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The Rationality of Self-Inflicted Suffering:
Hunger strikes by Irish Republicans, 1916-1923
Michael Biggs, University of Oxfor@nichael.biggs@sociology.ox.ac.uk)

The hunger strike is a strange weapon from theppetse of rational choice. Physical
suffering—possibly even death—is inflicted on onksather than on the opponent. The
technique can be conceived as a paradoxical irorersf hostage-taking or kidnapping,
analyzed by Elster (2004). With kidnapping, A theses to kill a victim B in order to force

concessions from the target C; sometimes the viialso the target. With a hunger strike,
the perpetrator is the victim: A threatens to Killin order to force concessions. Hunger
strikes also resemble self-immolation where somextanpts to kill him or herself—without

harming others—as an act of protest (Biggs 2005hy Would it be rational to threaten

oneself with physical suffering?

To answer this question, this paper focuses onconatry over a few years. From 1916
to 1923, about 10,000 Irish Republican prisonerstvas hunger strike (counting multiple
hunger strikes by the same individual multiple sneFive starved to death, and one died
from forcible feeding. The total number is impressias far as | know this is not matched by
any comparable episode. Hunger strikes by Reputdicantinued in Eire in the 1930s and
1940s, and in Northern Ireland in the 1970s and498he most famous occurred in 1981,
when ten members of the Irish Republican Army s&drto death (Beresford 1987). These
later episodes involved far fewer individuals. Tisabne reason to focus on the first episode,
which provides greater scope for comparison.

The paper is structured as follows. It begins wistorical background on the two civil
wars and on the course of hunger strikes from 181823. The second section presents a
model of the hunger strike as a multi-move gamee €fficacy of the hunger strike is
predicated on the government’s fear of the prissrd#ath; this fear is explained in the third
section. The next section examines the prisonegssthn to go on hunger strike. The
government’s response is considered in the fiftttige. The prisoner’s ultimate decision,
whether to die or to surrender, is then considerBuoke final section interrogates the
significance of religion.

1. Historical background

What happened in Ireland from 1916 to 1923 falldarnthe broad heading of ‘organized
violence’ (Elster 2004). There were two distinctaplés of conflict. In the first phase
(sometimes called the ‘Anglo-Irish war’), Irish Régicans fought the British government in
Westminster, which governed Ireland from Dublin f&ad-oreshadowed by the Easter Rising
in 1916, the conflict began in earnest in 1919. Mer of Sinn Fein elected to Westminster
declared Ireland’s independence and formed thein @ssembly (the Dail); the Irish
Volunteers (soon known as the Irish Republican Arimggan Killing police. This gradually
escalated into guerilla warfare against the Brit&klmy as well as the Royal Irish
Constabulary. After eighteenth months, the conflictied in 1921 with a truce. The British
government and Sinn Fein signed a Treaty, creamdyish Free State (excluding most of
Ulster) with its capital in Dublin. Because the netate formally maintained symbolic



allegiance to the King, this began a second phfsertlict (the ‘Irish civil war’). Both Sinn
Fein and the IRA split in two. Those who acceptesl Treaty formed a new state; anti-Treaty
Republicans fought to overthrow the state. A coafusvar began in 1922; anti-Treaty
Republicans admitted defeat eleven months latek9#8. The two phases of conflict provide
a useful dimension of comparison. Ironically thevggmment in the second phase was
composed largely of former prisoners, includingiaister who had been on hunger strike! In
the context of the bloody twentieth century, these ‘wars’ were characterized by a low
level of violence. The first phase of conflict walted about 1100 of the warring parties, and
a few hundred civilians (Hopkinson 2002, pp. 20192)e second phase killed a few thousand
(Hopkinson 1998, p. 273).

Fasting as a means of coercion was an ancientitnadn Ireland (as in India). Irish
nationalism renewed interest in the Gaelic past,tha tradition of fasting was dramatized by
Yeats inThe King’'s Threshold1904). The significance of this cultural inhenita is unclear.
What is certain is that Irish Republicans borrovileel technique of hunger striking—uwithin
prison—from the women’s suffrage movement. Hundreideomen (and some men) in the
United Kingdom went on hunger strike from 1909 €14, though none died. This included
at least a dozen women in Irelah@iwo activists in the Irish labor movement (alspogped
to British rule) used the technique when imprisoudkeding the lockout of 1913. An Irish
pacifist used it in 1915, when imprisoned for magképeeches against recruitment.

Irish Republicans began hunger striking after tlest&r Rising, when two or three
thousand were interned in England and Wales. it 18dre were a handful of hunger strikes,
contesting punishments imposed by the prison aitigmr The technique was adopted in
earnest in 1917. Forty prisoners on hunger strigeeviorcibly fed, and this procedure killed
Thomas Ashe. Over the next two and a half yearsdimds of prisoners went on hunger
strike; almost all gained concessions, often rele@his had two important consequences for
the course of the conflict. The technique effedyiveestroyed the British policy of mass
internment. The release of prisoners demoralizedatimed forces, and so contributed to an
outbreak of extrajudicial killings and destructiaich further escalated the war. When 12
prisoners from Cork went on hunger strike in AugL&20, the British government refused to
concede. Terence MacSwiney, Mayor of Cork, starteddeath, along with Michael
Fitzgerald and Joseph Murphy; the remainder wedered to end their hunger strike. This
ended the technique in the Anglo-Irish war.

The technique was taken up by anti-Treaty Repuldicgoon after the Irish civil war
broke out in 1923.There were about a dozen hunger strikes, mainlwdyen—including
two sisters of Terence MacSwiney. All were releasedctober 1923, after the cessation of
armed hostilities, there was a mass hunger stiyjkabmut 7800 Republican prisonér$he

! Healy (1985, p. 100) counts 22 women on hungéeesin Irish prisons, 1912-14, compared
to 12 in Owens (1984).

2 There was one hunger strike on the other sidea hyember of the IRA who accepted the
Treaty, imprisoned by anti-Treaty Republicans dyirine confused period of maneuvering
before the outbreak of war.

3 A reliable figure for the total number may be irspible to ascertain. Healy (1982b, p. 214)
cites separate figures for nine places of detensamming to 7843; most of the figures are
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government refused to concede, and many of thedmstgkers soon gave up. Denis Barry
and Andrew O’Sullivan starved to death, beforehtheger strike was officially called off.

Research on hunger strikes must overcome a doudtleoaiological problem of selection
on dependent variables. First, hunger strikes endin death naturally attract far more
attention than those ending with one side or theerotbacking down. While Terence
MacSwiney, in particular, has a revered place ishlhistory (and an excellent biography:
Costello 1995), it is harder to find precise infation on the many hundreds of hunger
strikers who won their release. As Healy (198212%). asks: “Have historians no market for
reports and comments on the way most strikers leaded their protest without dying?”
Healy (1982b, pp. 29-31) provides the only listtthams to be comprehensive, based on
published sources. Basic information (like the nambf prisoners involved) is lacking in
many cases. Irish newspapers and official recortivevused in future research. Even with a
comprehensive database of all hunger strikes,@sdgaroblem awaits: we also want to know
about the prisoners who did not go on hunger stéitehis preliminary stage of research, |
have ignored this problem (apart from collectingrsglic figures on the total number of
prisoners). Because there is a well-defined pojmnatf ‘cases at risk’ (Republican prisoners)
and because official records would have been Kép,is a promising avenue for future
systematic investigation.

