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Nothing, however, could be further from the truth. Hiswasa complicated and extra-
ordinary character, highly talented and cccentric. He also emerges from this study
as a likeable person. Eunan O’Halpin therefore docs him a great justice in this port-
rayal. He succeeds both in bringing together a mass of ncw information and shed-

ding light on the person behind the title.
Eoin Devercux, University of Limerick

Padraig O'Malley Biting at the grave: the Irish hunger strikes and the politics of
despair Belfast: Blackstaff Press, 1990; 320 pp; GBP9.95 pb

Padraig O’Malley Northern Ireland: questions of nuance Belfast: Blackstaff
Press, 1990; xv, 123 pp; GBP5.95

One of Thomas Hobbes’s Iess well known insights into human naturc is found in his
Elements of law, 10 wil: "All signs which we shew to onc another of hatred and con-
tempt, provoke in the highest degree to quarrel and battle (inasmuch as life itself,
with the conditions of enduring scom, is not csteemed worth the cnjoying...)" (P
I, ch. 16: 11). I read these words a few days after rcading Padraig O’Malley’s Bit-
ing at the grave. Hobbes’s arguments helped me understand my dissatisfaction with
this justly praiscd study of the Maze hunger strikes. O’Malley accounts for the
hunger strikers’ behaviour mainly through references to the motifs, traditions and
dispositions in Irish Gaclic, Irish Catholic and Irish nationalist cultures. He regards
these cultures as less than modern and less than praiscworthy. Indeed he suggests
in what I take to be his core explanation that the prisoners did what they were sup-
posed to do. Their actions, ultimately, were not the actions of autonomous individ-
uals, but rather a reflexive embrace of the way in which political prisoners
throughout Irish history were presumed to have behaved. Their self-images, rein-
forced by the chronicles of oppression on which they had been raised and the ex-
periences of their young lives, impaired their ability to act independently and
diminished their capacity to act on their own hehall. In the end they were the vic-
tims of our myths (Biting at the grave, p. 117, emphasis addcd).

The homily for the Trish public is clcar: abandon those featurcs of your culture
which cause this mayhem and fucl the politics of antagonism in Northern Ircland.
This tacit homily also presumably explains why the book has been warmly reviewed
by commentators in British newspapcrs and magazines — whosc reviewers are only
100 delighted to be informed that Irish cultures arc at fault for deaths in Ircland.

I cannot speak Gaclic, am not a Catholic, and am regularly told that I am a "re-
visionist” on the subject of Irish nationalism. Thercfore it is not becausc I want (o
defend these Irish cultures that I dislike O"Malley’s explanation of the hunger strikes.
It is the political scientist in me which rebels against his central argument: 1 believe
that a nco-Hobbesian viewpoint on the hunger strikers provides a diffcrent and su-
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perior explanation to that offered by O’Malley. Moreover, the information O*Mal-
lcy provides is compatible this alternative explanation.
. In a neo-Hobbesian perspective the prisoners did act autonomously, albeit with-
ina no_._on:<o organization, inside and outside the prison. They had ?om,oqn:oqm and
strategics. They hammered out a policy, and a contract with one another m:a\ their
organization, whether that was the IRA or INLA. They waged a battle of endurance
in E.:_n: they were prepared to lose their own lives to strike back at their enemies
Having waged a ...E:« protest” for four ycars they opted for the hunger strike co..
cause so many prisoners were losing heart at the lack of success of the dirty protest
Many :m:.o?,_:,ﬁ prisoners were choosing "exit" rather than "loyalty". Thus Em
q:.smoa strikes served a double purpose: solidarity amongst the prisoners and a pol-
_.:om_ struggle outside the prison gates. A minority of the prisoners decided and pub-
licly sou mm: to win "political status” for all, or to die. They were prepared to examine
compromiscs provided they did not appear to entail major climb-downs, i.e. pro-
vided the pay-offs :Q: compromise were to their satisfaction. In moam..ﬁ.o.::mnm_
%:mﬁ mﬂ_mw mz%%oa M”ﬂm%_.:m the game of "chicken” with the British state over the issue
. The prisoners were not, pace O’Malley, victims of cultural myths, but sclf-con-
scious actors. They knew what they were doing. In some cases they scem to have
literally weighted the benefits of political martyrdom (posthumous reputation plus
damage to the enemy) against the costs of serving out a life-sentence. Each of the
5 who m:om scems (o have miscalculated the prospects for compromise, and defi-
nitcly miscalculated the willingness of the British authoritics to alter the _wmvro:m in
Eo game they had established. However, that is not the same thing as being a vic-
:.3 of your culture, unless it can be shown exactly why the Q__::,o promotes pre-
ciscly those miscalculations which result in your death. T do not believe ﬂ::
O’Malley's book provides such cvidence.

