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Bodies in Protest

Struggles for recognition and respect, equality and social justice are connected to the articulation of dissent through protest. Bodies are central to these power struggles within which the body itself is often the locus of both repression and resistance (Foucault 1979; Harvey 2000). Protest is, therefore, intimately connected to corporeal realities whereby the dissenting body disrupts - literally and figuratively – by presence and action. Elizabeth Grosz notes that the body is “a political object par excellence; its forms, capacities, behaviour, gestures, movements, potential are primary objects of political contestation” (Grosz 1987). Individual or collective acts of resistance rely on bodies and, therefore, to engage in protest is to engage the body. “What besides bodies,” asks Margaret McLaren, “can resist?  It is my body that marches in demonstrations, my body that goes to the polls, my body that attends rallies, my body that boycotts, my body that strikes, my body that participates in work slowdowns, my body that engages in civil disobedience” (McLaren 2002: 116). For those interested in social movements, equality and social change, the relationship between bodies and protest is significant. Bodies are powerful sites of resistance (O’Keefe 2006; Butler 1990), and bodies in protest are important sources of knowledge for movement development. To specifically name the location and significance of the body to the protest is to also understand they ways in which power contestations are played out on and through the body.  This is significant insofar as the body, as Michelle Alexandre points out in her work on women’s body protest in Trinidad, is useful ‘as a mode of expression and as a tool for liberation and transformation.’ Protests that subversively engage the body like those of the Ogoni women against big oil companies in the Niger Delta or the 2004 naked protest staged by Meitei women in Imphal, India against state violence, are powerful in that they make explicit the location of the body as that which is both a site of oppression and, in turn, a vehicle to explicitly challenge this oppression – bodies are the medium and message (Alexandre 2006: 178).

Nowhere is the intersection between repression and resistance more apparent than in the Dirty Protest by Irish republican prisoners. This form of resistance against the British colonial state occupies a powerful place in the history of republican struggle and continues to be recognised as a legitimate form of protest by both protestors and the state. These protests drew international attention to the plight of prisoners, sparked fierce public debates, helped mobilise the republican community at a time that was key to movement-building for republicanism. Beyond this, the Dirty Protest was an explicit challenge to embedded disciplinary practices that strive to thwart dissent. The significance of such a challenge lies in the disruption of these normalisation procedures and in the shift in power dynamics. This paper will detail the history of dirty protesting in an attempt to show how the body is a powerful site of resistance, even in what appears the most powerless of circumstances. Furthermore, bodily resistance in ways that harness both the taboos around bodies and the disruption of private/public bodies serves to give voice to the most marginalised bodies.  
The Irish republican movement is no stranger to controversy at home or abroad for the tactics it has used to resist the British presence or ‘occupation’ in the north of Ireland. The armed campaign and hunger strikes occupied international headlines on numerous occasions. Another contentious chapter in the struggle is the Dirty Protest by republican prisoners. While the phrase dirty protest is most often a reference to that which occurred during the prison struggles of the 1970s, this is a method of resistance that is still in use by republican prisoners today. Why, it has been asked, would one embark on a protest that seemingly involves subjecting oneself to what appears to be, at least on the surface, far worse living conditions than imposed upon you already? In looking at the history of dirty protest amongst republicanism, it becomes clear that the answer to this lies in the great lengths taken by the prison system to officially and unofficially dehumanise and subjugate prisoners in an effort to make them conform to prison norms.  
The history of dirty protest itself begins inside the H-Blocks of Long Kesh prison in Northern Ireland, the main prison which housed republican prisoners incarcerated for their role in the struggle against the British presence in the North of Ireland.
 In September 1976, republican prisoner Ciarán Nugent was the first prisoner to be criminalised or explicitly denied the category of political status. Rejection of political status meant that republican (and loyalist) prisoners had to wear prison uniforms, perform prison work and, most importantly, were not seen as prisoners who were incarcerated because of their political actions and beliefs. In protest of his criminalisation, Nugent refused to wear the prison clothes provided him and perform the duties allotted to him. He was, as a consequence, stripped naked, beaten and his cell stripped of its mattress and bedding. There was a concerted effort to overtly punish him for his non-compliance, as Nugent recalls, and those that were actively doing so included the prison governor “He stood there shouting at me. Gave me a slap in the face and then he stood back and watched the other warders beat me up.” (Morrison 2006). For the duration of his prison sentence he wore only a blanket and was joined by new inmates on this blanket protest. Those prisoners ‘on the blanket’ were denied access to reading and recreational materials such as radios and newspapers, pens or writing paper and were confined to their cells 24 hours a day. Cells were devoid of chairs, tables, or mattresses; a blanket, chamber pot and a bible were the sole contents. The only faces prisoners saw were those of the prison guards (or ‘screws’ as republicans call them) who often abused these inmates in an attempt to weaken their resolve; the one monthly visit by relatives were the only exception (McKeown 2001: 53). 
Six months into the protest, prison officials banned the wearing of blankets outside the walls of the prison cell. Consequently, the permitted weekly shower and going to the toilet became an exercise in sexual harassment by the prison guards who made unnerving and jeering comments about the prisoners’ genitals. This was in addition to the usual beatings they received. In 1978 the blanket protest escalated into a dirty one when prison guards were using the slop as a means of punishing prisoners – returning half filled chamber pots or spilling it out onto the floor of the cells. In turn, prisoners disposed of their waste by smearing it on the walls and ceilings of their cells. Writer Tim Pat Coogan’s account of a visit to Long Kesh at the time of the Dirty Protest paints a vivid picture of the living conditions within the cells of those on the Dirty Protest: 
When the cell door opened [its two inhabitants] looked frightened. They looked anxiously at us for a moment. They were pallid and naked except for a blanket draped over their shoulders. They stood silently, fear hardening into defiance, I felt, as we looked at the cell. It was covered in excrement almost to the ceiling and all four walls. In one corner there was a pile of rotting, blue-moulded food and excrement ...There wasn’t much of a smell but the light was dim and the atmosphere profoundly disturbing and depressing...[In the next cell the inhabitant] was trying to bring some variant into the monotony of his days by drawing palm trees on his cell walls with his own excreta. (Coogan 2002:266)  
Prison authorities, as punishment for participation in the protest, withdrew what little privileges the men had left, most significantly the loss of remission on sentences, (Coogan 1995: 224). While blanket protest had been used before by republicans, particularly in the 1930s and 40s, never before had dirty protesting been utilised and, consequently, it was quite controversial with many on the outside initially struggling to understand its necessity.