2. The hunger strike as a game
A hunger strike can be conceptualized as a muliiargame with two players, prisoner (P)
and government (G).Figure 1a depicts the structure of the game irresive form. The
prisoner moves first, deciding whether to begin under strike. If a hunger strike
commences, then the government moves next, decwiher to concede victory to the
prisoner. If the government refuses to concede the prisoner has the final move, deciding
whether to surrender or to die. Of course thisespntation ignores the temporal duration of a
hunger strike: more realistically we could modeasths a stochastic game, with the state of
the prisoner’s health diminishing at each iteratigioreover, in reality each side has a wider
range of actions: the prisoner can calibrate ttmeashel to make it more or less difficult for the
government to offer a concession; the governmemicb@aose whether to subject the prisoner
to forcible feeding. These complications will besaissed in subsequent sections. For the
moment, however, let us remain with a tractablé, mecessarily simple, game. This captures
the essential logic of the interaction betweentihe sides, in which there are four outcomes:
no hunger strike, concession by the governmentesder by the prisoner, and death.

What are the payoff functions for each side? Theegament clearly prefers the absence
of a hunger strike or surrender by the prisonerr ameking a concession or letting the

rounded to the nearest ten or hundred, and soatepbviously approximate. Fallon (1987,
p. 88) gives a total of only 5000.

* The analysis applies equally to hunger strikesidatprison.

> This assumes that the government has no opporttmithwart a hunger strike before it
begins—as an employer can thwart a strike (Bigg92p6-by offering pre-emptive
concessions. This assumption seems to be supdoyrteformation on hunger strikes by Irish
Republicans in this period.



prisoner die. The government’s dilemma, if a hunsteike begins, is that concession and
death are both negative outcomes. The prisonenglefers avoiding a hunger strike over a
hunger strike that ends in surrender, and cleayeps winning a concession over ending
with surrender. Within these parameters, howevetet is more than one plausible payoff
function. Figure 1b defines different types of mgywith distinct payoff functions. The
payoffs are presented as integers, with zero bi@gbsence of a hunger strike, though the
analysis depends only on the ordinal payoff. Thygms of prisoner are considered. The
bluffing prisoner is willing to endure temporary starvatiororder to gain a concession, but
prefers surrender to death. Téecrificial prisoner prefers death to surrender or to no hunger
strike, but prefers a concession to death. rfHseluteprisoner falls between these extremes,
preferring death to surrender (like the sacrifitygde) but preferring no hunger strike to death
(like the bluffing type). None of the three actyaihnks death as the preferred outcome. This
point was made by a Jesuit theologian, defendingSvianey from the charge of suicide: “no
hunger-striker aims at death. He aims at escapmm unjust detention, and, to do this, is
willing to run the risk of death, ... of which he has desire, not even as a means” (quoted in
O’Gorman 1993, p. 115). These three types are xbalestive. The ‘normal’ prisoner is
surely unwilling to endure temporary starvationreviat ends in concession. This is the least
interesting in theory, though surely the most commmo reality, because a prisoner of this
type will never choose to initiate a hunger strikee payoff functions for the government can
be confined to two typesConciliatorymeans that the government is averse to deathinigeat
this as the worst outcome (as it is for the blyffiprisoner).Intransigentmeans that the
government reluctantly prefers death to concession.

If we confine attention to three types of prisoaad two types of government, there are
six elementary variants of the game. These camohdeansed into the strategic form, where
the prisoner has three strategies: either do ngtlmingo on hunger strike and then surrender
unless a concession is forthcoming, or go on husgie and then die unless a concession is
forthcoming. Figure 2a clarifies the mapping oastgies onto outcomes. Figure 2b shows the
payoff matrices for the six elementary games. Daeid strategies are shaded, with lighter
shading for weakly dominated strategies. The sa@ifprisoner will go on hunger strike and
die unless offered a concession. The intransigavermment will refuse to offer any
concession. By contrast, there is no dominantesiyator a bluffing or resolute prisoner or for
a conciliatory government. Nash equilibria are boldnderlined. Multiple equilibria are
found in two games, with a conciliatory governmdntthe game with a bluffing prisoner,
one equilibrium is formed by a weakly dominateatggy; this would be eliminated by the
‘trembling hand’ criterion. In the game with a rk#e prisoner, there are no grounds for
selecting either equilibrium. Indeed, this resemblee game of chickeéhThe prisoner
‘swerves’ by not going on hunger strike; the goveent ‘swerves’ by offering a concession.

® The payoffs show that the government prefers nugbu strike to a hunger strike ending
with surrender. This is plausible because the rladlisrupts prison routine and attracts
unwanted publicity. Anyway, this ranking is irrebext to the analysis, because the
government cannot influence the decision to iretmhunger strike.

" Once the weakly dominated strategy is discarded, tivo-by-two matrix differs from
chicken in two minor respects. Two payoffs for eacte are equal where in chicken they are
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What creates the fundamental uncertainty of a husigie is that neither side knows for
sure what type it is playing against; this is a gamith incomplete information. For simplicity
we will assume that each side knows its own tylievguld, however, be possible to assume
that the prisoner is not certain about his own ffaymction; not until the final move will he
discover whether he prefers death to surrendeg)r&i3 translates this into a single game
with imperfect information. Nature (N) makes thesfitwo moves, determining the type of
prisoner and government. For clarity, the resolyfge of prisoner is excluded. The four
elementary games appear as subtrees. Informatignase depicted by dotted lines. For
example, a sacrificial prisoner does not know tbeegnment’s type, and therefore makes his
first move without knowing which of the two noddabeled B he is situated at. Likewise an
intransigent government knows only that it is &iatied at one of two nodes (labelegl ¢'m
sorry that Microsoft Word has spoilt the kinkedelinconnecting Gand connecting

Half of the terminal nodes should never be readmedational players, because they
could only be the product of (strictly or weaklyyrdinated strategies. These nodes are shaded
in Figure 3. We can turn this around to ask what sb inferences can be made from
observing the outcome. It is not possible to idgritie types obothplayers, but it is possible
to narrow down the set of possibilities. Here welude the resolute type as well. If there is
no hunger strike, then we know that the prisones m@t sacrificial. If a hunger strike ends in
death, then the prisoner was not bluffing; he wietsee sacrificial or resolute. If it ends in
surrender, then the prisoner was bluffing. If idenvith concession, then the government was
conciliatory. The revelation of the opponent’s tyg@n give rise to regret: a realization that
the strategy was mistakeex post (These are terminal nodes whose outcome in the
corresponding elementary game cannot be a Naslibemgum.) A conciliatory government
after the prisoner’s death would regret that it Imad offered a concession. A resolute or
bluffing prisoner after the government’s refusactmcede would regret that he had begun a
hunger strike.

