement. Séanna Walsh 
followed Bik as camp OC (1982) and he was as supportive as Bik had been in 
the past. By the time Martin Lynch had been installed as OC (1983), however, 
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the line had hardened against the Marxist/Leninist approach. Pat McGeown4 
wrote to me saying he wanted me to stay on in an advisory or semi-advisory 
capacity. I said no. In my opinion it was pointless. I suppose in any party the 
role of political education is to instruct the members in the thinking and 
policies of the party so it was inevitable that the jail would reflect the thinking 
of the leadership and party on the outside. The new leadership in the jail - 
Martin Lynch and Bobby Storey - were very much au fait with the thinking of 
the leadership on the outside. In discussions with them they started to say that 
what I was arguing for wasn’t the type of politics that outside would 
necessarily endorse. They said that as a Movement we were socialist not 
Marxist and that it was dangerous to sit in prison and criticise the leadership. 
My argument was that it wasn’t a criticism of the leadership but a self-criticism 
of what we were doing and where we were going. In hindsight I would say that 
it was simply a difference in tactical opinion. 

 

Although many in the camp did believe that the programme of lectures prepared by 

Tommy was something that the camp should eventually study there was the view that 

such lectures at that point would be limited in their appeal to a small section of the 

prisoner population. It was felt that what was needed initially was something that 

involved everyone and which would create and encourage a culture of education. 

Something which would allow people to become involved in discussion and debate 

about their immediate conditions and circumstances and how they viewed their role 

within the republican prisoner community. 

 

(Myself) The pragmatic programme appealed to people because it tackled the 
immediate situation in the wings. It dealt with peoples’ needs and fears. It 
looked at how we organised our lives as republican prisoners and questioned if 
that was the right or best way. 

 

(Jackie McMullan) After the blanket a lot of the old complexes were taking 
root again to the point where I would say that a lot of the men longed for the 
old days again when they had been the same as everyone else and made to feel 
like everyone else. A lot of this came out in the discussions. The reason men 
weren’t involving themselves, not pushing themselves forward or showing an 
interest in wing or camp events was because they had these complexes, they 
had pleaded guilty or signed statements or whatever. But there were real 
barriers there too. Anyone who pleaded guilty or had given information under 
interrogation couldn’t be OC of a wing. They were suspended volunteers. You 
had situations where out of a wing of 38 men only 6 of them was technically 
qualified to be an OC and maybe some of those were busy doing other things 
or were just not the right people to be doing OC. You could select someone 
who might be arrogant, aloof and have no standing with the rest of the wing but 
who was eligible. Among the rest would be people who would do an excellent 
job as OC, who had good heads on their shoulders, had been through the 
blanket but who couldn’t do OC because of some stupid rule. That situation 
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reinforced elitism. The pragmatic education helped break down a lot of this but 
it was only one of a number of other processes, a breaking down of traditions 
and hierarchical structures. 

 

It wasn’t a case of us going in and imposing our ideas of what was needed 
upon the men but of a mutual process. You found that your own perception of 
the reality wasn’t the perception of others so a lot came out of the discussions. 
It was only during those discussions that we learned the depth of men’s 
perceptions and their inhibitions, the hang-ups, the barriers. There were 
situations when men broke down and cried. It was a release for a lot of men as 
this had been building up inside them. It created a massive buzz about the place 
maybe because these problems had previously been unspoken. Maybe all the 
pragmatic education did was provide a channel for what Paulo Freire calls 
‘naming’ something. We named the situation we were in. It wasn’t a new 
discovery; there was a release of a lot of feelings. Before that a lot of men had 
crawled back into their shells, kept their heads down. The camp came alive 
with the pragmatic education programme and we all realised we had previously 
been in a rut. On a purely educational basis, from a position where about 5% in 
the camp were actively involved in education I would say about 98% became 
involved. 

 

People began to feel that their opinion mattered and their involvement in the 
life of the prison community was encouraged. It was successful in that the 
immediate needs of the camp had been correctly identified and those involved 
regarded the process as being one of dialogue, not education, which they 
perceived as being all about facts and figures and names and places. Its success 
and that of subsequent developments in the promotion of political education 
within the camp can also be traced to the fact that the prisoners initiated change 
from their own volition. They did so as a result of their own analysis and 
reflection upon contemporary practice and not merely in response to the 
influence of new ideas such as Freire et al, no matter how influential those 
ideas may have been. The dynamic for change and development arose from the 
base - it was not imposed from above.  

 

(Jackie McMullan) It was not inevitable that the process should have taken the 
course it did. It met with challenges of both a left and right wing nature. The 
former wished to focus all their energies on a small group of cadre who they 
would train in Marxist/Leninist political theory. The irony of it was that those 
to the fore in promoting the pragmatic education programme also strongly 
believed that ultimately the only proper education for political activists was in 
Marxism/Leninism and that was their ultimate goal. 

 

The challenge from a right-wing nature came from those who voiced concerns 
about a ‘weakening of the authority of the IRA’ by removing the barriers that 
prevented more from playing a full role in the structures. These were people 
who had most to lose by a change in the structures and culture of the wings. 
People who had some sort of status within the status quo. They knew they 
would lose this if these new ideas were implemented. They knew they would 
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now be judged on what they contributed as opposed to some sort of reputation. 
OCs prior to this were selected on the criteria mostly of how they could handle 
screws. You were beginning to demand more from an OC at this time and our 
view of leadership was being redefined. The idea of an OC being physically 
aggressive, the type of person a screw might be afraid of wasn’t really what we 
felt was needed or wanted. Instead of being able to handle screws an OC 
should be able to handle the men in the wing. 

 

(Tommy McKearney) I never felt there was any great difference in opinion 
between myself and Jackie McMullan and others. They were tactical 
arguments if you like, ideological arguments. There were two or three schools 
of thought, myself pushing for an orthodox line and Jackie and others arguing 
for a more pragmatic line involving other schools of Marxism and even 
anarchism. But all revolved around a general path that could have been talked 
over. That was the two schools of thought. But the third school of thought, I 
don’t think there was any accommodation with it.  

 

I think that during my period as education officer I at least helped to introduce 
on to the agenda scientific socialism, orthodox Marxist socialism. Even if it 
was disagreed with it was something that was talked about widely in the camp 
for a period. 

 

Promoting a programme of education which encouraged active participation in the 

wings meant also removing the previously existing barriers to such participation. The 

policy that someone had to be a ‘cleared’ volunteer to assume any staff role, no 

matter how trivial, had to be overturned. That required the camp staff to take such a 

decision, which they promptly did. They were fully in favour of the thinking behind 

the pragmatic education programme and what Jackie and others were attempting to 

achieve. 

 

(Seán Murray) The de-structuring process actually began around the time we 
went on to the conforming wings and began to organise the segregation 
campaign. We needed everyone on board. There was no such thing as cleared 
and suspended volunteers. It gradually developed from there. The biggest 
problem was with those who came down from the Cages. They had a system 
up there of cleared and suspended volunteers. They couldn’t believe there was 
no heavy military stuff, no authoritarian regime where you are told what to do. 
It was a totally different regime. More a collective structure, more of an ‘us’ 
and a ‘we’ rather than an ‘I’. That was part of the politicisation process as well. 

 

Mezirow (1983) speaks of ‘perspective transformation’ by which he means the 

reaching of a stage of consciousness where we question the social relations about us, 

be it marriage, the workplace, or wherever. Mezirow states that we most often accept 
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unchallenged these social relations and therefore view human activity as something 

external to us rather than as a human product. It was this challenging of the social 

relations in the Irish republican prisoner community of the H Blocks that made the 

dynamic within their educational process so powerful. Other prisoners before them 

had debated radical politics but often ignored the social relations of the group, so 

nothing changed. There was also the belief among the prisoners that everyone had 

the capacity to change and to develop and that that was best achieved within a 

supportive, co-operative approach to education. Moore (1984) refers to the belief that 

every healthy individual has a potential for self-development, an innate drive to a 

state of optimum maturity, and that the purpose of education should be to support the 

growth of each individual. 

 

The camp staff at the time was composed of people who by and large had only 

recently been imprisoned. Their experiences from the outside were of an IRA that 

had come through many changes. Whilst initially that change may have been forced 

upon it by new tactics and strategies of the RUC and British Army, the IRA had, by 

the 1980s, adopted a new flexibility which was proactive in nature. There was now a 

realisation amongst republicans that it would be a ‘long war’. Sinn Fein, the political 

party of the Republican Movement, was also changing. The hunger strike and the 

involvement of republicans in broad-based political and agitational work on behalf of 

the prisoners had highlighted the need for them to become involved in electoral 

politics in the north of Ireland, something they had abstained from in earlier years. 

This meant more than merely changing a policy at Conference. It meant a change of 

outlook about how the struggle would, should and could be waged. This process 

within both the IRA and Sinn Fein of changing and adapting to new political realities 

helped form the backdrop to developments within the prison. Those entering prison 

in the early 1980s did not have a rigid view of how structures and processes should 

work. They were much more pragmatic in outlook and open to new ideas. This 

complemented the new mood and approach among the prisoners which was reflected 

in how they tackled the issues of segregation and prison work. The combination of 

new faces into the camp with new ideas, coupled with the jail experience of those 

who had come through the blanket protest and hunger strikes created an energy and a 

dynamism. 
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The programme of pragmatic education gave a new lease of life to the camp 

although, as Jackie outlined, it was not simply a programme of education where 

people sat around and discussed theories but was accompanied by changes within the 

structures through which prisoners organised their lives. Having identified immediate 

needs within the camp and initiated the necessary steps to deal with that, the next 

stage was to identify what the prisoners’ long and short term needs were in terms of 

furthering a camp-wide programme of political education. They concluded that one 

of their most pressing needs was to look at where they as republicans had come from. 

Having done that they could then more adequately examine where they should be 

going. What they decided upon was what became known as the Historical Analysis, 

an analytical look at Irish history from the 18th century onwards and the role of 

Republicans in shaping that history. 

 

(Jackie McMullan) We wanted to look in a critical fashion at how the 
republican struggle had developed over the years, what were the main 
influences upon it, what mistakes had been made and so on. We also wanted to 
introduce a class analysis into our study and look at the role of the working 
class and capitalist economics in shaping Irish history. Constitutional 
nationalism versus revolutionary republicanism was another important element 
of such a study, as was the role played by the Catholic Church in Ireland and 
the influence of Catholicism upon republican philosophy. 

 

A number of people were tasked to draw up drafts tracing the history of 

republicanism from 1782 to the 1980s. These were people who had a fairly detailed 

knowledge of history and had access to whatever books were available. The drafts 

were read by Jackie and then discussed with the authors. When agreement was 

reached on a particular version these were copied and sent around the rest of the 

camp. This was a fairly time-consuming operation and involved many people in the 

wing, as each copy had to be hand-written. When other Blocks received their copy 

they had in turn to make several copies for each of their wings. Often the final result 

contained errors but nothing which could not be rectified and more importantly it 

meant that a large number of people were personally involved in the process. 

 

(Jackie McMullan) Each wing was then split into groups with a facilitator from 
each group forming a nucleus. The role of the nucleus was firstly to discuss the 
drafts between themselves in order to gather all relevant points then to facilitate 
discussion within each group. Copies of the drafts were then given to everyone 
involved in the groups; these were read, studied, notes taken and then a 
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discussion held. Feedback from each group was gathered and the original drafts 
subsequently amended to take cognisance of the new material5. In this way we 
guarded against reverting back to the teacher/pupil style of educational practice 
so criticised by Freire. A timetable for the implementation of the programme 
was drawn up with particular drafts to be studied on particular weeks. This 
meant that everyone in the camp went through the same structured programme 
and if anyone was moved from one Block to another no disruption was caused. 
They simply took up where they had left off. 

 

(Raymond McCartney) I said to Jackie at the time that the best thing we could 
have was something that could not be disrupted. I mean you could have you 
[Laurence] or Doc in a wing and have a good education system and you get 
moved on a Tuesday. What was good on a Monday has disappeared by 
Wednesday. But the idea of the pragmatic programme could not be disrupted. 

 

As with the pragmatic education programme people chosen to conduct the 

discussions on the historical analysis drafts were chosen with emphasis being placed 

on who would be good facilitators6 as opposed to someone who may have had a good 

knowledge of the subject. This group of people in each wing, who were relied upon 

to implement educational programmes, was not a static body and anyone showing 

potential and the right skills and attitude was included in the nucleus. A list of the 

names of those involved was drawn up so that if they moved Block they could 

become re-involved in that capacity in their new wing. 

 

By 1985 political education and developments within the command structures were 

becoming more co-ordinated. Education was given a higher profile with the creation 

of a new position of vice-OC on the camp staff with overall responsibility for 

political education. Seán Murray was the first to hold that position. 

 

(Seán Murray) As republicans, outside of escaping, we had to use our time to 
the best possible advantage and one of the best ways to do that was to educate 
and politicise ourselves. It was basically a two-pronged approach. We wanted 
to create our own politicisation process and we wanted to avail as much as 
possible of the prison administration education process. In terms of the latter 
we sat down and looked at particular courses that might dovetail into our 
political education programme. There were O and A level courses and the 
Open University, also basic remedial courses which we encouraged anyone 
who required it to participate in. We recommended particular courses for 
republicans to take. The administration may have seen the education process as 
a means to pacify us but we saw it as the exact opposite. It was a slow gradual 
process as republicans in the Cages had taken nothing to do with the prison 
education.  
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It was great to see it because people who entered jail with no experience in 
education or no qualifications were sitting down and doing Open University 
courses. They took confidence from that, which was a big benefit besides the 
benefits of the education itself. 

 

The approach adopted by the republican prisoners in the H Blocks in the 1980s 

towards the educational facilities provided by the prison authorities is in stark 

contrast to that adopted by the prisoners in the Cages in the 1970s. The refusal of the 

latter to become involved in any way with the prison education department or to 

participate in any of the courses it provided, was based on the fear that prisoners 

becoming involved in the world of academic study would lose their political analysis 

and commitment. The prisoners in the H Blocks, however, welcomed the opportunity 

to take from the authorities any academic courses that were on offer and were 

encouraged to do so by the leadership in the Blocks. This reflects a much more 

mature response and also a belief and trust in those engaging in academic study that 

they would use the knowledge gained to the betterment of the republican prisoner 

community, and to the Movement and struggle on the outside.  

 

(Seán Murray) We tried to break down the teacher-pupil approach to education, 
which was difficult because people are brought up in a culture to look up to 
people with academic qualifications. 

 

Woolfe and Murgatroyd (1980) speak of the difficulties of implementing the type of 

humanistic approach to learning advocated by Freire (1972); Rogers (1969); 

Mezirow (1983); and others. They argue that often both teacher and students tend to 

want to return to a conventional approach and that therefore taking responsibility for 

one’s own learning throws up new challenges to the learner. 

 

(Seán Murray) We also took the view that republicans needed to be politicised 
no matter what their role once they left the jail, but particularly people who 
saw a role for themselves as political activists. But there was a realisation that 
regardless of what role, be it political or military, it was all geared towards a 
political situation at the end of the day. 

 

(Raymond McCartney) I remember Leo saying to someone that some people 
can go down and spend hours in their cell making handicrafts and someone can 
spend it reading and in relation to the OU I think there was a hobby aspect to it, 
particularly the first year going into that whole thing about the state and the 
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Marxist view of it. It started to knock off the blunt edges, started to challenge 
you, the economic Block and that. Your choice of subjects would always 
reflect your politics. You saw it as a developmental aid, I mean personally. 
You could see it being used in the wings and you were able to say to people 
who were grasping what it was about, that’s what the OU is about; people who 
may initially have thought they would not be capable of doing the OU. 

 

(Mickey Culbert) Those who did the social sciences in the OU were provided 
with the tools of analysis. I think the people who did those courses were a 
breed apart from those who did the Maths or other Arts courses. I had rows 
with those people who focused on the latter rather than on the social sciences. I 
couldn’t believe them concentrating on the Arts when there was this awareness 
building going on.  

 

(Myself) The concept of the wing coiste (committee) was the first clear 
manifestation of the increasingly widespread belief that our practice and 
structures of command should clearly reflect our developing political 
consciousness. Seán Murray introduced the idea of the coiste system. The role 
of the coiste resembled that of the nucleus but the activities of its members 
went far beyond that of merely conducting educational programmes. The coiste 
was to assume many of the responsibilities of the wing OC with roles clearly 
defined, such as education, commune, sports, cultural activities etc. In its initial 
conception the position of the OC on the coiste was still a very dominant one 
but gradually this decreased as the concept became more refined and the coistí 
themselves became more firmly established (see Appendix A). 

 

(Raymond McCartney) I think it was you [Laurence] who said that education 
would only be any good if we can make it relevant to our lives every day of the 
week. If we were going to become involved in political education then we were 
going to have to be able to put it into practice in the wings, the way we 
structured the wings and that. I mean it was no good saying, look here’s a good 
management structure for when we get out and sitting and ignoring it in the 
wings. The coiste was relevant and not only relevant but it brought people in 
who for whatever reason previously didn’t want to participate. 

 

(Seán Murray) The coiste was geared to involve as many people in the wing as 
possible and to give them as much responsibility as possible and that 
progressed from handling the education process to basically running the wing 
on a day-to-day basis. It brought on a lot of personal development as well as 
collective development. People who maybe had no self-confidence before, took 
on a role, maybe just in charge of the commune, and they thought it great. They 
put all their energies into it. 

 

Rogers (1969) who, like Freire, also writes on education from a humanistic 

perspective, believes that people learn through direct experience. Placing people in 

situations where they must confront social, ethical and philosophical problems, 
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personal issues and research problems is, in his view, one of the most effective 

modes of promoting learning. Like Freire, Rogers sees the need for people to reflect 

upon and evaluate their own actions because in his view, independence, creativity 

and self-awareness are all facilitated when self-criticism and self-evaluation are basic 

and evaluation by others is of secondary importance. 

 

(Seán Murray) In general, what was being implemented by way of the wing 
coiste was a more democratic form of organisation and the promotion of 
collective leadership, responsibility and accountability on the ground. It was 
still ultimately, however, an IRA structure and in its initial phase this meant 
that only IRA volunteers7 could serve on it. Civilians and INLA members were 
excluded from it8. Such a situation inevitably provoked debate and discussion 
with charges of elitism being countered with arguments that change had to be 
gradual and that the then current situation in relation to the coiste system was 
not the definitive one. Criticisms, other than those from the INLA itself, were 
voiced by only a small number of people as by and large this new development 
to the camp command structures was regarded as quite a radical one by most 
prisoners. However, although it bore no resemblance to the policy of ‘cleared’ 
and ‘suspended’ volunteers as practised in the Cages, it did nevertheless raise 
the spectre of some people being “more equal” than others.  

 

(Myself) At all times, as we were making changes to the structures and re-
defining our roles within prison, we had to keep in mind that we had a 
responsibility to a bigger Movement on the outside and a Movement that didn’t 
always understand ‘jail politics’. Change often had to come about in a slower 
manner than some would have wished but what we shared in common was a 
commitment to bring about change because we believed it was essential to our 
(prisoners’) development and that of the wider Movement and struggle on the 
outside. 

 

(Jackie McMullan) At no time did I have any reservations about what we were 
doing in terms of education and de-structuring. Central to our whole ideas was 
that if you are going to spend any time in jail at all then that time should be 
spent constructively so that upon release you have talents which you didn’t 
have when you first went in. I couldn’t see any argument against that but the 
old structures had all been about maintaining the status quo. This stifled things. 
What we were doing was searching for the best way to enhance the resources 
within the Blocks for the purposes of contributing to the struggle on the 
outside. The old way wasn’t about enhancing potential, it was about keeping 
things steady and it didn’t even do that because I think it encouraged 
stagnation. 

 

Changes to the prisoners’ command and organisational structures were not just 

influenced, however, by attempts to encourage people into the structures and help 

them to strive towards their full potential. A new value system was being consciously 
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put in place which stressed mutual co-operation and re-enforcement for the 

betterment of all. 

 

(Seán Murray) Maybe it was the consequences of jail, you saw it with some 
people, you were on the look out for it, they started to go in to themselves, they 
lost confidence, sat alone in the cells, didn’t want to go out. They were all the 
danger signs for us. You were looking out for each other and if you did see 
anyone like that you thought of how you could deal with it. Obviously you sat 
down and talked to them and tried to give them a wee bit of responsibility and 
they came out of themselves again. So all that was involved. It was a question 
of looking out for each other, helping each other, trying to develop republicans 
into better people as well as creating a new culture. You wanted people to 
come out of jail stronger people, more confident because that would have an 
affect on the struggle outside. It was a new value system and we hoped that that 
would transfer to outside. 

  

Around this time a number of important documents (see Appendix A) were written 

up which outlined the direction political education was to take within the camp over 

the next few years. These became known as the ‘Frelimo documents’. 

 

(Seán Murray) Some of us were involved in a course in the Open University 
(Course U204), ‘Third World Studies’. As part of that course they did a study 
of the situation in Mozambique. Frelimo was the revolutionary group fighting 
in Mozambique at the time. We used that as a pretext, the Frelimo documents, 
as obviously we wanted the documents to circulate around the Blocks and if we 
had written them as clearly republican literature the screws would have 
confiscated them. So everything was written in the context of Frelimo 
documents. It was a good example of how we could use the prison education 
system to facilitate our own politicisation process. 

 

One document written up at the time, entitled The Role of the Cadre, outlined the 

responsibilities of those who felt committed to the development of the Republican 

Movement into a revolutionary body. Among the concepts discussed was the need 

for cadre to develop a study discipline and to broaden their knowledge of other 

struggles, of the role of economics, and concepts such as socialism and Marxism. 

The ultimate objective of such a programme of study was to prepare people for when 

they were released from prison and became re-involved in the struggle. There was a 

commonly shared belief within the prison at the time that the Movement outside had 

to develop a more revolutionary approach and also acquire a better understanding of 

how politics and the economy functioned. It was hoped that by sending out people 

from prison equipped with a fundamental understanding of such concepts this would 
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greatly enhance their input into the development of the Movement in whatever field 

they should become involved in. 

 

The study groups set up to facilitate the programme of study envisaged in the Role of 

the Cadre document again raised the issue of participation of INLA volunteers. The 

position of civilians in the community of republican prisoners had been clarified by 

this stage. Those who were affiliated to the IRA, or gave their allegiance to it 

regardless of whether they were a member of it or not, could play any role within the 

wings, including that of OC. The process of ‘de-structuring’ had developed to the 

stage where the camp leadership did not believe that an OC of a wing or Block 

necessarily had to be a volunteer in the IRA. As long as he was prepared to work in 

the best interests of the community and take orders and instructions from the camp 

leadership then that would suffice. This required that he have no conflicting 

allegiances to, or be affiliated with, any other organisation, such as the INLA. 

 

(Myself) Whereas the historical drafts had been open to all to participate in, the 
study groups were restricted to IRA volunteers or those who gave affiliation to 
the Republican Movement. As in the case of the coiste this again raised some 
dispute at the time with the INLA and some of our own people who regarded it 
as an elitist decision. The logic of our position, however, was that to make the 
study more than just an academic exercise criticism of the Republican 
Movement and discussion of its strategy and tactics would be an essential 
feature of the groups. To conduct such a critique in a positive manner it was 
felt that only those part of or committed to the Republican Movement could be 
involved. We knew that we had a certain luxury in prison, being able to discuss 
aspects of our struggle that by and large would not be countenanced outside. 
We were aware of the tensions that existed outside between our Movement and 
the INLA and knew the difficulties it would pose to our credibility as active 
and committed members of the Movement if stories began to leak outside that 
INLA members were involved with us in pursuing a critique of the Movement. 

 

Among the works we studied were Cornforth’s writings on Dialectical and 
Historical Materialism, Connolly on Ireland and a number of Lenin’s writings. 
Discussion of the works was always lively, although Cornforth’s writings were 
particularly difficult for all of us and debate was often about what exactly he 
was saying as many of us had different interpretations. However, this added to 
the pleasure of the study. To make it all relevant and more than simply an 
academic exercise we had at all stages to attempt to relate what we were 
studying to the Movement and our struggle. That was usually problematic as 
people would for instance become fired up with something Lenin had said and 
go on to argue that that was just what was needed immediately in the 
Republican Movement. In other instances we could not see any great relevance 
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to what we were reading and what was happening on the ground on the outside. 
However, discussion and grappling with the difficult theoretical concepts 
involved, sharpened our minds and just as importantly created a social bond 
between those in the groups which was reflected in their work and relations 
outside of the groups. 

 

The social order and culture developed in the community of republican prisoners in 

the H Blocks was hard to grasp by those who moved there from the Cages in 19859. 

Mickey McMullan, who had spent the previous eleven years in prison as a 

‘suspended volunteer’, could not believe the degree of trust that was being 

immediately placed in him10. 

 

(Mickey McMullan) I met with Spike (Seán Murray) in H8. He asked for a 
yarn and I was geared up for a confrontation as that was the usual in the Cages 
when I met with someone from the staff. That didn’t happen at all, which 
shocked me. Spike said that he heard I was into education so wanted me to play 
a role in what was happening in the Blocks. Kevin Lynch was also there and 
Kevin was very young at that time, so to see this also appeared to me to be very 
progressive. Spike asked me to do a brief and again from my experiences in the 
Cages I said I didn’t want to be starting anything, which, if it went wrong or 
people raised objections, he and the staff would wash their hands of. Spike said 
that wouldn’t be the case because it wouldn’t be a case of me operating on my 
own, it would be as part of an overall group. What he was interested in was the 
development of left wing or Marxist education. In the Cages, while a number 
of people had been into that type of education, it was always on an individual 
basis and they never came together to formulate an overall push on it.  

 

Despite the difference of emphasis between the educational programme that Tommy 

McKearney wanted to pursue and the one that was eventually implemented there was 

no disputing the Marxist, or left-wing orientation of such a programme. In 

comparison to a situation in the Cages years earlier where men were not allowed to 

watch programmes on Vietnam and Chairman Mao and communist books had been 

banned, the dominant ideology among republican prisoners in the H Blocks in the 

1980s was that of a revolutionary, left-wing, socialist, Marxist orientation. 

 

(Seán Murray) There was obviously a Marxist orientation to the whole 
education process. Any education process is done from a particular perspective. 
There is no such thing as a neutral politicisation process. If you look at the 
reading list, or at the historical analysis, that was done from a Marxist 
perspective. There was even a study of Marxism itself, books for beginners. So, 
how anyone could say it was anti-Marxist, or non-Marxist, is beyond me. If we 
had started at the beginning with a very heavy Marxist approach we would 
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have put a lot of people off. Remember, you are talking about republicans 
coming in to jail who are apolitical, unpoliticised, through no fault of their own 
as they were involved totally in the military struggle. They were coming in 
basically as soldiers, revolutionary soldiers but not politicised soldiers and we 
saw our role to transform them into politicised revolutionaries, capable of 
performing any revolutionary task upon release. It was a process where you 
had to learn to crawl before you could walk along. Others were adopting a 
totally doctrinaire approach. 

 

You would have some who saw themselves as militarists who would complain 
about the emphasis on education, ‘Are you trying to turn us all into Sinn 
Feiners?’  Our response was simple, that we were trying to turn everyone into 
revolutionaries, whatever their role was, military or political activists. But 
some people were just too lazy to get involved and for others there were 
personal barriers. Maybe they thought they weren’t into reading or that and that 
it would be too big a leap to make. But you gradually worked at that, sat down 
and talked to individuals and showed by example. The mainstream culture was 
education and some people resented that, didn’t want to participate in it for 
whatever reason but the way to deal with that was defeat it in argument. Defeat 
it in debate rather than personalise it, or attack individuals. 

 

(Brian Campbell) I remember the first night I arrived in the Blocks there was a 
rang (Irish for ‘class’) on and I asked if I could go along and they were all 
saying, ‘Would you not like to wait a week or so until you get into the flow of 
things?’ But I was saying, ‘No I would like to see what’s happening’. They 
were discussing one of Lenin’s books. I remember being terribly impressed by 
the level of debate and analysis in the camp. To me it was a higher level of 
political discussion and analysis than I had ever experienced and that was 
including people in England who I had been at university with and that sort of 
left-wing milieu. This was much sharper, the issues were much clearer and I 
have to say I was mightily impressed and excited by it all.  

 

It took me a while to gauge the different levels. You go in at the start and see 
something that appears very simple and straightforward and everyone on board 
and everyone involved in debates and everything else. It took a while to discern 
that there were all sorts of differences and difficulties. That didn’t disillusion 
me. That was probably one of the things that impressed me, not only the 
ideology of the hard political analysis but also how to deal with each other. I 
was very very impressed with that. I remember one of the drafts on Guinea 
Bissau, the one on self and mutual criticism (see Appendix A); to me this was 
pretty good stuff, highly revolutionary.  

  

The camp education programme was not confined, however, to the Role of the Cadre 

study groups. The history drafts were still being written up and implemented. By 

then, 1986, they were being produced mainly by Anthony McIntyre although the 

finished drafts were read by a small committee including the vice OC before final 
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clearance was given to them. Contact was good at the time with a then vibrant Sinn 

Fein education department on the outside, which eventually published the history 

drafts in booklet form, entitled Questions of History. 

 

One interesting development at the latter part of the 1980s, in terms of raising 

personal and political consciousness was, the establishment of a Women’s’ Studies 

course within the prison. The idea arose out of discussions Jackie McMullan and 

myself had with Joanna McMinn, an Open University tutor who taught the 

‘Changing Experience of Women’ course that both Jackie and I were studying. We 

thought that a more informal class would be ideal. Some of us had an interest in 

feminist politics or had partners, sisters, or female friends on the outside who were 

interested in or involved in the politics of the Women’s Movement. Joanna agreed to 

act as facilitator of the course and Jackie and myself organised the people to attend. 

Over the course of the next two years over 200 people attended the classes, some of 

them on several occasions. Some time after the course had ended Joanna wrote the 

following as part of a contribution to a discussion on adult education and creative 

methodologies: 

 

The women’s studies class, the ‘feminist rang’ (class), became for me as the 
tutor, an exercise in anti-sexist teaching. All my previous work had been in 
informal education classes with working class women, where everyday realities 
were the primary interest. For men in the gaol, the interest was initially, at 
least, in understanding feminist ideas. But in both contexts, egalitarian teaching 
approaches were he norm. For me the value of teaching in the gaol, lay in the 
challenge it presented me with as a feminist educator, working with men. No 
where else, in my experience, have groups of men, working class men, 
participated in such large numbers in classes that sought to address feminist 
issues, with a feminist facilitator. It was also a new experience in my own 
development as a feminist educator. I brought the teaching methods from the 
experience of working with women’s groups to working with men in the gaol. 
Using a group work approach, basing the discussion in personal experience, 
mine included, led to the development of creative methodologies, new teaching 
materials (and many heated debates/arguments). I think the classes succeeded 
in finding ways of relating theory to lived experience, of challenging 
understandings of power relations between men and women and even, 
sometimes, of imagining alternative possibilities. 

 

As part of a project for the Open University ‘Education for Adults’ course I studied, I 

conducted research (McKeown, 1992)  into what men had gained from the classes 

with Joanna. In the conclusion to the study I wrote:  
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We were confronted with a lot about ourselves and men in general and got an 
insight into our position of power and just what that means in terms of effect 
upon women. We discovered there is no A-Z of feminism; indeed our 
discussions more frequently centred on masculinity and the problems it cause 
for both men and women. 
 
The last two years were certainly an education for us … and there are still more 
recruits lining up for when the course begins again in September, some for the 
second or third time! Whilst its success ultimately depends upon the active 
participation of all, it is equally true to say that without Joanna there would be 
no course. Initial perceptions and tensions have given way to a recognition of 
her courage and appreciation of her generosity … ar aghaidh le chéile (forward 
together). 
 

The idea of over 200 republican prisoners discussing masculinity, male power and 

feminist politics does not rest easily with the popular stereotype of the republican 

prisoner as a ‘hardened terrorist’ but once again it demonstrates how far removed 

those stereotypes are from the real people so labelled. The prisoners were eager to 

pursue the type of discussions and debates that arose in the classes with Joanna 

because they were part of that ongoing process of challenging one’s overall 

awareness and of implementing in practice the concept of self and mutual  criticism 

which the prisoners advocated (see Cabral in Appendix A). Personally I found 

conducting the research into the class a very valuable exercise as it contributed to the 

process of reflection upon what was taking place in the classroom.  

 

Another element of educational development which arose at this time was the 

introduction of the ‘Training for Transformation’ books ( Hope, 1985). These were 

based on educational experiences in the Third World using the teaching methods of 

Paulo Freire and were aimed primarily at those involved in development work in the 

Third World. The TFT books, as they were later simply referred to, were written in 

clear and simple language, well illustrated and came in three volumes, moving from 

basic to more difficult concepts. They were seen as a very useful method of 

conveying to people in the wings the concepts which had heavily influenced the 

thinking behind the programme of ‘pragmatic education’ and which were already 

being practised in the wings and promoted by the staff. Generally, these revolved 

around the concepts of democracy, communal responsibility, a revolutionary 
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discipline11, open discussion, self and mutual criticism, social analysis and 

accountability. 

 

(Myself) Some time after the introduction of the TFT books into the education 
programme I adapted them to a specifically Irish (and republican) context. This 
helped counteract some of the negative criticisms made of TFT, namely that it 
was a whimsical, middle-class, humanitarian as opposed to revolutionary 
approach to political education and organisation. The criticisms came from 
those who identified themselves with the views of Tommy McKearney who 
was still promoting the need for a structured study of orthodox Marxism-
Leninism. Even the material covered in the study groups such as Cornforth’s 
Dialectical Materialism did not find favour with Tommy. By now he had 
become more vocal in his belief that the Movement on the outside had 
consciously taken the decision to pursue a reformist rather than a revolutionary 
path and that any attempt to divert it from that track would be crushed. It was 
therefore useless, in his eyes, for us to believe that people could leave prison, 
become re-involved, and then start to introduce some of the revolutionary 
principles we had developed whilst in prison. His argument was still that 
republican prisoners should openly pursue a critique of the Movement and the 
strategy it was pursuing through the adoption of a structured study of orthodox 
Marxism-Leninism. 

 

The argument against such a proposal was that open confrontation with the 
Movement on the outside would not produce any positive response. We were 
well aware from our dealings with the Movement that prisoners were often 
commonly referred to as being ‘shut off from reality’, that our ‘heads were in 
the clouds’ and so forth. We were attempting to break down that image through 
our contacts with the outside in comms and on visits and by gradually pushing 
to have a bigger input into policy-making. We realised that that would be a 
lengthy and hazardous road. To adopt a confrontationalist manner, or to pursue 
an openly Marxist approach would, we believed, have done us no good at all.  