O.Zm:o«.m explanation requires us to belicve that those who have a Gaelic
.O.M::o__n and nationalist culture arc more likely to starve themsclves to death :“ vo_..
itical protests. There are multiple difficulties with this viewpoint, but I shall limit
:Qmo_m to five. First, starving onesclf and killing oncsclf as a co_.:mnm_ ?oSﬁ are
not uniquc o Irish cultures. Examples of similar phenomena can be found o_ﬁo«,iaa
in :..o foﬂ_a. Sccond, onc of the relevant cultures, the Catholic religion owc_,oﬁm_
prohibits m._:n:_o. The fact that certain Irish Catholic priests tried to mnmro 5.:, EM
hunger strikers were not threatening suicide is irrelevant. Insofar as they mcwmm:.oa
to condone the actions of the hunger-strikers their reasons were not Catholic ones
(The fact that certain English Catholic pricsts thought the hunger strikers were mcmom..
dal may have been motivated by their English national status but the theological ar-
guments were on their side.) Third, since the hunger strikers were nationalists it
means that invoking nationalist culture as an explanation for their behaviour is close
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(o trivial — if they had not been nationalists they would not have been nationalist
paramilitarics, and if they had not been nationalist paramilitarics they would have
been much less likely to have been incarcerated. However, the cxplanation is also
problematic. Why don’t all nationalists cngage in similar behaviour? Why arc some
morc predisposcd to imbibe the culture, become paramilitarics, and hunger-strikers?
The cvidence of O’Malley’s own book suggests that perccived and actual oppress-
jon at the hands of sectarian Protcstants o state authoritics arc the critical variables
in accounting for such dispositions and preferences.

Fourth, consider the following thought-cxperiment. Imagine that just before
Bobby Sands dicd the British authoritics decided to make the concessions which
they actually accepted after the hunger strikes were called off. Tdo not belicve that
this position is absurd. How would Sands and his collcagues have reacted to such
a British offer? They could have accepted such a compromisc. They could havere-
jected it and pressed for the full five demands. They could also have accepted the
concessions, and then subscquently launched another hunger-strike in an act of
"brinkmanship" designed to win full political status. The key question in this
counterfactual story is this onc: how would knowledge that the prisoncrs came from
Gaclic, Catholic and nationalist culturcs enable us to predict successfully how Sands
and his colleagucs would have reactcd? My answer is that such knowledge would

not help us much at all.

Finally, and most importantly, any roundcd cxplanation of the hunger strikers’
behaviour must account for the actions of the British authoritics in responsc to the
hunger strikes (and the dirty protest which preceded them). Would O’Malley sug-
gest that the reactions of the British authoritics are explicable through knowledge of
English, Anglican/Mcthodist and imperial cultures? He nowhere docs so, although
he provides much cevidence of the existence of such cultural motifs and dispositions
in the hearts and minds of British policy-makers. However, rather than suggesting
that the British authoritics were trapped in the "reflexive embrace” of their cultural
myths, is it not more reasonable to belicve that their reactions, at least in this in-
stance, were detcrmined by Mrs Thatcher? Itis possible to interpret Mrs Thatcher’s
behaviour as an outcome of English cultural myths, and many intcllcctuals made a
living in the 1980s doing preciscly that, but is it not more lucid and parsimonious to
invoke as our explanation of her behaviour that we know she tended to play the game
of "chicken" in a particular way in any confrontations with adversarics? Note thatl
am not saying that the hunger strikers were "victims” of Mrs Thatcher. Ttis justas
rcasonable to argue that they miscalculated Mrs Thatcher’s behaviour, and that she
miscalculated what their’s would be — a very typical outcome in "rcal-life"” chicken
games with particular pay-of {s. Thatcher certainly miscalculated the consequences
of her obstinacy: Sinn Féin were able to "widen the battleficlds”, and become an
electoral force, and the British and Irish governments wcrc pushed towards another
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initiative, resulting in the Anglo-Iri
, -Irish i
e et g Agrecment. The hunger strikers also miscal-
For O’'M i
O :M”__Mw :,.o :::mo.ﬂ ﬁ:rmm are a psychological/cultural saga: the politics
or¢ ,?: pitted against the indomitable spirit of Mrs Thatcher. While not wishi
3%.%%5:: cntircly, it is, I submit, much better, and more consonant with em\v_‘a?__s_m
Emsoofqoo:mn%. F_o sec the hunger m::mo.a and the authoritics as engaged in a émnmom
manoeuyss i m: ong term war of position. The conflict was more rational and pol-
oy s_moiﬁ :a w rouded by cmzn:o_o@. and culturc than he suggests. Indeed O;ﬂm_
oy < oq,z wmwoo ”“:z the :::moa strikers were sclf-consciously using the n::E.oW
h ently mastered within prison walls
ey had v . . son walls to wage a political
m:M__m_:wHMmma shamc their encmies, and to win public support mw.woo:mmp HMMMWN_MMVNO
:6,< inb ox_umw.mﬂ_.m owro_u:a. Far from being victims of Ircland’s oc_E,B_ m SW
o ﬂ > ing _a:_.uw part of a tactical battle in what their collcagues 8=<§o
o o:_::.o o_m ooam.m O'Malley m__oé.m. most of them arrived in prison i:.: ve
Dresso . any kind — unless experiences of humiliation, sectarianism and i
Sow_. OMHMJ. moBo.a o:_.EB_. He shows that they learned Gaelic, and in some o0s
e € mﬁwo_m_mﬂw_:pc:mo:. _:Moao:S:w. O’Malley confirms _mzz the _gam“Mwa
s an instrumental function (facilitati icati i
N ¢ ting communication which ca
b zﬁm_ MMSMQ by F.ESS& guards) as well as cultural and recreational E:om\%“oﬁ
o Eno,m » m :ﬂao::oa the prisoncrs’ cthnic differentiation from "the enemy"” O.Z_, _..
o :,o::oﬂ v M p_.ﬁ some of So.g:mm?miwoa read a lot of political :888.8 i_:wm
cas peither G clic, nor OmEm:o, nor nationalist. Frantz Fanon, Che Guevara and
o T a?wa :o_ﬁ E: of "our myths" - with duc apologies to non-Irish readers
e Bown_ﬁ,—“ m:woom with (im: I Swo to be O’Malley’s central explanatory o:aom<..
our et mo ?oo:%n ge EW virtues in Biting at the grave rccognized by other revie
. As some minor crrors — the onl ioning i \
. A . y onc worth mentioning is
sammuw_“m_no:?moﬁ.u with ﬂnm::n McManus - Biting at the grave is nm:oﬁwﬁ wB:w
o Umiw «Mmow MMM_M_._W_W.E_zmsxm:m:\ rescarched. It grips the reader, and Swoem_oon
. \ sford’s Ten men dead (1987) it wi iti di i
o?mm% in the history of Northern Ireland v i bo definitve reading for this
A@E .. . . . '
I ox%%“.:om_ scientists can write as well as good journalists. O'Malley is o
oo exc :mo__wﬂ_wqm:a n: Questions of nuance he shows his ability to write up-to aﬂ_M
ary history with {lair, insight and logi [ ce
it hi it ,insight and logic. Questions of nu -
582_““_“\ w”m:m_SoE: :S. uncivil wars (1983). The same technique mﬁ-a%”ma@ﬂw
N m.:,n uscd to bring out the complex antagonisms, cvasions HSQ A:m ici ns
o %o :ovw”w mﬂﬂ :&msa s key political actors as well as those of senior wa,%m—__MMM
oL It pepiies & Mmmmo _“quﬂ%__m m__o:_a. c_o qo:mg by all political scientists and students
S s material when watching th P
s . : g the Brooke talks —
getunder way. Questions of nuance will not make readers optimistic, but :5“—“: voow
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cause the central questions at stake in the conflict are not oncs of "nuance” but fun-
damental differences in aspirations, valucs and interests.