Thus far we have confined attention to a singlegleurstrike; its outcome terminates the
game. In reality, the hunger strike is merely agkinstage in a repeated game. The
government maintains continuity across multiple gamEven on the other side, in some
cases the same prisoner repeats the game. Rapetiikes reputation important. This will
not be elaborated formally, but it is worth skebthsome implications. Because the outcome
of the game reveals something about the playeps,tithe other side can use this information
in future moves. Once a prisoner has surrendedhal revealed himself as a bluffer. This
should eliminate any chance of concession in thardy which in turn removes the rationale
for going on hunger strike. Likewise, once a gowent has granted concessions, it has
revealed itself as conciliatory. This will encouedguffing and resolute types to go on hunger
strike in future rounds. Because players can laadkivard, they should also look forward—
and act with a view to creating a favorable repotatThis is not significant for the individual
prisoner: dying proves that he is not bluffing, Buwill also obviate repetition. (This would

unequal. If the prisoner ‘swerves’ (by not going baaonger strike), then neither the
government nor the prisoner cares whether the gavent ‘swerves’ (by playing a strategy
of concession) or not (by playing a strategy ofuseig), because in this case the
government’s strategy is unobservable.



be relevant were we to conceptualize the playesrasnduring organization rather than an
individual.) Reputation is very important for theowgrnment, however. Even if the
government’s payoffs are conciliatory at each stagmight decide that the long-term costs
of this reputation outweigh the short-term costéntfansigence. Even if a single concession
IS better than a single death, a large number otessions might be worse than a single
death.

The next section considers why the governmentdréegt death of a hunger striker as a
negative outcome. Subsequent sections examinehthe tnoves in turn. These also cover
stratagems to alter the logic of the game. Sediv® shows how the government's type
changed over time. Section six makes some infeseaioeut the types of prisoners.

3. The shadow of death: the government’s dilemma

A hunger strike is defined by the threat—or at tgasssibility—of deatlf. Although this
outcome is rare, it overshadows the decisions tf bioles. The model of interaction sketched
above takes it for granted that the government {idreéntransigent or conciliatory) views the
prisoner’'s death as a negative outcome. Our fsst ts to explain why the government would
prefer to avoid the death of a prisoner. In thetexinof a civil war, when prisoners are
associated with violent insurgency, why not tréat hunger strike as a welcome saving of the
costs of incarceration or an economical methodketetion? Unless the government wants to
keep prisoners alive, the hunger strike becomesedess weapon, simply an inefficient
method of committing suicide.

The British state had no prior experience of a leanstriker dying in prisof.
Nevertheless, it clearly wanted to avoid the deathsuffragettes, trade unionists, and
pacifists alike. From the outset, it treated Ir®bpublicans in the same way. The accidental
death of Ashe in 1917 apparently affirmed the gorent’'s judgment. His funeral brought
Dublin to a standstill, and attracted a crowd eated between thirty and forty thousand (Kee
1972, p. 608). “The circumstances of his death hamagle 100,000 Sinn Feiners out of
100,000 constitutional nationalists,” opined thendon Daily Express(quoted in Kee 1972,
p. 608). The death of a hunger striker was invdyiédared by the government and its allies.
The Irish Free State was no different from theighifgovernment. But | have yet to find an
example of this fear being explained. During Maa®yis hunger strike, the British Home
Office commented cryptically that “the detention afprisoner during a protracted hunger
strike until his death was subversive of prisoncigiiine and administration” (quoted in
Costello 1995, p. 171). When Mary MacSwiney washomger strike, the Archbishop of
Dublin (who supported the Irish Free State) wradefidentially to the President: “I have
little sympathy for this lady and politically none [but] | consider allowing her to die would

8 As pointed out above, there are hunger strikeshgps we should call these ‘token’ hunger
strikes) whose duration is explicitly limited. loch case there is no threat of death. As far as
I know, none of the hunger strikes in this periad tthis character.

® That other trade unionist who went on hunger stiik1913, James Byrne, died within days
of his release. Strangely enough, this death guifadded into obscurity (Healy 1981, p. 46;
Irish Times 1 November 2003).



be a thoroughly unwise policy” (quoted in Fallon8T9 p. 78). Again, he felt no need to
explain why.

In another paper (Biggs 2003b), | have explored whgtesters can harm the state by
provoking it to employ violence against them orrewy inflicting violence on themselves; |
call this ‘communicative suffering.” This sufferingan be effective in various ways: by
signaling commitment or injustice, or by evokinge temotions of anger or shame. My
previous research focuses on non-violent socialamants; the discussion here will highlight
the peculiarities of this technique in the contektcivil war. The government wants to
minimize support for the insurgents and maximizeowvn support. Clearly it fears that the
death of a hunger striker will enhance the formed @rode the latter. We can usefully
distinguish three separate publics. One was masldrish nationalists, who could be won
over by either the British Government or the Realnls, and then either by the Irish Free
State or anti-Treaty Republicans. Before the Treatyther audience was the British public,
whose support the British government required ideorto fight the rebellion. A third
audience was the American public, disproportioryatefluenced by those of Irish descent.
This latter mattered to the British government esily during the First World War, when
the policy of the United States held enormous §icamce. How would the death of a hunger
striker alienate public opinion?

Letting a prisoner die enables him to signal thiemxof his conviction in the justice of
the cause. If you can prove that you would rathertldan accept the existing situation, then
that provides a credible signal that the situat®mtolerable. Although Republicans could
argue that British rule and then the Treaty of 182te illegitimate, the argument would be
more compelling if they could show that they werélimg to die for it. “Death is the proof a
skeptical world demands of a man’s love for justies Frank Gallagher (1928, p. 77, cf. p.
106) observed while on hunger strike. In the cantdxcivil war, of course, there are already
many deaths: those killed in the course of fightanghose captured and executed. But these
deaths are more ambiguous than the death of a hstrgesr. Insurgents predominantly rely
on techniques such as assassinations and ambughels,minimize the risk of being killed.
Therefore the state can denounce them as ‘cowardligis was echoed by the Catholic
Church and even some Republican sympathizers dtinmgnitial stages of the Anglo-Irish
war.) Even a prisoner who faces execution has leatrlg chosen death. Going to one’s
execution with stoic resolve—like the martyrs ofLl&69—may be impressive, but surely less
impressive than choosing to die by a painfully sfmacess of starvation.

Letting a prisoner die also provides an unfortursgteecdoche for historical injustic®.
The death of an imprisoned Republican exemplifietuaries of British oppression in Ireland
(even for the Free State, which Republicans derenias pro-British). It stirred ‘memories’

19 Synechdoche is close to what | previously idestifias ‘anger’ (Biggs 2003). There are two
differences. First, | envisage an effect that eadlonger than a burst of anger, discharged for
example in rioting after a funeral. Second, | cdasithis to involve cognition as well as
emotion. It has the potential to convert someondéocause, whereas | confined the effect of
anger to existing adherents.



of past atrocities, however irrelevant from a nasbperspectivé! Again, the death of a
hunger striker is more potent than other kindseztd. What is crucial is the asymmetry: the
prisoner dies without harming anyone else, as aptetaly innocent victim (unlike, for
example, a prisoner who is killed after attackingraéson guard). Asymmetry would be
attenuated if the prisoner had been implicatediatemce against government forces, like
prisoners who were executed. Ashe had been sedt¢acgeath for his part in the Easter
Rising (he commanded a unit that killed eleven memalof the RIC), but his sentence had
been commuted and he had been released. At theofitne hunger strike, he was convicted
for “causing disaffection,” with a sentence of onbne year. Although MacSwiney
commanded the IRA in Cork, the extent of his militactivity was one failed ambush
(Hopkinson 2002, p. 105). He was in prison for pgss1g a government cipher (sentenced to
two years); this was naturally seen as a trumpechgrge. We would predict that the
government should have less to fear if the hungsgkes could be portrayed as a Kkiller.
Certainly the government was more concerned albeuptospect of MacSwiney’s death than
that of the eleven prisoners in Cork who were ongau strike at the same time, who had
been accused—though not convicted—of crimes inolydkilling a British soldier and
possessing an incendiary device. Whether this was td the relative ‘innocence’ of
MacSwiney, or simply to his greater prominence aydd, is not clear.