 

(Seán Murray) We adopted the concept of constructive criticism. We 
encouraged people to engage in constructive criticism, that they weren’t sheep, 
that the Movement would be a stronger Movement if we did adopt the concept 
of criticism, though it had to be constructive. With criticism came 
responsibility. It had to be offered in a mature way, not a back-stabbing session 
or an under-mining exercise. So criticisms were thrown up about developments 
either inside or out. Our problem in making criticisms about outside was that 
we didn’t have all the information. We tried to rectify that by establishing 
better links with the Movement on the outside but there were gaps and the 
problems the Movement had on the outside were vast and varied. We in jail 
were expecting too much too soon. In fact we were expecting revolution within 
the Movement and within the struggle. What made that situation worse was 
that when certain individuals got out of jail they tried to implement change too 
soon and they hadn’t got a grasp of the reality of what they were up against. 
That allowed the myth to develop that everyone in jail was the same and that 
we were totally cut off from reality. That was another barrier for us to cross. 
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It was one massive learning process for us all, both as individuals and as an 
organisation and there were many lessons learned which can still be applied. I 
think it gave us confidence. Republicans became confident in their own ability. 
They knew that whatever they put their hand to they had the determination and 
commitment as republicans to do what they wanted to do. One of the major 
lessons learned was that if we stand together no one can defeat us, whether it’s 
in jail or outside. If you become individualised the system will smash you, they 
will wear you down. If you stand together they can never defeat you and the 
sky’s the limit. For me as an individual that’s the main lesson I learned apart 
from confirming and strengthening my own commitment. As a person I gained 
a terrible lot from my jail experience, in terms of gaining self-confidence, 
educating myself and getting a completely new value system, not only in terms 
of looking upon yourself but also in terms of how you looked upon other 
people; how you treated other people. You crammed maybe a lifetime’s 
learning into a couple of years. 

 

It would be great if we could transfer that from the jail community to the wider 
community outside. You would have some society and the whole quality of life 
within our community would be far better. And for me that’s something worth 
struggling for because that’s what it’s all about, the quality of life, people’s 
advancement on a personal level and collective level. That’s what freedom’s 
about. 

 

For Seán and the others involved in the political education process within the jail it 

was not simply about the learning of new concepts and theories. It was also about the 

acquiring of new values and the construction of a new society. At the same time that 

society was not utopian or idealistic but firmly rooted in the realities of the real 

conditions in jail and the level of development of the Movement on the outside. That 

type of thought and level of political consciousness only came about through a 

process of ongoing reflection upon their actions leading to change or refinement in 

their actions, and accepting mistakes when they were made. It was within this new 

construct of the ‘politically aware’, the ‘critical’, the ‘tactical revolutionary’ that the 

prisoners formulated all future assaults upon the prison authorities. 
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CHAPTER 14 

THE LIFER ISSUE 

 

Introduction 

The number of prisoners in the north of Ireland serving life sentences rose 

dramatically during the 1970s and early 1980s. By 1987 they made up 28 per cent of 

all sentenced prisoners and about 40 per cent of all loyalist and republican political 

prisoners (Rolston and Tomlinson, 1986). Prisoners serving life or SOSP1 in the 

north of Ireland have their cases reviewed on a regular basis at which point they are 

considered for release or a date is set in the future for when their case will next be 

reviewed. In the case of lifers their first review occurs after ten years; for those 

serving SOSP their first review is after seven years. On a yearly basis reports on the 

prisoners are compiled by governors, the prison doctor, the prison education 

department and probation service. These reports are then presented to the Life 

Sentence Review Board. Among the factors which determine suitability for release 

are length of time served and the potential threat to the public. Another factor which 

is meant to have a bearing on the decision is whether or not remorse has been shown. 

 

Attitude of republicans to the life review process 

Throughout the 1970s and up to the latter 1980s republican prisoners had a policy of 

not participating in the life review procedure by refusing to attend the yearly 

interviews which form a part of the governor's report. The fact that no life sentence 

prisoner would be considered for release until after they had served ten years or more 

provided no great incentive to attend. More influential than that, however, was the 

political thinking of the prisoners. Republicans had a view that they would be held in 

prison for the duration of the conflict and that under no circumstances would the 

government release lifers back into the community whilst that conflict continued. 

They believed they would remain in prison until then unless they escaped, which 

many attempted to do. The life sentence review system was regarded as merely 

another part of the attempt to criminalise them and/or to gain an insight into their 

thinking.  
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Breakdown in the prisoners’ unified approach to reviews 

That situation began to change, however, in the early to mid-1980s and affected 

primarily those imprisoned in the Cages. A number of factors were involved, all 

inter-linked. Firstly, the period of time which people had served was crucial. Many in 

the Cages had by then been in prison for ten or more years. Secondly, the Cages had 

diminished not only in terms of numbers but also in significance, with the spotlight 

being more and more on the H-Blocks which had witnessed a lengthy blanket 

protest, two hunger strikes and a mass escape. Morale was low in the Cages. The 

position of the Movement on the outside was still that republicans should not 

participate in the life review procedure but increasingly talk in the Cages was 

towards participation in them.  

 

The construct of the POW, the prisoner of war who would never be released until the 

war was over, was problematic to the prisoners who were hearing the leadership of 

the Movement on the outside now talking about a ‘long war’. The war had already 

gone on fifteen years by then and had taken its toll on the prisoners. There was no 

prospect of an IRA victory in the foreseeable future therefore no prospect of release. 

Numbers in the Cages had dwindled. Unlike the situation in the H Blocks there was 

no radical debate or change taking place. Men were simply serving out their time and 

for many (lifers) there was no indication of how long that time would be. 

 

(Mickey McMullan) There were about 120 people in the Cages in the mid-
1980s and a lot of them were due for release in a short while. That would have 
then left mostly lifers. Jim Moran, the OC, commissioned a report on the lifer 
situation. He asked myself, Bill Meehan, Willie Doc and Duffs to conduct it. 
We went round all the lifers and the conclusion was that the majority of them 
disagreed with going to reviews. I knew in my heart that that was a lie. Jim 
Moran sent the report outside but also added that he didn't regard it as a true 
reflection of opinion. Outside sent in saying that the policy on non-attendance 
at reviews still stood but that they could understand if an individual could not 
go along with that. Shortly after that someone did go out and take part in the 
governor’s yearly report for the life sentence review body. Within the space of 
one hour something like 37 lifers out of a total of about 48 said they would be 
attending reviews. That for me was the finish because here you had the army 
authority saying you don't go to reviews and the majority of lifers saying, fuck 
you. 

 

(Pat Thompson) I think the view on the outside was that they half feared us 
getting involved in these reviews. My argument was very straightforward, 
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which was that whilst there was no way I would go against the army directive, 
somewhere along the line, with the length of time people were in jail, people 
were going to say that we were doing nothing to get ourselves out. The 
Movement had never before been faced with so many long-term prisoners in 
jail still facing long periods. I often said that the days of saying 'wrap the green 
flag round me' was long over on this issue. Times change and tactics have to 
change. It was a whole new beginning for the Movement and they were having 
to look at it in a whole different way from previous campaigns and if we didn't 
do that then people were going to ignore the army directive, which is what did 
happen. Out of the 40 or so lifers in the Cage so many started going to reviews 
that it left our position totally hopeless. 

 

Prisoners leave the Cages 

This 'rebellion' within the Cages had other implications for the staff there besides the 

actual lifer issue itself. The actions of those who willingly participated in the review 

procedure challenged the authority of the leadership in the camp. Those who were 

opposed to having anything to do with the reviews argued that those who did 

participate should be removed from the Cages. That was clearly not going to happen 

in light of the instructions received from the Movement on the outside. Some people 

felt that at that stage the Cages had ceased to exist as a republican entity and argued 

that it would be better if everyone moved en masse to the H Blocks. That view was 

contested by others who argued that whatever the conditions and climate within the 

Cages there was a moral obligation upon them to remain there in light of the 

sacrifices that those in the H Blocks had made to be recognised as political prisoners. 

The Movement on the outside would not make a ruling on it when they were asked 

for their opinion but again, as with their position on non-attendance at life reviews, 

said that if individuals wished to leave the Cages then they could not stop them. 

Shortly afterwards up to twelve prisoners moved to the H Blocks. Among them were 

Mickey McMullan, Paul Fleming, Liam Duffy and Tony Catney. 

 

(Tony Catney) The lifer issue wasn't the reason for leaving the Cages. It was 
just symptomatic of the way the Cages were going. There were no new ideas, 
no new blood. We were down to one Cage from a height of 10.  

 

 

 

Attitude to the life review process in the H Blocks 
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In the H Blocks the position regarding the lifer issue was tackled in a much more 

positive environment and in a more pro-active manner. The issue was not regarded 

simply as a question of should republican prisoners participate in the review 

procedure or not but how they could challenge the whole basis of the procedure. 

 

(Leo Green) Marty Lynch2 had asked me to do a paper on the lifer review 
situation about 1984 which was strange as it wasn't really an issue then but I 
think it was developing as an issue in the Cages. I have only a vague 
recollection of the conclusions reached though I do recall that I attempted to 
get a number of papers written up which showed a different angle on the issue. 
One of the people I asked was Mickey Culbert. I asked Mickey to argue a 
particular line which I knew wasn't one he agreed with and he got a lot of flak 
for it because people thought this was his true opinion. I think the conclusion to 
the exercise was that some consideration should be given to going into reviews. 
What I do remember writing was that the lifer issue had never surfaced 
previously because no one had given any great thought to how long people 
would do in jail but that now there was a realisation that people would do big 
time even if we didn't know then just how long that time would be.  

 

Although the response of the Movement on the outside at that time was that the 

position regarding attendance in life reviews remained as it was, events in the Cages 

impacted upon the thinking in the H Blocks. The staff recognised that it was an issue 

that was not going to go away. Besides that the NIO had become more pro-active on 

the issue and was circulating memoranda to prisoners informing them of the review 

procedure and how release could only be attained through participation in it as 

assessment of prisoners' readiness or suitability for release could not otherwise be 

gauged. Father Faul, who had taken a prominent role during the hunger strike in 

trying to end it against the prisoners' wishes, also began to speak out on the issue of 

lifers. He argued that the Republican Movement did not want to see prisoners 

released as they benefited from their continued imprisonment. More and more the 

staff in the H Blocks felt that change had to be made on the issue if they were to 

prevent a situation developing similar to that in the Cages. Their view was summed 

up by Leo Green who said that "Whatever we did about the issue we had to ensure 

that we were not facilitating keeping people in jail." Tony Catney was tasked with 

conducting an overall assessment of the situation regarding the lifer issue in the camp 

and of forwarding proposals to the camp staff. 

Open debate on policy 
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(Tony Catney) The atmosphere in the Blocks allowed the issue to be discussed 
in a more positive manner than that in the Cages and in bringing it out people 
were able to say that we should not be attending reviews for a whole number of 
reasons rather than it simply being an IRA order. Initially we did an analysis of 
the situation. We looked at how many were already going out to reviews, the 
number of people who wanted to go and whether or not we were building 
ourselves into a cul-de-sac by not participating. We then had a tactical to-ing 
and fro-ing of all the arguments around it until we arrived at the point in 1986 
where we suggested that the policy on attendance at reviews should be 
changed. The staff took our proposals on board and sent them to outside. The 
proposals were not immediately accepted but some time later (1987) the policy 
regarding participation in reviews was changed. But it wasn't just changed 
from ‘now you don't participate’ to ‘now you do.’ It was a tactical decision to 
enter into them in a particular way.  

 

About 10-15 per cent of the men in the Blocks disagreed with the change in 
policy on reviews and because it was not a case of the IRA ordering people 
into reviews what the camp staff asked me to do was to go to each of the 
people individually, which I did, and say, “Look you don't have to attend 
review but this is the tactic we are adopting to achieve this end. If you don't 
feel that that will work and you're not committed to it then my advice to you 
would be, don't go, but if you don't go there is the chance that the prison 
administration will penalise you for it.” In the end no one adopted a principled 
line and stayed out of reviews except the two lads from the Cages3 who we had 
no influence over. 

 

(Leo Green) We ended up with a set of proposals and guidelines for their 
implementation which we presented to outside. They were carefully worded to 
get assent for a change in the policy. For instance, in any interview with a 
governor no one was to condemn the struggle, agree to leave the country upon 
release and such like. It was worded very well.  

 

Through the prisoners actively engaging with the governors on the issue of lifer 

releases and the factors meant to determine these, the prisoners challenged the whole 

basis of the life sentence review procedure. On the argument of the right to natural 

justice the prisoners demanded their solicitors to be present at the yearly interviews 

with the governors because if the governor submitted a negative report on the 

prisoner he was in fact ‘sentencing’ him to a further period of imprisonment. The 

prisoners argued that no governor should have such power. They also demanded to 

know the make-up of the Life Sentence Review Board and for individuals to be 

allowed to attend its sittings when their cases were being reviewed. These demands 

were rejected by the authorities. A judicial review was taken in an outside court 

which also failed. However, the actions taken by the prisoners in highlighting the 



260 

workings of the review body had an impact. The authorities had to approach the 

process in a much more professional manner and be prepared to justify decisions. 

 

New approach 

(Tony Catney) The questions which always arose in reviews concerned the 
issues of remorse, guilt and IRA membership. Looking back on it it's amazing 
how much time we spent debating the issue because the conclusion we arrived 
at was so logical and so common-sense. For instance, if you were an IRA 
volunteer on the outside and stopped by the British Army and asked if you 
were one you would hardly say yes. So, similarly with the governors. Why 
should you tell them the truth? On the issue of guilt we were to say it wasn't an 
issue. We had gone before the courts, were sentenced and had now served 14 
years or whatever. Obviously the state regarded us as guilty and if it didn't 
consider we had done long enough in terms of what it considered retribution 
then we wouldn't be considered for release no matter what we said. On the 
question of remorse the way we approached that was to say that remorse was a 
subjective factor and that whether people had empathy or sympathy was a more 
relevant question, and if you were to ask if I have sympathy or empathy for the 
family and relatives of the person I allegedly killed then of course I do but I 
equally empathise and sympathise with everyone who has lost a loved one in 
the course of this conflict and would therefore like to see an end to this conflict 
but understand that to do so means dealing with issues of justice. Basically, 
what we did was take the governor's questions which they expected yes or no 
answers to and put them into their political and historical context. What we 
found in practice was that not only were those going out to reviews the 
intellectual equals of the governors but were intellectually superior. 

 

On the criterion of a ‘threat to society’ the prisoners argued that with a life sentence 

hanging over their heads even if they were released4 there was no way the IRA 

would allow them back into the organisation. Apart from the moral criticism the IRA 

would invite from the nationalist community should a released lifer be caught on an 

IRA operation, there would also be issues of security. They were ‘known activists’. 

They were also now much older and the IRA was more interested in younger 

volunteers who were unknown to the security forces. All of the arguments seemed to 

make sound, rational sense and governors were unable to refute them5. At the same 

time prisoners said they were still politically committed to the objectives of the 

Republican Movement but if they were kept in prison because of their beliefs then 

they were not only political prisoners but political hostages. 

 

(Myself) I remember one particular governor conducting the yearly lifer report 
who got really frustrated with the answers I was giving. This governor liked to 
portray himself as something of a liberal but that was mostly talk as he often 
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took a more rigid line on issues than other governors. Anyhow, after about an 
hour of going through a particular line of questioning he leaned forward across 
his desk to me and said, "McKeown, you know what I think? I think that if I 
was a PIRA activist and I was looking at the life review procedure and wanted 
to challenge its procedures then I would agree to participate in it without really 
participating in it and that way I could say I was attending and thus had to be 
considered for release. What do you think?" I replied, “I don't know as I am not 
a PIRA activist.”  He ended the interview at that point practically ordering me 
to get out of his office. 

 

Governors like him who took a particularly rigid line of questioning were 
challenged through representations made to solicitors and soon they were no 
longer conducting yearly lifer reports. Prison regulations allowed us to take 
notes during such interviews and once we started to do that, noting down 
verbatim the questions the governors asked and the comments they made, they 
became very careful with what they said. 

 

Success of the campaign 

(Tony Catney) At the end of the day the admin put a certain number of 
governors in charge of conducting the reports, ones who had recently been 
through University and who they believed would be able to take on board the 
philosophical arguments we were putting forward and they did take them on 
board but they ended up agreeing with us and regarding the state's line as 
untenable. A lot of them couldn't take it. Them sitting in their suits behind a 
desk and someone sitting in a pair of shorts or a track suit and taking them to 
task about what is guilt and remorse and pity, who is a terrorist, what is a 
terrorist and what is meant by law and order. You got the odd obnoxious 
governor who wouldn't engage with you but then you were able to raise this 
with the admin and say that you weren't being given a fair hearing and that 
your comments were not being accurately recorded. By sticking to the 
guidelines we had laid down we completely flummoxed the admin. They just 
didn't have the political and philosophical capacity to deal with us on that level. 

 

An incident which really undermined the credibility of the prison authorities and the 

Life Sentence Review Body was the release of British soldier, Private Ian Thain. 

Thain had received a life sentence in December 1984 for the murder of ‘Kidso’ 

Reilly in West Belfast. He was released just over three years later in February 1988. 

A review of life sentence prisoners was not meant to occur until after ten years had 

been served. This breach of their own guidelines handed the prisoners the 

ammunition they needed for a final assault upon the credibility of the Life Sentence 

Review Body and its procedures. 

 

(Leo Green) I think the situation in the camp was that a number of people were 
going to go to reviews anyway but this way it was controlled and directed and 
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at the end of the day it made reviews an academic exercise, which is what they 
are. Within all that you still had people who tried to put themselves at the top 
of the list if the NIO had a list of who they would release6. But we had 
achieved a situation where everyone could go to reviews without 
compromising their politics.  

 

(Tony Catney) The success of the campaign was in constantly challenging 
them on the issue. I remember them putting up a poster in the wing advertising 
Maghaberry7 once it opened and a governor in the wing saying that if lifers 
moved to there they could get out 1-2 years earlier than those in the Blocks. 
We challenged them on that by pointing out that decision on releases would 
then be based on a policy of attempting to undermine republican structures in 
the H Blocks and not on the criteria that they themselves were supposed to 
abide by. The reality was that those who did move to Maghaberry served as 
long as those who remained in the Blocks. Even those who were prominent in 
the Blocks and on staffs and regularly engaging in arguments with screws and 
governors got released just as quickly as those who moved to Maghaberry. 
That to me was another indication of just how successful our campaign was. 

 

I never thought it was only me who was making the decisions. All I did was 
facilitate the process and it was a reflection of all that had gone on in the 
Blocks previously in terms of how people organised and related to one another. 
All those factors came together. For me it was the most major example of how 
the educational process that was going on in the Blocks at that time actually 
produced results. 

 

(Mickey Culbert) What we did was start to make it hard for them to keep us in 
jail. They had to talk to us, engage with us. We moved from being passive 
objects to being subjects in the issue. We had a party line and in the main most 
people definitely held to that. The administration was then faced with a new 
scenario. They then had to become active themselves. This all occurred around 
the time when there was a sea-change in our approach to the screws and the 
admin. We moved to constructive dialogue and engagement with them. 

 

(Mickey McMullan) I thought the lifer issue was handled in the Blocks with 
great cohesion, very professionally, involving the entire democracy, all lifers 
and others if they wished to become involved, the complexity of ideas, the 
working out of a plan of action, a strategy. To me it was excellent. 

 

The approach adopted by the prisoners regarding the lifer issue proved very 

successful and between 1989 (the year the decision was taken to participate in the 

review process) and 1994 the bulk of republican life sentence prisoners were 

released. Pressure was also exerted on the outside in support of the lifers which the 

NIO may have feared could become a major political issue on the streets. So 

successful was the campaign and the pressure exerted on the NIO that in 1989 the 
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NIO introduced summer and Christmas parole for life-sentence prisoners who had 

served thirteen years or more. Almost none of these prisoners had a date for release 

and in many instances it was up to five years, and many additional paroles, later 

before they were finally released. Whilst the granting of the paroles took some public 

pressure off the NIO and the LSRB the prisoners then used the very granting of 

parole as another argument as to why prisoners should be released. If it was safe 

enough to allow prisoners out on parole twice a year, they argued, why was it not 

safe enough to just release them? From an issue which had the potential to 

undermine the solidarity of republican prisoners (and which achieved that to a large 

degree in the Cages), it was turned into one which further boosted the confidence of 

the prisoners through their intellectual and tactical engagement with the authorities. 

It also resulted in the quickened release of many committed and highly politicised 

prisoners who immediately became re-involved in the struggle on the outside.  
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CHAPTER 15 

RESIGNATIONS 

 

Introduction 

Debate amongst republican prisoners about what role they could play in relation to 

the struggle on the outside and what form their political education should take was 

often heated but open and comradely. The debate that had opened up, however, 

between Tommy McKearney (and those who agreed with his line of argument), and 

the position of the camp staff and the thrust of the camp education programme, began 

to widen in 1985/86. There was serious concern being expressed among a sizeable 

number of prisoners at the time about just where the struggle was going. Fears that 

the Movement was increasingly adopting a more constitutional rather than 

revolutionary path were heightened when occasionally criticisms were voiced by 

Sinn Fein leaders of certain IRA operations. Tommy McKearney highlighted these 

instances as evidence of what he had been saying all along. 

 

(Tommy McKearney) I still argued that we needed to maintain a radical 
alternative and to change the strategy on the outside. It was a difficult argument 
to get across because in some ways it takes a period of time before the effects 
of a policy are felt or seen. In the early days it can be difficult to see the 
difference between a reformist evolutionary path and a revolutionary one. I 
argued to men inside that the policy outside was moving closer to making 
propaganda than pursuing a military strategy. It was difficult to argue the 
position as the IRA in those years still carried out some spectacular operations. 
A lot of people were elated by the latest operation and couldn’t see or didn’t 
see the point I was arguing.  

 

(Myself) By 1985-86 the IRA appeared to be becoming less effective. 
Operations were neither as plentiful nor as successful. Volunteers appeared to 
be arrested in ever increasing numbers and arms and explosives dumps 
discovered on a regular basis. Whether this was indeed the truth or merely a 
perception didn’t really matter. During the same period the question of Sinn 
Fein’s policy on abstentionism1 was being hotly debated both inside and 
outside the prison. It was known that the Sinn Fein leadership favoured a 
change to the policy but this required a two-thirds majority of the delegates to 
an Ard Fheis2 to vote for such change. Many inside the prison felt that they 
should have a say in any change of policy or at least should be consulted about 
it. 

 

(Anthony McIntyre) I did a paper in 1986 entitled ‘Abstentionism and 
Electoralism’. There was a lot of discussion about abstentionism and we felt 
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we should be consulted on it, as it was a central plank of republican 
philosophy. 

 

Change of camp staff 

All these issues combined led to a growing sense of division within the camp and 

when, in late 1986, there was about to be a change of camp staff Tommy McKearney 

put himself forward as a candidate for camp OC3 on a policy to confront the 

leadership of the Republican Movement on the outside. 

 

(Tommy McKearney) I had been considering leaving the Republican 
Movement but thought that I would make one last effort to see if I could 
influence the prison and when the time came up for a change of camp OC I put 
my name down. I thought then that if I was made OC and six months down the 
road found that I couldn’t make any changes and then resigned it could be seen 
as sour grapes whereas if I resigned before the decision on the OC was made I 
could be seen as trying to pre-empt the decision. I had to balance these two. 

 

The outgoing staff proposed Leo Green as the new OC with Jackie McMullan as 

vice-OC responsible for security and intelligence and Laurence McKeown as vice-

OC with responsibility for political education and organisation. Anthony McIntyre 

also put his name forward for OC. This open challenge to the nominations from the 

out-going staff brought the under-lying conflict out into the open.  

 

It was very unlikely that Tommy McKearney would be considered by the Republican 

Movement on the outside for the position of camp OC given his stated intentions but 

in going forward for the position he was putting the issue to the fore. He knew that 

the Movement on the outside could not ignore this development within the prison 

and certainly would have to comment upon it. However, following the overturning of 

the abstentionism policy at the Sinn Fein Ard Fheis and the walk-out by several 

delegates who later announced the formation of ‘Republican Sinn Fein’, Tommy 

McKearney withdrew his nomination for camp OC and resigned from the Republican 

Movement. He was followed immediately by Pat Mullan and a number of close 

friends. Two days later he announced the formation of a new grouping, the LCR 

(League of Communist Republicans). 

 

(Tommy McKearney) I believed that to remain within the Adams-led 
Movement was to acquiesce to a strategy that I thought was going to lead to a 
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breakdown. I didn’t quite know initially if I had made the decision to resign 
and to then just sit tight but what happened was that one or two people who I 
was close to argued that just to sit tight, resign but do nothing, was a negative 
position. They said that if you are convinced that your position is correct then 
you must go a step further. This all happened fairly quickly. When I resigned I 
saw it as simply withdrawing my consent but with a nucleus of eight others 
within 48 hours we had formed the LCR, the League of Communist 
Republicans, which in turn produced a magazine called Congress ‘86. 

 

(Anthony McIntyre) I couldn’t understand McKearney resigning when he had 
his hat in the ring. He wrote to me asking me to throw in my lot with him but I 
said I wouldn’t. I felt they were too mechanical in their approach. They could 
tell you Marxist slogans the way someone could tell you the ‘Our Father’. It 
wasn’t a living Marxism. 

 

(Mickey McMullan) I was aware through others of Tommy’s views though I 
hadn’t met him. My view of the Movement at the time was that the issue of 
abstentionism was an anachronism. I argued that they should take their seats in 
the Dáil and in all other institutions in the partitioned country. I regarded it as 
purely tactical. I had read a lot of things that Tommy had written and was in 
general agreement with him but when I met him a short while after the 
resignations I was surprised at his lack of depth. Every thing was economic and 
if I were to put a label on it I would call it economic determinism. I think that 
was his forte. I think he was most confident in relation to economic matters. 

 

(Brian Campbell) I ran straight into the aftermath of the resignations. I was on 
the wing with Tommy McKearney and I struck up quite a relationship with 
him. I could sense that some people were wary of him and a bit wary of me for 
listening to him. Probably because I had been involved in left wing circles in 
England and because I had long and bitter experience of ultra-left nonsense and 
all the groups who had pie-in-the-sky ideas I approached Tommy with, OK, an 
open mind but sceptical as hell and his ideas were completely barmy. I used to 
argue with him and his arguments weren’t plausible.  

  

At the same time as Tommy McKearney was critical of the Movement for what he 

regarded as its slide into reformist politics another group of prisoners was voicing 

complaints about how ‘the war was being run down on the outside’ and also about 

how things were being run within the camp. There was talk of how the ‘screws are 

walking all over us’ and allegations that the staff were not only not interested in 

initiating escapes but were actively preventing others from doing so by rejecting 

escape proposals that were put forward. The staff was also accused of being 

parochial and was derogatorily termed the ‘West Belfast Mafia’. Another accusation 

made was that there was too much emphasis being placed on education and that the 
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criteria imposed for those selected to fill command positions within the wings was 

that they had to be ‘into education’. 

 

(Myself) I think by and large OCs got their position on merit. There was an 
active drive to involve young ones and those showing initiative. I don’t think it 
always depended upon whether or not they were into education. Certainly there 
were people on wings I was on who were made OC who weren’t into education 
but they didn’t oppose education. Because of the nature of our wings I don’t 
think you could have someone as OC who was anti-education. There were 
certain people who just weren’t suited to be OC and it had nothing to do with 
education.  

 

By and large the complaints about outside and dissatisfaction with the camp staff 

came largely from a number of prisoners from South Derry, including Tom 

McFeeley who had been on the first hunger strike in 1980 and had been OC in the 

early days of the blanket protest. He had also been camp adjutant when Séanna 

Walsh was camp OC from 1982-1983. There were a few others who shared such 

views, one or two from South Armagh, Tyrone, Derry City and Belfast. In hindsight 

the behaviour of the group can be seen to have arisen from a number of factors, none 

of which were ideological in the sense that Tommy McKearney’s were. One major 

factor was that the South Derry group had been involved in an escape plan some 

years earlier but had had to abandon it when the mass escape plan of 1983 went into 

full swing. There had been discontent among that group ever since. 

 

(Brendan MacFarlane) H1 had put in a plan when ours in H7 was already up 
and running. It had potential although it wouldn’t take as many out as our one. 
There were also a few problems with it which they were told to sort out but 
they felt they were being stalled and threatened to go ahead with theirs. They 
were told they could not go ahead, then were later actually informed that a 
mass escape was being planned. There was a row and eventually the army 
outside was brought into it and the ones in H 1 were told that they were not to 
attempt their escape plan. 

 

(Anthony McIntyre) I couldn’t understand why McFeeley criticised the big 
escape for going ahead instead of his small escape. He argued that those who 
got out were ones who had signed statements in the barracks and were wasters 
and I said to him that that was the very same sort of people he was proposing to 
take out with himself on any escape.  

 

(Myself) What started out as complaints and grumbling eventually degenerated 
into a campaign of vilification against those on the camp staff and later 
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extended to anyone who even associated with the staff by taking up positions 
within the camp command structures. Because I came from the country, South 
West Antrim, and was on friendly terms with a lot of prisoners from South 
Derry it was felt by some of them that I should be sympathetic to their view of 
things. I wasn’t. Neither was I antagonistic towards them on a personal level. 
But I had listened to their arguments and the allegations they were making and 
raised these matters with the camp staff even though I regarded most of the 
claims as being without foundation. I accepted the replies and explanations that 
the camp staff gave me. Besides that, I had been deeply involved myself with 
developments within the camp since the hunger strike especially in relation to 
the promotion of political education and the reorganisation of command 
structures, so I was well aware of the situation and feelings within the camp. 
My open support for, and identification with, such policies eventually led to a 
cooling of relations between myself and those from South Derry. 

 

Within days of Tommy McKearney resigning and forming the LCR the South Derry 

group resigned and were followed over the next fortnight by various individuals. 

 

(Anthony McIntyre) I hadn’t considered resignation until 1986 when McFeeley 
put the notion into my head. People were prompting me to run for OC. I knew I 
would never get it but putting my name forward would allow me to put issues 
to the fore such as challenging censorship outside and how we should ignore 
the existing ruling from the Army Council on lifer reviews. It seemed that 
having made criticisms the only thing to do was to follow through and resign 
but the decision to resign wasn’t intelligently thought out. Immediately after 
doing it I sort of regretted it but felt in a sense I had started the whole thing 
rolling; was responsible for it. I can’t recall what exactly I resigned against or 
what I resigned for but think it was a combination of feelings. I agreed with the 
change in policy regarding abstentionism but objected to the fact that we had 
absolutely no input into the decision. There was no personality clash with 
Marty4 or anyone. On the lifer issue I agreed we should go into the reviews but 
wasn’t going to do so myself as it would seem that that was the only reason I 
had been arguing for a change in the policy.  

 

I felt outside were dismissive of the sensitivities of the prisoners. I felt we 
should wrest control from outside. The camp staff should be more 
representative of the men in the camp and we had maybe this naive notion that 
we could heal many of the divisions. It was a whole messy time. Then the 
whole thing which people are not prepared to admit. I was ten years in jail and 
went into severe depression during the whole of 1986. You never admit that 
that somehow feeds into your decision, makes you more amenable to 
disruptiveness, so that needs to be fed into any analysis of what we did at the 
time. 

 

(Raymond McCartney) There had been a bad fall-out from the time of the 
escape. I think people’s egos had been badly bruised. They were frustrated and 
certainly others fed that frustration. I think the length of time people had been 
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in jail and the length of time they thought they would still be in started to tell 
on them. I was surprised with the resignations but in hindsight I think that was 
a reflection of how we ran the wings, how we made them open and they knew 
that and abused that. 

 

(Seán Murray) The resignations had deep roots in the whole issue of escapes 
and their escape being knocked back in favour of the big one. But there was 
also a rural/city thing to it as well. The vast majority of people who resigned 
were of a rural background. They maybe thought that the staff was too heavily 
Belfast and Derry, that there was discrimination against ones with a rural 
background but I wouldn’t accept that. The vast number of people in the jail 
came from Belfast anyway. So for all those reasons it was a mixed bag; those 
who resigned, a gang of, maybe it’s the wrong word to use - malcontents, who 
had a grudge against the staff or whatever and who apart from their dislike of 
the staff had no other agreement between them, no ideological cement to hold 
them together. It was unfortunate and something which no one wanted. I had a 
good relationship with many of them. It was an anti-staff thing too which you 
always had in jail right from internment so maybe they still had that culture in 
mind, whereas we were trying to create a totally new culture. 

 

(Leo Green) I was surprised by the resignations, maybe I shouldn’t have been, 
but immediately they happened I recognised a lot of ingredients; people a long 
time in jail, big egos, not perceived as the jail leadership, disgruntled at 
escapes. In general, though, ego was the big factor. Basically a lot of them 
were finished with the struggle but their own republican history did not allow 
them to get up one morning and say, ‘I’ve had enough of this’ because they 
were either placed upon or climbed up on a pedestal and they just couldn’t 
climb down. You had a lot of false images running around the place. You could 
see it in how a lot of them would not take part in the education programme 
because to do so meant you had something to learn. They survived on the, ‘if 
you knew what I knew’ sort of notion whereas the whole thrust of the 
education programme was this phrase of ‘concrete analysis’. 

  

(Mickey McMullan) I went through something of a conflict in relation to the 
resignations. I found I could relate with the views of a lot of those people who 
resigned for political reasons. The crunch for me came in the fact that for 12 
years I had gone through hell, a lot of which was for political beliefs and my 
ability to articulate those beliefs. But I felt you had to remain part of the 
Movement, to argue the case. You have to be in there fighting the corner. I still 
had conflict and was asking myself if I was now going along with the status 
quo. 

 

(Myself) I believe that years of imprisonment and the after-effects of the 
blanket protests and hunger strike had begun to take its toll on many prisoners. 
The issue of attendance or not at lifer reviews had still not been resolved and at 
a very basic and human level I think some people suddenly realised that they 
were growing old in prison and that life was passing them by; a fact which took 
on great significance to some. The reasons for the resignations can’t simply be 
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reduced to that but I never felt that the arguments advanced by people from the 
South Derry group of resignees, unlike those associated with the LCR, had any 
consistency. I could fundamentally disagree with the theories of Tommy 
McKearney but at least found them to be coherent and consistent with the 
political line he had been adopting over several years. With the South Derry 
group of resignees, however, it appeared that once you resolved one issue for 
them or offered an alternative opinion or explanation they simply went on to 
raise some other complaint. 

 

As well as a lot of ego and elitism there was also a good deal of unrealistic 
thinking. The South Derry group would be heard talking about how they would 
break out of prison and form ‘flying columns’ in the rural areas west of the 
Bann. Most people had the sense to realise that such thinking was totally out of 
place in 1986 but for a few there was something exciting and simplistic in such 
thoughts. Those just coming in to prison who had first-hand experience of how 
the British Army and RUC operated at that period and the extent to which 
surveillance, both overt and covert, had greatly constrained the ability of the 
IRA to operate, merely dismissed such ideas as ‘flights of fancy’ with no value 
other than something to pass a day’s conversation in prison with. They were 
equally dismissive of the LCR who spoke of how they would go out into the 
factories and organise the working class in Ireland just as the Bolsheviks had 
done prior to the Russian Revolution. 

 

Among those who led the South Derry group of resignees there was a belief 
that their actions would panic the Movement outside to establish what they 
called a ‘compromise staff’. Basically, what they wanted was control or at least 
increased input into the security and intelligence department and hence access 
to whatever escape plans were being hatched. They had no real sympathies for 
the LCR line and in fact described Tommy McKearney as something of a 
‘crack-pot’. In speaking to individuals among them they appeared to have no 
real disagreement with the political direction the camp was taking in terms of 
education even if they weren’t personally interested in pursuing such study. 

 

This was a period of much political turmoil and soul-searching within the camp. 

People were torn between personal loyalties and their commitment to the Movement. 

