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Introduction
[image: ]It is difficult to highlight where the 1981 Hunger Strike led by Bobby Sands begins or ends. Definitively his own actions started on March 1st1981 and concluded with his death on 5th May 1981. However, the preamble to that start date and the manifestations that occurred during and after the end date are all part of protest as a whole that have a bearing and cannot be ignored. The political and violent campaign of protestation against Catholic suppression and Imperialistic rule from the UK that was present in Northern Ireland at the time, referred to as ‘The Troubles’, are relevant in shaping his path and his ultimate non-violent protest. This paper will also look at the aftermath and legacy of this act of martyrdom questioning why Bobby Sands would appear to be the only dominant name from a hunger strike that was undertaken by twenty-two others, ten of which would also die, (Melaugh, 2024). It will show how this singular protest became the catalyst for a broader campaign and look at the legacy it has left.Figure 1.
Bobby Sands. Source: Colin Heritage Trail.




Bobby Sands Journey to Activist
[bookmark: _Hlk181188100]Sands became a card-carrying member of the Irish Republican Army, (IRA), initially by design. To quote John Feehan from his book, “His role was pre-determined among the besieged people with whom he lived”, (Feehan, 1983). Born and living in a protestant area of Belfast at a time where the social and political landscape locally was one of suppression of the catholic community, Sands and his family suffered harassment and intimidation to a level that caused them to relocate twice. Sands was further harassed because he was a catholic when he was forced to leave his job as a coachbuilder in 1969. This sort of harassment and persecution was not isolated. Feehan quotes statistical data that the Royal Ulster Constabulary, (RUC), a force with predominantly protestant work force, raided 17,292 nationalist homes in 1971, 36,614 the following year and by 1974, the number was 71,914 which equates to about two hundred houses a day!!, (Feehan, 1983, p30). Frustrated and angered by these events and the significance of ‘Bloody Sunday’ in 1971, Sands became an active member of the IRA in 1972, (Poole & Llewellyn, 2024). Bobby Sand wrote: “The whole world exploded, and my own little world crumbled around me. The TV did not have to tell the story now for it was on my own doorstep”, (Feehan, 1983, p59). The reasons for his recruitment into the IRA, along with many others at the time, are attributed by Rory Carroll, not because of any idealistic conviction, but as a result of having been subject to harassment and violence from the security forces. This, and a youthful male fascination with guns and bombs and an acceptance that if the state broke the law, then there was no law, (Carroll, 2023, p51). 
The Road To Starvation
His first conviction in 1973 for possession of firearms got him three years in Long Kesh which he served under Special Category Status, (SCS). This was a set of protocols afforded to political prisoners, effectively prisoners of war, (POW), which came with certain rights and concessions from those afforded to the general prison population. He was released in 1976, (Kalscheuer, 2024). It was during this stint in Long Kesh that he met Gerry Adams who was also serving time, (Poole & Llewellyn, 2024). His release coincided with the withdrawal of the SCS by the British Government in 1976, a concession granted to them only four years earlier by Wilie Whitelaw, Secretary for State. This withdrawal was as a result of the Gardiner Commission who decided to criminalise offences committed by the so-called political prisoners, thereby removing all privileges afforded to them under the Geneva Convention. This was also an attempt to “delegitimise the political motivation of anti-state activists”, (Moen, 2000, p4).
Sands didn’t have to wait too long before he found himself incarcerated again in 1976, post Gardiner Commission, and he was therefore no longer seen as a political prisoner and became subject to normal rules of criminal detainees. As part of his criminalisation, he was bound to wear prison uniforms. As a protest against this, Sands, and other detainees, started what has become referred to as the ‘Blanket Protest’ which lasted four years whereupon they went naked except for the use of prison blankets. This escalated to the smearing of their own excrement on the walls of their cells followed by hunger strikes in 1980. None of which were successful in reversing the Governments decision, (Maume,2012).
The Broader Game And UK Political Inertia
According to author Rory Carroll, Gerry Adams was not happy with Sand’s stance. At the time Adams had been elevated to Vice President of Sinn Fein and was paving the way forward towards a political path of contesting elections and seeking solutions to housing and jobs against that of a continued campaign of violence which, by 1981, was stalling. He also advocated for the distancing of the IRA hierarchy to protect them from the endless arrests which caused them disruption, to this end Adams was responsible for the reorganisation of the IRA’s structure and the publication of a training manual known as the Green Book, (Carroll, 2023, p73-74). Citing that his hunger strike would divert focus and resources, as well as handing another victory to Thatcher, Adams wrote Sands a letter stating that the IRA were “physically and morally opposed to a hunger strike”, (Carroll, 2023, p74-75). Part of this reticence could be attributed to the first failed attempts at hunger strikes in 1980 which were orchestrated by Sinn Fein who picked one volunteer from each of the six counties of Ulster and a representative for the Irish National Liberation Army, (INLA), from a list of just under one hundred, (Schmidt, 2022, p6). Adam’s mindset changed when, fortuitously or not, sixteen days into Sand’s hunger strike, the MP for Fermanagh and West Tyrone, Frank McGuire died. Adam’s seized the opportunity to suggest that Sinn Fein run Bobby Sands as the candidate even though Sinn Fein had zero electoral experience, (Carroll, 2023, pp75-76). With the Nationalism machine in full flow, Sinn Fein’s campaign was successful, and Sands became an MP. This result was the catalyst for a media explosion of international interest.