Signaling and synecdoche surely do not exhausngwhanisms by which the death of a
hunger striker can win sympathy for the insurgergsen from those who would not be
predisposed to sympathy. When MacSwiney’s body taken to St George’s Cathedral in
Southwark, it was visited by British as well aslrimourners, and when the coffin was taken
through the streets of London, it was greeted vadpectful silence (Costello 1995, pp. 226-
7). Although not necessarily exhaustive, these tmechanisms help to explain why the
government would treat the death of a hunger stakea negative outcome. There is no need
to assume perfect foresight or sophisticated thedltythat matters is that actors within the
government (or allied to it) comprehend that death have negative consequences. The
prisoners must also comprehend the negative coaseqs of their death (and comprehend
the government’'s comprehension!). This was exptebgeGallagher during a hunger strike
in 1920: “No matter how it goes now, their prisorstem is smashed ... If men die it is
smashed ... If men live on to political treatmentrelease, it is smashed” (1928, p. 40,
ellipses in original; cf. p. 60). MacSwiney likewiexplained that he was “reconciled to a
premature grave” by “the revolution of opinion thaill be thereby caused throughout the
civilized world and the consequent accession ofpetpto Ireland in her hour of need”
(quoted in Costello 1995, p. 195).

4. The prisoner’s decision to initiate a hunger stke

Now we turn to the decision to go on hunger strildeat the alternatives were; whether it was
ordered rather than chosen voluntarily; whethevas taken by a group; and what demands
accompanied it.

1 One might expect explicit reference to starvaiiothe great famine, but | have not seen
this.



All but one of the hunger strikes in this perioccwiced in prison. The sole exception
almost proves the rule: when Mary MacSwiney wafiwmger strike in prison, the authorities
refused permission for a visit from her sister Anrhe latter promptly went on hunger strike
outside the prison gates (Fallon 1987, pp. 78-8).a&prisoner, what are the alternatives to a
hunger strike? There were no cases of armed rbeyoftrisoners, though there were several
audacious escap&Other forms of protest were possible, such asihefuto do prison work
or barricading cells with furniture. In 1917 and199 these protests culminated in a hunger
strike (O’Mahony 2001, p. 19; Healy 1981, p. 52).

The decision to go on hunger strike might be tdiethe individual concerned; it could
also be imposed by an organization, whose lead®nsotl have to endure its consequences.
Neither Sinn Fein nor the IRA proclaimed respornisybor took credit for these acts. This is
similar to self-immolation, and very different froswicidal attacks. There is no evidence that
the leaders of these organizations ordered hungées before 1923. Indeed, the leaders
disagreed over the utility of the technique. Midh@ellins, the IRA’s military mastermind
against the British, seems to have opposed it.nfdes hunger strike of 1923 comes closest to
being ordered. Outside prison, the Army Executiv@lsef of Staff sent a message to all
prisoners at the end of July (two and a half mob#fsere the hunger strike began), ostensibly
leaving the decision to individuals but warningtthay “prisoner who goes on hunger-strike
should realise that he must stick it to the end .nunber of them will very probably die in
the fight” (quoted in Hopkinson 1988, p. 269). Tdenmanding officer in Mountjoy prison,
Michael Kilroy, apparently ordered his men to jdhme hunger strike—despite a majority
voting against it (Fallon 1987, p. 86). He did, lewer, insist that the leadership outside
prison was not responsible for the decision. The@uRkcan political leader, Eamon de
Valera, apparently had no hand in the decisioryvas in prison at this time, but did not to
join the hunger strike.

The vast majority of individuals who went on hunggrke did not do so alone; they
joined with fellow prisoners in a group effort. (i’ defining ‘group’ to encompass hunger
strikers in the same prison; this does not inclasheultaneous hunger strikes in different
prisons.) The mass event of 1923 involved nine gsoaf prisoners; the largest was 3300 at
Tintown. Before this, the largest group was propabl4 prisoners in Wormwood Scrubs
who went on hunger strike in April 1920, simultansly with hunger strikes in Belfast and
Cork. One might expect there to be similar pressurea prisoner to join others on hunger
strike as there is on a worker to join others oikest(cf. Biggs 2003a)° There is evidence of
such pressure only in the mass hunger strike 08.192was agreed that the strike must be
purely voluntary,” admitted Peadar O’Donell, whgpparted it, “but that was just words:

12 Some prisoners in Mountjoy opposed the hungekestri 1923 because they were digging
an escape tunnel (Healy 1982b, p. 216).

13 Prisoners should feel a moral obligation to joimyoif they stand to benefit from the
suffering of others (as workers stand to benedinfithe sacrifice of fellow workers on strike,
because any resulting improvement in the employmaationship will apply to them too).
Therefore | am surprised that the pledge used B8 I@fers to an individual rather than
collective benefit: “I will not take ... anything egpt water untill am unconditionally
released” (quoted in Healy 1982b, p. 215, italiddea).
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once a group of prisoners go on hunger-strike tier@ sort of moral conscription which

sweeps the others into it” (quoted in Healy 198&h,215-6). Pax O’Faolain objected to the
action, but joined rather than let down his compasi Austin Stack also joined despite his
pessimism about the prospects of success; he edddlat “the swaying of men was ... an
underground and an underhand business” (quotedopkiHson 1988, p. 269). That said,
some prisoners refused to join the hunger strikéhere were about 12,000 prisoners in total
(Hopkinson 1988, p. 268), that means that a thicdribt participate. The fact that many
prisoners joined only reluctantly is suggested bg thumber of rapid defections: in

Newbridge some endured only a few days, and mamgretgave up within a week (Healy
1982b, p. 215). Collective pressure could be camckias forcing normal prisoners to

manifest the preferences of the bluffing type. Mtran one prisoner disagreed with this
attempt to induce a mass hunger strike, and artpratito be restricted to a smaller number
of more committed individuals (Hopkinson 1988, 9P

Aside from the decision to go on hunger strikereéhis another decision as well: the
content of the demand. There are three categofiedeimand. One is a demand for an
adjustment in prison conditions, especially theigation of additional punishment. The first
two hunger strikes in 1916 were of this charadter. example, a prisoner went on hunger
strike when not allowed to finish a letter to hiden(Healy 1981, p. 48). This kind of demand
is more a matter of prison administration than gorent policy. Indeed, there may be no
explicit or implicit threat to die. It seems thaete were few hunger strikes for this demand
after 1916.

The second category is the demand for recognitfspecial status, ‘political prisoner’
or ‘prisoner of war.” This included a demand forpimved conditions within prison, but it
seems that the issue of recognition was cruciapuBkcans on hunger strike began
demanding recognition as political prisoners in 7A,9following the example of the
suffragettes. The third category is the demandoidright release. The first unambiguous
demand for release occurred in 1920. In practiedistinction between the second and third
categories could be blurred. Hunger strikers whmateded recognition often won release.
One group of hunger strikers who demanded recagngecretly wanted release, and in fact
were disappointed when the government seemed teagympromise (Healy 1981, p. 53). In
Mountjoy in April 1923, the hunger strikers demasi@éther recognition or releasé.