Some resigned and gave lengthy reasons for doing so. Days later they retracted their 

resignations and again gave equally lengthy reasons. The resignations and the 

arguments and allegations put forward at the time also challenged the whole political 

education programme that had been ongoing for several years. It was going to be a 

test to see just how much of that process had been internalised. 

 

(Myself) There was a good deal of confusion in the minds of many once the 
resignations occurred. Some who had resigned were regarded as ‘leading 
lights’ within the camp, or ‘staunch IRA men’ and thus people were baffled as 
to why they should take such drastic action. A lot of confusion was also 
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deliberately sown by the resignees who claimed to have influential contacts 
with the Movement on the outside. We had heard these stories often and knew 
them to be totally untrue but for some in the camp they sounded impressive.  

 

(Jackie McMullan) The resignations really challenged people and how much 
they had learned in the whole process of politicisation. There were some 
people who collapsed and others who really came to the fore. It showed the 
difference between those who had just swallowed the concepts and those who 
had reflected upon what they were learning and applied it to their real lives. 

 

Over the years we had been at the coalface and the opposition of the contras5 
didn’t come to us as a shock. We were aware for ages beforehand of the 
opposition and resentment towards us and our ideas and what we were trying to 
achieve. There were other people who if you or me or someone else went on to 
a wing would be sound enough but on their own they wouldn’t confront the 
‘negative heads’, didn’t want to argue or make themselves unpopular, didn’t 
want to rock the boat but come the resignations they had to make a decision, 
they could no longer sit on the fence.  

 

(Myself) As days wore on and people had more time to think about the 
situation, discuss it with others and assess their own views, sympathy for the 
resignees began to ebb. For many, the resignations had become a major ‘eye-
opener’. They had in the past regarded several of those who resigned as friends 
and had listened to a lot of their innuendoes and back-stabbing about the camp 
staff without ever taking it too seriously. Now they saw those comments and 
their own passive acceptance of them in a new light. They also discovered that 
by not having actively counter-acted the campaign of undermining the staff and 
structures that their names had been used by those conducting that campaign to 
show ‘just how widespread disillusionment and resentment is within the camp’. 
This section of people now became angry when they learned the extent to 
which the resignees had gone to attack the staff and changes brought about 
over the years and they became some of the most vociferous opponents of the 
‘resignees’. Others, commonly regarded as ‘sound ‘Ra men’6, argued that the 
resignees should simply be ‘fucked off the wings’, or worse, as behaviour such 
as theirs would not be tolerated by the army on the outside. 

 

(Anthony McIntyre) I was arguing with McFeeley about liberalism and I said 
to him that if he was on the staff and people were doing to him what he was 
doing to them he would have thrown them out of the camp. I thought there was 
a lot of hypocrisy in it. 

 

(Myself) Dealing with the resignation situation within the prison was not such 
a great worry for us as we knew all those involved and had a good measure of 
the extent of their influence. Whilst resignations at one stage totalled almost 40 
and appeared to be continuing we estimated that they had peaked. Our major 
concern was about the Movement outside and just how it would react. We 
knew the leadership would be looking at the wider situation especially in terms 
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of how support could be affected in local areas and how the families of those 
who resigned would continue to regard the Movement.  

 

As it turned out families by and large thought that their relatives inside had 
taken leave of their senses and many either visited or wrote to tell them that. 
The stories of the ‘war being run down’ and ‘operations being held back’ were 
easily discounted by those who knew only too well the situation on the ground. 
In Belfast Gerry Adams called a meeting of a wide range of ex-prisoners from 
throughout the six counties to appraise himself of their views on the jail 
situation and of the arguments involved on all sides. Meanwhile the outgoing 
staff of Martin Lynch, Bobby Storey and Seán Murray were also conveying 
their opinions to outside and stressing the need for the leadership to adopt a 
firm line and make a speedy decision.  

 

Due to the process of consultation which was ongoing between the prison and the 

Movement on the outside, and the consultations taking place on the outside itself, the 

changeover of camp staff was delayed for several weeks. This worked in favour of 

the resignees who were elated by the fact that they had actually stalled the 

changeover and were convinced that things were looking well for them. When the 

long-awaited written communication from outside7 finally did arrive they were 

shocked and dismayed. The proposal from the outgoing staff that Leo Green, Jackie 

McMullan and Laurence McKeown should take over as the new camp staff was not 

only ratified but a lengthy and detailed report dealt comprehensively with all the 

‘allegations’ being made by the resignees and discounted each and every one of 

them. 

 

For many in the camp it was the first time they had even heard of some of the 

allegations being voiced by the resignees but upon hearing that the Movement 

outside was aware of them, had investigated them and given their response, people 

were left with a very clear view of where their loyalties lay. The communication 

from outside made it very clear that channels existed for volunteers to express their 

opinions and to make criticisms and that these would be dealt with in a comradely 

manner. The communication also made it equally clear that the IRA would not 

tolerate the undermining of its authority within the prison. It concluded by calling 

upon those who had resigned to reconsider. This latter point was repeated by the 

incoming staff in a communication that was circulated throughout the prison.  
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(Myself) There was an air of disbelief among those who had led the 
resignations that their attempt to force outside into agreeing to their demands 
had been totally rejected. They also knew that it left them in a bad light among 
their followers as all their boasts about the strong contacts they had with the 
army and Movement on the outside had been shown to be worthless. The 
euphoria they had experienced for a short while now totally disappeared. They 
had played their hand. 

 

Those who had wavered on the issue of the resignations and had refused to take a 

stand against the undermining process conducted by the leaders of the resignees now 

felt embarrassed. Those who had combated such a campaign now felt justified and 

rewarded by the Adjutant General’s statement. By and large there was an angry 

mood within the camp that events had been brought to such a point. 

 

(Leo Green) I think Tommy and McFeeley underestimated the strength of other 
people. They assumed that a bigger number would have gone with them but 
even if a bigger number had gone with them they over-estimated the 
significance of it. I don’t think they could relate to what it meant to outside.  

 

I remember C….. saying that they would retract their resignations if G… B…. 
was put in charge of the escape department. I asked him what if in six months 
twenty people from Ardoyne resigned and then said they would retract if one 
of them was put in charge of escapes, what should I do? He said, “You 
couldn’t do that”. So I said, “And you’re expecting me to do that in relation to 
yourselves?” 

 

The attitude of the new staff towards those who had resigned was that they were free 

to live on in republican wings. They had entered the jail as republicans and had taken 

part in all of the protests to create the conditions then enjoyed by republican 

prisoners so were entitled to reap the benefits. They were told in very direct terms, 

though, that any further attempts to undermine the staff or structures within the camp 

would not be tolerated. It was generally felt, however, that no serious problems 

would arise from that quarter in the future. 

 

(Myself) Those who had resigned from the Movement lived on in the 
republican wings for about another 14-16 months. Although there were no 
open hostilities there was undoubtedly a coldness directed towards them. It 
wasn’t a case of them being confined to their own company as they still 
retained friendships on a personal level with other prisoners but the bad feeling 
lurked close to the surface and events were still too fresh in people’s minds. 
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Maghaberry Prison had opened by this time and there was a gradual trickle of 

prisoners moving to it. The bulk of these were from the loyalist and conforming 

Blocks as well as some loyalists from the Cages but a small number of individuals 

from republican wings in the H-Blocks also moved. Notices had appeared on the 

wings in the H-Blocks ‘advertising’ Maghaberry with promises of better living 

conditions and greater facilities there and hints were dropped from the administration 

of the very real likelihood of early release for lifers should they move to Maghaberry. 

The notices also made it very clear that all prisoners would be expected to fully 

conform to the system, to do prison work and be integrated, loyalist and republican.  

 

In 1988 the resignees applied en masse to move to Maghaberry. Their decision to do 

so coincided with the initiation of a new campaign by the camp staff to improve 

living conditions within the camp. Many regarded their exodus in a very cynical 

manner given that it had been from among their ranks that the most ardent criticisms 

had been voiced about how the camp staff were ineffective in preventing continuing 

encroachments by the prison authorities. 

 

(Tommy McKearney) Some changes started to develop within the H-Blocks, 
which led to the ultimate decision to move to Maghaberry. By ‘88 there was a 
dramatic change in the personnel in the jail from the old, who I considered my 
contemporaries, the blanket men. I had always believed that while the blanket 
element remained dominant within the Blocks there would always be a 
toleration for me and that type of dissent. I wasn’t quite so confident that men 
who didn’t know me would have as much patience. There were a few 
characters freshly in from outside and I would say it wasn’t policy and they 
weren’t camp staff or anything but they had a high enough profile and were 
well enough known and they made themselves pretty obnoxious to the LCR. I 
had the fear that not necessarily then but in a year or two’s time we could find 
ourselves in the position where there would be physical conflict.  

 

A number of men had already moved to Maghaberry. Part of the problem with 
the resignation period was that while some men resigned on principle others 
did so out of pure opportunism to gain better terms. Some of those characters 
had moved to Maghaberry and it came to a situation where we had to make the 
decision whether to go or not. What I didn’t want was to be in a position where 
we were pushed off the wings. Certainly in Portlaoise dissidents were beaten. I 
was trying to work out long term what was going to happen and so decided to 
leave the wings. I went fully aware of what would be said or how it would be 
construed. Whatever words were exchanged I am still happy that there never 
was a blow struck and as such any unpleasantness was at worst verbal. To 
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allow an ugly situation to develop would have been in my view totally 
unproductive and so I moved to Maghaberry and was subsequently released. 

 

The resignees did not immediately move to Maghaberry but were instead placed in a 

wing of their own in H Block 6. As they were moving onto the wing republicans 

were being moved off. Among them was Brian Campbell. 

 

(Brian Campbell) I was the last person out of the wing in H6 that they moved 
on to because I was the OC there. As they came on to the wing they were 
whooping and cheering and greeting each other with great hugs and all. They 
engaged in some discussion and debate with me and others but by that stage it 
was all over and I was just happy to get off the wing. There was the feeling of a 
real rupture. This was the final act. 

 

The Northern Ireland Office and the jail administration were obviously still unsure as 

to just what was happening as they would have regarded several of the resignees as 

being very prominent in protests and events within the jail over the years. This 

uncertainty was heightened by the request of some resignees to be returned to 

republican wings after only a few days in H68. In the early stages only a small 

number of resignees were moved to Maghaberry to ‘test the ground’. Some of these 

were quickly returned to the wing in H6 when it was deemed that they were not 

totally conforming to the regime in Maghaberry. However, within a year the numbers 

of resignees remaining in H6 had dwindled to a handful and eventually they were 

transferred in one move to Maghaberry. Over the years some of them returned to the 

Blocks, having first asked the camp staff for permission to do so. Several who 

requested to return were refused permission on the grounds that they had played a 

prominent role in the undermining process that went on prior to the actual 

resignations. 

 

Although the resignations prompted strong words and emotions there was not even 

one instance where arguments came to blows. Nor did the camp staff attempt to 

crush the ‘opposition’ by ejecting them from the wings which, in theory, they were 

entitled to do given that the ‘resignees’ no longer gave their allegiance to the IRA. 

The issue was handled instead through discussion and debate, and bringing out into 

the open the criticism, complaints and back-stabbing that was going on behind doors. 

This reflected a maturity and strong belief in the type of politics the leadership in the 
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jail promoted, i.e. that the prison community would be strongest when those residing 

in it practised self and mutual criticism, and collective responsibility-sharing and 

accountability through the most open and democratic form of organisation possible. 

In the past, dissidents had been put out of the Cages. In this instance they left 

voluntarily some time after the events and when a number of them requested to 

return most were allowed to do so. The new politics of the prisoners were not simply 

rhetoric but firmly rooted in the social organisation and culture of the republican 

prisoner community. 
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CHAPTER 16 

THE CONDITIONS CAMPAIGN 

 

Introduction 

In the late 1980s the situation in the republican wings of the H Blocks could be 

described as one of peaceful co-existence between the prison guards on the ground 

and the prisoners, which, if not ideal, suited both sides in terms of a quiet life. But it 

meant living 'the big lie'. When governors or chief prison officers would go down the 

wings on inspection, which they did regularly, the prisoners agreed to put on the 

appearance that prison rules were being fully implemented. Cell doors and the grilles 

into the canteen would be locked closed. Improvised weight lifting bars made out of 

brush shafts and plastic containers filled with water were hidden. Prisoners were in 

their own cells or in the yards. When the inspection was over things returned to 

'normal' again. Occasionally this arrangement was upset by a particularly officious 

governor or by prison officers who found difficulty in turning a blind eye to the 

rules, but in general it worked to the satisfaction of both sides (Sykes, 1958, refers to 

this as the ‘corruption’ of the guards).  

 

However, if there was relative calm on the wings there was also a dearth of facilities 

for the prisoners and that, plus the on going issues of contention such as the red book 

security classification of prisoners and the lifer issue, led to a build-up of tensions. 

Although this situation was tolerated by the prisoners for some time, in 1987 they 

decided to mount a major campaign to improve their conditions and to make 'legal' 

what was then 'illegal'. One of their demands also was that their staff be officially 

recognised by the prison authorities and dealt with formally on all matters relating to 

republican prisoners. Until then there was the ‘public face’ of not recognising the 

prisoners’ staff but privately co-operating with them. 

 

The ‘red book’ classification 

In the aftermath of the escape certain conditions were imposed upon those who had 

attempted to escape. They were moved from wing to wing, sometimes only 

remaining in any one wing for a matter of days. Special ‘closed visits’ were 

introduced for them where no physical contact with their families could take place. 
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The prisoners refused to accept such conditions and after some weeks they were once 

again allowed normal visiting arrangements.  

 

Following the conclusion of the Hennessey report into the escape the ‘red book 

system’ was introduced. Certain prisoners were called out to the governor and told 

that they were now regarded as ‘extremely high risk’ prisoners and that certain 

conditions would apply to them. They would be moved frequently between Blocks, 

would be checked every half hour, night and day, would be accompanied by 

particular guards on their visits who would remain at their visiting cubicle 

throughout the visit, they would not be permitted to stay out in the canteen over lock-

ups and would not be eligible for the usual conditions of parole, including 

compassionate parole. Ironically, many of those who had participated in the 1983 

escape were not put onto the ‘red book’ whereas other prisoners not involved in the 

escape were. 

 

(Mickey Culbert) Shortly after we ended the no-work protest in 1982 I got 
involved in a position of some sort of welfare officer within the jail. I was the 
liaison with the doctor and the probation. I met with them on behalf of the 
camp. Unknown to me the escape officer in the camp used the code-name 
‘welfare officer’ before the big escape. The whole arrangements for the escape 
were done under the code-name ‘welfare’. I think I maybe did six years on the 
‘red book’ because of that. Someone or other in the prison authorities got wind 
of my role and confused it with the escape. One morning I was called in and 
told I was on a new security classification and within three days I was moved 
from the Block. After another few days I was moved again, then it went on and 
on. Initially there were about 20 of us on the red book then it built up to about 
40. 

 

I think the thinking behind it was twofold: take what they saw as the republican 
leadership and somehow leave the Blocks leaderless; and on the other hand try 
and psychologically break those people. I was a member of the camp staff at 
the time and that kept me occupied moving into each new wing. Also I was 
doing the OU so could focus on that.  

 

(Leo Green) The red book had an impact on us collectively and I think it was a 
positive impact. It allowed people to take on a camp brief and most of them 
were happy enough to do that. For others on the red book it allowed them that 
little bit of novelty. Maybe the moves were a bit too frequent initially but there 
was a novelty there. Those on the red book got to know everyone in the camp 
whereas the rest of us would not have seen people for years. I suppose too in a 
lazy man’s world it allowed some of them to be spectators in the wings because 
they never had to do OC. 
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The NIO must have thought that if people couldn’t settle they couldn’t plan. 
Maybe some within the prison administration saw that it facilitated our internal 
organisation but maybe they felt that was a small price to pay to prevent 
someone sitting planning escapes. The uncertainty of not knowing when you 
were moving would certainly prevent you from formulating any definite plans. 
But not being able to settle did affect a few people in the long term. Some 
started to get very uptight about being shifted around. I remember Chopper just 
coming in and he thought being on the red book was sound and one of the guys 
who was having a problem with being on it asked him if it didn’t unsettle him 
and he said not really. The guy then asked about the bed and Chopper asked, 
‘What about the bed?’ and this guy said that it took weeks to get settled in a 
new bed. Chopper said that ever since that any time he went on a wing the bed 
was always a problem for him. It had never been a problem before. 

 

The numbers on the red book varied from time to time. Some prisoners were 

removed from that category after a period of time whereas others were kept on it 

right up until they were released. Other prisoners were put on the red book after they 

were sentenced. Over time the prisoners in general fought to have the system ended 

or, in the interim, at least have the most detrimental elements of it removed. First 

among these were the half hourly checks night and day which were fairly quickly 

dealt with as the other prisoners in the wing intimidated the guards into discontinuing 

the practice. Like so many other policies which the authorities attempted to impose 

the weak link was the warder on the ground. Confronted by unified opposition from 

the prisoners they were simply unable to impose policy. If they charged prisoners for 

intimidation or verbally abusing them they were no longer safe to continue working 

in the republican wings. Court cases were taken regarding some of the other aspects 

of it, such as the right of all prisoners to have access to both ordinary and 

compassionate parole. These were successful. The classification still remained 

though and the prisoners continued to campaign to have it removed. It was a central 

demand put forward by the prisoners in their conditions document given to the prison 

authorities in 1987. 

 

Demands for improved conditions 

(Leo Green) Jackie (McMullan) was involved in drawing up the initial 
document on conditions. The idea was to lobby governors and other bodies on 
the basis of the document and then to combine that with protest action. We 
didn't think that when we gave the conditions document to the likes of 
Probation and others that that would achieve our demands. We knew though it 
would help our situation because once we moved into a period of protest we 
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could show that we had attempted to pursue our demands by other means, that 
we had wanted and argued for reasonable change. We had also learnt from 
experience with the screws that you had to get the arguments across to them 
first before you initiated action. An example was the controlled movement1. 
They accepted the rationale that there was no need for it so they had no 
commitment or desire to implement it when ordered to. Posing reasonable 
argument alongside protest action meant they always went for the former 
especially if it wasn't going to cost them anything.  

 

The initial response of the prison authorities to the proposals was favourable. 

However, no commitment to bring about change or implement any of the proposals 

was forthcoming from the governor2 other than that he would raise the issues with 

the NIO. 

 

(Leo Green) There was a new governor in the jail and although he created an 
expectancy and an atmosphere of change he did not actually make any 
changes. That was important though as we had to psyche the screws into 
expecting there would be changes and I suppose that's where G..... played a 
part. The funny thing about it too was that the screws had this impression that 
G..... was implementing all sorts of changes and used to sing that song by Roy 
Orbinson, 'Anything you want you got it'. 

 

Tactics of the campaign 

When no positive response was forthcoming from the authorities the prisoners began 

their protest action. Just as in the case of the segregation campaign five years before, 

the prisoners exploited the fears of the prison guards and the authorities that the 

prison was once more going to experience heightened tension and trouble. Such a 

climate was created with very limited action by the prisoners. The first step was for a 

selected number of prisoners in all Blocks to refuse to return to their cells during the 

daytime lock-up periods, remaining in the canteen or Cell 26. The wing OCs 

informed the prison guards beforehand of their intended actions and made it clear to 

the authorities that they were not looking for confrontation. They pointed out that 

there was no security reason why the increased numbers could not remain out of their 

cells seeing as how they were still locked, in the canteen, in cell 26, and in the wing 

itself. The prison authorities did not take any action to remove the prisoners to their 

cells. However, when those on the red book refused to move to another Block when 

instructed to by the authorities they were forcibly removed by the riot squad after 

everyone else was locked up at night3. This greatly heightened tension in the wings 

especially the following day when the usual prison guards came on duty. 
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The prisoners kept tension high to pressurise the regular prison guards to complain 

about the predicament they were being placed in. The prison doctor was also brought 

into it as those prisoners forcibly removed from their cells and transferred to other 

Blocks suffered bruising and cuts. These prisoners demanded that the doctor make a 

formal complaint about their treatment4. Publicity about events in the prison was sent 

outside and carried by the media. Very quickly a climate of impending crisis was 

built up. The authorities’ response was to use the Board of Visitors as an 

intermediary with Leo Green, the Camp OC at that time. 

 

The prison authorities’ response 

(Leo Green) I was surprised when the administration responded so quickly to 
the conditions document and sent the Board of Visitors to see me. I don't think 
it was a case of them panicking but it was an encouraging sign. I had thought 
they might have been gearing up to get stuck into us but their attitude and 
thinking was to stall us. 

 

I think that at the time we didn't take consideration of the other factors which 
influence decision-making in relation to the jails, especially the economic 
factors, number of staff etc. There is a level outside of the prison admin in the 
jail who are open to ideas for change, not in terms of how it favours prisoners, 
but in terms of how it fits into their needs for rationalisation and so forth. I 
think that was important but I think that the big thing we had going for us was 
that after the blanket protest and the hunger strikes the NIO didn't want big 
prison protest. I think it took us a while to realise how quickly we could bring 
about big changes but it started to gather to the point where there was a 
confidence among us. Small battles that people had fought over the years may 
not have seemed like much at the time but they had an impact and their 
example spread to other wings and people took initiatives. The conditions 
campaign was the same sort of thing. It set the trend, something which moved a 
little bit at a time towards the bigger issues such as the red books, lock-ups etc. 
We moved from a position of the governors not recognising the staff, to 
reluctantly dealing with us on the issue of protest, to dealing with us through 
the Board of Visitors until we decided: no more intermediaries. They would 
have to deal with us directly. 

 

 

 

IRA involvement on the outside 

Although individuals within the prison authorities and the NIO appeared open to 

change the POA actively resisted the implementation of a more relaxed regime. 
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Brian Lorimer, who had worked in the H Blocks during the blanket protest and who 

was regarded by the prisoners as the instigator of most of the brutality in H4, was 

head of the POA at the time. In 1988 he was killed when a bomb exploded under his 

car. In a relatively short period of time afterwards many of the changes which the 

prisoners had proposed were implemented. These included an extension of shop 

facilities, stereo systems installed in cell 26, multi-gyms installed in what had once 

been the handicrafts room, prisoners allowed their own (Walkman) mini hi-fi 

systems, an extension to the clothing allowance and increased numbers permitted to 

remain in the canteen and cell 26 over the daytime lock-up periods. 

 

On other issues, such as restrictions suffered by those on the red book, assurances 

were given to Leo Green, who was by then meeting regularly with the prison 

governor, that the matter was being discussed at the highest level of the NIO. The 

prisoners agreed to postpone any further protest action to await the outcome. 

 

Lessons of the campaign 

(Mickey McMullan) We were engaging with governors in the wings in front of 
the screws and beating them in every argument or leaving them where they had 
nothing left to say except to agree to our arguments. Prior to that you had the 
situation where the screws viewed the governors as being our intellectual 
superiors. They would be the ones to intellectually defeat us in any argument 
but then they saw in practice that that wasn't the case. That had a big impact on 
the screws. We were putting forward very common-sense arguments and the 
screws could see that the governors were trying to defend rules and policies 
that they themselves had no input into making in the first place and which even 
they probably saw as illogical. There was a wedge driven between the screws 
on the wing and other levels of the admin. Moving from a confrontational 
approach with the admin to one of engaging with them and seeking rationale in 
prison rules when you knew there was none, and no governor could provide it, 
I think took the screws and administration totally by surprise. It was handled 
greatly, comprehensively. 

 

The tactics employed during the conditions campaign and the lifer campaign 
were like two watersheds during my time in jail. Watching them develop and 
grow and be successful was brilliant. I think during the both campaigns we 
came to recognise that not only did we have power in numbers but also in 
terms of intellect and of organisational ability. The watershed for me was the 
degree of confidence people began to have in themselves. 

 

(Brian Campbell) We won every wee battle nearly and one of the big lessons 
was in using their own rules against them. It was wonderful going out to 
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challenge their mad rules. I mean the question 'why' used to put the governors 
into a real spin. For instance, ‘you can't have a shirt with a logo on it, right 
well, why is that?’ and at the end of the day so many of their rules were so 
completely baseless. They had no basis in logic. They were just rules for the 
sake of it. I think what the conditions struggle actually did was sap their 
confidence, sapped all of their arguments, all of their logic. They didn't have a 
leg to stand on and then the very disciplined way in which the campaign was 
backed up by protests. I think it was very, very effective. 

 

By 1988/89, the time of the conditions campaign, republican prisoners in the H 

Blocks had long since come to understand their strength within the prison. They also 

knew that head-on confrontational, physical battles were not the way to wage prison 

struggle. Longwell (1998) says that: 

 
... the republicans seem to be aware of the significance of internal discipline 
and restraint and consequently are keen to bolster their own social control 
through a ‘normalisation’ of their encounters with staff (p. 157). 

 
Republican prisoners had learnt from their experiences of burning the camp, the riot 

in Crumlin Road Prison, the blanket protest and the hunger strikes. They had also 

seen how the manner in which they waged their battle for segregation, an end to the 

prison work issue and the mass escape that they could achieve their goals through 

exploiting inconsistencies in prison rules, divisions within the prison hierarchy, the 

fears, anxieties and emotions of prison guards on the ground, and by intellectually 

undermining the prison rules by pointing to the inconsistencies and incoherence that 

underpinned many of them. They were increasingly aware of their own power within 

the system. 
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CHAPTER 17 

CREATIVE WRITINGS 

 

Introduction 

The late 1980s saw a proliferation of material written by the prisoners. This ranged 

from political analysis and comment to poetry, satire and short stories. The Iris 

Bheag (literally, small magazine)1 contained a range of articles from the prisoners in 

the H Blocks and Portlaoise covering topics such as: Marxist terminology, education, 

building a revolutionary political party, Socialism, the European Union, political 

alliances, election strategies, neo-colonial economies, politics of advice centres, 

integrated education, prisoners’ partners, feminism, abortion and the Irish language. 

The magazine provided direct access for the prisoners into mainstream political 

thinking within the Republican Movement and allowed them to air the issues they 

felt strongly about. In this way the prisoners saw themselves as playing an important 

role in the development of the Movement. They were not just prisoners but political 

activists and theorists whose intellectual influence could expand beyond the confines 

of the prison camp. 

 

However, the prisoners did not confine their literary talents solely to the writing of 

political articles. In the Autumn of 1988 they established poetry workshops in the 

wings which used imaginative exercises designed to allow men to practise and 

develop writing skills. John Pickering, who had been in contact with an Irish support 

group in Sheffield, received a booklet from one of its members who had an interest 

in creative writing. It detailed a number of exercises on how to conduct poetry 

workshops and John set about organising one in the Block he was in. Prior to that 

some individual prisoners had written pieces of poetry but by and large it was a fairly 

‘secretive’ practice. Soon workshops became established in most wings and a small 

printed booklet containing the best of the material written in the workshops was 

produced. A book containing poetry from the prisoners (H Block: a selection of 

poetry, 1991) was published on the outside and individual prisoners had works 

published in various periodicals and newspapers. The narrators in this chapter tell 

how these initial creative endeavours were developed in later years into much more 

prestigious undertakings.  
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Poetry workshops 

(Brian Campbell) I started to write poetry in the Crum and continued in the 
Blocks. I remember when Gerry Kelly came back from Holland striking up a 
friendship with him and reading his poems and he reading mine. I was pretty 
careful about who I let read the poems as most of them were quite personal. I 
was at the first poetry workshop and it was astonishing. The workshops were 
like a real creative explosion almost and the men loved them. The crack at 
them was mighty. There were ground rules: you had to write and criticism was 
expected and you had to take it and accept that the criticism was of the poetry 
and not of you. There had to be that openness, honesty and trust within the 
group and that's why everyone who was there had to write. 

 

I didn't initially twig on to the significance of the workshops in building men's 
confidence and so on. To me they were to improve men's ability to write 
poetry. It was only later I became more aware that they gave people the 
confidence to speak about things ordinarily they would not have spoken about, 
to be able to express emotions, whether it be about what was good about life on 
the wing or what was bad about it, or about relationships with people on the 
outside or how they saw the world. Here was a door into a place where you 
could speak out about your emotions and your view of the world and it was 
going to be taken seriously. You could come up with something of real value 
which would be appreciated. 

 

(Gerry Kelly) I was delighted with what came out of the workshops and the 
oddest of characters went into them. I knew that armies used to have bards and 
that but poetry was still regarded as a fairly effeminate thing until Bobby 
(Sands) began writing and pouring out his heart and then it became very 
acceptable and I thought that was brilliant.  

  

(Brian Campbell) The poetry workshops went from that first wing to others as 
Pickles moved around the camp2. I think at one stage there were 70 men 
attending. The problem with them was that they flared up and then couldn't be 
sustained. They were based on those wee exercises so when you had done 
them, it might take 6-8 sessions, and OK you could go back and do them again, 
but that didn't really work. One idea I had was for men to write in their own 
cells and take their work to the poetry workshops and have a yarn about it. That 
never really worked. I would imagine the workshops lasted about six months or 
so but they served their purpose. They led to a culture where people could 
express themselves in writing and feel quite happy to do so. 

 

Scairt amach (Shout out) 

(Myself) I always believed that seeing your own work printed in black and 
white in a publication had an enormous impact upon you in terms of building 
confidence so the idea emerged that we should have a small publication within 
the camp of collected works from the workshops. The idea was to give the 
participants a boost but also signal the creation of the workshops as an 
important development.  
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(Brian Campbell) I was involved in producing Scairt Amach (Shout Out), a 
small typewritten A5 booklet of collected works from the poetry workshops. It 
was important for people's creative sense of worth that they could have 
something exposed to others in that way.  

 

In Scairt Amach (Spring 1989), a collection of the poems which were compiled by 

the prisoners into a small pamphlet and distributed around the camp, the editorial 

describes the problems faced when initially setting up the workshops: 

 

At first the cultural barriers, which existed to place poetry somewhere between 
a mystery and an embarrassment, had to be removed (p. 2). 

 

The popular stereotype of hardened, unemotional, IRA volunteers who lack ordinary 

human feeling, sits uneasily with the image of them writing poetry. But again the 

editorial in Scairt Amach challenges both the stereotypes of them as prisoners and of 

poetry itself.  

 

Poetry is about expressing how we see the world and relate to it – it is a 
political statement using our revolutionary voices. By writing a poem we bring 
our feelings and experiences to life using words in a skilful way. We reject the 
obscure poetry fit only for academics. Our poetry will shout a clear message to 
our people, not by using strident propaganda but by writing imaginatively and 
truthfully about our own lives and feelings (p. 2). 

 

The reference to writing ‘to our people’ echoes the words of Alice Walker the black, 

feminist novelist and poet who has said of her work that she writes ‘for her village’. 

Republican prisoners too were primarily writing for the community from which they 

came and viewed the exercise as a liberating one through the expression of deeply 

felt emotions. They understood the establishment of the workshops and the creative 

energy they were releasing as another important step in their developing personal and 

political consciousness; 

 

Every revolution has had its revolutionary culture, including its revolutionary 
literature. Ours is no exception and it is another step in our political 
development to become part of that culture. These poems are linked into that 
process of awareness (Scairt Amach, p. 2) 
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The editorial ends with a quote from Chinua Achebe, an African writer, speaking at 

the International Writers Conference in Dublin in June 1988. Achebe related to his 

audience the experience of Agostinho Neto, a doctor in a poor suburb of Luanda in 

colonial Angola. The doctor wrote poetry in his spare time and one day after 

witnessing a particularly brutal action of the Portuguese colonial regime, he 

composed a poem addressed to his mother in which he wrote: 

 

I wait no more 
I am the awaited 
 
He shut down his surgery and went into the bush. As the guerrillas of the 
MPLA fought against the Portuguese they recited lines from his poetry. Such 
things are possible. (ibid., p. 2) 

 

The samples of  poetry contained in Scairt Amach cover such diverse topics as the 

wing library, the workshops themselves, emigration, robots, the ‘Save the Whale’ 

campaign, religion, poverty, plus more surreal areas. Nowhere is there to be found 

what could be termed overtly republican propaganda statements, nor the inward-

looking or depressive tales of incarceration. The poems instead reflect an awareness 

of the broader issues of life and an outward-looking and inclusive view of society 

coupled with a humanistic philosophy and concern for others who suffer oppression 

in its various forms. Just one example of the latter is the (untitled) poem by Eoghan 

MacCormaic: 

 

Hear no evil but the scrubbing of a woman at work 
See no evil but the effects of the green carbolic 
Speak no evil but the smell of a cleaner’s bucket 
Hear no evil but the cry of a hungry child 
See no evil but the shadow of a high tower block 
Speak no evil but of the system which allows this shame 
Do you hear no evil of the weary mother and the hungry child? 
Do you see no evil in the conditions of the poor deprived? 
Do you speak no evil of the class which makes us slaves? 
Then you, my friend, are the true deaf, dumb and blind. 

 

Once the workshops were established they flourished and gave rise to other literary 

endeavours which further expressed the desire of the prisoners to ‘have their own 

voice heard’. In the autumn of 1989 the first edition of An Glór Gafa/The Captive 

Voice appeared. 
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An Glór Gafa (The Captive Voice) 

(Myself) The idea of a prisoners' magazine had been talked about in the camp 
on several occasions but never with any resolution to actually establish one. 
There were various times in the past when prisoners in different prisons had 
produced their own versions but primarily these were all for internal 
distribution. What I was more interested in was a quality publication which 
could be sold on the outside. I felt that the standard of writing produced by us 
in the camp was of a high enough quality to produce something that people 
would actually buy. The other factor was that such a magazine would show the 
diversity of the culture of imprisoned republicans and the high level of political 
awareness that existed. It would also provide us with a creative role in 
promoting the wider struggle.  

 

The idea for a prisoners' magazine also tied in nicely with developments on the 
outside at the time. The POW department had become more established with 
Tony Catney in charge of it and the personnel and resources existed to publish 
and distribute such a magazine. There was also the financial factor in that we 
believed the magazine could become an important source of income for the 
department. After sussing out opinions from a number of people in the camp, 
all of whom generally agreed with the type of format I was interested in, I 
organised a meeting with Mickey McMullan, Brian Campbell and Leonard 
Ferrin. Mickey was due to take over from me as camp vice OC with 
responsibility for education and political development and as such would 
eventually be responsible for any such magazine. Brian was well into the 
writing end of things, not just the creative side but also in terms of editing so 
he was an ideal choice as editor of the magazine. Leonard, it was felt, would 
bring a totally different dimension to it in terms of wit and the humorous side 
of life within the camp. 

 

Content of the magazine 

(Brian Campbell) We discussed at that meeting what the content of the 
magazine should be and I think we were in agreement that it should be a 
variety of material. I don't think it emerged out of creative writing. It emerged 
out of the whole sort of politics. I think some people may have seen it as being 
purely about politics and the argument I made, and I'm sure you made the same 
one, was that it had to be a variety, art work, politics, satire and humour. I 
remember Mickey asking me and Leonard after the meeting if we had a clear 
idea of what was wanted and I can remember saying yes, I had a totally clear 
picture of it in my head. The first issue was in 1989. 