Readers of Irish Political Studies should be warned that O’Malley docs not cm-
ploy analytical political science in Questions of nuance or Biting at the grave. How-
cver, perhaps that is why Padraig O’Mallcy’s books arc read, and why heis thercfore
not a victim of the culture of political scicnce.

Brendan O’ Leary, London School of Economics and Political Science

John Whyte Interpreting Northern Ireland Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1990; 308
pp; GBP35.00

John Whytc’s posthumously-published book, a magisterial and thorough appraisal
of the vast literaturc on Northern Ircland, which was recently awarded the prestig-
ious Christopher Ewart-Biggs Memorial Prize, was 10 ycars in the making, and its
appearance marks the fruit of over 20 yecars’ study of the arca. The style of the book
mirrors that of the man. Even if onc does not agree absolutely with every judge-
ment it contains, one cannot doubt that cach has been reached only after carcful re-
flection, scrupulous attention to detail and with an academic integrity thatreflects a
more positive and active commitment (o fairness than is conveyed by the rather an-
odyne word "objectivity”.

The book falls into two parts. Part I summariscs the rescarch conducted in re-
ligious, cconomic, political and psychological aspects of the problem. The role of
religion in keeping the two communilics apart is examined, and the two most signi-
ficant factors scem to be endogamy and scparaic cducation. However, as Whytc
notes, since other socicties exist in which groups that are scgregated from cach other
co-exist without violence, religiously-based scgregation in Northern Ircland can at
most exacerbate conflict whose roots need to be sought clsewhere. In discussing
economic aspects, Whyte reasonably obscrves that diffcrent and persisting percep-
tions among Northern Ireland people as to the extent of discrimination arc more im-
portant politically than the final verdict of any rescarchers. While Catholics continue
to believe that they have been discriminated against sincc 1920, and Protestants
maintain (at lcast in public) that this is untrue, the issue will continue 10 affect the
two communitics’ evaluations of the options for the North.

Whylc turns to the literature on psychological aspects in order to answer the
question of why, within both communitics, the strength of fecling goes beyond what
the conflict of interests would scem 1o require. 1t is suggested that this manifests it-
sclf in an obsession with identity, especially on the Protestant side, where identity
is less sccure. Here, perhaps, the claim that the interests at stake do not justify such
strong fcelings needed more supporting argument; cven if it is truc, the people of
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