In this context, it is worth noting that the hungdrikers did not face many years of
incarceration. For those who had been sentencesl, sdntence was relatively short:
MacSwiney was sentenced to two years. Anyway, thgsB government had a record of
leniency: Ashe had been released just over a yearkeing sentenced to death for his part in
the Easter Rising; Sinn Fein leaders arrested Herso-called German plot in 1918 were
released a year later. The mass hunger striked8 &6curred after the cessation of hostilities
and therefore the prisoners could expect to basele shortly by the Irish Free Stit&ven

4 How did the government evaluate recognition ardase? Before 1920, the government
released prisoners who demanded recognition. Appggneversing this preference, it offered
recognition before release in the Mountjoy hungekesin April 1920.

15 A few days after the hunger strike began, the guwent expressed a hope that all
prisoners would be released by Christmas (Fall@v 1p. 85).
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if prisoners did not face lengthy incarceratiorgytitould still want to be released in order to
rejoin the struggle outside prison (Gallagher 192811)*° Most importantly, whether the
demand is for release or recognition, the very édcioncession is a victory for the cause. The
state’s power is thus visibly eroded. This is escsignificant for the Republicans, who
denied legitimacy to the British state (in a wagttbuffragettes, for example, had not) and to
the Irish Free State in turn.

5. The government’s decision to concede or not

As we have seen, a hunger strike placed the gowarnam the horns of a dilemma. It wanted
neither to offer a concession nor to let the prgatarve to death. In its struggle against the
suffragettes, the British government had developean stratagems to avoid either of these
unpalatable options: forcible feeding, and releasé rearrest. These may be conceived as
methods to prolong the hunger strike, thus postgpdeath indefinitely.

Forcible feeding prevented the prisoner from stagvio death. Less obviously, this
procedure also inflicted a considerable amountaifip-especially if the prisoner resisted—
and so it could become a form of torture (whethernot this was intended). Against
Republicans the British government first used taecifeeding in 1917. This began on the
fourth day of the hunger strike. The prisoners it resist. The doctor was incompetent but
did not deliberately try to inflict pain (Kee 1972, 607). After being subjected to this ordeal
five times, Ashe died suddenly on the sixth dagnirheart failure and congestion of the
lungs. The exact cause is unclear, but it seers$yltkat food was accidently forced into his
lungs (as had happened with suffragettes); hisipalysondition had also been weakened by
a prior punishment depriving him of bedding andtboat the inquest, the jury condemned
forcible feeding as “inhuman and dangerous” ancedrthat it be discontinued (quoted in
O’Mahony 2001, p. 24).

Aside from the fact of Ashe’s death, this was aesewlow to the government, because it
eliminated a stratagem that had been used with suteess against the suffragettes. It was
not a panacea, of course, because the method kyccoeeld also be exploited by the other
side (just like the death of a hunger striker, tgtowo a lesser extent). The suffragettes had
done so with some success, though one might suspatctRepublican prisoners—males
committed to or at least associated with fatalance—might not garner such sympathy. This
remains hypothetical though, because it seemstheaBritish government never used it
again'’ Possibly it was considered for MacSwiney, but doctrecommended against it
(Costello 1995, p. 169).

Another stratagem was release and rearrest, leddby the ‘Cat and Mouse’ (Prisoner’s
Temporary Discharge of Ill Health) Act of 1913. Wmdhe Act, the hunger striker would be
released when her condition had weakened consigeraben she had recovered her health,
she would be rearrested. In principle, this wotddate until her sentence had been completed

18 Some prisoners on hunger strike in 1919 wantdaktoeleased before their real identities
were discovered by the authorities (Healy 19853).

" Forcible feeding would surely also have been hieddy death threats against the doctors
involved, at least if the prisoners were held gldnd (outside Ulster). The IRA issued such
threats against doctors attending hunger strike@ork in 1919 (Costello 1995, p. 183)
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(counting only the time spent in prison). In preetireleased prisoners were rearrested only if
they took part in militant protest. The Act provetfective by hindering the activities of
leading militants—if not in prison, they were eithghysically incapacitated or preoccupied
with escaping recapture. It also burdened the mewtmwith the care of hunger strikers. In
Ireland the British government released the pddiisiger striker in 1915 under this Act. It
was apparently also used when Republicans werasedlefrom 1917 to 1920. (Many of the
hunger strikers had not been charged, let aloneicted, which presumably rendered the law
irrelevant.) It is not clear how many hunger strikeere subsequently rearrested. MacSwiney
was one: after his first hunger strike in 1917 eheeéth release, he was rearrested four
months later to complete his sentence (Mews 198%38@). One suspects that the outbreak of
the Anglo-Irish war in 1919 made this almost imploles Released prisoners could avoid
detection because the populace was predominanttgpahetic—at least sufficiently
sympathetic to be unwilling to betray them. Eveosth willing to inform would have rightly
feared being killed by the IRA. Moreover, as thsurgency progressed, policing broke down
completely; the RIC abandoned many of its barrathughout the country, and
concentrated on fighting guerilla columns.

In Ireland, then, these stratagems eventually pfoveble to postpone the dilemma. The
government was deprived of forcible feeding by dent and deprived of the Cat and Mouse
Act by the deteriorating security situation. It hexdmake a choice: was it conciliatory or
intransigent?

The British government revealed that it was thecd@tory type from the beginning of
the first hunger strikes by Republicans. Of codhsg was not admitted. A government has an
incentive to pretend to be intransigent, in ordediscourage bluffing and resolute types from
going on hunger strike. The British government desd an end to the policy of releasing
prisoners in February 1918, and repeated the ameownt in Parliament in November 1919.
In Mountjoy prison, the cells contained this noti€All persons committed to prison are
informed that they will not be able by willful injy to their bodily health, caused by refusal
of food or in any other way, to procure their reledefore their discharge in the due course of
law” (quoted in Gallagher 1928, p. 94). Even durthg Mountjoy hunger strike in April
1920, the Viceroy pledged himself not to offer cesgions (Gallagher 1928, p. 42). All this
truly was cheap talk. The government was compldialyiliated by the end of the Mountjoy
strike. It conceded their demand for treatmentraopers of war, only to be presented with a
demand for release; when the government offeredasel on parole, they demanded
unconditional release (Gallagher 1928, p. 88; pl)1WVhen released, Gallagher explicitly
told the prison governor: “You know | am not comiogck” (p. 114). The pretense of release
and rearrest would not even allow the governmesate face.

By the spring of 1920, the British government hateased hundreds of Republican
prisoners. The policy of internment had been dgsttoIndeed, the release of prisoners in
April was so chaotic that many were released bytakés (Hopkinson 2002, p. 42). All this
had serious implications for the government’'s éffdo defeat the insurgency. It no longer
had any sanction against Republican insurgents.eb@r, the RIC and the army were
negatively affected. The army reported “loss of aron the part of the troops and police,
accompanied by a natural irritation at seeing tlease of men who had been engaged in
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cowardly outrages, and whose arrest had entailéidngnefforts, attended by considerable
hardship and loss of life” (quoted in Hopkinson 20f. 52). It may not be coincidental that
these forces soon adopted an unofficial policy xifagudicial killings and destruction of
property.