Organisation 

The first mistake we made was that after informing everyone in the Blocks and 
the other jails about this new development and asking for material to be written 
and sent to us, we just sat and waited on it arriving. We got nothing. We wrote 
to Portlaoise, the women in Armagh, the Crum, there was actually quite a bit of 
work in it and it didn't happen so we asked particular people to do this and do 
that. I had a visit with Robin Dunwoody who had been involved for years with 
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the APRN and he was selected as that link between us and the outside. We had 
decided that Republican Publications who printed the APRN would also print 
the Glór Gafa. I remember people being surprised at the professionalism of it 
when it appeared as people thought it was going to be like Scairt Amach, a wee 
A5 stapled effort, which is what I suppose wee news-sheets had been like in 
the past. The first issue wasn't on glossy paper, later ones were, but it still 
looked well. 

 

In the editorial of the first issue the prisoners clearly define what they see their role 

as prisoners to be: 

 

The state is not sustained by force alone … The media, the education system, 
the churchmen and politicians all play their part in guarding against the 
dissemination of revolutionary ideas … Thus, the gaols have been the arena for 
a different struggle – the struggle through education. Time and a common 
purpose have enabled us to study the nature of the world in which we live and 
to educate ourselves to become better able to bring about change in the Ireland 
of today … We hope our Captive Voice will be heard by all those who share 
our vision of freedom in a socialist Republic (p. 3). 

 

(Myself) I had a story in the first issue entitled VIP, which was based on 
Francis Hughes who died on hunger strike. That was the first year that lifers 
got four days parole in the summer3 and when I was out I read a very positive 
review of the magazine in a Sunday newspaper. It specifically referred to my 
own story and the fact that the f... word was used which the reviewer took as an 
indication of some radical development within the Movement which would 
allow for such to be printed in one of its publications. 

 

Editing 

(Brian Campbell) After the first issue it meant not only editing it but actually 
going and getting articles. I had to write round and commission articles. Poetry 
was no difficulty because we had loads and loads of it. With short stories we 
had a bit of a difficulty. Portlaoise had stuff. The women in Maghaberry also. 
There were no problems from the other jails in the sense of us doing the 
magazine, at least I didn't get any negative feedback and I think that generally 
they were happy with it. It would have been easy to just let stuff go as it was 
but that wasn't the way to do it so some of the stuff sent in was cut to ribbons. I 
would do that then send the article back explaining the reasons and saying, 
‘Look if you have any difficulties write back with them’. Generally people 
didn't have a problem. The hardest aspect was when something just wasn't 
good enough and you had to write and explain why, particularly things like 
short stories. I took it upon myself to ensure everyone got a full explanation as 
to why their work wouldn't be published. I hoped that that might have spurred 
them on. I don't know, maybe sometimes it wrecked them completely but that 
had to be done for a magazine that was going out to people. Maybe it's odd but 
at no stage did I feel over-whelmed. I was really happy that I was asked as it 
was right up my street.  
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Publication 

Initially the finished magazine ready for print was both smuggled out of the prison 

and sent out through the administration. The prisoners did not know how the 

authorities would respond to the publication of such a magazine so were taking no 

chances. However, apart from a delay going through the censor the authorities did 

not present any difficulties. Problems did arise though on the outside. An autumn 

issue of the magazine may not have been published until Christmas as the prisoners 

had to take their place in a queue for printing. 

 

(Brian Campbell) If it was in the run-up to an Ard Fheis Republican 
Publications would have loads and loads of work on, or coming up to an 
election so sometimes we experienced all sorts of delays. So a quarterly 
became a 'thirdly'. I don't think there was any year that we got the four out. 
That was probably a bit ambitious. 

 

Distribution 

The prisoners also soon found out that a distribution network for sales of the 

magazine was almost non-existent. Brian Campbell wrote to every single Sinn Féin 

cumann (branch) in Ireland asking them to take so many copies and received only 

one reply. The prisoners then decided to create their own network. Brian wrote to all 

the Blocks and asked people to ask their relatives or a local republican that they 

knew to take on the responsibility. From that they established a fairly efficient and 

broad network which covered most areas of the north. Like the ‘book fund’ and 

‘welfare scheme’ created some years earlier the prisoners once again demonstrated 

their self-sufficiency, relying on resources that were available to them (relatives, 

friends and families) on the outside. 

 

Controversy 

The magazine has appeared three times a year since 1989 and has included 

contributions from republican prisoners in other prisons in Ireland, England, Europe 

and North America. The magazine has covered topical issues for prisoners and their 

families and also raised other issues that could be seen as controversial within 

republicanism, including; relationships with partners and wives on the outside and 

the issue of gay republican prisoners. However, Laurence McKeown, one of the 
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founders of the magazine, and Brian Campbell, the first editor of it, both agree that 

the raising of controversial topics and a critical reflection upon commonly held 

republican beliefs was a main motivation for producing the magazine in the first 

place. 

 

(Myself) The magazine was a means for us to raise issues that were simply not 
covered in any other republican publication. As well as that, as prisoners we 
knew we could get away with a bit more than people on the outside could. It 
was ‘safer’ for us to raise issues than someone on the outside to do so. We 
decided for instance that the issue of homosexuality and gay rights should be 
aired in the magazine so Brian (Campbell) asked Brendi McClenaghan (1991) 
if he would write the article. Brendi was known by a lot of the prisoners to be 
gay but he wasn't 'out' at that stage. However, when Brian received the written 
article from Brendi it was obvious he was writing about himself. 

 

(Brian Campbell) I checked with Brendi before publishing it and asked did he 
want the 'I' changed to something more anonymous but he said to leave it as it 
was. Before it appeared in print, though, there was a big row with the 
Movement outside over it. All sorts of excuses for not publishing it were made 
like "Our people won't understand this and the parents of young prisoners will 
think that their sons are....plus what about our image, the papers are going to 
pick up on this". We just read it as homophobic and were determined to face up 
to any of that because we saw the magazine as breaking new ground and that 
was one of the issues we were happy to put in. The magazine was sold in the 
United States, I think initially the disk was sent over and it was printed and all 
over there. That changed to where the magazine was actually physically sent 
over. So for the American issue that article was taken out and replaced by an 
appeal from Gerry Adams for money for the Republican Movement. We had a 
series of exchanges through comms with outside but at the end of the day they 
weren't really willing to give any reason and so that was it. That was the big 
issue. Otherwise the article got a great reception from different groups on the 
left all over the world. 

 

Censorship 

Only on two occasions that I know of did anyone on the outside intervene and 
actually censor a particular article or comment. Which is OK also as we, the 
prisoners, were part of a bigger movement although we still complained and 
fought our corner when it happened. There were threats at one time that 
someone on the outside would have to be appointed to edit the magazine but 
that was never pursued, probably because they realised such an arrangement 
would never have been acceptable to us. 

 

The article on gay rights was a very good example of the value of the Glór 
Gafa. I don't want to exaggerate but in terms of opening up the whole debate it 
prompted all sorts of responses. It also caused Brendi all sorts of problems with 
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his family who were not aware he was gay because the Sunday World4 

mentioned it. Graffiti went up on the walls in his home area.  
 

In establishing An Glór Gafa/The Captive Voice as a regular publication which 

covered the ‘voice’ of republicans imprisoned anywhere in Ireland, Britain, Europe 

or the USA, republican prisoners in the H Blocks had taken a decisive step in 

‘writing their own history’ and ‘creating their own images’. Being in total control of 

the content of the magazine from soliciting contributions, compiling, editing, through 

to publishing meant that the final construct was all their own work. They did not 

have to ‘shape’ the contents of the magazine to meet with an ‘outsiders’ view of 

either republicans or a particular format of magazine. Nor was content determined by 

what ‘sold’. Republican prisoners had taken control of the production of their own 

image. 

 

Another production around this time initiated and directed by republican prisoners in 

the H Blocks was the production of a video telling the story of the blanket protest 

and hunger strike. The script for the video was written by Leo Green, Leonard Ferrin 

and myself. I also helped produce it, working with the film crew and the Republican 

Movement on the outside. 

 

(Myself) The introduction of paroles for lifers in 1989 provided an opportunity 
for us to meet with the Movement on the outside and to speak at republican 
gatherings and so forth. It also provided the opportunity for us to become 
involved in projects such as the video. It  was coming up to the tenth 
anniversary of the 1981 hunger strike so we thought a good way to make our 
contribution to the series of events to mark the anniversary would be the 
production of a video where prisoners who had actually been on the hunger 
strike and blanket protest could tell their stories. I knew from contacts I had 
made on the outside that filming facilities would be made available to us so we 
sat down and scripted a documentary programme of ‘talking heads’. We 
selected people to cover particular areas of the history of the protest and hunger 
strikes. Many of these people were still imprisoned but would be out on parole, 
others were already released and we contacted them on the outside via the 
POW Department. Filming took place over a three day period when we were 
out on parole at Christmas 1990 and the video was edited and produced the 
following year. Distribution and sales was handled through the POW 
Department. 

 

Two other prisoner productions which were motivated by a desire to commemorate 

the tenth anniversary of the 1981 hunger strike were the secret recording of a music 
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tape and the compiling of a book containing the personal accounts of prisoners who 

had participated in the blanket protest and hunger strikes. 

 

(Myself) The idea for the recording of a music cassette occurred by accident. I 
had discovered about two weeks prior to Easter 1991 that at least one of the 
cassette players provided by the prison education department to students 
studying with the Open University (OU) could record. At that time the prison 
education department sent a trolley round the Blocks regularly with TV and 
video recorders to show OU programmes that had been taped for students and 
also cassette players to listen to the OU tapes. We didn’t have our own 
playback systems at that time. These cassette players were meant to be 
‘doctored’ by the screws so that the recording function was no longer active. 
However, Gino MacCormaic had discovered that one still functioned and told 
me about it. A few days later we were preparing for the Easter pageant5 and the 
idea came to me about doing a recording. We had a good group of musicians in 
the wing at that time, but more importantly, these were people who had a close 
association with the hunger strike. Bik MacFarlane, who had been OC during 
the hunger strike, was there and Tomboy Loudon, a close friend of Bobby 
Sands. I had been on the hunger strike myself and although not having any 
musical or singing talent felt I could contribute to a recording.  

 

The whole thing had to be done secretly as it would not have been permitted by 
the screws. Also, the recorder (a fairly large one) had to be got to the Block and 
then smuggled into the wing and out again after the recording. The other thing 
was that Bik was on the ‘red book’ and was due to be moved at any time. 
Anyhow, I contacted the prison education department and said that I needed to 
see some of the OU TV programmes urgently as I had missed out on previous 
showings, being on visits at the time the trolley had been in my Block. I got a 
few others to put in similar requests. So the trolley was sent down. I had 
constructed a very large cardboard folder out of two smaller ones and filled this 
with books and went out to the classroom, emptied the books out, put the 
cassette player/recorder in the folder and went back into the wing. The other 
lads had prepared a cell for the recording, putting in additional mattresses and 
blankets to create better acoustics. We used Mickey Culbert’s cell and he was 
the only one in the wing, apart from the wing OC, who knew what was 
happening. He pretended he was cleaning out his cell and if anyone asked he 
was to say that the lads were practising for a special concert and were not to be 
disturbed. He put a tall locker against the cell door once we were inside the 
cell. We couldn’t completely close the door as we had to have an electricity 
power supply and there were no sockets in the cell. 

 

We had already carried out a sort of ‘dummy run’ so people knew what they 
would be singing or playing. We had a rough script as we knew we only had 
about two hours maximum so there was no time for rehearsals. We did a sound 
check to see if we were recording OK and then went for it. As it turned out we 
didn’t get all the recording we wanted on that occasion so had to arrange for an 
additional day. We were extremely lucky in this regard as normally they had a 
tight schedule to hold to and wouldn’t visit the same side of a Block in the 
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same week. However, Kate Campbell6, an English language teacher had 
accompanied the trolley that day (there was always a teacher – whoever was 
available at the time) and when I explained to her that it was important we get 
the trolley back she said she would personally bring it down later that week. 
Tension was high as we were waiting for Bik being moved at any minute but 
things turned out OK. We smuggled the finished tape outside and a few fairly 
famous Irish musicians (who shall remain nameless) arranged for it to be put 
onto a master tape and 5,000 copies of it made. No changes were made to it or 
special effects added and I think the quality of it is sound given the conditions 
under which it was recorded and the standard of equipment used.  

 

The music cassette, entitled, Music from the Blocks, contained not only music, song 

and poetry, many of which were written by the prisoners themselves, particularly 

Bobby Sands, but also contained a reflective spoken account at the end of it where 

the prisoners analysed what had happened in the jail since 1981. They spoke of the 

recording of the cassette in the context of how it symbolised the developments within 

the prison since the time of the hunger strike. What the prisoners say, and the 

recording itself, shows that the prisoners were very much aware of the importance of 

what they were doing within the history and development of the republican prisoners 

jail struggle. They were again, like the video production, letting their own voice be 

heard through creating the circumstances for that and controlling the ‘production’ of 

the finished piece. Another major example of taking control of their own recorded 

histories as the publication of Nor Meekly Serve My Time: the H-Block Struggle 

1976-1981. 

 

‘Nor Meekly Serve My Time’ 

(Brian Campbell) After the formation of the Glór Gafa/Captive Voice I was 
responsible in a loose sort of way for publications coming out of the camp. I'm 
not sure how it arose, it might have been my idea, but anyhow it was an idea to 
do a little booklet for the tenth anniversary of the hunger strike. Originally it 
was meant to have input from relatives and women from Armagh and such 
like. That was soon discounted because of all the difficulties getting stuff in 
through censors and such like so we decided it would be the accounts of those 
men who had been in the Blocks during the period of the hunger strikes. I think 
initially there were 35 accounts. They were asked to write just as if they were 
speaking to someone off the top of their head. At that time there were 
typewriters and I remember getting stuff from Ginty on typed pages that started 
right up in the top left-hand corner and covered every bit of space on the page 
and there were dozens and dozens of pages. It soon became obvious we were 
talking about something other than a booklet. I got loads of comms and hand-
written stuff so we started to type these out, then we got the computers, or one 
computer so we just started putting masses and masses of the stuff on. There 
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was then a ‘bank’ of computers that went around the Blocks, six of them and 
we wangled to get this to our wing. Six of us went out and typed the gear on to 
them. We would be working away, sometimes for ten hours a day. I then edited 
the stuff, just people's grammar, spelling and if it was repetitious. You're 
talking about a thousand pages and I then had to decide what way it would be 
put together to tell the story in a very chronological way weaving in everyone's 
account. Some people's accounts had to be discarded because if five people 
wrote about the same incident you were going to take which one was best. So 
over a period of about 18 months it was refined and refined into an account. 
Felim was editing it and you. 

 

I came to the book without actually having been in the jail at the time of the 
blanket protest and hunger strikes which I think was an enormous advantage. I 
came to it with a completely open mind, no preconceptions of any of the 
individuals, or at least not too many. 

 

The manuscript was taken out of the cells by screws in a search at one point 
and held by the NIO but we had already smuggled out a copy of it. We sent it 
to about nine or ten publishers in Ireland and Britain and either got ignored or 
rejected. The only ones who wrote with their explanations was Brandon. They 
said that Ten Men Dead (Beresford, 1987) had been the definitive account of 
the blanket protest and hunger strikes, that the length of ours was going to 
make it too expensive for the market and because of fears of libel it would have 
to be read by libel lawyers and that too would make it very expensive. Also at 
that time there was a very bad recession on in the publishing world and they 
were shying away from all sorts of work. In the end Beyond the Pale, a small 
independent publishing company based in Belfast, agreed to publish it. It came 
out in the summer of 1994 under the title, Nor Meekly Serve My Time: The 
History of the H Block Struggle 1976-1981. 

 

The accounts told in Campbell et al (1994) are often deeply personal, especially so in 

the case of Ciarán McGillicuddy who, just 17 years of age when he joined the 

blanket protest, describes an internal body search which to him was like rape (pp. 90-

92). Others talk about their experience of the hunger strike, the emotions they felt as 

comrades died, relations with their families and the frustrations, hope, despair and 

comradeship they experienced over those years. In the epilogue to the book a 

statement from the republican prisoners written in 1994 makes no attempt to pretend 

that what the prisoners were involved in during the years of protest was as the result 

of careful and prior analysis. The statement reads: 

 

It would be all too easy in retrospect to present the history of the Blanket 
struggle against the backdrop of careful prior analysis on our part. Such was 
not the case … We found ourselves, all too suddenly, thrown into the middle of 
Britain’s attempt to criminalise our struggle. Our response was more instinctive 
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than analytical. We knew only that we would not be criminalised, and so began 
our protest (p. 266). 

 

(Brian Campbell) I’ve always said that the book couldn’t have been written 
without two things: one was that gap in time. People needed that space in time 
to write about something that was deeply personal, deeply emotional for them. 
And it couldn't have been done without the process that went on within the jail 
in creative writing, expression, self-confidence and so on, you know, people 
writing quite openly and honestly about some of their fears and weaknesses. I 
think that's the strength of the book.  

 

The Glór Gafa/Captive Voice continues today (1998), published three times a year. 

The book title Nor Meekly Serve My Time: The History of the H Block Struggle 

1976-1981 has gone into re-print for the third time. 

The other major cultural/artistic enterprise which again demonstrates how republican 

prisoners became increasingly engaged in a cultural, literary and dramatic struggle 

through which to portray their real image as opposed to what others constructed of 

them was the adaptation of Bobby Sands’s writings for a stage production entitled 

The Crime of Castlereagh. Mícheál MacGiolla Gunna, who co-ordinated the project, 

views it as the continuation of the cultural struggle waged by the prisoners and in 

turn sees such cultural struggle as a defining feature of political prisoners throughout 

the world. MacGiolla Gunna (1996-97) adds that: 

 

They write, compose poetry, sing and play music, paint and carve. They utilise 
every form of self-expression. They do so not merely because they are talented, 
thoughtful individuals (one of the reasons leading to their imprisonment), but 
because they wish to give voice to the pain of their people and articulate the 
need for radical change to end this pain. (p. 7) 

 

Mícheál goes on to quote from Edward Said, the Palestinian academic; Ken Saro 

Wiwa, the executed Nigerian human rights advocate; and Antonio Gramsci, the 

Italian Marxist, locating the writings of the prisoners within an international, 

philosophical, literary and revolutionary tradition (p. 7). He adds that the type of 

theatre they chose through which to interpret Bobby’s writings was one which 

allowed for collective input. All involved in the project participated in the creation, 

production and direction of the drama. Mícheál says of this approach that: 

 

… we retained control and ownership of our own images, actions, and 
meanings. The style was surreal; thus, we created our own world with its own 
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rules and deeper truth, rather than conforming to naturalistic conventions and 
the dominant version of superficial reality. (p. 9) 

 

Several years earlier another prisoner, Eoghan MacCormaic, writing an article in Iris 

Bheag (December, 1988) entitled ‘Revolutionary Peoples’ Theatre’ had described 

how the prisoners in the H Blocks were already using drama to great effect. A 

‘pageant’ had come to replace the traditional republican Easter Commemorations of 

military parade, the reading of the Roll of Honour, followed by a two minute silence. 

MacCormaic wrote: 

 

The Easter Commemorations became in time a pageant of Irish history, 
something which allowed the thoughts, the words, and the deeds of our dead to 
be relived and therefore meaningful. What we did by organising a pageant was 
to de-ritualise Easter and to both capture their imagination (i.e. entertain) and 
make a statement (re-educate). (p. 31) 

 

What Mac Giolla Gunna and the other prisoners did was to further develop the type 

of theatre MacCormaic refers to and, with the aid of professional assistance from the 

outside, re-interpret and adapt the writings of Bobby Sands for a prison audience,7 

many of whom would not even have been born when Bobby Sands first went to 

prison. The play also had resonance from an earlier time as the prisoners employed 

the principles of Augusto Boale and his ‘theatre of the oppressed’, principles that run 

parallel to Paulo Freire’s ‘pedagogy of the oppressed’ which had greatly influenced 

the thinking behind the re-structuring of the republican prisoner community in the 

early 1980s. As Mac Giolla Gunna writes: 

 

Thus, the cultural struggle in the H Blocks had come full circle; the pedagogy 
of the oppressed had prepared the ground for the theatre of the oppressed. 
Similarly, the struggle of Bobby Sands and his comrades had now achieved the 
jail conditions and the cultural framework for a new generation of republican 
prisoners to take the struggle a stage further, poignantly illustrated by 
translating the poetry of the Blanket protest into the drama of today’s H Blocks 
(p. 9). 
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SECTION FOUR 

The early 1990s continued to see much change within Long Kesh. Most of the 

prisoners who had been there from the H Blocks first opened had been released, 

including the life-sentence prisoners. There were now republicans coming into the 

prison who barely knew of the blanket protest and hunger strikes. The changeover of 

prisoners led to strains in the social organisation of the prisoner community but the 

experience others had already gained helped to smooth the transition.  

 

Another new development was on the loyalist side. Their history in prison was one of 

remaining generally passive, leaving the confrontations to republicans. That changed 

in the 1990s largely as a result in the increase in their activities on the outside and the 

influx into prison of younger more militant prisoners. These newly-sentenced 

loyalists resented the leadership of the ‘old-guard’ within their ranks and soon the 

latter stepped aside. Those who took their place refused to comply with the previous 

unspoken agreement between loyalist and republican prisoners not to attack each 

other and soon the relative calm of the camp was shaken. Tension increased. 

 

Within the republican prisoner community problems also arose. This time it was not 

of an ideological but social nature. Drugs were discovered in the prison. This led to 

an inquiry and the first expulsion of prisoners from the community. 
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CHAPTER 18 

POSTSCRIPT 

 

Introduction 

I was released from Long Kesh on 4 June 1992 having served 16 years. I left the 

camp with a mixture of emotions. There had been many bad times there, moments of 

pain and hurt, of frustration, anger and hate. But we’re inclined to forget the bad 

times (or shut them out of our minds) and remember only the good – and of those 

there were many. I do not believe I will ever again experience the depth of 

comradeship and closeness to other men than I did during my time in the H Blocks. 

Friendships were made, friendships that I know will endure the passing of time. 

Several of my closest friends had already been released and a whole new influx of 

prisoners had entered the jail. Many of them had little if any recollection of the 

hunger strikes and our demand to be treated as political prisoners. They just accepted 

the conditions they found there as ‘normal’. In a sense that proved the success of our 

prison struggle. Criminalisation was something they learned about later in the ‘Jail 

history’1. 

 

The changeover of prisoners in the camp had a significant effect upon the life and 

culture of the wings. The release of almost all of the lifers meant that few prisoners 

remained within the camp who had experienced the blanket protest, the hunger 

strikes and the escape of 1983. New prisoners into the jail had not yet built up the 

type of solidarity that existed among those who had experienced so many battles with 

the prison authorities. There were criticisms raised about the previous emphasis 

placed on a Marxist orientation to the education programme and the emphasis in 

general that was placed on education. Work rotas, which had been dispensed with in 

the 1980s, were reintroduced, which some viewed as a retrograde step.  

 

Republican wings were not the only ones affected by a change in the prison 

population. A number of younger and more militant UVF and UFF prisoners arrived 

into the camp who were dismissive of the older leaderships that had been in charge 

since the late 1970s and early 1980s. Power struggles went on within these two 

groups and between them. Many of the older loyalist prisoners moved out to 
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Maghaberry Prison. The new arrivals wanted to firmly establish their authority. Their 

methods were direct and confrontational, demanding particular changes to the prison 

regime and, where these were not forthcoming, physically assaulting the prison staff 

including, on one occasion, the prison governor himself. In the summer of 1993 they 

wrecked their wings in Blocks H7 and H4. Their stated reason for doing so was that 

one of their men had been refused compassionate parole. The Blocks were so badly 

damaged they had to be evacuated. Actions such as these had an impact upon the 

living conditions and well-being of republicans in the camp. 

 

Loyalist actions 

(Seán Lynch) We argued to be kept out of this dispute between loyalists and 
the administration but, due simply to our location on the other side of the same 
Blocks, we were suffering a loss of facilities as a result of something we had no 
hand in. We argued that the loyalist actions and general behaviour was a 
serious threat to our security and safety and that we should be given our own 
Blocks. If they wanted to smash up any Block in future, well and good, it 
would affect nobody but themselves. We were also arguing that we should not 
be punished for any of their actions. There was no doubt that throughout 1993 
loyalist actions were seriously affecting positive change in relation to our own 
conditions campaign. The No 1 governor admitted to myself one year later that 
the loyalist wrecking of the two Blocks (which cost in excess of £200,000) had 
put pending changes in relation to compassionate parole on ice for a full year. 
It was said that as far as many civil servants in the NIO were concerned, we 
were all viewed in the one light. No distinction was being made between 
Loyalist and Republican prisoners. This was something we seriously 
challenged, arguing that such a perception was sending a very bad message to 
the Republican POWs who were pursuing change via peaceful protest and 
dialogue. At the same time loyalists were causing a considerable amount of 
damage and serious injury to staff without a single charge brought against one 
of them. The obvious message being sent out to us was that dialogue and 
peaceful methods were meaningless. 

 

Republicans become pro-active 

At the same time as republican prisoners complained to the prison authorities about 

the actions of the loyalists they also exploited events as an opportunity to pursue 

their own demands. In the latter part of 1993 they made a push to gain access to the 

big cell overnight and to the classroom and weights room during the day time lock-

ups. The prison authorities argued that access to such areas could not be provided 

during such periods as there would be no medical personnel available if people 

injured themselves training and the use of the classrooms during such periods created 
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security problems. In response to this republicans formulated a pro-active plan to 

take control of all three areas during the lock-up periods. 

 

(Seán Lynch) The feeling among the camp staff was that the conditions created 
by loyalist actions and lack of admin response created favourable 
circumstances to gain control of these areas. It basically boiled down to how 
could the admin send in the riot squad and confront us over the peaceful 
occupation of areas of the wing, when they refused to do so in response to 
extreme loyalist actions. These calculations proved correct. All three areas 
were occupied at different times over a period of a week with absolutely no 
response from the admin. Access to these three areas throughout the day was 
established. The action was greeted favourably throughout the camp by our 
own men, some of whom had been critical of the camp staff's handling of 
things. Some argued that the loyalists had done as they wished without the 
slightest response from the admin. The camp staff's answer was that we had 
made more gains than the loyalists had without wrecking the place, that with 
the minimum risk we had enhanced our conditions by taking advantage of the 
circumstances created by the loyalists. 

 

Dialogue begins 

In 1994 the prison authorities introduced segregated Blocks, Seán Lynch took over as 

camp OC and a new governor was appointed to the prison, John Baxter. 

 

(Seán Lynch) We sought a meeting with Baxter immediately after his 
installation. His manner of approach and attitude was in stark contrast to the 
previous governor. It could be best described as very formal, just on the table, 
let's get down to business. He said his method of running the jail would be 
through dialogue and co-operation with our leadership in the camp. My own 
thoughts were that he seemed fairly straightforward and honest. He hadn't the 
airs and graces of others who had been there previously. I stressed that we 
sought and welcomed dialogue and co-operation, that it was the only method of 
running the camp after so many years of conflict and protest. We argued that a 
change of approach was needed if dialogue and co-operation was the way 
forward, that their actions were hindering and affecting us. It was also stressed 
to him that the admin should from then on take a more productive role in 
bringing about change in the camp. Recent gains by ourselves had been by a 
method of 'Smash and Grab'. 

 

An end to daytime lock ups 

Having gained access to all areas and facilities within their wings during the day the 

prisoners felt they should then push to have an end to daytime lock ups. They felt 

that no arguments remained for their continued existence, that old arguments on the 

grounds of security were by then redundant with all the security measures that had 
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been put into place inside and outside of the Blocks. They began a low-key protest of 

locking up late and then asking for access to toilet facilities during lock up time. In 

March 1994 the prison authorities conceded the demand and the daytime lock-ups 

were scrapped. Republicans then sought and achieved access to the yards throughout 

the day. Again a low key protest was pursued where they remained out in the yard 

later and later until the admin conceded the issue, allowing access to the yards from 

9am through to 8pm. 

 

An end to night-time lock-ups 

(Seán Lynch) Having achieved so much control over all areas within the wings 
during the day, our thoughts turned to the idea of ending night-time lock ups. 
We were under no illusion that the admin would be very reluctant to allow this, 
for no other reason than they had already conceded all control of the wings to 
us and their 18 year battle in the H Blocks to criminalise republican prisoners 
would have come full circle. We raised the issue to see their response. The 
governor said it was a major issue and he didn't believe the NIO people would 
move on it. Our argument was that there was no difference being out from 
behind the doors 12 hours and 24 hours. However, our primary argument was 
for access to sanitary facilities at all times. The European court had made a 
ruling that by the year 2000, all prisoners would have access to sanitation 24 
hours a day, doing away with the slop-out system. Whilst the court ruling didn't 
place any immediate pressures on the NIO to introduce these conditions, our 
argument was strengthened by the fact that all prisoners in Maghaberry had 
access to toilet facilities. Toilets had been built into their cell. There was never 
any chance of such being carried out in the H Blocks, both from a practical and 
financial point of view.  

 

An ideal opportunity presented itself in 1994 for the prisoners to make a push for an 

end to night time lock-ups. It was the year of the World Cup and prisoners wanted to 

view the matches, most of which would be televised after they had already locked up 

for the night. The idea of extra TVs for each wing to be put into cells was raised, plus 

the suggestion for a number of men to be allowed to remain in the canteen and big 

cell (which already had TVs) throughout the night. Access to the latter was already 

available to a limited number. The prisoners wanted this number increased. The issue 

was raised with the prison authorities who rejected the idea of men staying in the 

canteen overnight. They agreed to look at the idea of providing a number of extra 

TVs for each wing. 

 

(Seán Lynch) The camp staff discussed the possibility of using the World Cup 
as an issue to end the night-time lock ups. We were thinking of simply refusing 
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to lock up at night. This idea was kept very quiet as expectations might be 
raised and later dashed if something didn't come about. Rumours began to 
circulate that the admin were seriously considering providing TVs for the cells. 
We were slightly worried about this as it would have disrupted our plans. 
Coming near the time, however, the only proposal they presented was to tape 
the games in the education department and send them down to us the next day. 
The idea of TVs wasn't practical, they said, because power points didn't stretch 
into all the cells from the landing. We stated to the admin that in our view the 
only practical option was 24 hour unlock. It was their opportunity to introduce 
it. The governor said he'd present our argument to the appropriate people in the 
NIO. A few days before the opening of the World Cup no answer was 
forthcoming from the NIO, nor had the admin provided any other means of 
seeing the matches. It was decided we would make the admin aware of our 
intentions to refuse to lock up. All OCs were briefed on all aspects of the plan; 
that is, what would happen if the riot squad was sent in, etc. In the meantime 
the loyalists got wind of our plans and they let the admin know that they would 
do likewise. 

 

The prison authorities did not respond in any manner to the prisoners refusing to lock 

up at night. This meant that all prisoners remained out of their cells for 24 hours a 

day throughout the period of the World Cup. The question then for the camp staff 

was what would happen after the World Cup was over. It was then that an official 

from the NIO's prison department (Martin Mogg) approached them and suggested 

that if the prisoners locked up for a short period of weeks following the end of the 

World Cup that 24 hour unlocks would be officially granted. The camp staff said 

they would consider his proposal but stressed the need for positive movement on 

other areas also such as; compassionate parole, parole for lifers after 10-11 years, 

yards opening earlier in the morning, two yards being made into one and wooden 

doors for the cells. The prisoners were happy enough with the idea of locking up for 

three weeks if after that period the issue of the removal of night time locks-ups was 

to be resolved to their satisfaction. Anything over and above that would be an added 

bonus. Mogg returned some time later and an agreement was made that republican 

prisoners would lock up at night for two weeks and that afterwards a policy of 24 

hour unlocks would be officially introduced. In addition, the prison authorities would 

permit access to the yards from 7.30 in the morning, create a running track around 

the two yards, put the special wooden cell doors on, partition the canteens and permit 

OCs and other men with Block roles to move throughout all four wings of each 

Block. Seán Lynch, the camp OC, also requested that he be given permission to 

move around the camp to explain to all republican prisoners what had been agreed 
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upon and why. The authorities agreed to this, the first time since the hunger strike of 

1980 that such a concession had been granted2. 

 

(Seán Lynch) The feelings in the Block I was on at that time was that the 
content of the agreement was reasonable. However, on my travels around the 
camp there were some criticisms. Some men viewed it as a compromise that 
we had no reason to accept [that is, that the prisoners would have to lock up for 
a number of weeks before the agreement would be implemented]. As far as the 
camp staff was concerned it was a tactical move which would advance our 
objectives in the wider jail struggle whereby the NIO and admin were prepared 
to sit down with the Republican leadership of the camp and bring about change 
through dialogue and co-operation. The reality was that the NIO had finally 
conceded after many years of conflict that the prison could be run only with 
our co-operation. This had been publicly expressed by the NIO in a number of 
statements released to the media. The document given to the camp staff at the 
time of the granting of 24 hour unlocks recognised the fact that we were a 
collective group of prisoners with our command structures and discipline. 
 

The achievement of total control of their living environment 24 hours a day was a 

critical milestone in the prison struggle of republican prisoners. It signalled an end to 

all attempts by the government and prison authorities to criminalise them and 

heralded a new era whereby those responsible for the running of the prison on the 

administration side recognised the leadership and command structure of republican 

prisoners and liased with them on all matters concerning the daily running of the 

prison. A situation similar to that existing in the Cages prior to the removal of special 

category status had been achieved. In fact in this instance it exceeded what 

republicans in the Cages system had had. Most significant was the agreement by the 

prison authorities to close the punishment Block, the 'boards'. From that time 

onwards the prisoners' staff (both loyalist and republican) were to take full 

responsibility for discipline. Not since the time of the Frongoch internment camp in 

Wales in 1917 had such recognition and authority been bestowed by the authorities 

upon political prisoners of war. 

 

 

 

Expulsions from the community 

Republicans in prison down through the years have always had a very strict ruling 

regarding the making and consumption of alcohol. Generally this was confined to a 

limited number of occasions in the year such as at Christmas and Easter time. The 
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use of drugs in the 1970s and early 1980s never really arose as an issue as drugs in 

the nationalist community outside were practically non-existent and those who did 

use them kept it a very closely guarded secret. There were, however, a number of 

minor incidents in the 1980s of prisoners experimenting with cannabis. In general, 

these were instances where a visitor had offered someone something on a visit and 

they had brought it back. The people concerned were quickly discovered as they 

panicked upon taking the drugs and alerted the prison medical officers. The policy of 

the camp staff was one of total opposition to the abuse or mis-use of any form of 

drugs. This position was in line with that of the Republican Movement on the 

outside. They viewed such use as leading to potentially major problems, the 

breakdown of discipline and morale, not to mention health and security. 

 

In the early 1990s it was discovered that some republican prisoners in H Block 4 

were smuggling in amounts of cannabis and distributing these in an organised 

fashion amongst a particular group. The camp staff soon became aware of this and 

moved quickly and decisively to eradicate the problem. 

 

(Seán Lynch) The camp staff made outside aware of what was taking place and 
the problems it presented. An operation was mounted in an effort to confiscate 
hidden consignments of drugs and approach those involved in the organising of 
them. As a result of that operation a small quantity of drugs was found and 
three men were temporarily expelled from the Republican wings [to 
Maghaberry Prison]. Two other men left of their own accord before they could 
be spoken to. Expulsions have been very rare in the history of the camp and it 
was a sanction not lightly arrived at by the camp staff. However, in the case of 
the drugs, we felt that it was the only course of action open to us. 