The contention around the protest became even more pronounced when, in February 1980, the thirty female republican prisoners at Armagh Jail joined their male comrades on the Dirty Protest in support of this fight for political status. However, as the female republican prisoners in Armagh were allowed to wear their own clothes, their dirty strike did not originate in defiance of forced nakedness. The strike in Armagh, which commenced on 7 February 1980, several months after the strike in the H-Blocks began, arose out of a series of events that unfolded on that day (O’Keefe 2006). Close to thirty male officers in riot gear entered the wing that housed the republican women and proceeded to violently remove them to search their cells. Many were pulled out of the cells by their hair and were beaten, kicked and punched. When allowed to return to their cells, the women found them entirely destroyed, clothes strewn around the tiny room and many of their belongings damaged (McCafferty 1981: 26). While female wardens had demolished their cells on previous occasions, this time in combination with the gross physical assault of the women was an attempt to mark that even the bodies that occupied the space, were public, owned by the British government. From that point forward, the female prisoners were locked up for over twenty-four hours with no food or access to the toilet or washing facilities. Though fed after the first day, they were continually denied access to the toilets and their chamber pots overflowed with their waste. In essence, these republican women were forced into the same position as their male comrades at the H-Blocks – that of a Dirty Protest. It was from this point on that the women, in opposition to their treatment, refused to use the toilet and sink facilities when the ‘privilege’ was returned to them days later. These women were no longer willing to have their own bodies used against them and entered into the no wash strike in protest. Like their male counterparts, female republican prisoners smeared their own excrement on the walls of their cells as a means of resistance. The women, however, had one more resource at their disposal – menstrual blood; it proved to be a powerful weapon of dissent that resonated well beyond the walls of Armagh jail (O’Keefe 2006). 

Tim Pat Coogan also visited the republican women in Armagh and, in comparing to Long Kesh said, 
for several days afterwards the memory of the cells abided with men and I would have said that the visit to Long Kesh was one of the worst and most shocking experiences of my life had I not subsequently paid a visit to the women’s prison in Armagh…the effect of seeing young women caked in grime through not having washed for several months added to the appalling conditions of their cells. In addition to the smearing urine and faeces on the walls they disposed of their menstrual fluid in this way also. (Coogan 2002: 267)
Elsewhere Coogan also wrote: “The ‘Dirty Protest’ is bad enough to contemplate when men are on it, but it becomes even worse when it is embarked on by women . . . I found the smell in the girls’ cells far worse than at Long Kesh, and several times found myself having to control feelings of nausea (Coogan 1980: 114). As others have noted, the participation of women in the Dirty Protest served to explicitly mark, more broadly, the gendered nature of the conflict itself (O’Keefe 2006; Aretxaga 2001).
What did the Dirty Protest achieve?