The government’s preferences shifted within a feenths, by the time that MacSwiney
and eleven others from Cork were on hunger stikeally, in the words of Arthur Balfour,
“they would not permit justice to be defeated bg threat of suicide” (quoted in Costello
1995, p. 165). As the government still intendeduppress what it saw as a ‘rebellion,’ there
was no alternative. From January to September 1®20IRA had killed over two hundred
soldiers and police (Kee 1972, p. 699). After Maot®y, Fitzgerald, and Murphy had starved
to death, it was clear that intransigence was mmdo a pretense. There were no more
successful hunger strikes against the British.

The Irish Free State did not use either forcibkdfeg or release and rearrest. Its policy
seems to show a similar evolution from conciliatdoy intransigent. It initially released
hunger strikers. These were women, however, whe wet involved in military conflict. The
government might well have proven intransigenha time against military prisoners. It too
attempted to demonstrate its resolve through pudarations. When it released a group of
female hunger strikers, part of the agreement Wwatéd resolution would be introduced into
the Dail stating that anyone else going on hunggégeeswould be allowed to die (Fallon 1987,
p. 85). The huge hunger strike in 1923 allowed thismmitment to be tested. The government
proved its intransigence by allowing two men to\aao death.

One final point can be made about the governméypys. This may be revealed not only
in hunger strikes, but also by executions. These somewhat different, because the
government can choose to confine executions toetlmssoners who are most closely
associated with killing. Still, if a governmentdarrying out executions, it is not concerned to
avoid a prisoner's death at all costs. A cursorgnexation of the timing of executions
suggests that they moved in parallel with the gowvemt’s preferences on hunger strikes. The
British government executed 15 prisoners immediatillowing the Easter Rising.
Significantly, it carried out its next executionostly after MacSwiney, Fitzgerald, and
Murphy had starved to death. Kevin Barry, captwéd a gun after a fatal attack on soldiers,
had been found guilty on 2 October 1920; he waswed on 1 November. The Irish Free
State began executing prisoners in November 198#e Wlary MacSwiney was on hunger
strike. This suggests that they treated women réiffly from men, because she was
eventually released. The Irish government execidiednen in total—five times as many as
the British government. It also sentenced prisoterdeath and suspended the sentence on
condition that no further attacks occurred in thmesgner’s local area. A government thus
willing to hold the lives of prisoner hostage isally intransigent. The last execution
occurred in May 1923. Therefore the prisoners wlemtwon hunger strike in October 1923
might reasonably have expected the government\ie hacome conciliatory, given that the
Republicans had ceased armed struggle—and thattexesx had ended.
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6. The prisoner’s decision to surrender or die

Unlike the government, the prisoner has little scdpr stratagems to evade the final
reckoning. The prisoner can try to prolong the tarrggrike. MacSwiney purposely conserved
his energy by resting in bed. He wanted to stayeadis long as possible: the government, if
conciliatory, had more time to yield; if it provedtransigent, its embarrassment would be
prolonged. (The same logic dictated that prisométis health problems would not embark on
a hunger strike, as death would come too sooirsMbrth pointing out that neither side knew
how long someone could survive without food urité autumn of 1920. Then it became clear
that a hunger striker could endure anything fromeniveeks to more than thirteen weeks.
Prisoners obviously have an incentive to exaggetse decline. In 1919 some prisoners
hastened their release by faking symptoms of sgilmess (Healy 1981, p. 53).

Surprisingly, we also find some cases where a peisdastened the end by refusing
water. This had been tried by the two trade untsnis 1913: James Connolly and James
Byrne. Presumably Connolly was certain that theegoment was conciliatory, and used his
thirst strike to gain speedier release—his unios wathe midst of a major lockout, and he
wanted to rejoin the fray. Byrne became very siekoke release and died soon afterwards,
which demonstrates the danger inherent in thettkirike. (His death can be considered the
inverse of Ashe’s: both died after the accidentalufe of a stratagem.) Eamon de Valera
went on a hunger and thirst strike in 1916, to deindnat extra punishment be rescinded
(Healy 1981a pp. 47-8). This demand has low std&edoth sides. As far as | know, a
hunger and thirst strike was subsequently attemgtédonce, in 1923.

Unless the government offers a concession, at quig the prisoner has to face the
choice between death and surrender. As we have $eenBritish government reliably
granted concessions from 1917 to the spring of 18®#0Irish Free State granted concessions
to women. In these cases it is not clear whetherptisoners would have died rather than
surrendered. In the absence of concession, figompers in total starved to death. We can be
certain that they were not the bluffing type. Werey resolute or sacrificial? The sacrificial
type dies without regret, because he prefers deatio hunger strike. The resolute type, by
contrast, would have preferred not to embark omraghr strike; he has made a mistaxe
postabout the government’s type.

MacSwiney is the most plausible candidate for #erificial type. He carried a burden of
guilt from the Easter Rising: he had been the Ieafiéhe Irish Volunteers in Cork, and they
had taken no military action against the BritishisTinaction was criticized severely by other
Republicans. His redemptory sacrifice was antieidain a poem written while he was
imprisoned in Reading in 1916 (Costello 1995, d.)15le went on hunger strike immediately
after his capture in 1920, before any trial. Yeat #vidence suggests that he did not expect
death as a certain outcome. The government hadegroenciliatory in previous hunger
strikes, including his own. Even after four weekthaut food, MacSwiney still contemplated
life in conversation with a friend: “If it was Galwill that he should die he was resigned, but
he had a feeling that God would let him live, ayddbing so the victory over the enemies of
his country would be greater” (quoted in Costel@93, p. 179). Later in his ordeal he
expressed relief that “the pain of Easter Weekraperly dead at last” (quoted in Costello

18 Note that a resolute type should not publicly amue his regret.
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1995, p. 151) which implies that it was his willmess to die, rather than death itself, that
expunged his guilt.

The alternative to death is surrender. In only twoidents did prisoners make this
decision: nine Cork prisoners after three had sthto death in the autumn of 1920, and
prisoners during the mass hunger strike of 1923nérfirst case, surrender was ordered from
outside the prison. Arthur Griffiths, acting Premal of Sinn Fein, declared that “our
countrymen now in Cork prison have sufficiently yed their devotion and fidelity, and that
they should now, as they were prepared to dieridamd, be prepared to live again for her”
(quoted in O’Gorman 1993, p. 118). | suggested alihgt an organization has an incentive
to avoid any implication that its members have beedered to go on hunger strike.
Conversely, it has an incentive to take responsibithen they terminate a hunger strike.
Indeed, the prisoners have an incentive to reptettensurrender as ordered rather than
chosen'® The hunger strike of 1923, by contrast, was apyrealled off by leaders within
the prisons.

Can we conclude that those who surrendered werbltifieng type? This was certainly
the case for the majority of prisoners in 1923 tiBg fortieth day—after Barry and O’Sullivan
had starved to death—only 167 out of the 7800 reethibn hunger strike (Fallon 1987, p.
88). As we have seen, social pressure to join timgér strike meant that most of the hunger
strikers were bluffing. In addition, the governméuaid been able to get some the leaders to
surrender, through either deception or promisesetdase. This naturally weakened the
resolve of the others. “I stuck it for 27 days aoaild have gone 27 more,” wrote a prisoner
in Mountjoy, “but didn’t see any fun for the men evbrganized it, when they themselves had
broken and were taking food” (quoted in Hopkins@88, p. 270). Even the resolute type
could manifest the preferences of a bluffer, whneis revealed themselves to be bluffers by
surrendering. At the end, at least one prisonémeld to surrender with reluctance. “Dying is
so easy compared with coming off,” wrote Ernie Ol (quoted in Hopkinson 1988, p.
270).