 

The decision by the camp staff to expel prisoners from the community of republican 

prisoners was taken within the context of the Charter for the republican wings drawn 

up in 1988/89. (see Appendix A) 

 

(Seán Lynch) The families of those expelled were given a detailed account of 
the latter’s role in the organising of drugs on the republican wings. The camp 
staff via the POW department stressed that the decision was only temporary. 
The POW department gave the families an undertaking that the camp staff 
would consider the matter in their own time and in a fair manner.  

 

Within the camp the expulsion of these men was greeted with a very 
favourable response, the only criticism being that a greater number should have 
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received the same. The men expelled were made aware that they had to apply 
to the camp OC to return. They did so immediately, except for one who didn't 
wish to return. The big question that then arose among the camp staff was how 
long these men should remain outside our structures. If we were to base our 
decision on popular opinion throughout the camp then they would never be 
allowed back. However, the camp staff was responsible for taking decisions 
based on wider considerations and not on popular opinions. There were also 
serious differences of opinion within the camp staff as to how long 'temporary' 
should mean. Opinions ranged from 3-4 months to 18 months. My own opinion 
was that there had to be a balance between punishment and those involved 
being prepared to accept responsibility for their actions and giving an 
undertaking not to undermine or damage the interest of republican POWs in 
future. Other issues to be considered were their families and whether or not 
these men had actually learnt a lesson. 

 

Generally it was the desire of the camp staff to have all republican prisoners 
within the republican structures of Long Kesh. We had successfully 
campaigned to have republican prisoners who had been transferred from 
English prisons to Maghaberry prison moved to Long Kesh and all remand 
prisoners in the Crumlin Road prison had been moved to the H Blocks 
following a campaign for segregation from loyalists. It was also generally felt 
that being expelled from republican wings, even for only a short period, would 
be a major stigma for any republican. Very few had ever been expelled from 
the H Blocks over the years. If those expelled were prepared to accept the 
conditions under which they would be allowed to return then the length of time 
out of the camp didn't really matter. In the end the men expelled were allowed 
to return after 8 months.  

 

The response of the camp staff to the drugs problems strengthened the sense of 

discipline in the camp and focused minds on a more positive and progressive culture. 

Also the clearing up of the drugs issue was essential in preparing for the establishing 

of the first Gaeltacht within the H Blocks. 

 

Segregated Visits 

(Seán Lynch) The fact that we had achieved segregated Blocks, and with the 
continuing unpredictable and irrational loyalist behaviour, segregated visits 
were placed on the camp staff agenda. The bitterness that lingered from the 
Crum during the segregation campaign, in which two of their men were killed, 
led to an uneasy tension in all areas in which we came into contact with them. 
Rumours were rife that some of their people were promoting conflict with 
ourselves because of what happened. We also had a man whose relatives had 
been murdered by loyalists, Paddy Fox, whose parents were killed the week-
end he was sentenced. Special arrangements had to be made when two men 
were sentenced for the murder of his parents. 

 



307 

The loyalists began to abuse visits. Most of them took two visits a week instead 
of the statutory one and it came to our attention that some loyalists took as 
many visits as they wished. They sat on after their visit was ended and delayed 
when they knew a republican was due to have their cubicle next. For these 
reasons we decided to look for segregated rooms. We were being seriously 
disadvantaged by the loyalists’ abuses. It was difficult for us to maintain 
discipline regarding our own men on issues like the number of extra visits and 
departing the visits at particular times (i.e. 12.30 and 4.30pm) when they saw 
how the loyalists abused these. 

 

The admin refused to admit the extent of the problems because they were 
afraid to refuse extra visits to the loyalists or challenge their attitude. With the 
administration’s inability or unwillingness to confront the problems, the camp 
staff mentioned to them that segregated rooms might be the only answer. They 
stated that they weren't totally against the idea at a future date. The problem at 
that time was the number of rooms. Whilst segregation was our preferred 
option, the visiting space needed to be extended before we could make a 
serious attempt to push the issue. Then Seán Kelly, a young man from Belfast 
just sentenced for the Shankill bombing, was attacked by two leading UVF 
men in a waiting room coming back from a visit3. Only for the quick reaction 
of screws he would have received serious injury or indeed worse. Because of 
the serious nature of the assault we demanded segregation immediately, 
particularly in the light of the administration’s admission that they could not 
guarantee the safety of republican prisoners. The visits were temporarily 
segregated the following day but the admin said this was only for one day to 
allow things to cool down. They hoped a meeting would be arranged between 
myself and the UVF OC and the issue resolved by us reaching some 
agreement. The camp staff refused such a meeting on two points: it was an 
issue for the admin to resolve; and the UVF could not be trusted, particularly 
after two of their leadership were involved in the attack on Seán Kelly. It was 
only an attempt by the admin to wash their hands of the problem. Loyalists had 
broken many agreements between them and the administration. It was unlikely 
they would act any differently in relation to ourselves. 

 

We were then told segregated visits would operate from the following Tuesday, 
that arrangements would be made over the week-end to facilitate their 
operation. However, on Monday afternoon we were informed that segregated 
visits would not be granted, that the admin would do their best to provide 
safety for all prisoners. This news was nothing less than a crisis for us. 
Throughout the weekend I had briefed the camp on developments and 
arrangements that were to come into place the following week. In all my time 
as OC I was never so angry. I asked that all camp staff members and the 
remand OC be allowed to meet to discuss the issue, which the admin agreed 
to4. 

 

A general consensus of the meeting was that we viewed the issue very 
seriously and a strategy would be put into effect immediately to achieve what 
was first agreed to. There was a wide diversity of opinion as to what action 
should be taken, from wrecking the visits to occupying them throughout the 
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day. However, it was decided that we initiate our strategy by low key protest: 
delaying coming off the visits at lunch times and afternoons and that this would 
be reviewed throughout the week. In the mean time a strong message was sent 
to the NIO via the admin that we viewed their decision to go back on their 
word as bad faith and that we would accept nothing less than total segregation 
of the visiting areas and other areas of contact going and coming from visits. 
However, our plan of action was not necessary as the NIO again did a U-turn. 
As visits were beginning on the Tuesday morning we were told we were to be 
given segregated visits. 

 

One strong advantage in our argument for segregated visits was that the admin 
agreed with us that the only solution to all the problems was total segregation. 
The decision meant that segregation extended to the transport at all times, 
visiting waiting rooms, hospital and hospital waiting rooms. Dentist and other 
medical people would see republican prisoners one day and loyalists the next. 

 

Relations with the prison authorities 

(Seán Lynch) A surprising aspect in the development of the relationships with 
the prison admin was the extent to which the security department of the prison 
was forced out into the open. These were once faceless people who at one time 
had primary control over the running of the prison. All progress depended upon 
security decisions. Issues from the colour of socks, ballpoint pens, inter-wing 
association, you name it were at one time blocked on security arguments. 
Initially, the relationship was particularly difficult with people from this 
department. They were made well aware of their past history and decisions and 
their role in working against the interests of the republican POWs; the sending 
in of riot squads, the brutality after the '83 escape, draconian search procedures 
and so forth. 

 

It was difficult to say why the security department made itself more available 
to us and thus accountable. One line of thought was that the winds of change in 
the admin as a whole had permeated as far as this department. Another is that 
they were suspicious and anxious about dialogue developing between other 
sections of the admin and the republican leadership in the camp. What better 
way to know what is going on and learn about your enemy than be present at 
meetings, even if it meant taking some flak at the beginning. There was 
certainly a desire on their part to get to know the camp staff better, to get an 
insight into our thinking and modus operandi. My initial experience of 
meetings at which a member of the security department attended was that they 
were like psychological warfare. Chairs were pre-arranged and questions such 
as "When is the next escape? Do you have a plan?" etc. were thrown in during 
the meeting. I think they realised after a while that they were not dealing with a 
bunch of schoolkids. 

 

However, regardless of the difficult beginning and game playing, a working 
relationship developed to the extent of agreement on search procedures, both 
during Block searches and going and coming from visits and on all aspects of 
moves throughout the camp. Difficulties arose but they were solved through a 
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degree of flexibility and understanding. There was no doubt as time went on 
they looked upon us with respect. They admired our discipline and the 
professional manner in which we approached meetings. I believe the loyalists 
had a major role to play in how they viewed ourselves. Loyalists were 
uncooperative; search teams were refused entry into loyalist Blocks; assaults 
on screws were a frequent occurrence; and, any arrangement made between 
them and the admin usually didn't last. 

 

As dialogue developed between the camp staff and the administration, an 
excellent working relationship also developed between our own Block staff and 
prison staff. Problems and issues were handled on the same basis as those 
between the camp staff and the administration. As a genuine working 
relationship developed between the camp staff and the administration a small 
section of men in the camp began to argue that such a development was 
unhealthy and dangerous. They felt that the admin could use the approach of 
dialogue and camp staff co-operation for their own agenda and self-interest. 
There were certainly dangers if one was to allow the admin to manage, control 
and indeed neutralise the republican struggle in prison. But this was certainly 
not the case. Throughout the first years of genuine co-operation from the 
administration, we had witnessed momentous developments in our jail 
struggle. 

 

(Marty Molloy) An essential element in being able to make progress in terms 
of our living conditions in the Blocks was the process of dialogue and co-
operation which was begun. In this process old stereotype notions were broken 
down. Because of the history of both sides there was an understandable mutual 
distrust initially. Through dialogue and co-operation a measure of trust and 
good faith developed between ourselves and the jail administration. It was only 
this method of approach which began to remove the obstacles to progress 
which had existed throughout the jail’s history. The admin was won over to 
many of our arguments and articulated them with appropriate people in the 
NIO. The No 1 governor, for instance, was instrumental in winning the 
argument at the NIO that we should be treated separately from loyalists 
because of their confrontational attitude. 

 

 

The cease-fire and its effects within the prison 

Many of the changes to the prison regime, both major and minor, were introduced 

prior to August 1994 when the IRA announced its first cessation of military 

operations. Ironically, after the calling of the cease-fire republican prisoners noticed 

a reluctance on the part of the prison authorities and the NIO to continue with the 

changes. There appeared to be a reversal of the approach taken just prior to the 

cessation. Changes to the regime about to be introduced disappeared off the agenda. 
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The camp staff found this difficult to understand given that the new climate of peace 

on the outside should have favoured change. 

 

(Seán Lynch) Mogg arrived one day and said the NIO had come under major 
media pressure when four republican prisoners had been moved back from 
England to Maghaberry the day after the cease-fire was announced. They were 
accused of awarding the IRA a concession. The over-cautious NIO took this to 
the extreme and stopped anything happening that could be seen as concessions 
to republicans. Their cynical use of prison issues was highlighted in relation to 
compassionate parole. From early March 1994 we were expecting fairly 
significant changes in this regard as the outcome of a fairly high profile 
campaign to seek change in this area. What we didn't know was that the prison 
issues had been moved into the political arena. Six months into the IRA 
cessation Patrick Mayhew got up in the House of Commons to announce 
changes in compassionate parole to give the impression of British government 
movement. To add to our fury, the changes he announced fell much shorter 
than what we had expected. 

 

The discovery of a tunnel: its effects on condition and relationships  

The discovery of an escape tunnel in H 7 in 1997 put to a test the positive  

relationships built up in the preceding years between the prisoners’ staff and the 

prison authorities. Immediately after the discovery all prisoners in H7 were moved to 

H8 and all Blocks were closed down for a week while searches were conducted. An 

investigation was initiated by the NIO. The camp staff decided to sit tight until the 

investigation was over, which, they were told, would be within a month. All paroles 

were initially cancelled but reinstated after the prisoners took a successful court case. 

Inter-wing association was stopped, handicrafts ended, all sport activities cancelled, 

multi-gyms taken out of the wings, education facilities withdrawn. All moves were 

stopped, including the camp staff’s ability to move around the other Blocks. 

 

For those who had been in the camp for many years it was as if they had been set 

back eight or nine years in terms of conditions. The big question was, what lay 

ahead. The situation certainly appeared bleak during the weeks afterwards and the 

prisoners were already preparing themselves for the struggle that lay ahead. 

Communication continued between the camp staff and the prison authorities 

although in a much more low-key sense.  
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Within days of the conclusion of the investigation though things started to return to 

normal. Within a few weeks everything was back to what it was prior to the 

discovery of the tunnel, except for the computers, which were taken away for 

examination by the RUC. It appears that the NIO and prison authorities did not want 

to return to the old days of conflict. They knew only too well by then the ability and 

commitment of the republican prisoners to resist and defeat any such policies. 

Possibly they agreed with the views of Longwell (1998) when he said of the prison 

that: 

 

Conceivably the greatest contribution the prison can make to society now is a 
quiet, uneventful and uncontentious last few years (p. 213). 

 

Summary 

In the course of writing up the findings of my research the H Blocks continued to 

dominate the news headlines. On 10 December 1997 Liam Averill, a republican 

prisoner, escaped by walking out of the prison dressed as a woman. This followed 

one of the parties within the prison organised for the children of prisoners. Ironically 

it was the prison authorities who initially suggested the idea of the parties. Then in 

December of that year a leading loyalist, Billy Wright, was shot dead by the INLA in 

H Block 6 as he sat in a van to take him on a visit. Weeks later television camera 

crews were allowed in to visit the prison and look at security. They were also able to 

speak to both loyalist and republican prisoners about the cease-fires. In January 1998 

the Secretary of State for Northern Ireland visited the prison to speak with loyalist 

prisoners in an attempt to convince them to continue to support the peace process on 

the outside. On 15 March 1998 the body of Robert Keys, a loyalist prisoner, was 

found dead on the LVF wing – he had been killed by his fellow prisoners. 

 

As discussions on the outside leading up to the ‘Good Friday Agreement’ of 10 April 

1998 intensified the prisoners’ OC Poiric Wilson and several other prisoners were 

allowed out on parole to attend a special Sinn Féin Árd Fhéis to voice the support of 

republican prisoners for the leadership of Sinn Féin in pursuing its peace strategy. 

Six months later the first release of prisoners under the terms of that Agreement has 

already taken place. 
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CHAPTER 19 

CONCLUSION 
 

A number of contrasting themes run through this thesis: continuity and change; 

action and reflection; structure and agency; and solidarity and division. All of these 

themes are inter-woven though at different periods in the history of the community of 

republican prisoners in Long Kesh some are more apparent than others. Together 

they help provide an understanding of how that community has functioned and 

developed over the years and how its members have interpreted their actions within 

the prison as part of the  broader republican struggle on the outside. 

 

Continuity and change 

What has remained constant throughout the history of the community of republican 

prisoners in Long Kesh is the unremitting struggle they have waged against the 

prison regime. At times that struggle has been expressed in violent action as in the 

burning of the camp in 1974, in prolonged physical protest such as that of the 

‘blanket men’ 1976-81, or in direct confrontation as in the hunger strikes of 1980 and 

1981. At other times it has taken the form of subversion of the prison rules as 

displayed in the segregation and prison work issues; in dramatic flouting of the 

prison’s ‘security’ as in the mass escape of 1983; the use of litigation through legal 

challenge to the governor’s internal system of  adjudications; and, in the 1990s, 

primarily through dialogue and engagement with the prison authorities. 

 

What is very evident from the above is the stark change in tactics adopted by the 

prisoners in their prison struggle following the ending of the 1981 hunger strike. 

Prior to that their actions were largely based on direct physical confrontation with the 

prison authorities. They challenged the authority of the regime by making demands 

and insisting they be implemented immediately and in full. When the authorities 

refused to respond in the manner the prisoners so desired they took physical action, 

often resulting in worsened conditions for themselves though not without negative 

consequences for the authorities. This was  particularly so in the case of the protests 

and hunger strikes for political status. 
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Following the ending of the 1981 hunger strike onwards, however, the actions of the 

prisoners were guided more by tactical considerations rather than direct 

confrontation. In fact it is apparent that they adopted a policy of pushing their 

demands as far as they could but not so far as to prompt a ‘backlash’ from the 

authorities. It is as if the hunger strike had represented the final big ‘set-piece battle’. 

However, what is important to note here is that the prisoners felt post-1981 hunger 

strike that they had won the ideological battle against the government’s policy of 

‘criminalisation’. Ten prisoners may have died but to them they had ‘proven’ to the 

world, through commitment to their political beliefs and principles and the public 

support that their actions had garnered, that they were political prisoners. Winning 

the right to wear their own clothes rather than a prison uniform had exposed, even if 

at great cost, the inability of the government to forcibly make them conform to a 

policy of ‘criminalisation’ and a normal prison regime. They had not achieved all 

their demands but had won the most important of them; one which provided them 

with the freedom to move both physically out of their cells and tactically into a 

system that was ill-prepared to cope with the challenge subsequently mounted 

against it. From then on their tactics of prison struggle became more varied and less 

predictable; their battles with the prison authorities carefully chosen and on terms 

most favourable to them.  

 

Change did not only occur though in relation to the prison authorities and the manner 

in which the prisoners mounted challenges against them but was also internal to the 

prisoners’ own structures of command and organisation. As captured volunteers of 

the Irish Republican Army they maintained an allegiance and commitment to that 

organisation and its struggle. Longwell (1998), has said of the republican prisoners, 

“They were (and remain) an imprisoned army” (p. 163). That meant being 

accountable to the leadership, aims and objectives of that army. It also entailed 

organising in such a manner within the prison as to ensure the continued existence of 

a disciplined body of volunteers. In this regard, continuity existed in the sense that a 

chain of command between the Movement on the outside and the prisoners on the 

inside remained constant as did the presence of an internal command structure within 

the camp. However, change took place in the nature of the relationships within those 
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structures influenced by a number of factors; the length of time people spent in 

prison; the experiences they underwent during that time; the developing social and 

political consciousness that arose out of those experiences; the changes in strategy 

and tactics of the Republican Movement on the outside; the influx of new prisoners 

in the 1980s; and a developing political climate in the 1990s that facilitated conflict 

resolution rather than confrontation. 

 

In the early days of Long Kesh the prisoners’ social structures and practices reflected 

the military discipline of conventional armies; a discipline that was rigorously 

imposed. Prisoners spent their time parading and attending compulsory lectures in 

bomb-making and the use of weapons. Physical training was compulsory. Where 

infringements of discipline occurred the offending party was ‘arrested’ and brought 

before his superior officers who then dealt out punishments. In part this ‘style’ of 

organisation was due to the British army military background of some of the 

prisoners who held positions of command. It was also influenced by a conservative, 

Catholic, ideology of the leadership within the camp, some of whom had been 

involved in the IRA campaign in the 1950s. 

 

That right-wing ideology and hierarchical form of organisation became contested as 

younger more radical IRA volunteers were imprisoned. The latter had been 

introduced to the struggle as a direct result of what was happening in their streets and 

neighbourhoods while they had been growing up. They did not join the IRA because 

they were steeped in republican tradition or versed in the history of the republican 

struggle but because they identified the IRA as an organisation that was prepared to 

militarily fight back against those they regarded as the oppressors, the RUC, the ‘B’ 

Specials, and the British army; the unwanted presence on their streets. They brought 

to the prison, therefore, a much more fresh, pragmatic outlook upon the dynamics of 

struggle and a less elitist or commandist style of leadership. They also held deep 

reservations about how the struggle on the outside was being pursued and had severe 

doubts about the wisdom of the IRA calling a cease-fire in 1975. This brought them 

into conflict with the leadership of the camp who had confidence in the outside 

leadership and regarded criticisms of the latter as dissent. 
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Although the two ideologies existed side by side for some time they were always 

destined for collision as no organisational structures existed through which 

dissenting views could be voiced. The concept of leadership as practised at that time, 

based as it was on the hierarchical model of conventional armies, could not have 

conceived of facilitating open discussion and the public airing of criticisms of IRA 

strategy. The ‘rank and file’ were meant to abide by orders given from above and not 

to question briefings and analysis of the situation provided by the leadership on the 

outside. Change to that system within came about only when change occurred in the 

organisation on the outside. When it gradually became clear that the cease-fire 

entered into by the IRA leadership had been a mistake, resulting in almost disastrous 

consequences for the organisation, that leadership was quickly removed. They were 

replaced by representatives of the more militant, up-and-coming activists on the 

ground who had been opposed to the logic of the cease-fire right from the beginning. 

Subsequently, the leadership in the prison was also replaced with one that reflected 

developments on the outside. Change was therefore imposed upon the prisoners; it 

did not arise from a dynamic process going on within it. 

 

Nevertheless, the new style of leadership introduced by Brendan Hughes led to 

significant and positive developments within the prisoner community in the Cages. 

More emphasis was placed on political development than military discipline. 

Changes to the structures of social organisation within the prison were immediately 

implemented and most of the compulsory practices disbanded. A much more open 

culture of debate and discussion was fostered. However, the pace of that ideological 

and organisational change was arrested in its early days by two factors; the 

introduction of the British government’s ‘criminalisation’ policy, and later the 

removal of Brendan Hughes to the H Blocks. What becomes evident in the Cages 

after 1978 is the growth of stagnation. 

 

In many ways the republicans entering prison in 1976 were ill-equipped to deal with 

the enormity of what the new ‘criminalisation’ policy of the government entailed. 

They were still in their mid-late teens, many had only recently become involved in 
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the IRA and most believed that the removal of special category status would be 

short-lived. What they shared in common though, was the belief that they were not 

criminals and a determination not to be classed as such. Their response to the new 

situation therefore was based more on instinct rather than political analysis 

(Campbell et al., p. 266) and it was several years later before they became fully 

aware of the central role that the policy of criminalisation was meant to play in the 

defeat of the IRA and the republican struggle.  

 

What the ‘criminalisation’ policy meant in practical terms for republicans entering 

prison in 1976 was that they had no ‘fixed’ structures to ‘fit’ into. Their conditions of 

imprisonment had radically altered. Whilst on remand in the Crumlin Road Jail they 

could still organise along conventional IRA prison command structures but later 

conditions on protest in the H Blocks did not allow for such structures. Confined to 

cells none of the normal activities or procedures associated with republican prisoners 

up until then could be conducted. Rank in these circumstances did not bestow power 

or change the status or behaviour of the one who held it. Everyone was equal. The 

blanket protest was the ‘Great leveller’ as one narrator called it. Besides that there 

was now a ‘common enemy’, the prison guards. Although they had been present in 

the Cages few prisoners came into contact with them, all dealings being conducted 

via the OCs. Now they were very much present and everyone without exception was 

on the receiving end of their behaviour. It was the combination of such physical and 

social living conditions in the H Blocks that led to the growth of an extremely close 

bond of comradeship and the creation of a new culture among the republican prisoner 

community that contrasted greatly with what had been in existence in the Cages of 

Long Kesh. In terms of the battle for political status the situation in the H Blocks 

between 1976-1981 can be viewed as one of stalemate, yet it can also be 

characterised as a period of rapid and deep change in terms of personal and political 

development1. 

 

The theme of ongoing change within the continuity of prison struggle is evidenced in 

various forms in the aftermath of the 1981 hunger strike; in relation to the campaign 

for segregation, for an end to prison work, the escape, for improved living conditions 
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on the wings, for changes to the life sentence review procedure. The prisoners 

became ‘unpredictable’ as they switched tactics according to what suited the 

particular issue, period, or objective. Within their own social order change was 

brought about that led to a much more egalitarian, open, democratic form of 

organisation2 within command structures that were still accountable and responsible 

to the leadership of the IRA on the outside. The prisoners also became much more 

active in regards to the wider republican struggle on the outside, engaging in debate 

with all sections and levels of the Republican Movement and demanding an active 

role in decision making3. In this sense their ‘identity’ and ‘role’ as captured 

republicans changed even though their confinement continued.  

 

The themes of continuity and change are also apparent in relation to the policies and 

practice of the prison authorities and regime. Although this thesis has not attempted 

to examine the forces operating at that level continuity is evident in the attempts by 

the authorities to impose their will upon the prisoners. Often this was in response to 

policies devised at government level. Policies which the security and intelligence 

services such as MI5 and the RUC, who had an interest in preserving the status quo, 

had an input into developing. The prison warders organised through their association, 

the POA, were also consistent in opposing change, discouraging the introduction of 

more relaxed conditions for the prisoners, or hindering the introduction of such. 

However, change in these external and internal forces was brought about by a 

number of factors: the inability of the prison authorities to impose their policy of 

criminalisation creating the need to construct a policy and regime more likely to gain 

the consent of prisoners; the ‘rationalisation’ of the Northern Ireland Prison Service 

by a government which the prison warders once believed would remain ever ‘loyal’ 

to their needs and responsive to their demands; the creation of an alternative 

‘Association’ by a section of prison warders; and the new climate fostered by a 

developing peace process.  

 

Structure and agency 

The theme of structure and agency, and the power relations that operate at different 

levels within society and in various forms, is one that is apparent in this research. 



318 

This is especially so in regards to attempts by the government to ‘criminalise’ the 

prisoners. At the level of government policies, ‘structure’, the state could be seen to 

be very powerful. It had all the might of its security and intelligence services, the 

force of legislative decree, and the coercive power invested in its prison guards to 

ensure that its policy was implemented in full. However, the republican prisoners, the 

‘agents’, also had a power which may not initially have been evident in the protests 

of naked incarcerated men. They firstly had the power to withhold their consent 

(Levi, 1986; Bettleheim, 1986), to resist the label and construct of ‘criminal’. 

Punishments, brutality, deprivations, extension of sentences through loss of 

remission or promises of rewards could not induce the prisoners to conform to the 

label of ‘criminal’. The prisoners also had a ‘power’ in the battle against 

‘criminalisation’ in that there was historical precedence for their actions and refusal 

to be classed as criminals not only in the recent past but stretching back into the last 

century. These elements fused into a powerful counter to the propaganda attempts by 

the government to create the construct of ‘criminal’ around republican prisoners. 

 

The prisoners also had moral and material support for their actions from their 

families and community on the outside a large percentage of whom had also 

experienced imprisonment for their political beliefs and actions. Internment without 

trial was still very vivid in the minds of that community which now rallied to the 

demands of the prisoners to be recognised as political. They organised first in small 

local groupings then later into a national body that campaigned world-wide and 

featured many prominent figures from various fields and professions including 

politicians, trade union leaders, teachers, representatives of sporting and cultural 

organisations and famous artists and performers from the arts4. This propagandising 

of the issue and the challenge to the government’s construct that the prisoners were 

mere ‘criminals’ received an over-whelming and conclusive victory with the election 

of Bobby Sands to the Westminster parliament on the ticket of ‘political prisoner’. 

The prisoners, naked and apparently powerless, created a momentum that required 

huge resources on the part of the government to combat it 
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Following the ending of the hunger strike, at the level of the prison regime, the 

‘structure’ of the authorities with all of its personnel, procedures and resources 

proved totally impotent when faced with organised resistance from a group of highly 

politicised, totally committed and disciplined IRA volunteers out to subvert the 

system. Longwell (1998) has descried the prisoners as “… dedicated, skilled, 

resilient, determined and, where necessary, ruthless” (p. 203). Attempts to integrate 

them into a ‘normal’ prison regime proved impossible as evidenced in the campaigns 

waged by the prisoners over the issues of segregation and prison work. More 

significantly still those attempts to enforce a more sanitised form of ‘criminalisation’ 

had disastrous consequences for the authorities and government with the mass escape 

of 1983 when the ‘agent’ of prisoners totally usurped the ‘structure’ of the regime. In 

its aftermath it has been clearly recognised (Hennessey, 1984) that the policy of 

allocating prison work to all republican prisoners who had been on protest facilitated 

the prisoners in acquiring a detailed working knowledge of the camp and the 

movement and procedures of prison guards.  

 

Another critical factor that impeded the ability of the ‘structure’ to impose its will 

was that that those incarcerated were more than prisoners. They still regarded 

themselves, and were regarded by their organisation on the outside, as active IRA 

volunteers. They retained close links with the leadership on the outside and kept 

them informed of developments within the prison. That leadership was more aware 

than ever, following the hunger strike of 1981, of the importance of the prison in 

terms of its propaganda value and, more importantly, the valuable resources it 

retained in its prisoners in servicing the movement on the outside. Coogan (1995, p. 

488) says that whereas up until 1980 the IRA failed to realise the potential which the 

H Block issue held, after this the situation was exploited to its fullest potential, with 

the H Blocks at the vanguard of republicanism throughout the rest of the decade and 

beyond.  

 

When the prisoners sought material and practical support from that organisation it 

was therefore made available. This was evidenced in two instances; the resources and 

back-up provided by the IRA for the escape in 1983 and the selective killings of 
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members of the prison service by the IRA in the mid-1980s. However, apart from the 

generally positive regard the leadership on the outside had for the prisoners the role 

of particular ‘agents’ is also important. A number of senior and highly experienced 

IRA volunteers were imprisoned in the early 1980s. These were people who were 

trusted by the leadership and who very soon adopted senior positions within the 

prison during the campaign for segregation and an end to prison work. They retained 

close links with outside and cultivated the personal contacts they had. Their analysis 

of the prison situation and the needs and abilities of the prisoners was therefore 

listened to and given careful consideration. In this way a trust developed between the 

prisoners and the organisation on the outside that made the latter willing to risk 

volunteers and resources on operations concerned with the prison. Structure and 

agency in this context operated to mutual advantage.  

 

This was not the case within the prison service. Often there was disaffection within 

the ranks over policies and conditions, especially among those working in Long Kesh 

(see Longwell, 1997). When the IRA specifically targeted particular members of the 

service attached to Long Kesh the gulf widened and morale dropped. Whereas 

previous attacks in the 1970s could be said to have been mostly random5 upon prison 

guards, this changed significantly in the killing in 1984 of assistant governor Bill 

McConnell, in 1985 of Chief Prison Officer Paddy Joe Kerr, and in 1998 of head of 

the POA, Brian Lorimer. All were regarded by the prisoners as playing a leading role 

in attempting to enforce the ‘criminalisation’ policy. The impact of the killings upon 

other members of the prison staff was significant with few others being willing to 

expose themselves to such dangers. When attacks were random then anyone could be 

victim. Once they became specific and carried out in residential areas that at one time 

had been regarded as safe and secure for members of the prison and security services 

they had a devastating impact upon morale. 

 

At the same time the prisoners exploited the impact of the specificity of the killings 

by assuring the rank and file prison guard that he was in no danger or threat from 

IRA attack if he simply carried out his duties in the Blocks and did not attempt to 

enforce policies that were politically motivated. Presented with the option of being a 
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mere functionary within the service, but one whose life was not at risk, or to be 

regarded as an active, energetic, staunch supporter of the government’s policy and 

opponent of the (IRA’s) prisoners, the guards by and large opted for the former. 

Longwell (1998), quoting from an article written by a prison governor in 1989, says 

that republican prisoners: 

 

... act with noticeable solidarity in pursuit of clearly thought-out objectives. To 
achieve these goals they continually attempt to ‘shape’ the behaviour and 
attitudes of all ranks of staff by rewarding ‘good’ responses and punishing 
‘wrong’ responses. Rewards come in many forms. When staff give favourable 
responses, ignore instructions and interpret rules to prisoners liking, the 
atmosphere on the wing can be friendly, hassle-free and mildly co-operative. 
Staff may be called by their first names. Prisoners may engage staff to chat 
about soccer or about cars etc. There may also be warnings about the PO or the 
Governor coming onto the wing (p. 138). 

 

Through this consciously orchestrated psychological conditioning of the guards 

coupled with the sowing of divisions between the hierarchical ranks of the service, 

the prison regime was fatally weakened at its most critical point; the prison guard-

prisoner interface (see Sykes, 1958; Mandela 1994). 

 

The role of particular ‘agents’ was also influential in the process of changing the 

social structures through which the prisoners functioned as a community. Besides 

those who had just entered the prison in the early 1980s there were those who had 

been in the prison throughout the protests and hunger strikes who were held in high 

esteem by the body of prisoners and the leadership on the outside. The combination 

of talents and abilities of this group of individuals assisted the more or less smooth 

transition from a hierarchical form of leadership and command to a more collective 

style. It was not that these people possessed a particular charisma but largely due to 

the fact that they were had acquired a particular level of political consciousness and 

were also in positions of influence to implement their ideas. 

 

This period contrasts with the situation in the Cages in the mid-1970s when Brendan 

Hughes began to put in to place a more egalitarian system of command which was 
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stymied in its early days by Brendan being moved out of the Cages. In the early 

1980s in the H Blocks the process of change was firmly rooted in the experience of 

the blanket protest and driven forward by people who had established a very close 

bond of comradeship and shared a common ideology. They were also successful in 

their endeavours because they were prepared to listen to the views of others rather 

than attempt to stamp their own authority on the situation. They ultimately carried 

with them the vast majority of prisoners and simultaneously reassured the leadership 

on the outside that de-structuring did not mean loss of control. Crucial to the process 

of bringing about change was the trust that had developed between the prisoners and 

the leadership on the outside. If it had not been so difficulties would have 

undoubtedly arisen in pursuing such a radical programme of change as envisaged by 

the prisoners.  

 

With each small (and occasionally large) victory the confidence of the prisoners 

soared as did their skill at challenging the ‘power’ and undermining the ‘control’ of 

the prison authorities. With each new defeat of the prison authorities to impose their 

regime the prisoners exposed the fragile nature of the ‘power’ supposedly retained by 

such authorities. In the words of assistant governor Longwell (1998): 

 

… the segregated prisoners will continue to expand their influence and power 
until the day the Maze finally closes (p. 212). 

 

Although all of the themes that underpin this thesis (continuity and change; structure 

and agency; action and reflection; and solidarity and division) are in practice 

intertwined, those of continuity and structure can be seen to be mutually 

complementary as are those of change and agent. The ‘institutions’, whether those of 

the prison regimes or the early form of command structures of the prisoners, were a 

force for continuity of the status quo whilst the prisoners were the primary agents 

who brought about change. It was as a consequence of the actions of the latter that 

those ‘agents’ operating within the prison authorities and regime were forced to 

modify their approach thus affecting the structures they operated within. 
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Action and reflection 

The early years of the republican prisoner community in Long Kesh can be looked at 

as ones where emphasis was placed on action with little prior thought given to the 

possible outcome of such action and little reflection upon it in its aftermath. The 

burning of Long Kesh and more particularly the riot in the Crumlin Road Prison can 

be seen as having negative consequences for the prisoners in the long term. The 

government may no doubt have embarked upon its ‘criminalisation’ policy anyhow 

but the actions of the prisoners provided the perfect ‘excuse’ for the introduction of 

new measures. Within their own social order too the prisoners did not spend much 

time in reflection upon the type of system they maintained. It was simply taken to be 

the one that worked so why change it? Let well alone, despite the negative 

consequences it had for many prisoners. 

 

The behaviour of the prisoners must be viewed however within the context of the 

historical period in which they occurred and their level of political consciousness at 

the time. The prisoners did not envisage the IRA campaign on the outside continuing 

for well over another twenty years. Tactics and strategies were based on the 

attainment of short-term objectives. But there was also a ‘macho’, militaristic culture 

which favoured the ‘flexing of muscle’ and the imposition of strict disciplinary 

measures for breaches of discipline. That type of thinking began to change in the 

Cages in the mid-1970s under the influence of people such as Gerry Adams and 

Brendan Hughes. They looked at the prison situation within the context of the 

broader struggle and realised the latter was going to continue for quite some time 

despite what the leadership of the day was saying. They faced opposition to their 

views at first but when it became clear that their predictions had come true, and with 

devastating consequences for prisoners soon to enter the H Blocks, the days of acting 

without much thinking gave way to more analytical assessment of the situation. 