Whilst there was movement from a nationalist point of view, The UK Government were steadfast and immoveable in their position. There would be no compromise. The then Prime Minister, Margaret Thatcher’s character, enhanced by a media image reputation for hard dogged stances and beliefs, would not entertain any compromise, describing the nationalist prisoners as nothing more than criminals. So much so that on the day of Bobby Sand’s death, The Prime Minister on being questioned by Sir John Eden in Parliament on her response to a contrived question on friendly governments with a direct interest in Northern Ireland, (Aimed at Ireland and the USA, and their responsibilities in opposing terrorism), replied without any reference to Sands at all: 
I am grateful for what my right hon. Friend says. The Government's job always is to protect the law-abiding, and to defeat terrorism. To grant political status would be to give a licence to kill. That is why this Government will never grant political status, no matter what the extent of any hunger strike, (Parliament UK, 1981a).
She further went to concur with the Right Honourable Michael Foot during the same session, when in asking for clarification on political status of NI prisoners:
I am grateful to the right hon. Gentleman. As I said, to concede political status would be to grant a licence to kill innocent men, women and children, and that is why we shall never concede that status, (Parliament UK, 1981b).
Thatcher did not even capitulate later when four more hunger strikers died, her responses at the time were echoed in the national newspapers with similar rhetoric worded in fashions that reflected the particular newspaper. The London times is quoted as saying “The British government bears no responsibility whatever for Mr Sands, death. He committed suicide…” and the Sun wrote “It was Bobby Sands who stood for tyranny…his hope was that from the grave his twisted sacrifice would impel other men into twisted acts of bloody revenge”. The world press was highly critical of the British stance and sympathetic to Sands protest acknowledging his courage and commitment to his cause, (Feehan, 1983, pp21-22),
International Response
 The British Government’s hard stance was not reflected in the reaction of the international media and communities. Sands’ death brought about mass protests across the world. Several major cities in America witnessed thousands of people protest outside British consulates and the State of Rhode Island declared a day of national mourning. Whilst the state of New York openly condemned the British, dock workers in San Francisco refused to unload British ships for twenty-four hours. These protests were seen in the majority of European countries with the Portuguese Parliament observing a minute’s silence. In Australia, protesters burnt the Union flag doused in mock blood and streets in Turkey, France and Iran were named after him: in fact, the one in Tehran was the address of the British Embassy, (Feehan, 1983, p21 & Carroll, 2023, p78). 
The Aftermath
The events that followed the Death of Sands could not have been foreseen. His protest and Adam’s use of that protest to expand the narrative are ever present today. After further deaths, the other hunger strikers called off their protest later the same year after familial pressures, (Kalscheuer, 2024), Thatcher did cede to the prisoners in HMP Maze eventually and gave back the de facto privileges of civilian clothing and communication but not political status, (History.com, 2024). It could be argued that whilst Thatcher during this showed herself to be implacable and resolute, it was growing pressure from outside and the view that this could possibly turn into a disaster that led to the concessions rather than the hunger strike itself, (Carroll, 2023, 79), because behind the scenes The Uk government commenced peace talks with the IRA in 1982, (Schmidt, 2022,p4). What it has been attributed to is the seed for negotiations of cessation of violence and peace. In an article in the Irish Times 40 years after the protest various eminent personnel give their view of it. One American congressman Peter King who was involved in the peace process, is quoted as saying 
Bobby Sands’ sacrifice and death inspired the republican movement and led to the continued rise of Sinn Féin as an electoral force, bringing Sinn Féin to the bargaining table and ultimately resulting in the Good Friday Agreement. (McClements, 2021).