The surrender in 1920 is hard to equate with bigffiAfter all, these men had endured
94 days of starvation. They could have concludedt tthe British government was
intransigent within four weeks, and certainly afféitzgerald had died on the ®&lay.
Another explanation is that the deaths of hungikess are subject to diminishing marginal
returns. This was explicit in contemporary discossiA cleric wrote to th&€ork Examiner
calling for the leaders to call off the hungerkstri“is not their cause sufficiently vindicated
in everybody’s eyes”? (quoted in Costello 1995231). The Bishop of Cork calculated that
“the nation has got full value for his [MacSwineyfiée” (quoted in O’Gorman 1993, p. 188).
What this suggests is a more complicated prefer@mdering, where the utility of death
declines with the number—and impact—of previoustliea(Indeed, the bishop’s comment,
by ignoring the other two deaths, suggests thatSvacgey’'s death would outweigh any
future deaths.) At some point, a further death bexoranked lower than surrender.

This provides another explanation for the abserfchuoger strikes after the British
government ended its conciliatory policy. Not odig the government’s intransigence deter

9 When Gallagher (1928, p. 80) momentarily lostresolve on hunger strike, he thought he
would ask the Dail (via Michael Collins) to callaff.
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bluffing and resolute prisoners; sacrificial typeight have decided that the Republican cause
already had enough dead ‘martyrs.” Or perhaps thegided that the British government
could be relied upon to provide such deaths by @xsg prisoners.

Thus far we have assumed that prisoners possesstable payoff function which
defined their type, and that they knew their owpetyBut starving to death requires almost
superhuman self-control, and a prisoner conceivaldyld not know whether he possessed
it.”° A prisoner who believed himself to be a resolyetmight discover that he is really a
bluffer. It is difficult to know whether this wa®mmon. Certainly the government attempted
to weaken the resolve of prisoners by plying theitth iood (Costello 1995, pp. 137, 194;
Gallagher 1928, pp. 54, 70). The fact that relativeere summoned to visit in the terminal
stages of a hunger strike might be considered gesistratagem, if relatives were expected to
dissuade the prisoner from dying (Gallagher 19284p.

Gallagher’s (1928) remarkable diary reveals hierml conflict during the hunger strike
in Mountjoy in April 1920** He describes a ‘double personality,’ one half bemtself-
preservation and the other on sacrifice (e.g. f).10n the tenth day, he decided momentarily
to surrender. What kept him resolute was shamerddfis fellow hunger strikers. “If there
were an honorable way of escape, | should be djadB0). “I'm afraid to die, and I'm going
to die because I'm afraid not to ... The papers gé@ll me a hero and a martyr ... a miserable,
frightened fool, who hadn’t the courage not to djp’ 97, ellipses in original). The efficacy
of shame might help to explain why most of the rermsjrikes were in groups. A collective
hunger strike would represent a pre-commitmenadheindividual realized that he would not
want to be the first to surrender. In this hundegke, the prisoners had pledged themselves at
the outset: “I pledge myself to the honour of Inelaand the lives of my comrades not to eat
or drink anything except water until all here aigeg prisoner of war treatment or are
released” (quoted in Gallagher 1928, p. 10; compgdealy 1982b, p. 215). Collective
solidarity was not only a matter of internal coesae; it also could be externally enforced. A
fellow prisoner asked Gallagher whether he couldept brandy proffered by the doctor;
permission was refused (Gallagher 1928, pp. 56, 72)

7. Religion

Religion is potentially important in shaping theef@rences of potential hunger strikers. As
with suicidal terrorism or self-immolation, there the vexed question of suicide. Religion
could also have a positive effect by valorizingréeme. Here we should also consider the
quasi-religious sacrificial themes in Irish natibsim, which not only accentuated the
government’s fear of the death of a hunger strikat,also stiffened the resolve of prisoners
facing their own death.

20 Most if not all of these prisoners had proved rtheilingness to suffer for the cause; some
had experienced military action. Therefore eachukhdiave some insight into his own
courage.

2L The circumstances of its composition need to estigated. It is ostensibly his actual
diary and in places it reads like a stream of cimusness. But it is hard to see how the latter
entries, when his health had deteriorated (inclydirbrief moment of delirium) could have
been written at the time.
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In the struggle against British rule, the Irish I@dic Church did not treat hunger strikes
as suicide. During the Mountjoy hunger strike irl29the standing committee of the Irish
hierarchy announced that any deaths would be thgoreibility of the British government
(Mews 1989, p. 393). That seems to have settlechtagter officially, though an esoteric
debate continued in theological journals (O’Gorni893). Naturally enough, the clergy
concentrated their condemnation on techniquesaénce that killed other people. There is
some evidence, though, of clerical hostility. Inigoy in 1920, the chaplain refused to give
absolution after the hunger strike’s ninth day,tle& grounds that it was then tantamount to
suicide (Gallagher 1928, p. 58). Thus Gallagherdesed whether God would condemn him
if he died, though this doubt was not particuladyient in his crisis of resolve (p. 85). He was
also visited by a supportive Australian priestg§®). During MacSwiney’s ordeal, he received
daily communion from his chaplain; among his vistwere four bishops—including Bishop
Cohalan of Cork—and an Australian archbishop.

The determination of whether a hunger strike wasivadent to suicide was more
political than theological. Thus many prominenttBh Catholics took the opposite view
from their Irish counterparts (O’Gorman 1993). Mmrer, once the Irish Free State was
established, the Irish Church’s attitude to hungfeikes became more hostile. In October
1922 the bishops in a joint pastoral denouncedRgublican insurgency as an ‘unjust war’
(Hopkinson 1988, p. 182). Archbishop Byrne privatedcommended the release of hunger
strikers on at least two occasions, but he coubieddvice in instrumental rather than moral
terms; he warned that the deaths of female hurigkers “would cause a wave of sympathy
throughout the country” (quoted in Fallon 1987,82). During the mass hunger strike of
1923, Bishop Dooley publicly asked the Presidenttieir release. But this hunger strike also
incurred clerical condemnation. Some (though nét @dison chaplains refused to give
absolution (Healy 1982b, p. 218). In one instapeeents who wanted to pray for their son on
hunger strike were refused entry to their parishpeth When Barry died, Bishop Cohalan
refused to allow a Christian burial, judging thig &nlike MacSwiney’s!) as suicide. Such
condemnation surely undermined the resolve of tlsopers.

Aside from direct intervention from the church, Rbjicans belonged to a tradition that
valorized self-sacrifice, on the model of Jesus ti@dsaints. Nationalism and religion were
inseparable. This was exemplified by a poem thdteAsomposed in prison, entitled ‘Let Me
Carry Your Cross for Ireland Lord’ (O’'Mahony 20Qdp. 12-13). “The crucifixion of Ireland
Is interminable,” mused Gallagher (1928, p. 4lishimationalism had a pantheon of martyrs
who died fighting against British rule, preferallgpder hopeless circumstances, as in 1798
and 1803. Even if the Easter Rising was not plaremednother ‘blood sacrifice,” it was
immediately interpreted in such terms. In 1920 gress in Mountjoy began their hunger
strike on Easter Monday, to emphasize the pardleting this hunger strike, Gallagher
(1928, pp. 26, 76) often thought about Patrick S&arho went joyfully to his execution after
the Rising. This sacrifical tradition surely helpbdnger strikers to overcome the fear of
death.