 

Republicans entering the Crumlin Road Prison in 1976 were not so well equipped, 

however, to analyse their situation or to approach it in a clinical or objective fashion. 

Their response to the removal of political status was more instinctual than analytical. 

Even two years later when Brendan Hughes had joined them on the blanket protest 
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and suggested going into the system to wreck it from within, his proposals were 

unanimously rejected by the prisoners. They believed that they could achieve their 

demands simply by refusing to conform to the prison regime and by highlighting the 

conditions they lived in. It was some time later through much discussion of their 

situation and what was happening on the outside that they began to realise the 

enormity of the struggle they were facing and the importance the British government 

attached to the enforcement of its ‘criminalisation’ policy.  

 

In that process of discussion and debate the prisoners radicalised their politics to the 

degree that they were often openly dismissive of orthodox republican beliefs or re-

interpreted those beliefs in light of new understandings. There developed a more 

critical and sophisticated political awareness and a process of reflection and 

introspection which the unique circumstances and conditions of the H Blocks 

allowed for. The prisoners developed a much more comprehensive world-view and a 

knowledge of revolutionary movements and other anti-colonial struggles in Vietnam, 

Zimbabwe, South Africa, Cuba, and in other parts of the world. Most importantly, 

however, they formed a very close bond between one another through their 

participation in collective struggle and the creation of a very egalitarian social order. 

The term ‘blanket-man’ took on a very potent symbolic meaning. The ‘blanket-man’ 

was not simply someone who was protesting for the return of political status, he was 

also a particular type of republican prisoner and particular type of IRA volunteer. He 

was a volunteer who acquired his revolutionary consciousness through interpreting 

his struggle as he simultaneously physically waged that struggle. His politics were 

not learnt through political lectures. 

 

The hunger strike has therefore to be understood within that construct. To the 

prisoners it was comparable to ‘set piece battles’ waged by guerrilla fighters 

anywhere, be it in Vietnam, South Africa, or South America. They knew they would 

most likely suffer losses. They were not reckless in their decision-making process 

and only embarked upon the hunger strike when they felt everything else had failed 

(Sands, 1998). But after analysing the political needs of their situation they took the 

action they felt necessary. For the protesting prisoners in the H Blocks, the 
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parameters of struggle within which others on the outside (including other IRA 

volunteers) might operate, were re-defined. Issues of life and death, in this case their 

own deaths, were rationally analysed in terms of whether or not they would move the 

situation forward towards obtaining their aims and objectives. The prisoners 

understood that their struggle was not just about prison conditions and recognition as 

political prisoners but about the broader issue of British rule in Ireland. Over the four 

and a half years of protest they had grown accustomed to being confined to cells 

twenty four hours a day, to not washing for three years, living in cells smeared with 

their own excreta, hiding items internally in their bodies, all in pursuit of the 

attainment of their demands. Those years of protest had hardened their resolve and 

made them more determined to succeed. They had also led to the creation of a new 

political consciousness and a particular identity within their own social group – the 

blanket men. Going on hunger strike for them was taking the offensive. It was going 

in to battle and a battle not only with the prison authorities but with the same enemy 

they had fought on the outside.  

 

Francis Hughes, the second of the hunger strikers to die, certainly regarded the 

hunger strike in that light. Beresford (1987) writes of how Hughes on the night 

before joining the fast recalled the circumstances of his capture after a shoot-out with 

British soldiers in which one of them was killed and he himself was wounded. 

Hughes said of that moment that: 

 

… he had agonised, just after being wounded, over whether to hold on to his 
M14 for a final shot-out, or abandon it and try to get away. Sometimes he had 
regretted the decision he had taken, but now he was being given a weapon 
again and this time he was going to use it to the end (pp. 164-165). 

 

O’Malley (1990) has attempted to understand the actions of Bobby Sands and the 

others who died on hunger strike as a re-enactment of Irish republican mythical 

history. Others, like Feldman (1991) have highlighted the break with an historical 

past and seen it in terms of its instrumental effectiveness on the development of the 

Republican Movement. It is the argument of this thesis that the prisoners 

undoubtedly took moral and political strength from a past that, in republican terms, 
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held such prison heroes as the Fenian, O'Donovan Rossa, and Thomas Ashe and 

Terence MacSwiney who had died on hunger strike in 1917 and 1920 respectively. 

Also that Bobby Sands as a skilled propagandist exploited emotive symbolic images 

of Catholic, Gaelic Ireland through which to garner support for the demands of the 

prisoners. However, having made (unsuccessful) attempts to avert a hunger strike his 

decision to ultimately embark upon such a form of protest was guided by a cold, 

rational, clinical analysis of the situation and what was needed to be done. That 

analysis also placed the prison situation firmly within the wider republican struggle. 

 

Far from the hunger strike being the last desperate, suicidal attempts by idealistic or 

misguided and politically naive prisoners divorced from political realities (O’Malley, 

1990; O’Muilleoir, 1998), it must be viewed as a rational, politically tactical 

manoeuvre which can only be fully grasped within the prisoners own construct. None 

of the prisoners who volunteered for the hunger strike could have imagined that ten 

of them would die before a halt would be called to the fast but they were fully aware 

after the death of Bobby Sands and several others that it was going to be a long battle 

and yet were still prepared to pursue it. That behaviour cannot be interpreted simply 

as a re-enactment of mythical republican history. To attempt to do so ignores the 

political development that took place in the prisoners’ thinking over the preceding 

years, a stripping away of idealistic, naïve notions, and the development of an almost 

‘irreverent’ attitude towards many previously held ‘sacred’ canons of republican 

philosophy. 

 

An indication of the degree to which the prisoners’ political, strategic, and tactical 

thinking developed during the course of the blanket protest is evident in their 

behaviour in the immediate aftermath of the 1981 hunger strike. Although a degree 

of demoralisation and disillusionment affected a number of prisoners, the bulk of the 

prisoner community remained steadfast and committed to the struggle to obtain the 

demands for which their comrades had died on hunger strike. There was not a sense 

of overwhelming defeat which would have been understandable in the light of ten 

comrades having died with only one of their demands being met - the right to wear 

their own clothes. Instead the prisoners were very conscious of the prominent role 
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they had played in internationalising the republican struggle on the outside and were 

committed to pursuing their prison struggle for the achievement of the outstanding 

demands. 

 

Very rapidly they assessed their situation and concluded that the best option open to 

them was to ‘go into the system’ to undermine it from within. It was not a case of 

having to ‘accept their lot’ and admit defeat but instead re-directing their energies in 

a new manner. When Brendan Hughes had proposed a similar tactic in 1978 it was 

over-whelmingly rejected but following the deaths of the hunger strikers the situation 

in the prison and the political climate on the outside was much different. The 

prisoners now had the right to wear their own clothes so the very visible badge of 

criminality had been removed making it easier to move ‘into the system’. The 

prisoners also knew that they had by then exhausted all passive forms of protest and 

realised that to advance towards their objectives required a radical shift in their 

tactics; to remain in a stalemate situation offered no prospects for success. Although 

there was an initial reluctance on the part of Séanna Walsh (the prisoners’ OC and a 

close personal friend of Bobby Sands) to contemplate such a radical shift in tactics 

he nevertheless came to the conclusion that such a move was necessary. The 

subsequent actions of the prisoners show the degree to which they based their 

strategy and tactics on objective analysis of their situation and did not allow 

subjective and emotional elements to cloud their judgement. 

 

The strategy embarked upon by the prisoners to attain segregation called for a high 

degree of trust to be placed by the camp leadership in the discipline of those 

prisoners tasked to carry out the implementation of the strategy and a high regard for 

their ability to assess the situation in an ongoing manner. The concepts of leadership, 

discipline, responsibility, and accountability were transformed within the community 

of republican prisoners through involvement in a process of action followed by 

assessment and reflection upon that action. The static vertical chain of command 

common in hierarchical forms of organisation was replaced by one reflecting a more 

horizontal sharing of responsibility and decision-making. That process continued to 

develop in subsequent years and became more formalised within the prisoners’ 
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programme of political education, their social organisation and culture of the 

republican prisoner community. 

 

Solidarity and division 

If there is one characteristic that sums up the community of Irish republican prisoners 

in Long Kesh then it must surely be ‘unity’. That unity was never more evident than 

in the period of the blanket protest and hunger strikes 1976-1981. Despite the 

hardships encountered the prisoners endured until the bitter end. The close bond they 

developed in the course of their enforced lives together fortified them in their 

determination to succeed (see Campbell et al. p. 175). Although they realised that 

some of them would die as a consequence of their actions they knew that other 

comrades would reap the benefits.  

 

But unity and solidarity was evident at other times throughout the period of time 

covered by this research. On occasions it was displayed in dramatic fashion as in the 

burning of Long Kesh and riot in the Crumlin Road Prison in 1974, and the mass 

escape from the H Blocks in 1983. More often it was reflected in the everyday 

behaviour of the prisoners as in the manner they organised their collective lives 

together, shared the work and responsibility, engaged in struggle with the prison 

authorities over a long period of time and coped with the personal and collective 

problems associated with long-term imprisonment. 

However, that unity and solidarity, remarkable in so many ways, has often masked 

underlying division. Sometimes the instances of this were minor; for example, some 

prisoners did not abide by certain directives over visiting arrangements, some did not 

participate in the commune system, some attended life reviews when the directive 

was strictly not to, many left the blanket protest or never went on it in the first place. 

None of this behaviour however arose from a deeply felt hostility towards the camp 

staff or opposition to the way in which the camp was ordered. It was more a case of 

individuals having personal problems, or difficulties with aspects of the social 

organisation of the camp, with directives from outside as in the case of the life-

sentence review procedure, or they had to all intents and purpose lost their 
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commitment to the struggle and did not attempt to put any sort of ‘veneer’ on their 

actions. 

 

There were two occasions when disunity was much more organised and of a political 

nature. In both instances division arose when sections of the prisoner community 

began to have grave doubts about the manner in which the struggle was being 

pursued on the outside. In the first instance of this, in the Cages in the mid-1970s, 

one of the leading ‘dissidents’ was Gerry Adams who questioned the wisdom of the 

IRA being involved in a prolonged cease-fire. Ironically, when Tommy McKearney 

and a number of close associates resigned from the Republican Movement in 1986 

and established their own political grouping it was because they were opposed to the 

type of ‘reformist’ politics being pursued by Gerry Adams and the leadership on the 

outside. This group of prisoners argued that the Movement should adopt a more 

strident socialist perspective based on the principles of Marxism/Leninism. Others 

who left the Movement at the same time and challenged the camp leadership 

appeared to be motivated more by internal ‘politicking’ over the issue of escapes and 

the extent to which emphasis was being placed on political education rather than 

military lectures.  

 

However the strength of the community, and its open democratic form of social 

organisation, meant that these political challenges never developed into a serious 

threat to the overall cohesion of the prisoner community. A crucial factor in the 

defeat of the arguments put forward by those who resigned was the fact that the camp 

leadership made itself available to the rank and file within the community and 

answered all criticisms made. Their style of leadership, and philosophy encouraged 

the involvement of all prisoners within the community to become involved in the 

decision-making and responsibility-sharing of the community. This contrasted with 

the politics of the ‘resignees’ who, from one perspective, wished to see a return to 

elitist militaristic structures of command, and, those from a different political 

orientation, who wished to concentrate the camp’s resources on a small political 

elite. The experience of the ‘resignation period’ also showed the extent to which the 
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process of educational development and conscientisation had taken firm roots within 

the community of republican prisoners. 

 

‘Criminalisation’: a closing comment 

A reading of Irish republican history and the manner in which republicans have 

responded to imprisonment would make one wonder how the British government 

really hoped to implement its policy of ‘criminalisation’ in 1976. Given that the IRA 

campaign had by then been ongoing for six years and many hundreds of political 

prisoners already recognised as a ‘special category’ it is difficult to see how those 

who conceived of the policy could have hoped to achieve their goals. Republicans 

generally view it as just another example of just how little the British understand the 

‘psyche’ of the Irish republican. Crawford (1987) regarded it as a life-line thrown to 

the IRA which generated support both at home and internationally at a time when he 

says their power was waning. Bishop and Mallie (1987) said of it that it brought the 

north closer to outright war than anything before or since. And Cardinal O’Fiaich 

(1981), Catholic Primate of Ireland said of the policy of ‘criminalisation’ that it had 

provided the IRA with its greatest influx of recruits since Bloody Sunday and left 

“some sections of our youth so alienated that they no longer pay much attention to 

denunciations of violence”. Little wonder therefore that loyalists regard the policy as 

yet another duplicitous attempt on the part of the British Foreign Office deliberately 

geared to galvanise nationalist support in order to force a British withdrawal from 

Ireland (White et al. 1998). 

 

The ‘criminalisation’ of republican political prisoners and by extension the struggle 

of which they were a part failed for a number of reasons but primarily because as 

Tomlinson (1995) says the issue of imprisonment of Irish republicans is “…so much 

tied into the issue of the English presence in Ireland” (p. 2). Indeed Kee (1982) 

claims that it was the treatment of republican prisoners and hunger strikes following 

the Easter Rising in Dublin in 1916 that eventually led to the end of British Rule in 

the south of Ireland. However, regardless of the levels of support and sympathy that 

existed on the outside for the prisoners’ demands, the defeat of the ‘criminalisation’ 

policy was brought about by the actions of the prisoners themselves in resisting 
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attempts to label them in such a manner. Their resistance took a variety of forms as 

this thesis has shown and as a result of engaging in struggle the prisoners became 

aware of their own strength within the prison vis-à-vis the authorities and of the 

power of social constructs which they used to great advantage. At the same time they 

created their own construct of the Irish republican prisoner. 

 

As the first release of prisoners takes place under the ‘Good Friday Agreement’ the 

‘criminalisation’ policy lies in tatters but even today attempts are still made to breath 

some life back in to it. Prisoners must apply individually for release and have their 

cases ‘assessed’; there’s to be no general amnesty. Yet the (political) Agreement 

states that there will be a process of prisoner releases extending over the next two 

years. Those releases only apply to prisoners sentenced in Diplock Courts, those 

charged with scheduled offence; political prisoners. It would appear that while the 

prison authorities have been granted permission to regard the prisoners on the ground 

as ‘special’ their political masters still have some difficulty in publicly accepting 

that. That difficulty is also seen in Longwell’s (1997) study where he accepts that the 

prisoners cannot be classed as ‘ordinary prisoners’ yet still attempts to analyse their 

actions and behaviour within a ‘normal’ prison regime. 

 

And yet behind closed doors it’s a different story. I was present earlier this year at 

one of the meetings at Castle Buildings which led up to the historic Agreement of 10 

April. Those present included a delegation from Sinn Féin and representatives from 

the Northern Ireland Office Prison Department, including the Director of Prisons, 

Alan Shannon. The purpose of the meeting was to brief all the political parties on 

government proposals for the speedy release of political prisoners in the event of an 

overall agreement being reached. In the discussion the NIO officials stressed that 

they would want the OC of the republican prisoners to be fully involved in the 

practical arrangements for releases. At a more recent meeting the same official said 

that no prisoner could ask for another prisoner (his OC) to speak on his behalf 

regarding his ‘application’ for release. He suggested however that one of the 

delegation present from Sinn Féin could play such a role. The delegation on that 

occasion consisted of Gerry Kelly and Leo Green. The former played a central role in 
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the mass escape of 1983 and Leo had been OC of the H Blocks from 1987-89. The 

irony of the official’s comments seemed lost on him. The matter was resolved when 

a more senior member of the NIO intervened to say that he did not see a problem 

with one prisoner (the OC) speaking on behalf of others. 

 

This dilemma for British officials and politicians will doubtless continue. They have 

found it impossible to impose upon republican prisoners the construct of ‘criminal’ 

but are unwilling to regard them for what they are, political prisoners. Yet in 

speaking of them they often use terms one would not associate with the image of 

‘criminal’ as the following examples demonstrate: 

 

One cannot fail to admire the competence of an organisation which enables the 
prisoners of war to bring to fruition an escape plan which, apart from last 
minute calamities, was largely successful. (Lord Colville in MacUileagóid, 
1996, p. 175). 

 

I would refer to the Maze prison at the time, as being rather like Colditz during 
the war, which was an impregnable fortress. For these prisoners to have got 
control of their block ... in a matter of twenty minutes, was absolutely 
staggering. I think anybody to have achieved that, must regard it as a matter of 
congratulations (.Sir James Hennessy in MacUileagóid, 1996, p. 176) 

 
… a sophisticated and intelligent group of prisoners (Sir James Hennessey, 
1984, p. 15) 
 

... the republicans seem to be aware of the significance of internal discipline 
and restraint (Assistant prison governor Longwell, 1997, p. 157). 

 
The informal wing education ... includes, in large part, an emphasis on the 
reinforcement of republican imagery, republican tradition and republican 
warfare. I would suggest that this is more than an attempt at self-
congratulation; it is explicitly a deliberate policy designed to raise group 
consciousness (Assistant prison governor Longwell, 1997, p. 157). 

. 

This dilemma for their opponents is one the prisoners can live with. They are 

confident in their identity and success of their prison struggle. Longwell (1998) sums 

up that success in the following: 
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They aspired to the compound regime, albeit within the cellular environment, 
and they began the path to it rapidly. Interestingly now, in 1997, they are closer 
to it than ever, in fact in some areas it could be argued that they have exceeded 
it (p. 203).  

 

In this thesis I have shown how the community of republican prisoners rejected the 

label of ‘criminal’ and constructed their own understanding and awareness of their 

true identity. I have also pointed to the contradictions in the governments attempts to 

criminalise them and argued that in my view such a policy was doomed from the 

outset given both the political nature of the prisoners and the history of Irish 

republicanism. If it can act as a lesson in how not to regard your political opponents 

then it will have been worthwhile. 

 

What this thesis does not include are the experiences of female republican prisoners 

held in the north of Ireland over the last 28 years and/or how those experiences 

differed from those of their male comrades. That is another significant story that 

needs to be told.   

 

 

 

A concluding reflexive note 

It’s 5.45 am. on Monday 21 September 1998 and I’ve been working on the finishing 

touches to this thesis throughout the night - as I have been for more nights now than I 

care to remember. Thankfully it was an undisturbed night as Caoilfhionn, our first 

born, slept throughout. It was my 42nd birthday two days ago and I had to postpone a 

celebratory drink. Likewise, Deirdre and I have not yet had the opportunity to fully 

mark the arrival of our new daughter Órlaith born on the 7th past. September has been 

a busy month. 

 

I am both tired and exhilarated. I feel a sense of achievement that I am writing the 

concluding comments to this project that began five years ago yet also believe that I 
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have left so much unsaid about the Irish republican prisoner community of Long 

Kesh – not done full justice to the myriad of personal and collective experiences of 

that unique group of people that I feel so proud and privileged to have been a part of 

for 16 years of my life. 

 

I said at the beginning of this thesis that I regarded the study as the continuation of a 

process of political conscientisation begun in the H Blocks during the blanket protest 

of 1976-81. I know it’s much more than that though. The battle against 

‘criminalisation’ was fought and won in terms of defeating the practical impact of 

such a policy but the ideological discourse, the politico-military strategies, and the 

objective of the ‘securocrats’ within the British military and intelligence 

establishments which influenced the development of such a policy, have remained 

largely unchanged. The war to suppress resistance to British rule in Ireland continues 

if by different means. 

 

It gives me a certain satisfaction therefore when I can walk into the library of 

Queen’s University, or any other university in Ireland, and lift from the shelves a 

copy of the book I co-edited, Nor Meekly Serve My Time: The H Block Struggle 

1976-1981 (Campbell et al., 1994), because I believe that the struggle against 

‘criminalisation’ is about much more than just defeating the practical impact of the 

policy. The discourse which provides it with a cloak of ‘legitimacy’ also has to be 

challenged and only by republican prisoners speaking for themselves and getting 

their message out there can they truly and successfully move closer towards the 

fulfilment of their true humanity and dignity. They have already taken significant 

steps in that direction. I hope this thesis goes some way further towards letting them 

speak in their own words and tell about their own lives and that of the community 

they constructed over time and in the course of many battles. 

 

Beresford (1987, pp. 16, 431-32)) refers to the play The King’s Threshold written by 

W. B. Yeats in 1904 about a confrontation between a poet, Seanchan, and his King 

over the right of poets to take part in government. Seanchan refused to eat until the 

King would grant his demands but in the end abandoned his fast and lived on. 
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However, following the death on hunger strike in 1920 of Terence MacSwiney, the 

Lord Mayor of Cork and IRA volunteer, Yeats rewrote the ending to his play in 

which Seanchan now dies surrounded by his young apprentices who are themselves 

under sentence of death. As the first prisoners are released as part of the ‘Good 

Friday’ Agreement memories of our own hunger strike and what republican prisoners 

struggled and died for during 1976-81 are very much to the fore of my thoughts. 

Hopefully though Long Kesh and the H Blocks are soon to become no more than a 

disused site of redundant concrete slabs. The ‘Breaker’s Yard’ that Bobby Sands 

spoke of (Sands; 1998) itself broken. 

 

The type of prison regime the prisoners walk out of today, however, bears no 

resemblance to that for which it was first designed. Republican prisoners wear their 

own clothes, do no prison work, are held in segregated conditions, are unlocked 24 

hours a day, have access to education, sporting and recreational facilities, and much 

more. The prisoners’ staff negotiate with the prison authorities on a daily basis 

regarding the management of the prison and are closely involved in discussion 

concerning the process dealing with their release. Changed times indeed.  

 

I am not a believer and yet, if somewhere out there in the millions of galaxies that 

exist, electrical impulses could once again form the features of friends and comrades 

who died on hunger strike so that we might live our (imprisoned) lives in conditions 

of dignity, then they must surely have a mischievous smile on their lips. Let the 

dying words of the poet Seanchan sum up their sentiments and the conclusion to my 

thesis: 

 

When I and these are dead 
We should be carried to some windy hill 
To lie there with uncovered face awhile 
That mankind and that leper there may know 
Dead faces laugh, King! King! Dead faces laugh 
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1 A commission under the chairmanship of Lord Devon was set up to inquire into the 

treatment of Irish political prisoners in 1870. They commenced their sittings on 24 
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prevent car bombs being placed in them. The logic behind both policies was to 
create the impression that there was not a ‘war’ ongoing in the 6 counties, that by 
and large things were ‘normal’ and where there was conflict it was local and 
sectarian. Locally recruited members of the security forces were now the ones 
being killed or injured and not British soldiers, thus containing the situation in the 
eyes of the outside world. Portraying those involved in the conflict as criminals 
rather than soldiers or guerrillas was meant to confuse the situation in the minds of 
the public and to remove support from the insurgents. 

9 The ‘blanket protest’ and the ‘blanket men’ were terms used by the prisoners 
themselves. The authorities initially referred to the protesting prisoners as 
‘streakers’ after a pop song that had been popular in the charts some years 
previous. Later they were referred to as ‘non-conforming’ or ‘dirty protestors’. 

10 The 'no-wash' protest entailed refusal by the prisoners to clean out cells or to wash 
themselves. It later developed to the stage where they smeared the cell walls with 
their own excreta. 

11 In the summer of 1979 the leadership of the republican prisoners in the H-Blocks 
put forward the suggestion for a hunger strike to coincide with the Pope’s visit to 
Ireland. The Republican Movement on the outside strongly advised against it and it 
did not happen. What the Movement on the outside did do at the time was 
amalgamate all the local prisoner support groups into one all-Ireland body known 
as the National Anti-H-Block/Armagh Jail Committee. 

12 The weekly newspaper of the Republican Movement 
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13 Ironically, Frank Maguire had been a strong supporter of the prisoners’ demands to 
be recognised as political prisoners and had visited the H Blocks on a number of 
occasions. 

14 This was more than the number of votes that Maggie Thatcher got. 
15 The same could also be said of republicans on the outside who became 

increasingly involved in electoral and community politics and subsequently 
engaged more and more with their political opponents. 

 
Chapter 2: Accounts of Prisons and Prisoners 
1 More recently the 'structural' approach seeks to establish links between the broad 

historical developments of capitalist societies and forms of punishment (Foucault 
1977; Ignatieff 1978; Melossi  and Pavarini 1981) whilst the more social-
psychological is examined in, for example, Cohen and Taylor’s(1972). 
Psychologists, particularly 'experimentalists' and 'behaviouralists' have also 
contributed to the literature (et al. 1973; Heskin et al. 1976; Bolton et al. 1976)  

2 Other communities were that of the loyalist prisoners, the non-political prisoners 
and the prison guards themselves, many of whom spent more time within the 
prison than they did outside of it.  

3 At the time their views were in opposition to what was then the dominant 
functionalist model of prison society and their arguments also called into question 
Goffman’s (1961a) concept of the total ‘institution’ as described in Asylums. 
Goffman applies this term to those places such as schools, psychiatric hospitals, 
army barracks and prisons which he claims resemble one another to the extent that 
they all contain a captive population (to varying degrees) and in circumstances that 
differ (again to varying degrees) to those that prevail outside. 

4 Genders and Player (1989: pp. 25-30) refer to the two schools of thought, 
concerning the origins of prisoner culture as the 'indigenous’ and 'importation' 
models of social organisation. The ‘indigenous origin’ position stresses the 
otherness and distinctiveness of prison life, and argues that the particular patterns 
of relationship and activity existing in prison are primarily responses to the unique 
circumstance of imprisonment (e.g. Sykes’ study). An ‘importationist’ view, on the 
other hand, considers that the main features of a form of life in prison derive from 
the position the prison occupies in the wider society (e. g. Clemmer’s study). 
Genders and Player do not hold to an either/or approach concerning the 
indigenous/importationist models but instead argue the importance of taking 
account "of the unique characteristics of the prisons and the culture and social 
structure of the wider society" (p. 28). Parisi writing in ‘The Prisoner’s Pressures 
and Responses’, (Parisi, 1982, ed., Coping with Imprisonment), says that Hawkins 
(1976, pp. 63-71) in summarising the indigenous (or, deprivation) and 
importationist theories concludes that the preponderance of data appears to support 
the latter (p. 9). Parisi, however, assumes that both theories have merit and that 
“both internal and external stimuli contribute to pressures and strategies of coping 
in prison” (p. 10). 

5 The IRA’s Army Council is the governing body of the organisation, responsible for 
all decision-making in relation to strategy and tactics, including issues concerning 
its prisoners of war. On a day to day basis the Adjutant-General of the IRA has 
responsibility for the implementation of policy as decided upon by the Army 
Council. 

6 This can be seen most starkly in the deaths of 29 members of the prison service, 
including prison guards and governors, from 1974-1998. Most were killed by the 
IRA for what they claimed was brutality against republican prisoners and the 
implementation of draconian policies. 

7  These were carried out as end-of-course projects for the Open University as part of 
BA degree courses. Each of the prisoners concerned later were awarded a BA. 

8  Fitzgerald and Sim (1982) say of education in prison that it is “… a constant source 
of tension and conflict between the poorly educated guards and the more articulate 
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prisoners. Inmates who achieve any sort of academic qualifications often  feel they 
do so despite, and not because of the prison staff and facilities” (p. 94). 

9 Some prisoners are civilians who were imprisoned for playing a supportive role in 
IRA actions; others belong to the INLA (the Irish National Liberation Army). 
These prisoners are very much in the minority and would regard their 
imprisonment in similar terms to the IRA volunteers. 

 
Chapter 3: The Politics of Meaning: Social Constructivist and Interpretivist 
                  Approaches 
1 This ‘mandate was ignored in the case of Bobby Sands when he was elected to 

Westminster in 1981. 
2 I had the opportunity of being able to sit in on one of the meetings at Castle 

Buildings outside Belfast which led up to the historic Good Friday Agreement on 
10 April, 1998. Those present were a delegation from Sinn Féin and 
representatives from the Northern Ireland Office Prisons’ Department, including 
the Director of Prisons, Alan Shannon. The purpose of the meeting was to brief all 
the political parties involved in the talks on government proposals for the speedy 
release of political prisoners in the event of an overall agreement being reached. In 
the discussion the NIO officials stressed that they would want the OC (Officer 
Commanding) of the republican prisoners to be fully involved in any procedure for 
releases. I thought their comments ironic given that one of the delegation from 
Sinn Féin was ex-prisoner and hunger striker Leo Green (a narrator in this thesis) 
who, during his time in prison had at one stage been OC (Officer Commanding) of 
the republican prisoners. At that particular period though, in the late 1980s, 
prisoners’ representatives and spokespersons were still not officially recognised by 
the prison authorities and NIO. 

 
3 See Beresford (1987, p. 25) who refers to the range of measures introduced by the 

British government as ‘counter insurgency’, aimed at the defeat of the IRA. 
4 This liberal attitude towards those engaged in acts of political violence or protest 

within other states was not extended however to those from within who challenged 
the government; for example, the Fenians and the Suffragettes. 

5 See Kitson 1971 
6  The ‘Peace People’ were formed by Betty Williams and Mairéad Corrigan in 1976 

after three children were killed on the Andersonstown Road in Belfast when driven 
into by a car whose (dead) driver), IRA volunteer Danny Lennon, had been shot by 
the British Army following a chase (see McKeown, Ciaran, 1984). 

7 Castlereagh was the main holding centre where those arrested under special 
legislation would be taken for interrogation lasting up to seven days. The specially 
created Diplock Courts where one judge presided in place of a jury then processed 
those charged with offences. Under the new legislation introduced in 1975 the 
judge could accept as conclusive evidence of guilt, the verbal or written statement 
of the accused made during interrogation so there was inducement for interrogators 
to force, or falsely produce, statements of admission by those arrested. The Diplock 
Courts certainly attained an incredibly high conviction rate in the courts (see 
Coogan, 1980; Hillyard, 1987). The H Blocks were the last link in the chain and 
they were meant not only to house or contain those who had come through the 
‘special’ judicial processes but to impose upon them the label of criminal. In terms 
of an integrated counter-insurgency strategy, this last part in the ‘process of 
imprisonment’ was as crucial as the other two and Bobby Sands identified it as 
such. If the government could impose the construct of ‘criminal’ upon the prisoners 
it would reinforce their construct of the conflict itself being a ‘criminal 
conspiracy’. Equally, in opposing and challenging the label of ‘criminal’ Bobby 
Sands knew that he challenged the manner in which he and others had been 
imprisoned. 

8 Bobby kept a diary for the first 17 days that he was on hunger strike. 
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9 This was the only one of their five demands which were conceded. 
 
Chapter 4: Methodology 
1 Some republican prisoners held in English prisons have now, in 1998, been 

imprisoned for 22 years.  
2 A life sentence for republican prisoners meant between 13-18 years with most 

serving in excess of 15 years. 
3  When I began my research the conflict was ongoing. One year later, 1994 the IRA 

called a cease-fire, followed by similar declarations by the loyalist paramilitaries. 
Eighteen months later, in 1996 the IRA called off its cease-fire and although 
loyalists claimed to be still holding to theirs a number of killings were carried out 
by loyalists. In 1997 the IRA re-instated its cease-fire. At the time of ‘writing up’ 
the findings of my research the newly-elected Assembly for Northern Ireland had 
just begun its initial proceedings. 

4 The comments of Gallagher F. (1967), speaking of his experiences in Mountjoy 
Prison, Dublin, 1920, are still valid today when he sums up the outlook of the 
republican prisoners then on their imprisonment. “By smashing their prison system 
we become free to continue the smashing in Ireland of the Empire”. 

5 The first release of prisoners under the ‘Good Friday’ Agreement of 10 April 1998 
were made just as this thesis was being completed. 

6 I was co-editor of Nor Meekly Serve My Time: The H-Block Struggle 1976-1981, 
(Campbell et al., 1981), a book which details the personal experiences of 28 
republican prisoners during that period.  

7 Although I use the term ‘survived’ to show that these former prisoners made it to 
the outside world more or less intact the question of just how deeply imprisonment 
has left physical, emotional and psychological scars is one which republican ex-
prisoners are now addressing. 

8 For a list of reflexive accounts of research see Hammersley and Atkinson, 1982; 
Walford, 1987. 

9 Although I had been in prison 16 years, 1976-92, education courses provided by the 
prison education department were only available to me from 1983 onwards. Prior 
to that I was involved in the prison protest for political status and thus denied 
access to educational material as a consequence. 

10 D803, Doing Prison Research, The Open University. 
11 The title of the project I submitted at the end of the course was entitled, ‘The 

Experience of Long-Term Imprisonment: A Lifer in the H-Blocks of Long Kesh’. 
12 Sinn Fein is a political party which is part of the overall Republican Movement 

and therefore shares the same objectives as the Irish Republican Army but is a 
distinct entity on its own and has a purely political role. 

13  In the Report of an Investigation into Queen’s University, Belfast under Section 
12 of the Fair Employment (NI) Act 1976 published by the Fair Employment 
Agency, Belfast 1989, the report, “ major areas of under-representation of Roman 
Catholics of Northern Ireland origin relative to Protestants of Northern Ireland 
origin”. 

14 In 1997 this was extended for a further year. 
 
Chapter 5: Special Category Status 
1 Shortened version of the Crumlin Road Prison in Belfast. 
2 The ‘Boards’ was the term used by prisoners to describe the punishment Block on 

account of the wooden board set in a Block of concrete which acted as a bed. 
Prisoners were held in solitary confinement on the ‘boards’. 
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3 The ex-RAF camp outside Lisburn, Co. Antrim which was opened in 1972 to house 
those interned without trial. 

4 Although it had only been republicans on the hunger strike for political status when 
it was introduced it was granted to everyone who was in prison on offences 
connected with the conflict. 

5 The ‘Sticks’ or ‘Stickies’ was a derogatory term used by Provisional republicans to 
refer to those in the Official Republican Movement from whom the Provisionals 
had split. The term arose shortly after the split and was connected to the wearing of 
an Easter lily, the symbol of remembrance of the 1916 Easter Rising by 
Republicans in Dublin. The Official Republicans had used an adhesive backed one 
instead of the traditional one attached to coat lapels by a pin. 

6 Remand prisoners with special category status were still held in Crumlin Road 
Prison up until 1976. 

7 Long Kesh was originally used to house internees, those imprisoned without trial. 
Internment had been introduced on the morning of 9 August 1971. All the internees 
were finally released just prior to Christmas 1975. 

8  Short R. (1979) has a much different assessment as to how relations between the 
prisoners and the prison guards was regarded by the latter: Once a paramilitary 
prisoner has indicated his connections and this has been confirmed by the 'special 
category boss' in the prison, he gets all the privileges attached to the category. 
Prison officers are in open revolt against these privileges, which were: the right to 
weekly instead of monthly visits from relatives; the right to receive a weekly food 
parcel of any size; the right to wear civilian clothes; and exemption from work. 
Prison officers are particularly disgusted that the Provisionals are able to exercise 
and train, and to maintain their own order, appointing their own spokesmen and 
group leaders to whom prison officers must transmit  messages and information … 
After the murder in April 1976 of Prison Officer Dillon, who worked in Magilligan 
Camp, prison officers decided to ban extra visits and food parcels for the 600 
Provisional prisoners in the Maze (Long Kesh). Four years of bitterness and 
frustration had reached boiling point and the banning of visits and parcels was the 
only action they felt they could take to show their strong feeling (pp. 147-49).  