Ireland enjoys having Martyrs seen through romantic spectacles and Sands status has been elevated to that of his aging predecessors O’Donovan Rossa, Pearse, Collins and Connolly and he is now referred to when the troubles are discussed, citing him as a non-violent martyr, (Schmidt, 2022, p12). There exists a Bobby Sands Trust that has copyright over his writings, his image is still on the gable wall of a house in Belfast, (see figure 2.) where it has become a tourist attraction, His diaries written during the strike still adorn the Sinn Fein website and his poems and writings  which appeared in a publication called An Phoblacht are still quoted: this ceased its hardcopy in 2017 and you can purchase these and other Sands merchandise,(Schmidt, 2022, pp17-18). Different references in Schmidt’s MA paper on Sands by contributors to the piece liken him to other Icons from history such as Malcolm X, Martin Luther King and Ghandi, (Schmidt, 2022, p31).
[image: Art - Bobby Sands Tribute]
Figure 2. Memorial mural along Falls Road, Belfast
Success or Not?
[bookmark: _Hlk181801022]As a protest, hunger strikes are a no win-no win gesture to advancing towards the activist’s immediate goal. If the strike is curtailed, the object of that action ceases to be achievable. If it is carried out to its completion and results in a death, then it evidences that the opposition has not acquiesced to the protesters demand. Hunger strike as a form of protest is nothing more than an individual’s decision to commit suicide. Its origins date to pre-Cristian times in Brehon Law, when someone seeking recompense for a wrongdoing would take up a position near the offender’s home and refuse sustenance and by doing so brought attention to the problem and the perpetrator. Described a tactic of the powerless against the powerful, it rarely ended in death because had it done so, the family of the aggrieved would have been entitled to recompense, (Sweeney, 1993, p422). So, Could Sand’s hunger strike be measured as a success? Arguably, No! That is from an isolated view and for all of the above reasons. This argument is supported by Sweeney, (Sweeney, 1993, p424). Its immediate elevation to worldwide interest and support can be attributed to the moment he was elected MP for Fermanagh and West Tyrone which as mentioned earlier, was orchestrated by Gerry Adams. Prior to that, it was small news, failing to generate and attract support, and this is supported by the failure and lack of coverage given this and the preceding 1980 hunger strikes, and the anonymity with which the participants held at the time and now. However, Duncan Green in the opening chapters of ‘How Change Happens’ lauds the use of a systems thinking approach that he calls a Power and Systems Approach, (PSA). It allows a structured method of action, learning and adaption that assists to effect change and activism rather than a linear view through the use of inter-connected elements organised in a way to achieve specific goals, (Green, 2016, p7- 9) strengthened with the possession of power or empowerment (Green, 2016, p28). He gives analogies to explain this of comparing the linear approach of baking a cake that follows a path of recipe, ingredients, mix, bake and eat with varying outcomes opposed to that of a university being more than just students, professors and buildings that is more complex due to the vast volume of  inter-reaction of all relationships which occur at a steady pace of leaps and lulls where one small incident becomes a rallying point for further organisation which Green refers to as critical junctures, (Green, 2016, p16). In Adam’s university, Sand’s hunger strike was his critical juncture. He seized the moment to cement his advocacy for following his political approach, of which the outcome was not set in stone, but could not have done so without the insular actions of Sands. At this point it could be argued that the whole political landscape and the complexity of all the factors involved, some of which were not of Adam’s design, (applying Green’s model), changed the direction of the IRA. Thatcher’s stubbornness led to the IRA to form a decision to hit at the heart of the establishment, commence a mainland campaign including the planning and execution of the Brighton bombing of the Grand Hotel in 1984, something that Adams was also opposed to but could not stop. It also led to covert negotiations that eventually led to the Good Friday Agreement in 1998 that brought an end to hostilities and led to the release of most if not all the nationalist prisoners. A secondary agreement had provision for the unification of the counties of Ulster with those of Eire that would be recognised by the UK government as long as those six counties consented. 
Taking on board Greens theory of PSA where the outcome is not always predictable because of the unforeseen critical junctures that are only visible in hindsight, if reflectively these events and outcomes have the ‘But what if?’ applied to them, where would we all be now? What if some of the chain of events had taken a different direction. i.e., Sands isn’t radicalised and sent to prison. He doesn’t go on hunger strike or stops the strike and recovers. The MP of Fermanagh and West Tyrone doesn’t die. Sands is not put forward for and elected as MP. The UK government capitulates to Sands demands and the IRA do not form a plan to kill Thatcher. The most enthralling what if is if Thatcher is killed!! Would have her laissez faire approach to the UK’s economics continued or would privatisation policies, the miners’ strike and the decision to go to war be myths. Perhaps the singular decision by Sands was one of significance after all.
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Illustrations
Figure 1. Bobby Sands Taken from Colin Heritage Trail, Available at: https://www.colinheritage.com/bobby-sands/ (Accessed 31st Oct 2024).
Figure 2.  Memorial mural along Falls Road, Belfast taken from Bobby Sands Tribute, available at: https://bobbysandstribute.weebly.com/art.html (Accessed 6th Nov 2024).
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