By 1980, there were four hundred republican prisoners engaged in Dirty Protest. Former protestor and hunger strike survivor, Laurence McKeown explains: “Our understanding of politics at that time was very limited. We were also fairly powerless in terms of what we could do to reverse the policy. All we could do was refuse to give our consent to such a policy…So that's what we did” (McKeown 1999). The withdrawal of consent had the immediate effect of allowing a reclamation of the body as the dirt made it somewhat untouchable (O’Keefe 2006). This was quite apparent in the case of the female protestors, as dirty bodies and cells were useful as a means of deterring unwanted trespassers. Guards entered the cell only when they absolutely had to and when they did they wore masks, gloves, rubber boots and special ‘insulating suits’ that protected them from the living conditions of the prisoners (Aretxaga 1997: 136). These conditions in turn shielded the women from the prison officials as the guards did not want to touch anything in the cells, including the prisoners. ‘They felt defiled coming in contact with the prisoners’, and therefore, as a member of one of the female Dirty Protestors explains, ‘they didn’t like to touch you during the Dirty Protest . . . so that became our little weapon’ (Aretxaga 1997: 136). Hence, the defiling of the cells had created a home environment, a personal space that was often free from unwanted visitors and that allowed the bodies of the female prisoners to remain relatively untouched.

The Dirty Protest also discursively situated the struggle in the context of colonial history and did so quite explicitly. Reaction to the protest by both the public and prison officials were a mixture of horror and disgust and there was, initially, an attempt to try and portray the prisoners as the unclean, ethnic Other. While such a protest was unthinkable it was befit of ‘the dirty Irish.’ This was in keeping with the broader association of the Irish as dirty, and can be seen as  part of a broader subjugation of lower, under-class and various ethnic minority groups by those in dominant positions as part of an attempt to dehumanise them ((Laws 1990: 36). Begoña Aretxaga argues that the protest is symbolic of the colonial history between Britain and Ireland whereby the “Dirty Protest represented the rejection of the civilising mission of British colonialism.”(Aretxaga 1995: 140). It problematised, quite publicly, the colonial past and present realities, and this was articulated beyond the prison walls a debate raged in response to the protest. Aretxaga points out that the protest is significant because it acted as a challenge this historically oppressive relationship.  

The protest is also notable because it made public the issue of prison violence. It brought to light to beyond prison walls the authoritarian nature of the prison structure and the violence it is reliant upon to support that structure. Even though influential bodies like Amnesty International decried the protest as “self-imposed” (Amnesty International 1981: 336), it forced discussions, even at the international level, on the degree of violence taking place in the prisons and the particular types of violence directed at republican prisoners. This, in turn, helped to legitimise the protest. Framing the protest as a political struggle that had a corporeal reality, where bodily autonomy and control were politicised, connected it to the broader issues of state violence and control. Significantly, it allowed for a shift to take place whereby this strategy was seen as a legitimate form of protest, by those in the movement and, crucially, those policing it. This level of resistance, therefore, not only highlighted the plight of republican prisoners, mobilised them and boosted their morale, but it was in turn seen both officially and unofficially as a legitimate form of protest.
One prison officer interviewed a number of years after the prison struggles said, 

At first we thought they were dirty animals. The stench was incredible. Our stomachs turned when we went near the cells and we couldn’t understand how anyone could live in such filth. But eventually there was some grudging respect for those on the protest. They were incredibly determined. I didn’t agree with what they were doing but you had to admire them for sticking it out. At first I thought it would only last a few days, or a week or two at the most, but they kept going for years and then queued up to give their lives. I don’t think I would have been able to do it, no matter what the cause (Ryder 2000: 256-257). 
On a more official level, UK prison services developed a specific policy document on dirty protests, entitled “Dirty protests” which evidences that the British state does explicitly and officially acknowledge such strategies as a form of protest (HM Prison Service Order 2004) Similarly regulations with regard to prison correspondence make special mention of policies and entitlements in the event of dirty protests (HM Prison Service Order 2007). 