9 The Crumlin Road Prison had three landings including the ground floor. 
10 Hannah was a prison officer who was Principal Officer in the Crumlin Road at that 

time. In later years he moved to the H-Blocks and in April 1992 was arrested and 
charged with providing information to the IRA which led to the death of another 
prison officer. He was found guilty and sentenced to life imprisonment. He later 
died in Maghaberry prison. 

11 Republicans had a position of refusing to recognise courts or other institutions of 
the state as they regarded the north as an artificial and illegitimate statelet. They 
also adopted a similar position in regards to the southern state. 

12 Description. 
13 Military Reconnaissance Force. Adams (1996) writes of the MRF that: 
   The MRF set up an elaborate undercover network for intelligence gathering, 

working from flats, offices and shops and using both women and men. Amongst 
the phoney businesses they set up were the Gemini Health Studios, a massage 
parlour on the Antrim Road, the Four Square Laundry in Twinbrook and an ice-
cream parlour. The Four Square washed clothes not just as part of cover, but also to 
analyse them for traces of explosives, gunpowder or gun oil; even to check shirt 
sizes against those of known occupants of houses and thus identify possible safe 
houses. The driver chatted with local women and observed the comings and goings 
of men in the houses he called to. Meanwhile, within the large van other 
operatives, in a hidden compartment in the ceiling, observed and photographed 
people on the streets.  

On 2 October 1972 the IRA struck in Twinbrook, killing the driver of the van and 
two operatives in the ceiling compartment. At the Antrim Road massage parlour, 
they killed two more MRF operatives. It was a devastating blow, on a par with 
Michael Collin’s actions against British intelligence in November 1920, except that 
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the IRA then took their eye off the ball. The mistake they made was that having 
totally disrupted the MRF the IRA almost forgot about it, while British intelligence 
of course regrouped (pp. 212-213). 

14 Father Brady was a regular visitor to the prisons and was someone who was deeply 
involved in issues of human rights. 

15 A solicitor from Belfast. 
16 In later years both Heatherington and McGrogan were executed by the IRA. 
17 Davey Morley died many years before this research commenced. 
18 Standby. 
19 Ulster Volunteer Force (loyalists). 
20 Ulster Defence Association (loyalists). 
21 Guildford was a garrison town in England in which the IRA bombed a pub, killing 

seven people. 
22  A physical response to conditions of imprisonment is not confined to republican 

prisoners. Sim (1994) says that British prisons had witnessed violent confrontations 
over a twenty five year period prior to the Strangeways disturbance of 1990. For 
further accounts on these confrontations see: Fitzgerald and Sim, 1982; King, 
1985; Scraton, Sim and Skidmore, 1991. 

23  Each Cage contained three large huts and one small, or half-hut. Usually the latter 
was used as a gym and education room. 

24  Davey Morley had served in the British Army. 
25 Republican slang for intelligence officers. 
26 As part of the militaristic nature of the republican prisoners’ structures prisoners 

would be ‘arrested’ and charged with various offences, especially that of voicing 
dissent. 

27 Gerry Adams wrote a regular weekly column in the Republican News at the time 
under the pen-name ‘Brownie’. 

28  Slang for ordinary ‘rank and file’. 
29 Gerry Kelly had been on hunger strike in Brixton prison in England along with 

Hugh Feeney and the Price sisters, Dolores and Marion. They had been protesting 
to be transferred to a prison in the north of Ireland. After a lengthy period of being 
force fed the government agreed to transfer them but then reneged on the deal. 
Later, as part of the cease-fire in the north the government moved all four of them 
back to Ireland.  

30 Roy Mason was Secretary of State for Northern Ireland from 1976-1979 
31 Written communications from the Movement on the outside. 
32 Popular nickname for Brendan Hughes due to his dark complexion. 
33 Solicitor. 
34 If any role was regarded as a staff position it required a cleared volunteer to fill it. 
35 See Fitzgerald and Sim, (1982, p. 65) for a prison service view of the ‘helpful’ role 

education can play in maintaining stability in the prisons. 
 
Chapter 6: The Withdrawal of Special Category Status 
1  Good fun; not to be confused with ‘crack’ the illegal derivative of heroin. 
2 We were not allowed a football but an improvised one was made out of a sock 

stuffed with old newspapers. 
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3 A rumour reached the Crum that some of the H Blocks were subsiding because of 
the wet ground that they were built upon and the speed with which they were 
erected. 

4 As prisoners had to wear the full prison uniform to go to visits they initially refused 
to accept visits. This later changed to married men taking visits, then eventually the 
policy changed to where men were actually encouraged to take visits to provide for 
communications with the outside. Some men, however, continued to refuse to take 
visits and Raymond McCreesh and Joe McDonnell who later died on the hunger 
strike in 1981 only saw their families for the first time in over 4 years once they 
began their hunger strike. 

5 Tom had been one of 19 republican prisoners who escaped from Portlaoise prison 
in the south of Ireland in 1974 by blowing a large hole in the wall. He had also 
been on the run in the north from the early 1970s. 

6 Communications between the prisoners, and between the prisoners and the 
organisation on the outside, were written on cigarette papers, wrapped in cling 
film, and smuggled out on visits using various body orifices. 

7  George Jackson (1971) says that in prison, “The power of decision suddenly 
disappears, for anything which happens to the prisoner, including the most personal 
functions, happens because, or when someone else decides that it should”. In many 
ways that was the position of the republican prisoners prior to them stepping up 
their protest. They had to rely upon the prison guards to let them out to the toilet 
and often the guards delayed until they were ready or simply ignored the request. 
In the new situation the guards had lost that power and the prisoners had gained it. 

8 Brendan Hughes has always denied any involvement in the incident. He believes it 
was a conscious decision by the prison authorities to remove him from the Cages at 
that time. 

9 Some people sentenced for offences that occurred prior to 1 March 1976 were 
initially sent to the H Blocks whereas in fact they were entitled to political status 
and to be housed in the Cages. Following written submissions to the Northern 
Ireland Office they were eventually moved to the Cages. 

10 For a full copy of Cardinal O’Fiaich’s statement see Adams, 1996, pp. 282. 
11  The Bible was supplied by the prison; one copy to each prisoner. Rosary beads 

sent in by families were allowed to be retained by the prisoner as were a limited 
number of letters and photos. The number of the latter varied from Block to Block 
apparently depending on the whim of the individual guards, but never exceeding 
six. 

12  King (1995) says that within British prisons the response to disturbances that 
erupted in the male, maximum-security dispersal prisons was built on the 
ideological assertion that the disorder was orchestrated by a small number of 
subversive recalcitrants who, once identified, could be removed from the main 
body of the prison population before the contamination of deviance could spread 
any further. 

13 The procedure that prisoners had put into place after the initial months on protest, 
and which the authorities accepted, was that when leaving a cell prisoners would 
wear a ‘towel’. In practice this was a rectangular piece of white heavy cotton 
material. This was a compromise between the prisoners refusing to leave the cells 
naked and the authorities not permitting them to leave wearing a blanket. Prisoners 
would wear the towel until they reached Cell 26 where they would put on trousers 
if they were going out to see the doctor, governor or welfare, or if they were 
attending mass. They would put on the full uniform if they were going on a visit or 
to the prison hospital. 

14 The prisoners in the Cages used to smuggle down lectures, Irish language grammar 
and articles and tobacco to the protesting prisoners in the H Blocks. 

15 Jackie’s brother who was in the Cages. 
16 This comment by Tommy that Bobby began re-organising education in the Block 

after he returned from H 6 supports the claim made by the guard in Longwell’s 
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(1998) study that it was ill-advised to put such people together in H 6 in the first 
place. It also shows that Bobby was looking beyond the immediate needs of the 
prisoners’ situation to that of the need for a structured form of political education 
for republican prisoners. 

 
Chapter 7: The Hunger Strikes, 1980-1981 
1 Slang in the Blocks meaning that status was coming. When people were sentenced 

and arrived in Long Kesh their clothing was removed and put into brown paper 
bags. Saying that the brown bags were coming meant that their clothing was being 
returned. 

2 The Proclamation made by those who led the 1916 Easter Rising in Dublin. 
3  There are conflicting accounts about how exactly the 1980 hunger strike ended and 

just what exactly was on offer. What is not in dispute is that intermediaries 
between the British Government and the Republican Movement on the outside 
were working on a form of compromise to the situation. With the ending of the 
hunger strike though before anything was decided the prisoners had lost their 
bargaining power. See: Adams (1996); Beresford (1987); O’Malley (1990). 

4 Derogatory term applied to those in prison who turn to religion. 
5 Director of Publicity for Sinn Fein. 
 
Chapter 8: The Aftermath of the Hunger Strikes 
1 Those who had been caught trying to escape: Gerry Kelly, Ned Maguire, Paul 

(Skeet) Hamilton, Sean McGlinchey, and Jock Hone. 
2 ‘Squeaky-booter’ was a pejorative term applied to those who had left the blanket 

protest. The term arose in the early days of the protest when the prison uniform 
was kept in the cells of those on protest and when someone decided to leave the 
protest they had to put on the uniform before leaving their cell. Walking in new 
boots on the brightly polished floor of the wing made a squeaking noise hence the 
term, squeaky-booter. 

3 Only those serving a fixed term of imprisonment could receive or lose remission. 
Those serving life were serving an ‘indefinite sentence’ and thus were not eligible 
for remission.  

 
Chapter 9: The Campaign for Segregation 
1  Seán and other newly-sentenced prisoners arriving in the H Blocks were not 

allowed to join the prisoners in the protesting Blocks, even though Sean and the 
others were also refusing to do prison work. All newly-sentenced prisoners were 
housed in the conforming Blocks. 

2  McGrath had been in charge of Kincora, a boys’ training school in Belfast. In 1981 
he was found guilty of sexual abuse of the boys. There were also allegations made 
at the time that a number of senior Unionists had also been involved in the 
organised abuse. McGrath had also been the founder of a shady loyalist 
paramilitary group called Tara (see Moore, 1996).  

3 Two republicans who loyalists feared; the former for his reputation on the outside 
and who had recently arrived into prison, the latter because of his physical size and 
reputation of being a fearless fighter. 

4  During the period of the segregation campaign a Luger automatic pistol and 
ammunition was discovered in one of the H Blocks. It belonged to loyalists. 

5 One of the recommendations of the Hennessey Report (1984) into the mass escape 
of 1983 was that segregation should end. It was never implemented. 

 
Chapter 10: The Issue of Prison Work 
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1 Some instructors in the workshops were also prison officers who had a particular 
trade, such as joiner, electrician, etc. 

2 An engineering factory in Belfast. 
3 A charitable body which collects money for the families and dependants of 

prisoners. 
4 The year of the escape. 
 
Chapter 11: The Mass Escape of 1983 
1  For a history of escapes by republican prisoners see MacUileagóid, 1996. Also see 

Dunne (1988) for an account of the 1983 escape from Long Kesh. 
2 In the process of conducting this research, a tunnel in its final stages of completion 

was discovered in March, 1997 leading from H Block 7, which housed republican 
prisoners, towards the perimeter. In December 1997 republican prisoner, Liam 
Averill, escaped by dressing up as a woman and leaving the prison after a party for 
the children of prisoners. 

3  For a full, detailed account of the escape and the back-up facilities provided by the 
IRA’s elite South Armagh active service units see Iris, Autumn 1993. 

4  From his previous involvement in attempted escapes MacFarlane knew only too 
well that the IRA were very reluctant to supply weapons to effect escapes. That 
they were prepared to do so in this instance reflects the trust that the leadership on 
the outside had in the prisoners, most of whom had endured years of brutality 
during the blanket protest. There could well have been the fear that the prisoners 
would have used the guns to exact revenge upon some of the prison guards. 

5 Gerry was in the circle - the administration area and centre of the Block - on the 
day of the escape. 

6 S….. was a senior prison officer in H-Block 7 prior to the escape. 
7  The Maidstone was a prison ship moored in Belfast Lough to house internees in 

the early 1970s. On 17 February 1972 seven prisoners escaped from it by 
swimming to freedom (see MacUileagóid, 1996). 

8  Years later prisoners who had been assaulted by prison officers in the aftermath of 
the escape were awarded damages following a lengthy court case. 

9 ‘Faoi ghlas’, Irish for ‘lock up’. When prison guards shouted lock up on republican 
wings the order would be ignored until the prisoners’ OCs would call it. In general 
the guards did not object to this even though they were not supposed to allow it. 

 
Chapter 12: Communes 
1  There was only one prisoner who did not smoke and who smuggled back chewing 

gum from his visits. 
2  Following the ending of the ‘no-work’ protest it was several weeks before all the 

prisoners were allocated work. In the meantime they were given a basic wage by 
the prison. 

3  Following the 1983 escape a classification of ‘extremely high risk’ prisoners was 
introduced by the authorities. Certain conditions applied to these prisoners 
including constant movement around the camp on a three week cycle. Prisoners 
could be put into this category without any reasons given by the authorities. They 
could equally be taken off it again without any apparent reason. A profile of the 
prisoners detailing their charges, sentence, etc. was contained in a ‘red book’ which 
accompanied the prisoner from Block to Block, hence the term ‘on the red book’. 

4 In practice there were no orderlies in the wings, the work being shared by everyone 
so the orderlies’ wages, like all others, was put into the commune. 

 



345 

Chapter 13: Political Education and Organisation 
1 The Green Book is an internal IRA manual that was produced in 1979 and consists 

of lectures on Irish history, political education, the IRA’s standing orders and the 
aims and objectives of the Republican Movement. 

2  During the blanket protest it did not matter what reputation a particular prisoner 
may have had on the outside, the sentence he was serving, the operation he was 
convicted for; all found themselves in a similar situation. Everyone had three 
blankets and a mattress and were treated equally, if harshly, by the guards. 

3  Bik MacFarlane, camp OC from 1981-1982. 
4 Camp adjutant. 
5 The finalised drafts of the historical analysis were eventually published in book 

form by Sinn Fein’s Education Department under the title ‘Questions of History’.  
6 Rogers (1969) believes strongly in the role of the ‘group’ in education with a 

‘facilitator’ rather than teacher who helps set the mood or climate of the group and 
helps elicit and clarify the purposes of the individuals in the class as well as the 
more general purposes of the group. 

7 All who had entered prison as volunteers could take a position on it. There was no 
system of ‘cleared’ and ‘suspended’ volunteers as had existed in the Cages. 

8 This situation changed in later years and anyone in the wing could be a member of 
the coiste. 

9  In 1985 a number of prisoners, mostly life-sentence ones, left the Cages of Long 
Kesh and moved to the H Blocks. They included at the time the OC of the Cages, 
his adjutant, the Education Officer, a Cage OC, and several other prisoners, all of 
whom had spent at least ten years in prison. 

10  Mickey McMullan became vice-OC of the camp from 1989-1991. 
11 A personal, internal discipline which arose from political conviction and 

commitment rather than an externally imposed form of military discipline. 
 
Chapter 14: The Lifer Issue 
1 Detention at the Secretary of State's pleasure, applied to those who are 16 at the 

time of conviction for murder. 
2 Camp OC from 1983-1987. 
3 Two men in the Cages refused to attend the yearly reports or take any active part in 

the life review process. 
4  Anyone released from a life sentence can be returned to prison at any time if it is 

thought that they are re-involved in the type of activities for which they originally 
received the life sentence. 

5  The IRA in fact had/has no such position. Applications by people wishing to join 
were/are treated on their own individual merits.  

6  Some prisoners or their families would ask priests or politicians to write to the 
Secretary of State or the Life Sentence Review Board appealing for their release 
and giving assurances of non-involvement again in politics. 

6 The new prison at Maghaberry, County Antrim which opened in 1987.  
 
Chapter 15: Resignations 
1 The policy of Sinn Fein until then was that whilst it would contest Parliamentary 

elections in both the 6 and 26 counties of Ireland, elected members would not take 
their seats in the British Parliament at Westminster nor the Irish Parliament of 
Leinster House in Dublin whilst the partition of Ireland remained. 
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2 Sinn Fein’s annual conference at which delegates from the grass-roots organisation 
attend and vote on motions which then become policy. 

3 Every volunteer in the prison had the right to go forward as a candidate for camp 
OC if they were proposed and seconded by two other volunteers. The outgoing 
camp staff also proposed their successors and usually their proposals went 
unchallenged. 

4  Martin Lynch the camp OC, 1983-1987. 
5 Term applied to those who had resigned. 
6 People who were not really involved in education or political development of that 

nature but who were often the backbone of a wing or Block. 
7 The communication came from the Adjutant General of the IRA whose 

responsibilities include over-seeing prison policies and situations. 
7 It appeared that once all the resignees were housed together in one wing the 

internal divisions between them became more apparent and some felt they had 
made a mistake in leaving the republican wings. 

 
Chapter 16: The Conditions Campaign 
1  ‘Controlled movement’ was a policy implemented by the prison authorities 

whereby only a small number of prisoners at any one time were allowed in certain 
areas. 

2  Ironically this was the same governor who Brendan Hughes identified as being 
involved in whittling away special category status in the Crumlin Road Prison 
thirteen years before. 

3 The prisoners who were forcibly removed from their cells took a legal case against 
the prison authorities for injuries received. In March 1998 Martin Meehan was the 
first of those prisoners to be award damages (£14,000). Other cases are still 
pending. 

4 Unlike the occasion when the doctors were used by the authorities to ‘rubber 
stamp’ a policy of forced washings of the prisoners this time the prisoners were 
demanding that the doctors take an active stance on issues of ill-treatment. 

 
Chapter 17: Creative Writings 
1 Iris Bheag was established by the Education Department of Sinn Féin in 1987 and 

appeared on a monthly basis for three years thereafter. 
2 John Pickering was on the ‘red book’ so moved Block every three weeks. 
3 In 1989 the NIO introduced a new system whereby all life sentence prisoners who 

had served 13 years or more were eligible for home leave. That year it was four 
days in the summer and four at Christmas. This was later extended to a week in the 
summer and ten days at Christmas. 

4  Irish Sunday newspaper. 
5  A pageant of poetry, song and music to commemorate the 1916 Easter Rising in 

Dublin; a significant date in the republican calendar. 
6  Kate had been aware that I hadn’t watched the OU video programmes but was 

conscious that some reason existed for me wanting the facilities in the Block. Kate 
had told me once that when she initially began teaching in the prisons (firstly in 
Armagh women’s prison) she had been very hostile towards republicanism and 
republicans even though, or because, she had never met any. However, getting to 
know them in prison she found she could relate to them. As she got more and more 
involved in dialogue with republican prisoners Kate began to challenge more and 
more her own upbringing. In 1993 she left the Civil Service and her job teaching in 
the H Blocks and began working for Sinn Féin on a full-time basis. She moved 
from being on a very high salary to being in receipt of unemployment benefit. Kate 
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was the first person I interviewed for this research. Unfortunately she did not get to 
read it. In 1996 she was diagnosed as having cancer. Kate died in August 1998 as I 
was writing up the findings. 

8 The drama was first performed within the prison but later to an outside audience 
when the prisoners were eligible for parole. It was very favourably reviewed. 

 
 
 
Chapter 18: Postscript 
1  The ‘Jail history’ is a document written up by republican prisoners in the jail which 

records the history of the prison from 1976 and the struggle waged by republican 
prisoners during that time. 

2  At the ending of the 1980 hunger strike Bobby Sands was allowed to go round the 
other H Blocks to inform the OCs there. 

3 Prior to this incident republicans and loyalists had an unspoken agreement that 
areas such as the visits and hospital were ones of non-conflict. 

4 This was the first time since the ending of the 1980 hunger strike, when all Block 
OCs were taken to H Block 3 to meet with Bobby Sands,  that Block OCs were 
able to officially meet with the Camp OC. 

 
Chapter 19: Conclusions 
1  Although I make the distinction here between the two I accept the feminist    

proposition that the ‘personal’ is ‘political as outlined by Sharoni (1995). "The 
phrase 'the personal is political' was a popular slogan in the women's movement in 
North America during the 1960s and 1970s, emerging in the context of 
consciousness-raising groups. Women were urged to see their personal problems 
and disadvantages as an outcome of patriarchy and sexist oppression, and thus, as 
political issues. The message was that one must work from the inside out. The self 
was the starting point for a growing awareness of collective political concerns. 
That is, the we-being and transformation of individuals was treated as necessary for 
the accomplishment of the broader goal of social and political change" (p. 52). 

2  See ‘Charter for Republican Communities’, Appendix A. 
3 One example of this was the establishment of a Sinn Féin cumann (club) in the H 

Blocks that demanded full representation and voting rights at the annual Árd Fhéis 
(General Meeting). This was initially denied them with arguments being made that 
prisoners, because of their confinement, could not be accorded the same rights as 
all other cumainn. The prisoners challenged this and threatened to turn the issue 
into a major confrontation at a forthcoming Árd Fhéis. The leadership relented and 
a motion was carried officially establishing Cumann na mBlocanna H (The H 
Block Cumann).  

4 The campaign on the outside in support of the prisoners’ demands was led almost 
exclusively by working class, mostly unemployed, usually female relatives of the 
prisoners; people who would have seen themselves as relatively powerless in their 
everyday lives. The experience and confidence gained through the anti-H 
Block/Armagh campaign was demonstrated in later years in the growth of dynamic 
community groups and the development of a vibrant Sinn Féin espousing radical 
policies on a wide range of issues. The 1985 Hillsborough Accord agreement 
between the British and Irish governments is widely recognised as being an attempt 
to divert this swell of working class political militancy. 

5  Apart from the killing of Governor Miles in 1978. 
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APPENDIX A 
 

ORIGINAL POLITICAL EDUCATION AND ORGANISATIONAL 
DOCUMENTS DRAWN UP BY REPUBLICAN PRISONERS IN THE H 

BLOCKS OF LONG KESH 
 
Discussion by Frelimo during the course of their struggle  
 
The latest development within Frelimo’s overall educational programme has been the 
advanced reading list and, like all new concepts, has met with some difficulties. 
Basically the problems can be broken down into three main areas: 
 
(1) What is the aim of the programme? 
(2) What is the criteria for participating in it? 
(3) What is expected of those who do participate? 
 
To answer the first question it must first be said that all programmes are meant to 
cater for a particular need. We don’t indulge in any course of study as merely an 
academic exercise and hence all are influenced by ideology or need. In fact we can 
say that this programme entails both. Frelimo’s need is to build a revolutionary 
organisation. To do that we must train, in the words of Lenin Professional 
Revolutionaries – cadres who are equipped ideologically to build that movement and 
to wage that struggle. This course of study is meant to provide at least the basics of 
that training process. This exercise thus represents a serious and disciplined attempt 
to engage in a structured process of theoretical study, followed by analytical dialogue 
with a view to arriving at a coherent ideological ‘line’ covering all aspects of Frelimo 
(past, present and future) and its struggle. This ‘line’ would then represent our 
contribution as Frelimo’s POWs to the formulation of a coherent revolutionary 
ideology, which can serve as a Guide to Action for Frelimo as a whole in pursuit of 
its revolutionary objectives. 
 
This leads on to the second question. Since we are speaking of more than simply a 
particular educational study but the future of Frelimo, we are confronted by some 
difficulties over criteria for participation. Namely can those who belong to other 
organisations participate in the programme? Can those who see themselves as not 
owing any allegiance to Frelimo participate in it? The answer to both these questions 
is No. 
 
To come to this conclusion has taken much debate and consideration of all the 
factors involved, and even the wording of this draft has been a hilarious process. To 
put it bluntly, what is being discussed in the groups which come together in all 
communities is the future of Frelimo as we see it. As such, we have a responsibility 
to Frelimo and particularly to those being released from Portuguese jails and who 
hopefully will apply what they have learned in jail to the tasks confronting them 
upon release. To study and discuss the books means discussing what we and our 
movement are doing today, and what we and our movement should be doing 
tomorrow. Stating what we should be doing commits us to doing it. To do otherwise, 
would be to partake merely in an academic exercise and frankly we are just not into 
that. 
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To overcome the problem of selecting who should then participate we could sit down 
and select those people in Portuguese jails, who, it is thought, will gave commitment 
to the struggle upon release – and in doing so we would be wrong. We would be 
wrong because it would be reactionary and elitist. No one can decide now who is 
committed to struggle except the individual himself and to that end the programme is 
open to all personnel under our direct control, except for the aforementioned 
qualifications. Cadres by their own life style and willingness to apply themselves to a 
training programme, ‘advertise’ themselves for participation in that programme. 
 
In answer to the third question, the draft on ‘Frelimo’s Cadre Training’ basically 
sums up what is expected of those who participate in the programme and this must be 
something that is ‘lived out’ in the implementation of the programme as opposed to 
merely giving ‘lip-service’ to it. The book study is but a part of the overall process 
but it is expected that through the completion of it the relevant skills and disciplines 
will have been acquired, thus preparing all cadres for the tasks that lie ahead. 
 
In conclusion, it is essential that the contents of this draft are not solely targeted for 
group discussion. It is important that each individual wishing to commit himself to 
the programme give careful and deep thought to what is expected of him and 
thereafter apply himself to his best ability.  A willingness to do so is much more 
important than someone feeling that he already has all the answers. 
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Self and Mutual Criticism Amilcar Cabral, Unity and Struggle 
 
Amilcar Cabral, the founder of the PAIGC in Guinea Bissau, writes of the need for 
self and mutual criticism in any effective movement or political party. 
 
Develop the spirit of criticism between leaders and members. Give everyone at every 
level the opportunity to criticise, to give their opinion about the work, and the 
behaviour of the action of others. Accept criticism wherever it comes from, as a 
contribution to improving the work ... 
 
Always remember that criticism is not to speak ill nor to engage in intrigues. 
Criticism is and should be the act of expressing an open, candid opinion in front of 
those concerned, on the basis of facts and in a spirit of fairness, to assess the thought 
and action of others, with the aim of improving that thought and action. Criticism is 
to be constructive, to show proof of sincere interest in the work of others, for the 
improvement of that work. 
 
Combat severely the evil tongue, the obsession with intrigues, the “so-and-so says” 
unfair and unfounded criticism. To assess the thought and action of a person is not 
necessarily to speak ill of it. To speak highly, to praise, to encourage, to stimulate – 
this is also criticism. While we must always be watchful against conceit and personal 
pride, we must not stint praise to someone who deserves it. 
 
Derive a lesson from every mistake we make or which others make, in order to avoid 
making new mistakes, so that we do not fall into the follies into which others have 
already fallen. Criticising a person does not mean putting oneself against the person, 
making a sacrifice in which the person is the victim: it is to show the person that we 
are all interested in the work, that we are all one and the same body... We must be 
capable of criticising and of accepting criticism. 
 
But criticism must be complemented by self-criticism, proof of our own willingness 
to help ourselves to improve our thoughts and our actions. 
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Further Guidelines on Frelimo Discussions  
 
Having gone through the process of both individual and group study, Frelimo hoped 
that its cadre would have required the following: 
 
(a) an understanding of concepts (e.g. vanguard party, democratic 
 centralism...) 
(b) ability to articulate ones argument  
(c) cohesiveness of argument (i.e. connection between a, b, c, etc.) 
(d) ability to debate objectively on strength of argument, not on 
 unsubstantiated allegations/assumptions nor on emotionalism. 
(e) study discipline (i.e. not just ability to read but to evaluate what is  being 
said) 
(f) revolutionary discipline through commitment to pursue course 
 
Obviously the aim was not to turn out academic philosophers but cadre both inside 
and outside who would contribute to the development of Frelimo and the pursuance 
of the struggle. This throws up questions about the rationale of the programme and 
the form of groups discussion within it. 
 
(1) The programme starts of with the premise that Frelimo is not yet a 
revolutionary movement (in the fullest meaning of the term) and recognises the need 
for radical changes within it. Neither Frelimo nor its leadership, nor the staff are 
above criticism for they are made up of fallible human beings. However criticism 
should at all times be objective and done in the proper manner, not in the form of 
unsubstantiated allegations or character assassinations (see ‘Combat Liberalism’ and 
‘Self and Mutual Criticism’). 
 
(2) It is not the intention to turn out cadre who will merely “slot in” to existing 
set-ups taobh amuigh. They should be agents of change but at the same time should 
not be viewed as small conspiratorial ‘clique’. They need to relate to the actual level 
of consciousness of those within Frelimo and the population at large. 
 
(3) The issue of commitment may be raised – i.e. should our commitment be to 
Frelimo or the revolutionary change. On a philosophical/theoretical level the answer 
is obviously to revolutionary struggle. However, in the present historical situation we 
regard Frelimo as the only body with the potential to wage and win that struggle and 
therefore commitment to the struggle should be acted out in pursuing the 
development of Frelimo. That is the over-riding reason for the initiation of the 
programme. But in the final analysis, it is a personal decision in whether you feel the 
gap it to great between your conception of how the struggle should be waged and 
what you perceive to be Frelimo’s conception of it. 
 
(4) To aid our development we need accurate feedback from t/a at both local and 
national level. There are ongoing efforts to establish such links. There is also no 
reason why individual cadre cannot establish links with their own area though the 
point made above bears repeating here: we recognise that Frelimo is not yet 
revolutionary movement and therefore we must recognise disjointed development 
which varies from area to area and relate to people at their actual level of 
consciousness. 
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(5) Some may say that this programme is leading in a direction contrary to that of 
t/a. Whilst contact with t/a is not at the level we desire they are not unaware of the 
content of the programmes. We would again refer to the lack of accurate knowledge 
about the level of development t/a and until such is acquired on a national – as 
opposed to local – level, it would be contrary to the very essence of this programme 
to make such suppositions. 
 
Practical Guidelines for Discussion Groups 
 
(1) Our aim is to acquire the tools in order to engage in ideological debate on 
Frelimo; systematic dialogue is designed to aid the acquisition of such “debating 
skills” whilst guarding against the dangers of becoming purely rhetorical. 
 
(2) Systematic dialogue implies regular group meetings – certainly more than 
one per week – so that points discussed are fresh in the mind and the “thread” of 
discussion is not lost. 
 
(3) Our aim is not to do book reviews but the evaluation of views and ideas, and 
their relevance to our own situation. 
 
(4) Having said the above, we should accept the there will be a certain 
“abstractness” in discussions – a certain level of abstraction is necessary to achieve 
theoretical clarity and cohesiveness.  
 
(5) Cadre should not be unduly concerned if they fail to grasp everything in one 
book for other books will shed light on difficult aspects. There should, on the 
compilation of each book, be a review of all that was discussed in it. Systematically 
debating the finer points can sometimes mean the overall perspective is lost. 
Remember that learning is itself a dialectical process – we should not fall into the 
“banking concept” approach. 
 
(6) The is no place for the “devils advocate” (i.e. a person continually adapting 
positions he does not in fact believe in). That does not say that questions should not 
be asked to elucidate points and provoke discussion of issues, which are in danger of 
being glossed over. Honesty and serious debate is required – deliberate “wind ups” 
have no place. 
 
(7) Groups are designed to provide assistance for those comrades who are 
struggling – the aim is mutual co-operation, not competition. 
 
(8) Negativism; negative criticism is usually the result of despair and frustration 
and is pointless. It is up to the group to challenge and counter it and not assume that 
someone else can sort it out. 
 
(9) Dogmatism; this is a symptom of treating the programme as a mere academic 

exercise. Our views must be rooted in concrete reality – the programme aims 
to create revolutionaries not dogmatic Marxists. 
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(10) Outline of the role of the committees utilised by Frelimo in Mozambique and 
on the attitudes and working relationships that should be adapted by such 
bodies. 

 
What we are looking for is an energetic group of workers ideally some of our most 
politicised as well, who can all maintain a positive contribution to the multi-purpose 
role of the committee which can be viewed as the dynamo or driving force of the 
wing. 
 
It is vital that this committee is perceived not as a static elite group, but instead 
viewed as a flexible body using workers who feel that they can make a contribution, 
while discarding anyone who isn’t sharing the workload or whose approach or 
attitudes are proving to be counter-productive. 
 
Role 1. 
To facilitate the operation of the education programme through organising and 
directing discussions, debates, etc. While motivating the populace to apply 
themselves to the programme in a productive and progressive fashion. It should 
ensure the right environment is created to facilitate education and other activities on 
a broad basis. It entailed the provision of an adequate library with the relevant back-
up material for the programme. An attempt must be made to get the best use of any 
media resources in terms of awareness of any relevant educational programmes and 
by encouraging the workers to read the relevant materials. 
 
Role 2.  
The committee should also actively encourage the application of our culture 
whenever and wherever possible. The language is dying a slow death, how can that it 
restored? 
 
Role 3.  
On the academic front, whilst pointing out the existing pitfalls, the committee should 
encourage workers to avail of relevant courses and classes at all levels. It should 
ensure that all workers know what courses are available especially for any fresh 
arrivals. It is important to outline the benefits which can be derided from academic 
study in terms of obtaining a study discipline and the associated ability to put ones 
thoughts down on paper in a coherent and presentable fashion. 
 
 
 
Role 4.  
The committee also involved themselves in organising and encouraging various 
sporting and communal activities, which helped to create a conducive atmosphere to 
facilitate the operation of its other functions. They also sought to ensure that relevant 
educational materials were available in all areas. They examined on a continuous 
basis their overall approach to all relevant matters in a bid to vary it as much as 
possible in order to sustain the necessary drive and interest. 
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(Academic) Education 
Danger of basing our perception of academic education on our reflection of school 
days, approach and attitudes of teachers, etc. Setting a short term academic goal 
gives a meaning to day to day activities on a practical point, provides access to 
knowledge and information and the self-confidence giving up or setting a certain 
period of time each day or week forms a good habit which makes people feel they 
are being idle, if, after a period of time, they are not doing anything. We don’t have 
all the answers in our heads, we have to study to obtain them. Academic study 
provides a discipline, which can in turn be applied to other actions or activities – 
removes feelings of inadequacy which have been fostered from schooldays. Careful 
consideration should be given to subject choice. 
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Attitudes in a Mozambique Context 
 
In analysing the motives behind the policy of the Portuguese Administration for 
constant movement we can recognise that it was partly designed to hinder an obstruct 
any education or organisational activities. It can be seen to have been partially 
effective with respect to the weakness of some of the areas in terms of their lack of 
flexible structuring in promotion of the programme. This was especially in areas 
which don’t have a well organised, flexible and energetic body of men and who 
basically relied on one or two individuals for direction and initiative. Once these 
individuals were removed, area activities tended to collapse as the rest of the 
community lacked the necessary initiative, self confidence, drive and direction 
required. Only a strong committee can sustain itself against a background of constant 
movement. The key to success lies in continuity which can be achieved with hard 
work, self analysis and consistency. 
 
Each member of the committee must fully understand the role and workings of the 
body while sharing the workload. In helping to generate the correct area environment 
conducive to the politicisation process we must ensure that we create a good working 
relationship both within the committee itself and throughout the area’s activities. It is 
vital that the correct approach is adopted so that the community can relate to and 
identify with, the functions of the committee. In doing so Frelimo called for the 
breaking of the teacher/pupil relationship in that the members of the committee were 
involved in structuring and promoting discussions et al., as distinct from all an 
authoritative lecture full of academic jargon. Likewise, sporadic bursts of energy 
aren’t a substitute formula for a stable disciplined work contribution. Frelimo 
encouraged committee members to display a sense of responsibility and initiative 
while participating in as many aspects of community life as possible, including 
sporting activities. In essence, they not only have the obligation to think and discuss 
socialism but to “live it” as well by adopting a “socialist” approach to all aspects of 
community life. To instil a feeling of self confidence all work tasks must be 
approached in a adequately prepared fashion with the necessary background material 
at hand. Only by adopting such an approach did they hope to sustain interest in 
community educational and sporting activities while maintaining respect for the 
committee itself. It was stressed that the onus lay on individual members of the 
community to offer his/her services to both the area committees and the education 
department. 
 