A deflationary comparison should be admitted h&reen without religious consolation
and a deep-rooted sacrificial tradition, the milttauffragettes were able not only to endure
starvation but also to physically resist forcibéeding (thus making a gruesome ordeal still
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more frightful). Of course we cannot know whethery af the suffragettes would have
actually starved to death, except for Emily Wildibgvison who was surely the sacrificial
type (Colmore 1913). Aside from resisting forcibdeding, when in prison she threw herself
off an upper floor in an attempt to injure or Kierself; she subsequently died under the
hooves of the King's racehorse. In sum, the oveedfiect of religious belief remains
tantalizingly difficult to prove.

Conclusion

What conclusions can be drawn from this preliminamestigation of hunger strikes by Irish
Republicans from 1916 to 1923? Conceptualizinghitveger strike as a game between two
players helps us to analyze the phenomenon. Ttappsopriate because both prisoners and
government seem to have thought strategically abimit moves. For the most part, their
strategies were as rational as one could expeatnghe inherent uncertainty—uncertainty
conceptualized here by distinguishing differentpég’ of governments and of prisoners.
Nevertheless, two major mistakes are worth notkigst, the British government appears
shortsighted in pursuing a conciliatory policy & long as it did. By the end of 1919, it was
clear that this policy was allowing hunger strikevsdestroy incarceration as a preventive or
deterrent measure. At some point, then, the goventimad to shift to intransigence, and the
sooner the better. Hypothetically the governmeniadbave allowed hunger strikers to die in
April 1920. By delaying the inevitable, it then hexprove its intransigence with a prisoner
who possessed such political prominence. Perhapsgtivernment should have released
MacSwiney without explanation, as the Irish Freat&did with Mary MacSwiney, and rely
on the deaths of the two other prisoners from Gorkdemonstrate its intransigence. On the
other side, the worst mistake was the decisiontdagesa mass hunger strike in 1923. This
ensured that most participants were bluffers, &ed premature surrender undermined those
who were resolute or even sacrificial. The decisi@s recognized as a mistake at the time,
and it was carefully avoided in future hunger gsiby Irish Republicans.

Although the hunger strike game captures the essdogic of the interaction between
the two sides, it misses another important aspleetfact that the hunger strike was usually a
collective rather than solitary affair. This is tlpposite from self-immolation. | have
suggested that an individual might deliberatelyas®to act with others as a pre-commitment
strategy, knowing that he could not bear the shambeing the first to surrender. Other
explanations are also possible. A collective hungteike may reduce the risk of each
individual dying, because not all will have to diernd one death may suffice—before a
conciliatory government realizes its mistake arférsfa concession, or before the benefits of
additional deaths cease to be positive, enabliagtivivors to surrender with honour. These
are simply hypotheses. A satisfactory explanatarttie collective nature of hunger striking
awaits further research.

For both sides, the hunger strike game is playettiuthe shadow of death. To reiterate,
few hunger strikers die. In this sense, the tealmidoes not resemble suicidal attacks nor
self-immolation. It is more closely comparable &xtiniques of civil disobedience where
protesters interpose their bodies to prevent opmtsnigom felling trees, exploding nuclear
devices, or bulldozing Palestinian homes. Of cquisere is a risk of being killed (as we are
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reminded by the case of Rachel Corrie)—but sucisesst predicated on their death, nor do
they expect to die. In this respect, we can rejeethypothesis that hunger striking is self-
immolation in slow motion. There is no evidencetttiee five Republicans who starved to
death would have been disappointed had the govertnofiered a concession. They accepted
death with tremendous courage, but they did nok seeNhether they were resolute or
sacrificial is almost impossible to discern, beeaagesolute prisoner would hardly be likely
to acknowledge regret (at embarking on the huntgigesn the first place) even to himself.

Death casts a shadow over the government’s desisoan It is interesting that no one on
the government side expressed any satisfactidmegpriospect of hunger strikers dying. This
is not surprising when dealing with a nonviolentiab movement; it is perhaps more
surprising in the context of civil war, when theniger strikers were associated directly or
indirectly with deadly attacks on the governmerfitsces. In broader perspective, these two
civil wars were relatively civilized affairs. Th&urely goes along with the high frequency—
and efficacy, certainly in the Anglo-lrish war—otrger strikes. We could predict that
hunger strikes will be employed less often wheghting is more deadly and conflict more
brutal, because the government will have less ¢ar’ffrom the death of a prisoner, and
therefore is less likely to be conciliatory. Thigobthesis deserves testing in future research.
More specifically, | suggest that executions ogpners should be inversely related to hunger
strikes by prisoners. Aside from the governmennddess likely to offer concessions, the
other side may have less to gain from the deata btinger striker—if the government is
already supplying exemplary victims through exemutr even extrajudicial killing.
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Figure 1: Hunger strike as a game between prisonéP) and government (G)

a. Structure of the game b. Payoff functions by type
Prisone Governmer
Bluffing Resolute Sacrificial Conciliatory  Intransigent
P NO HUNGER 0 0 0 0 0

\ STRIKE
2 2 2 -2 -3

G——————— CONCESSION

\ PZ— SURRENDER -1 -2 -2 -1 -1

DEATH -2 -1 1 -3 -2
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Figure 2: Elementary variants of the hunger strikegame

a. Strategies and outcomes

Government
concede refuse

' NO HUNGER | NO HUNGER
do nothing  HUNG ) HUNG
hunger strike
surr%nde CONCESSION SURRENDER
hunger strike
die g CONCESSION  DEATH

b. Payoff matrices for three types of prisoner andwo types of government

Government
Conciliatory Intransigent
concede refuse concede refuse
do nothing 0,0 0,0 0,0 0,0
hunger strike 2 1 -1 5z 1 -1
surrende ’ ’ ’ ’
hunger strike 2 2 2 .3 2 .3 2 2
die — ' ’ :
@ do nothing 0,0 0,0 0,0 0,0
= hunger strike 5 o 2 1 2 3 2 1
@ surrende ; ’ ’ :
@ hunger strike 2 1.3 2 .3 1. -2
die === ’ ’ j
hunger strike 2 2 2 1 o 2 -1
surrende ; ’ ’ :
hunger strike 2 1 -3 2 .3 1. -2
die = ’ ’ —
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Figure 3: The hunger strike as a game with imperfednformation

y P bluffing
N N
G ntray \Oﬂcmory G intrdgent G conciliatory
Ps Ps

-

@

\

HIANIHINS —

Hlv3a \
d3anzddns P \

Hlv3ad
Hlv3a
IMIFLS

HYIONNH ON
IFLS

NOISSIONOD
Y3IANIHANS
NOISS3ONOD
NOISS3ONOD

— 7

HIANIHANS 2
NOISSIONOD
H3IONNH ON

Payoffs (P, G):
1,-2 -2,-1 2,2 0,0 1,-3 -2,-12-2 0,0 -2,-2 -1,-1 2,-3 0,0 -2,-3 -1,-1 2,-2 0,0
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