More broadly, the Dirty Protest also served as a real affront to both the practice of discipline and to systemic power. The intense brutalisation of the body was an attempt to make the bodies of prisoners docile and subservient. This normalisation of structural violence manifested itself in the form a multitude of ways including forced baths in scalding hot or icy cold water, only to be washed with scrubbing brushes normally used for floors so that flesh was rubbed raw. The end result of shaving and cutting of prisoners’ hair at the hands of prison guards often meant they were intentionally cut with shaving razors on the head and face. They were regularly beaten and bruised. On top of that their bodies, male bodies in particular, were prodded, poked and invaded with hands that were in the anus one minute and the mouth the next as a result of being subjected to continuous strip-searches. Former prisoner have recounted their experiences with these terror-inducing searches whereby the male body was either spread-eagled on a table, or worse, suspended in mid-air in the same formation, held up by a number of officers who pulled at the arms and legs of the prisoner while another roughly searched his anus and mouth. (Aretxaga 2001:130). Almost always, these searches were sexualised and, for the male prisoners done in a way that was meant to strip them of their masculinity while for the women they were deemed sex objects to be used and violated (Sharoni 1999; O’Keefe 2006). These were explicit attempts by the prison officials to break the will of prisoners, to force them to submit to the prison regime, to dehumanise and depoliticise them; it was also an attempt further legitimise structural violence. 

The subversive use of the body through the decoration of the cells with faecal matter and menstrual blood disrupted this; their bodies were now political weapons of dissent. Particularly in the case of the women prisoners, the use of menstrual blood signified a reclamation of bodily control. When republican women made visible their menstrual blood, the female republican body was transformed into a site of resistance, rather than ‘an object of discipline and normalisation’ (Davis 1995: 33). In a society where women’s reproductive functions are governed by strict codes of secrecy, the use of menstrual blood in a public protest was, in a word, ‘shocking’ to both the prison staff and to society in general. Decorating the cells with menstrual blood was the ultimate act of disruption and empowerment, of women taking control of their bodies to contest structural violence within the prisons. This had immediate consequences inside the prison walls, as explained above, through forcing prison officials to engage with the body differently. It also challenged the gender order in Northern Irish society more broadly as women’s bodies and women’s issues were made visible, in a deeply politicised way whereas prior they were hidden and very much depoliticised (O’Keefe 2006). 

Feminist scholarship has gone to great lengths to demonstrate that all acts carried out on and through the body are political because of the body’s situatedness within social meaning.  The Dirty Protest epitomises how the body – both individually and collectively - is simultaneously a conduit of discipline and a political instrument with which to contest disciplining power. So, they are mutually constitutive in as much as the acts of resistance are political so too are the acts of discipline; the resistances are inherently political because they are direct responses to political acts of control and punishment. Structural systems of oppression work to ensure that the link between these discursive practices and the material reality is very much naturalised. To challenge this subjugation then, as in the case of Dirty Protest, means bodies that resist serve as markers that make power visible; they also then act as a medium for the realisation of social change. 
The legacy of the Dirty Protest

The Dirty Protest lasted for three years until 1 March 1981, when it transformed into another form of bodily resistance – the hunger strike. On this day Bobby Sands began yet another protracted and tragic chapter in the history of republican struggle. While the latter is the most notable republican prison campaign, primarily because of the death of ten prisoners over the span of seven months, the significance of the Dirty Protest in drawing attention to institutionalised, structural oppression, should not be undermined. The legacy of the Dirty Protest remains powerful; it continues to inspire and is found inside the walls of prisons on the island of Ireland today, practiced by dissident republican prisoners as well as civilians (herald.ie 2011). There are at present roughly 30 republican prisoners on a dirty protest in Maghaberry prison, in protest over the conditions in the prison, treatment at the hands of the guards, and in particular the use of strip-searching as a political weapon (Boyer 2011). The silence on the issue is deafening, particularly in the south of Ireland. The silence itself is emblematic of the hegemonic political representation in the 26 counties of the ongoing dissident republican campaign in the North. Nevertheless, commentators on the situation, a number of them former prisoners who themselves where on the original Dirty Protest, illustrate with ease the similarities between the two (McIntyre 2012; Republican Prisoners in Maghaberry 2010).
  
Any account of the legacy of the Dirty Protest must also note that it holds power at a discursive level as it is embedded in cultural meanings as well as the historical landscape of the island. For example, as part of the broader prison struggles, the campaign is situated quite visibly in the memory work being produced by the republican movement in the transition away from armed conflict to institutional politics. Consequently, the legacy and accompanying political significance of the protest initially deemed sub-human, and therefore illegitimate, is quite substantial. It speaks more broadly to the body as a site of struggle and offers insight into the ways in which dissent is made possible even in the most oppressive and unlikely contexts. 
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