To instil discipline and help sustain the necessary drive and continuity, a system of 
work tasks were established for each member of the committee for a set period. At 
the end of the period each member in turn was accountable for success (or failure) of 
their allocated tasks. They also employed the tactic of moving competent workers out 
of the committee on a regular basis to make way for others to gain the necessary 
confidence and experience. 
 
The ultimate aim of the committee was to give workers the ability, confidence and 
self-confidence required to analysis any given document or event, etc. while 
developing their political thought and awareness and striving towards articulating a 
coherent ideology.   
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MOZAMBIQUE COMMITTEES (3) 
 
In further efforts to “professionalise” the operation of their committee system 
Frelimo saw a need to define the 5 main roles/work tasks for which individual 
committee members were had responsible. They included: 
 
(1) Role of The Group Leader: 
 
Each group leader was responsible for co-ordinating all group activities as directed 
by the committee. One of his most important tasks was to create a learning 
environment among the group by which all personnel were encouraged to participate 
activity with all points of view being taken into account and analysed. The basic role 
of the group leader is relation to any discussions was to structure and direct the 
dialogue in a pre-arranged manner (with other group leaders) so as to draw out the 
relevant themes and problems of the concerned topic from a class perspective. To 
ensure that the discussion maintains its momentous and structure direction, the group 
leader may at times have to summarise any divergent points of view, building on the 
contribution of group members while posing the relevant questions to stimulate 
further dialogue. In addition, each group leader ought to draw into discussion, on a 
gradual basis, to shy personnel while preventing the talkative ones from dominating. 
Finally the group leader also sought to emulate all personnel to think critically, to 
identify problems and to analyse related underlying causes in an effort to assist the 
progression of the politicisation process. 
 
politicisation 
In analysing the role of the group leader it must be recognised that its successful 
application and requires certain qualities and skills which can only be obtained 
through an on-going process of study, practical experience and self analysis. On a 
question on the needs of both self and mutual criticism as an effective weapon 
against stagnation within any structure or party, the words of Amilcar Cabral 
(founder of the Revolutionary Movement in Guinea Basin) were if particular 
relevance: 
 
“Always remember that criticism is not to speak ill nor to engage in intrigues. 
Criticism is and should be, the act of expressing an open candid opinion, in front of 
those concerned, on the basic fact and in a spirit of fairness to assess to thoughts and 
actions of other with the aim of improving that thought and action. Criticism is to be 
constructive, to show proof of sincere interest in the work of others for the 
improvement of that work combat severely unfair and unfounded criticism , allowing 
us to derive lesson from every mistake we make or which others make in order to 
avoid making new mistake”. 
 
(2) The promotion of relevant alts/books 
 
While if was clearly the duty of all committee members to promote such resources 
among the community an individual was tasked with the responsibility of collecting 
and looking after such relevant materials ensuring that all community personnel 
know what resources were available and where it could be located. The objective 
was to ensure that the maximum use was made of all available education educational 
resources within the community. Committee members in both a formal and informal 
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sense to try to establish the level of awareness attained so that suitable resources and 
assistance could be offered to aid their ideological targeted ideological development. 
 
(3) The promotion of academic education: 
 
A committee member was tasked with the responsibility of promoting the 
community’s policy of academic education as outlined in the academic draft. 
 
(4) The promotion of cultural activities: 
 
A committee member was tasked with the responsibility for co-ordinating and 
promoting all cultural activities within the community. Frelimo sought to broaden the 
“traditional” understanding of culture which may equated solely with the language to 
encompass what is essentially a peoples way of life, embracing values, beliefs, 
customs and behaviour patterns, this recognising that the revolutionary must first 
liberate his own mind as a pre-condition to liberating society. 
 
(5) The promotion of communal and sporting activities: 
 
The co-ordination and organisation of all such activities was likewise delegated to a 
committee member.  
 
Procedure for committee meetings 
 
As regards to the operation of the committee structures themselves, Frelimo outlined 
the following, suggested procedure for committee meetings, in an effort to introduce 
a disciplined and efficient approach to the working of the committees under the 
direction of the committee chairperson. 
 
A Minutes of previous meetings: 
B Reports from:  
 
(1) Group leaders on all educational activities currently in operation. These 
reports should cover the number of personnel involved, the topics discussed/debated, 
the approval adopted in addition to the perceived level of individual interest and 
progress observed in all groups. 
 
(2) The member responsible for cultural activities, outlining the number of, and 
level of, ranganna in operation, the number of personnel involved, plus an account of 
what use is being made of whatever resources are available including; leabhair, 
tapes, etc. 
 
(3) The member responsible for academic education, involving an account of 
what courses are being utilised, the number of personnel participating, information 
on availability of new courses and when to apply etc. It was stressed that all 
committee members should familiarise themselves with the latest draft on academic 
education. 
 
(4) The members responsible for all communal and sporting activities either 
currently in operation or planned for the future. 
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C Discussions of the agenda topics, with the chairperson ensuring that all 
members have opportunity to make a contribution to the dialogue. A priority was 
given to educational/cultural issues as the introduction of full community meetings 
provided an alternative platform for other communal matters to be aced? 
 
D The planning and co-ordination of future activities to cover the days and 
weeks ahead. 
 
E Finally, the allocation of work tasks geared towards spreading the overall 
workload while seeking to instil a sense of unity, discipline and accountability. 
 
Assessment process 
 
In order to ensure that the education department did not become engrossed in the day 
to day administration Frelimo introduced a twice-yearly assessment process. Its 
objective was to establish a series of short-term goals in relation to the overall. 
Politicisation Process by identifying successes while pinpointing weakness in an 
attempt to clarify what needed to be changed, strengthened or introduced. 
Accordingly, every aspect of the education brief was critically analysed including the 
content of all educational/cultural programmes and activities, the approach adopted, 
the performance of all department personnel and community leaders. In addition to 
the operation of the committee structures themselves all community personnel were 
encouraged to make a positive contribution to this process. The resultant feedback 
was then collated and evaluated to allow for a set of short-term goals to be 
formulated incorporating future priorities and work tasks. 
 
Monthly Reports 
 
Regular monthly reports from each community were introduced by Frelimo to 
facilitate both a constant source of feedback on the overall education process and the 
implementation of a greater degree of accountability on the overall education process 
and the implementation of a greater degree of accountability. For such reports to be 
of any value they needed to reflect on accurate account of the following areas. 
 
(i) A comprehensive account of all education, cultural, and communal activities 
which took place over the past month. Mention should also be made of what 
transpired at any full community meetings 
 
(ii) An outline of the approach adapted plus an honest assessment of the degree 
of progress (or otherwise) made. 
 
(iii) An account of the composition and operation of both committee  
 
(iv) Any ideas, suggestions, etc. on any matter which fall within the education 
brief. 
 
(v) An account of any new education/cultural resources acquired within the past 
month, including “alts” books, etc. 
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(vi) An outline of the group analysis process which all committees should engage 
in on a regular basis to reinforce the emphasis on creativity and analysis as 
opposed to a mechanical rendering of the committee concept. 



378 

(vii) Frelimo’s cadre training 
 
With its education process in operation for 6 months Frelimo initiated an assessment 
study of its initial efforts hoping to pinpoint the relevant strengths, and more 
importantly the weaknesses of the process. In consequence, while it was recognised 
that both the education programme and the committee structures which formulated 
its operation were working satisfactory, on obvious weakness manifested itself in the 
form of a glaring absence of committed personnel capable of promoting both the 
education programme and its concomitant committee structures. 
 
Following a period of in-depth analysis and discussion Frelimo responded by 
formulated a Cadre Nucleus of professional revolutionaries with a view to combating 
the storage of trained personnel as necessary to the success of its education process. 
In doing so, it targeted trusted personnel who exhibited the following qualities: (a) 
the required level of political development, (b) revolutionary discipline and (c) 
revolutionary attitudes. 
 
(a) The required level of political development  
 
A sufficient level of political development was required both to authenticate the 
individual’s revolutionary awareness and to indicate a willingness to further ones 
study of Marxist theory as a “guide to action” in promoting revolution in 
Mozambique. In addition, the attainment of such a level of political development was 
also indicative of a capacity.  
 
(b) Revolutionary discipline 
 
Revolutionary discipline embraces a number of integral components: 
 
Self Criticism 
 
This involves the need for reflection and honest assessment of ones performance and 
attitudes in a continuous basis. As the cadres of Frelimo were united by common 
revolutionary goals they could consciously debate their differences and limitations in 
order to accelerate their progressive advance. This would allow him to recognise, 
admit (rather than cover up) and correct mistakes to, to avoid repetition, as failure to 
pin down responsibility for fear of offending the individual, actual reflects in 
individual development as it leash people to make fever demands on themselves to 
develop. Other mistakes stain from an attitude of elitism, arrogance or complacency 
or indeed on unwillingness to listen to others opinions – all of which reflect a sense 
of immaturity and in discipline. 
 
Study Discipline  
 
A degree of study discipline was required to facilitate an in-depth study of Marxist 
theory and revolutionary tactics and strategic. In perceiving revolution as both a 
source and object scenario study, it was essential for cadre to apply themselves in a 
professional and efficient manner to such studies in order to induce the optimum 
return while demonstrating through personal example the strength of ones 
commitment. 



379 

 
Self Discipline 
 
The maintenance of revolutionary commitment was seen to require a high degree of 
self-discipline. The cadre must lead and encourage others through personal example, 
displaying the qualities of drive, creativity and initiative an on-going basis to smash 
the apathy and political stagnation identified in may communities. Have the need for 
a strict code of personal discipline. 
 
Organisational Discipline 
 
All cadres exhibited strict revolutionary discipline; a conscious as distinct from an 
automatic form of discipline, in adhering to, and earnestly promoting, the various 
guidelines, directives and circulars issued by the education committee. The operation 
of such a system was preceded by a process of collective dialogue will all cadres 
have as opportunity to make an input, thus facilitating internal debate while allowing 
for reasoned, clear and firm discussions and organised action. In addition to the 
personal accountability attached to each cadre, the education committee itself was 
fully accountable to the entire cadre nucleus and in turn to the Frelimo leadership for 
both their line of direction and their overall performance. 
 
(c) Revolutionary Attitudes: 
 
Total Commitment  
 
Frelimo ensure that all cadres displayed an attitude of total commitment on an 
ongoing basis in relation to their work task, their studies, their movement, and to the 
overall revolutionary process. In effect, they were professional revolutionaries on a 
full time basis, motivated and sustained by a total being in the strength and coherence 
of their ideology and the Justus of their struggle. Such strength generated an ability 
to act out and rationalise confidentiality in the promotion of their work tasks while 
physically isolated the education committee. Their energy and drive manifested itself 
as a source of encouragement to the rest of the community to become actively 
involved in the education process. 
 
Attitudes Towards the People  
 
It was imperative that all cadres adopted an open, non-elitist and responsive attitude 
towards other people within their communities of the concept of the cadre, and 
indeed the education process itself, was to be success. Elitist, arrogant and selfish 
attitudes are counter-productive and considered unrevolutionary and this 
incompatible with the role of the cadre. A need was envisaged for all cadres to work 
towards the creation of the relationship of mutual trust and respect for the rest of 
their communities to facilitate the operation of the programme and the committee 
structure, while allowing for reciprocal, comprehensive feedback from the 
grassroots.  
 
In conclusion, Frelimo’s criteria for recruiting potential cadre in terms of their 
portrayal of the requisite qualities outlined earlier, went a long way to ensuring that 
such personnel fully realised what was required of them when accepting their exam 
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play role. When fully turned, they were thus committed to, and capable of 
performing, this role, an answering for it, defending it and ultimately fighting for it. 
 
* Failure to do so would demonstrate a lack of concern regarding the necessary of 
such a programme and if not rectified would result in suspension of the group. 
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Academic Education  
 
Academic Education can play a vital role in our own education policy and its for this 
reason that every committee should have one member who is completely up to date 
in all aspects of our policy. One of the roles of the committee is to promote 
education, but not in a general sense. The committee must advise and direct men into 
those areas of evaluation which it is felt are most beneficial to us as a movement. In 
order to do this properly McCann must have at its disposal all relevant information 
(as regards all academic education). 
 
The purpose of this draft is to spell out the overall objectives of academic education 
and to go into each particular subject available, also an assessment of the possible 
value of each subject will be included. Each committee should use this guideline to 
enable men to make proper decisions when entering into an education course and 
also to ensure that our policy towards education (academic) is ?? own to men both 
now and in the future. 
 
Objectives of Academic Education 
 
Our overall objective in using the education facilities, provided by the authorities is 
to advance and improve our academic skills (education) it should not be anyone’s 
intention to use it (academic education and a means to secure a good job on release, 
to do this is to play the administration game. They view education as a rehabilitation 
and pacification process. Their thinking is – if someone comes out of prison with a 
better opportunity to advance themselves tat they had before their arrest, they will no 
doubt distance themselves from movement other words they believes our 
involvement in the movement stems from ?? of opportunity rather that from 
convictions. This can be seen from the general attitude towards education taken once 
the administration realised that we’re not going to fall into their trap. Having said 
what academic education is not to be used for it is time not to spell out what it should 
be used for. 
 
A lot of material on offer can be if used properly extremely beneficial too us as at all 
levels. It should be our aim to extract the maximum from such material in order to 
benefit all. In order to understand our own education we sometimes to first 
understand and group different concepts. This can be gained from proper use of 
academic education, indeed many men will find that they by improving on their own 
standard of education (for example O level English Language) they can make greater 
use of materials used in our own education. Many men may feel that they lack the 
necessary ability to read many of the recommended books due to their ?? of 
education outside. We can use academic education to remedy this; so on a basic level 
academic education can be used to enable men to make better use of their own 
programme. 
 
Then there is the benefit of broadening our own outlooks, academic education can 
enable us to study and examine things which we may not of had the opportunity to 
examine before. Apart from being interesting in its own right, this cannot help but be 
of benefit to us in our own education. The broader our view of the world more we 
can gain insight into our own situation. On top of this, academic inserts in us certain 
useful factors – Firstly any course requires a certain degree of study discipline, we 
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must get into the habit of sitting down and doing thing properly (and which must be 
done) having to meet deadlines in (academic education) courses can help instil this 
discipline in us, it is only a short step to transfer this to all our work. We will realise 
they will no longer can there be an amateurish approach to anything we do, if we 
care drawing up drafts or programmes, studying them or anything relating to our 
education we most sit down and do things properly – in a professional manner. 
 
We must approach all tasks with the intention of doing them as we as possible. Being 
ready to do this in an academic course, will help us to do likewise in our own 
projects. Another benefit to us that academic education course can help us adopt the 
habit of studying everything. No matter what course is being done it is necessary to 
study all the relevant material, again we must transfer this habit to our own work in 
all means (areas) of education and like wise we must study all situations properly to 
be best equipped to deal with them. The habit of studying all relevant information in 
education courses before responding is something, which must be done in every 
activity we undertake. 
 
Another benefit we can derive from academic education is that it enables to acquire 
resources, which we may not have been able to attain before. It must be stressed that 
the committee must ensure that these resources are utilised by all men. Bearing all 
this in mind the committee must ensure that the men are doing education display the 
correct attitude towards any course they may be doing. This attitude being, while 
anything they learn can be useful to the individual’s self-discipline and development, 
must not end there. People doing academic education must be prepared and 
encouraged to pass on anything they learn which may be of use to us all. As in all our 
activities, the committees must attempt to make sure that there are no selfish 
individualistic attitudes as regards education. Anything learnt to be stored in an 
individual’s head is of no use nor good to us. We should approach academic 
education as something which can be beneficial to us all.  
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Evaluation exercise of Frelimo’s education/development programme 
 
Frelimo prisoners were called upon to initiate a period of reflection and criticism of 
their process of education/development. Participation in the exercise was very high 
with, apart from a few exceptions, no more than 2-3 in each community choosing not 
to involve themselves. The feedback from the discussions differed greatly - both in 
quality and quantity - and undoubtedly this was partly due to the inexperience of 
some cadres in writing up reports. I will not repeat all the specific points here but 
will take in the broad categories and later will cover some issues only barely 
mentioned in the feedback. 
 
The subject of those recently sentenced, and the problems they experience, was 
widely commented upon. The general view being, that whilst our own involvement 
in serious study came only after years of heated debate as to WHY we should study, 
new arrivals are ‘expected’ to have this ‘outlook’ and so are socially pressurised into 
discussions and classes. (It should be noted, however, that there is also a degree of 
social pressure which is directed in a negative fashion towards participation in 
education and study). This often results in resentment and later frustration, with the 
end product being that some men become demoralised and totally drop out of 
everything, adopting a negative or cynical attitude towards ‘education’. 
 
Most agree that the ‘Introduction to Frelimo Communities’ is one way of 
overcoming this, that it should be extended to cover a 4-5 month period, and that this 
is the only class which newly-sentenced men should be involved in. Whilst the 
wishes of the individual concerned must be taken into consideration there is much 
merit in the proposal. However, those instances where the ‘Introduction to Frelimo 
communities’ has degenerated into a ‘story-telling’ session with little or no 
‘explanation’ for past events or present practices must be combated. Those who have 
only recently experienced the problem themselves of adapting to Frelimo 
communities and the culture must be to the fore in assisting others. They know the 
problem and the solution. This of course does not excuse others from the need to take 
the initiative and assist new arrivals at the level they require. The scope for 
discussion is much wider than that outlined in the communication detailing the 
‘Introduction to Frelimo communities’ (which dealt only with essential aspects) and 
those responsible for conducting the discussion should endure that, on a regular 
basis, they seek out the views of those participating and at the end of the programme, 
get them to reflect on their first impression of the community and the culture. This 
period of time should provide an assessment of the needs of those involved in the 
programmed and this will dictate the next ‘level’ people should/could move on to. In 
some instances this may possibly mean assistance with basic literacy skills. 
 
The study groups were another main topic of the discussions. The main points raised 
were that the same books are still being covered, moves cause disruption, those 
organising the discussions are still expected to know the ‘answers’ and often the goal 
appears to be to finish the book rather than to learn from it. Various suggestions were 
offered as to how to help conquer the effect of moves, but in reality, because of 
scarcity of books, I don’t feel them realistic. The answer to it in most cases is that 
men should take the initiative as to which book to study. Rather them ‘slot in’ to a 
group studying a book you have already covered, seek out someone with whom you 
can arrange to study a book none of you have yet covered, or someone who has 
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already studied the book you are at and will assist you in discussion of it. Apart from 
Marx’s and Connolly’s ‘Selected Writings’ all those who began the reading list when 
it first started should have easily completed all the books by the end of the year. 
Others who began after that time should now set themselves target dates fro 
completion of a certain number of the books and continue in this manner until the 
entire list is completed. No one has to read or study the book at the pace of 
discussion. There is no reason why a book cannot be read, notes taken, and then the 
book discussed at a later date. Indeed this is advised as it is much easier to organise 
classes on a flexible or ‘short-notice’ basis. The essence of this is – be organised. 
 
Suggestions for ‘elementary’ study groups were forwarded, and indeed some of these 
are already in existence. Again it should be a feature of any community if it is 
required. The ‘Recommended Reading List’ was drawn up to serve a purpose - to 
equip us with particular ‘tools’ and to acquaint us with particular concepts. However, 
the general format of study groups (as outlined in Frelimo documents) is applicable 
to the study of any book and participation in such a structure is itself and educational 
exercise. 
 
Due to political changes within the communities, Frelimo documents concerning the 
structure of the study groups have been reviewed to bring them up to date with what 
is current practice. However, the main points of the original documents are still valid 
and the documents themselves are a useful record of our own process and history of 
development. An ‘updated’ draft on the study groups will accompany this. 
 
Other topics such as TFT, the national language and the Historical Analysis were 
raised as general points. Basically what was said was that TFT was not utilised in the 
manner it should be and that it was regarded in an unfavourable light in many 
communities; learning the national language was neglected and the Historical 
Analysis was like the Recommended Reading List, i.e. apparently never-ending. 
Again there is no camp-wide directive which can, or should, be issued regarding 
these but on the matter of TFT this should be strongly encouraged during the 
‘Introduction to Frelimo Communities’ and is an ideal follow up from the 
Introduction. However, its application should be in ‘practice’, not only in the context 
of the classes where TFT is the subject for discussion, but in general behaviour 
within the communities. Regarding the learning of the national language, it is 
encouraged, but after that it is down to the hard work to learn it, and, as always, it is 
a minority who persevere in this. However, of late, there does appear to be an 
increase in the number of those learning the language. The Historical Analysis drafts 
must be approached in a manner similar to the Recommended Reading List, i.e., 
studying the drafts yourself, then seek out others with whom you can have 
discussion. 
 
As stated earlier, all the specific points raised in the feedback will not be covered 
here but the general points made can be categorised as follows; 1. theory is not put in 
to practice; 2. apart from a lack of confidence on the part of many there is a lack of 
initiative or motivation on the part of many ‘experienced’ men and a general lack of 
understanding of the necessity to push a political education programme; 3. there is a 
need to establish research groups; 4. there is a lack of a sense of responsibility 
towards others and their political development; 5 there is a need to promote self and 
mutual criticism in practice; 6. there is a need to combat liberalism; 7 there is a need 
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for more regular assessment s of the level of political development; 8. the ‘banking 
approach’ to education is very much still in existence; 9. the ‘human factor’ is often 
overlooked, minor disturbances can be seen as major issues which challenge the 
ideological identity/commitment of the group/individual when they are really only 
human feelings manifesting themselves in what are abnormal situations; 10. specific 
task-oriented educational briefs should be introduced rather than the broad, general 
approach as at present; 11. the widely prevalent belief that quantity of classes 
ongoing denotes a ‘sound’ community or is evidence of progress being made must be 
challenged; 12. prisoners released are experiencing problems in relating their 
acquired theories to practice outside - What is missing from the training they receive 
whilst in prison?; 13. we rarely attempt to relate our theories in a detailed manner to 
real situations outside, e.g. the political effect of all types of military operations, 
problems of organisation, taking into consideration all the distraction for people, 
persistent problems of finance etc. 
 
* It’s possible the above list could be added to but I think that, if studied, you will 
find it covers all the essential areas of our process of education/development. 
 
What is apparent from the feedback and from actual experience through discussion is 
a still sizeable degree of confusion as to what our ‘process’ is geared towards - this 
despite the Frelimo documents being very specific on the matter. A common 
perception is that the acquired knowledge, ‘tools’, experience etc. was meant for a 
future date, for outside, for someone else. Many still cannot see themselves as giving 
direction or initiating change and still consider this the prerogative of a select few. 
The only difference between these people and those who ARE to the fore is that the 
latter have taken the initiative, decided they have something positive to offer, and 
have taken time, with the assistance of other comrades, to formulate their ideas in 
coherent fashion. 
 
This is undoubtedly the most crucial aspect of our process and the one which we 
must concentrate on at present as it is the very essence of all our programmes, 
discussion and debate, i.e. the creation of cadres who know not only when to act but 
how, and within the conditions pertaining at any given time - be that inside or out. To 
accomplish this, people must firstly desire to become cadres, i.e. committed to 
developing the struggle in all its manifestations and prepared to make that change in 
their own lives (in terms of thoughts, values and behaviour) which is in line with 
such a new ‘identity’. The development to a revolutionary consciousness and 
behaviour will not, however, be a smooth process of evolution but will entail 
concerted effort on the part of the individual to overcome the anxieties and personal 
and practical difficulties they will encounter. Many have apparently not yet realised 
this fact or are holding back from taking that step forward.  
 
As our dialogue with comrades outside becomes more extensive a greater number of 
cadres are required to take responsibility fro briefs and no doubt will be attained. At 
present though the perception of the Co-Ordinating Committee varies greatly 
throughout the camp. To some comrades the C/C is there to ‘make’ the input to the 
ideological and organisation development of the Movement and struggle - not to co-
ordinate it. Others expect a certain result within a certain time period but when 
questioned on this cannot express what it is that is expected. Yet others have 
expected to see dramatic changes on the outside as a direct result of our 
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communication. Implicit in such opinions is a particular understanding of what exists 
outside, our relationship with our Movement on the outside and the process of 
development and how that operates in practice. This conflicts greatly with the views 
and understanding of those on the C/C. When one examines how difficult it often is, 
even within our closely confined living conditions, and within our generally 
progressive, if not revolutionary, culture to involved people in serious and critical 
dialogue it should be obvious that our input into the Movement outside will no 
consist of a short period of exchange of views which will quickly blossom into a full-
blown revolution. Anyone who by now does not understand it to entail a long drawn 
out period of boring, repetitive, often uninteresting tasks, should seriously re-
consider just what they are involved in. 
 
Not all in our communities have the same political commitments or affiliations - 
some have none. However, topics which are presently discussed ‘behind closed 
doors’ in small groups, but which affect the lives of all prisoners in Frelimo 
communities, must be brought out into the open. Structures exist for open dialogue 
and debate and an unwillingness or refusal to partake in such dialogue must call into 
question the sincerity about wishing to resolve community issues and relationships 
between one another as prisoners. Events in the prison on a day to day basis 
generally affect the prisoners as a person not according to his particular political 
outlook. In those instances where problems do arise because of differing political 
affiliations there must be a willingness on the part of all to seek resolutions to those 
problems - thoughtless, irresponsible and unsubstantiated accusations or allegations 
have no part to play in such a process nor can the distortion of facts be allowed to go 
unchallenged. 
 
Education and development is not something abstract, nor is it confined to the 
reading and discussion of books. It is part of our daily activity and hence part of our 
lives and it must relate to that life. Our ‘life’ at present is within these Blocks and our 
attitudes, beliefs, values and behaviour must reflect our developing consciousness. 
These beliefs, values and behaviour are acted out through our structures, e.g. wing 
and Block ceannfort, wing committees, organisation of the commune (including the 
shop, parcels and any other materials obtained for the community) etc. and therefore 
the proper degree of importance and responsibility must be attached to any, and all, 
of these roles.  
 
It is now evident just how great a loss the big cell was. As a meeting place for all 
prisoners it provided a forum for general discussion and debate which cannot be 
catered for in structured classes and such communication aided the maintenance of a 
community atmosphere. Where this facility already exists it should be exploited to its 
fullest potential and regardless of what purpose the Administration have in mind for 
its use in the future our objective must be to re-establish such a community forum. 
 
The response to the feedback from the evaluation of the education/development 
process has been lengthy - yet it barely touches on all that is needed. The essence of 
our process is the development of ourselves as individuals and hence of the group, 
and that development must be manifested in our actions not at some future date or 
outside prison but here na now. Everyone must reflect on and question their own 
actions up to now with a view to making changes where required. 
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This document should be individually studied and then discussed as a group, taking 
each of the 13 points and seeing where, and if, they apply in your community. It 
should also be retained as another marker in our history of development and be 
added to in future evaluation exercises. 



388 

Following Frelimo’s ‘critical assessment’ of their education/politicisation 
programme it is felt appropriate to update the original draft outlining the role of the 
study groups. As outlined in that draft, the creation of the Recommended Reading 
List and the accompanying study groups was geared towards equipping people with 
the revolutionary concepts and, through discussion, to acquire ideological coherence 
which would then be our ‘guide to action’. It was felt that such an extensive and co-
ordinated process was essential before it could be realistically proposed to embark 
upon debate with the Movement outside. 
 
Some discussion within the study groups would be related to Frelimo’s struggle (if it 
was not to become merely an academic exercise) and would raise questions which 
we would later pose to the Movement, it was decided that only those affiliated with 
Frelimo would be permitted to attend. However, in the course of the programme the 
contradiction with the terms of participation in contrast with all other educational 
programmes in the community was raised. It was argued that all those involved in 
struggle had something to learn from, and something to contribute to, the study 
groups. 
 
Some time later this contradiction was resolved when the study groups wee opened 
to all who wished to participate. The original reason for the study groups had not 
altered, nor had the objective changed; what was recognised was that the ideological 
debate with Frelimo, which would entail the writing up of papers and discussion of 
these, could take place outside of the study groups. All those committed to furthering 
that debate, and aligned with Frelimo are encouraged, and indeed directed into the 
study groups, but the groups are not exclusive to such personnel only. 
 
The creation of the study groups in the first instance, and the changes which have 
occurred within them since then, are another part of our history of development - as 
is our recent evaluation of the overall process. It is not the aim of this draft to detail 
the conclusions reached from the period of critical assessment and evaluation but it is 
essential that everyone involved in the process has individually, and as a group, come 
to realise the implications of what they are involved in. We must ensure that the 
process of development is ongoing and that means not being reluctant to re-assess 
and re-evaluate our own personal and collective history of developing consciousness. 
 
If we are to become ‘agents of change’ (as was outlined in the original Frelimo 
Guidelines for the study groups) then we must not simply ‘accept’ the process we are 
involved in but must view it from a critical perspective, internalise its ‘message’ by 
challenging our own personal values and beliefs, and ultimately, act it out in practice. 



389 

The Development of the Charter 
 
As part of it's ongoing process of development, all Frelimo prisoners were requested 
to take part in a comprehensive in-depth analysis of their community. Such analysis 
was to concentrate on several specified topics, but the discussion would broaden to 
cover all areas affecting their life and daily struggles. 
 
One difference from previous periods of assessment was that this time the feedback 
from all communities would go towards creating a CHARTER or constitution for 
Frelimo communities. This Charter would define the character of such communities, 
and outline the responsibilities and obligations as well as the rights of all living 
within the communities. All prisoners participated in the discussions. 
 
As in the past, feedback was varied depending on the personnel within any 
community at a particular time. However, the greatest benefit of such discussions 
was in providing an opportunity (within the community) to go over the events of the 
previous 18 to 24 months; to assess what happened and why; and to answer questions 
from those who had limited (or distorted) understanding of how the process had 
developed. 
 
To place the discussion and analysis in its proper context, the question was asked, 
"How do we view ourselves?" As poor prisoners-victims; or as political activists-
revolutionaries carrying on the same struggle we were involved in outside? How 
each answered this was going to determine how they viewed the Frelimo 
communities; their position within them, their involvement (or otherwise) in the 
community activities, their relationship with Army structures and so forth. 
 
The five main points covered were: Maintenance general welfare of the community; 
Communications; prison struggle - protest action; Relationships with Army 
structures and the role of the Committees. It is not intended to cover these points here 
as they will be included in the Charter, however, it is important to point out that 
feedback from all communities more or less stressed the same points indicating a 
general understanding of Frelimo’s ideological approach as well as its organisational 
requirement. What was stated during discussions, written in reports and finally 
expressed in a Charter will be irrelevant though if it is not internalised and reflected 
in personal behaviour. The person who one moment articulates the need to work as a 
collective body and being considerate of others needs/wishes and who in the next 
moment behaves in a immature fashion because he can't get watching his TV 
programme, loses credibility in the eyes of others. The group that points out that 
competitiveness has much to do with ego, self-interest, etc. and which then indulges 
in, or helps to incite, physical assaults upon one another during games needs to 
question if the period of discussion was simply that and no more. 
 
However, when mistakes, errors do occur there is an opportunity to show how much 
has been learnt by the manner in which these errors are rectified. Maturity will be 
shown by the willingness to admit to personal faults and to overcome pride. It must 
be remembered that opting out or staying quiet is in some cases, another instance of 
error. Your silence or lack of action can be construed to mean consent. All such 
errors must be identified, brought to the attention of those concerned and debated in a 
constructive, comradely and revolutionary manner. 
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In conclusion, the Charter should be discussed in all communities and any criticisms 
or suggestions forwarded. If any aspect of the Charter is unclear it will be fully 
explained upon request. In the event that no alterations have to be made, all 
communities will be informed and the Charter will take effect from that date. It will 
be included in the Introduction to Frelimo Communities and the basis upon which all 
future actions, policies and behaviour are determined. 
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CHARTER FOR FRELIMO COMMUNITIES. 
 
1. All sentenced for Frelimo connected offences have automatic right to Frelimo 
communities. Non-political offenders (or those not connected with Frelimo) who 
seek to reside in Frelimo communities must make a request to the prison leadership. 
Each case will be considered on its own merits, giving particular consideration to the 
activities of the individual within our communities outside. No one in Frelimo 
communities has the automatic right to remain there indefinitely, (see section 9.). 
 
Frelimo communities guarantee the right of the individual to: 
 
A. Freedom and protection from physical abuse or harassment, intimidation, 
bullying, discrimination, slander or sustained verbal abuse. 
 
B. Live and practice his religious beliefs, (equally conscious of the wishes of 
non-believers). 
 
C. His own sexual orientation. 
 
3. Our living conditions are safe-guarded primarily by our own willingness (and 
the prison authorities' recognition of such) to defend our communities by whatever 
means necessary. This means unified action, directed and controlled at all times in 
disciplined manner. It requires the willingness of all to participate in providing that 
unity and strength. At all times the leadership will give careful consideration to 
special cases or particular circumstances. 
 
4. Everyone in Frelimo communities is encouraged to develop their personal 
and intellectual abilities to their fullest potential and to place these at the service of 
the community. Personal attacks on people, malicious gossip or slander will not be 
tolerated. It is the duty of all to combat this. 
 
5. The promotion of socialist ideas and values is given the utmost importance. 
The distribution or promotion of pornography, sexually abusive literature, fascist, 
racist or other anti-people literature is contrary to such ideals and in total opposition 
to the values promoted by Frelimo. 
 
6. Each community has firmly established structures though which everyone can 
voice their opinion and contribute to the decision making process. Everyone is 
encouraged to participate. If an individual feels, for whatever reason, that these 
structures are not working on his behalf he can appeal to the appointed leadership at 
the community level. If still not satisfied he could then, via the local leadership, 
make an appeal to the leadership of the prison camp. The decision reached by the 
camp leadership will be final and binding. 
 
7. All those in Frelimo communities have the responsibility for the continued 
well being of the whole community. This entails various obligations concerning the 
general maintenance and assisting in efforts to better living, (see section 3). 
 
8. The smooth running of Frelimo communities depends greatly upon our 
communication system. As recent discussions have pointed out communication takes 
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many forms. Generally we can define it as the passing on of knowledge which is 
essential to our continued well being and development. This can take the form of 
either verbal or written material. All have a crucial role to play in this. 
 
9. Anyone acting contrary to the interests and well-being of the Frelimo 
communities will be approached regarding their behaviour. If their destructive 
attitude and activity persists (and it is known there is no personal problems or other 
such factors which could be the cause of this) the community as a body will confront: 
the individual(s), point out how their behaviour is endangering the community and 
ask them to desist. The camp leadership will be made aware of all such approaches 
and their outcome. If the activities of such individuals are sustained and are regarded 
by the camp leadership as intolerable the individuals will be told! There is no longer 
a place within the Frelimo community for him/them. 
 
10. Frelimo communities exist under the guidance and protection of Frelimo 
itself. Its interests and the pursuit of its objectives over-ride all other considerations. 
Whilst every attempt will be made to complement Army and civilian 
needs/requirements, contradictions will occasionally arise. Where such does occur 
the Army needs will be explained (if feasible). Ultimately, Army considerations will 
outweigh all others. In all such instances Frelimo is the final arbiter. 
 
 


