Defend Irish Political Prisoners

360 men are lying naked covered cnly by blankets. The
prison cells in which they are being kept are covered in the
avcumilated flth of mare than two months of their own
body wasies. Theéy are infested with “all kinds of
disease-carrving insects. The putrid smell prevents many
of the men from eating. Some are down to less than six
stones in weight. The prison officers enter the cells only
when protecied by surgicil clothing. This i the barkarous
Iregtment being meled out (o Republican and Sccialist
prisoners in Irelind today as part of the polley of (he
Labour Government.

In addition to the ‘men on the blanket® there are
iwenty-four-or more women permanently locked up in
their cells deprived of exercise and all normal prison
‘privileges’. As with the men, these freedom-fighiers are
demanding Prisoner of War siatus.

The British State’s treatment of these prisoners shows that
it believes it has a divime right to fight the Irish in their own
country but if they fight back they are by definition
crimenals. Political status was won in 1972 after a struggle
launched by the hunger sirike of Billy McKee and his
comrades In Crumlin Road jail. On March I, 1976
however the Labour Government declared that these
persons convicied of political *offences” after thar date
were 10 be ireated a5 crimmmabs. 15 is the refusal of the
prisoners 1o wear criminal uniforms and their refusal 1o
stop out the cells which has raised the leve! of the struggle
and led 1o the present situation,

Defend the Lrish Revoluifon

“The threat to the lives-of the 'men oo the blanket’ shows
how determined Roy Mason {the Minister Tor Nosthem
Irefund) and his Army colleagues are lo deny what is
obvions — that the struggle of those they have imprisoned
is o political struggbe. 11 is a means of preventing the British
working class and i allies from understanding that the
Irish- Republican movemen! and others who oppose the
British in Ireland wre fighting for the basic democratic
right of self-determination. The working class in this
country has no interest whatsoever in denving t1hat right.
The ruling class have. It is in order to prevent workers,
women, Blacks, students and young people solidarising
with the Irish struggle and camnpaigning for the immediate
withdrawal of the British Army that Masen and (riends
must completely diztoct thie strugglein the eyves of the
British public. AsSocialises we have the opposile task, We
must expose the political nature of the *Irzh question™ and
explain the legitimaey of the fight of Trish Republicans and
Socialists. Our fundamental slogans therefore are FREE
ALL TRISH POLITICAL PRISONERS und TROOPS
UL EwW,

The Basis of (hir Support

Wehelieve thal the Prizoners Aid Committes’s initiative in
valling tor today’'s mohilisation was excellent. We also
Believe that the actval comtents of its sloeans are braadly
carrect. We do so for the following reason. The political
status question i3 nol only at the centre of the Labour
Covernment’s strategy of repression: it is alzo the issue on
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which peoplain the phettos af Bélfast are again taking up
i sireet activity afer some three or four vears of decline of
the mass movemenl in lreland. IT IS A KEY TEST OF
STEEMNGTH IM THE PRESENT PERIOD., Our tasks in
solidarity with the Irish struggle do not only reside at the
historical level, We must attempt ta be an effectiveaidto
the Trsh poople’s siruggkeal every stage, When decisive
questionys are being resolved over the issue of the prisoners
the anti-imperialist movement in beeland cannot be asked
o walt for our tiny forces to transform themiselves inta 3
mazs movement for' roop withdrawal before we - can
contrbute anything. In the meanome even the most partial
issue must be urilised to the fullest extent Lo limit the
British State’s room for immediate manoueyrs and to lever
wider openings for the building of a ‘Troops Oul Now'
current,

The Internstbong] Tribunal

Al present fwo excellent such opportonities exist. In the
wake ol the Amnesty International report and the refusal
of Maxon to hold a-public mmgquiry there is & magnificent
chance to turn the INTERNATIONAL TRIBUNAL ON
BRITAIN'S PRESENCE IN [RELAND into an mguiry
by the British labour movement and its allies into the
activities of jts own State in Iredand. This would atlow
‘troops out™ dctivises tooake debates to areas in Beltish
society where a1 the moment it is impossible 1o get a
hearing. 'Build ihe International Tribunal® is 8 key task if
we Bre nol o lofe this oppornnity.

The other, complementary task, which we advocate is the
turming of this demonstrilion inle-an on-poing campaizn
of united action in defence of Irish political prisoners.
Sepremiber 7 owill be the secomd anniversary of Kieran
Meugent beginming his blanker protest. We urge that the
Linited Troops Oul Movement and the Prisoners Aid
Commitlee, in conjunction with the organisations of the
Irish Republican moveinent and the solidacity movement
in Britain should  immedisiely  revive the “Ad Hoe
Commitiee Tor Irish Prisoners of War' 1o build not only
o dn inilisgive on that date, but-also to be ableto he ina
position o makea unitgd response immediately to any new
provocations by the Brntish Staee in the meantime.

For Linited Action

Fedday™s excellent mobilisation shows that the united
action which the *Ad Heoo Commities” pchieved onlw
partially in March is entirely possible. Tr is also wilably
necessary i an effective movemen! in solidarity with the
Insh people’s strazele for seltf-derermination is to be bk,
Werepeal, this march is an excellent step and the PAC are
to becongratulated for calling it, but shat is needed 15 an
oft-poing campaipn of united action, [t 15 1o thal question
ihat we ask evervone on this-demonstration o address
themselves to now,
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