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			Bloody Sunday

			Key information

			
					When: 30 January 1972.

					Where: Londonderry (Northern Ireland).

					Context: while the Troubles (also known as the Northern Ireland conflict) were still raging, a pacifist association organised a nonviolent protest. The British Army were sent in to arrest the ringleaders. Things soon spiralled out of control when the soldiers opened fire on the civilians.

					Impact: 14 Northern Irish Catholic civilians died during this operation. Following this massacre, Catholics in Northern Ireland strayed from their path of nonviolence and began to engage in armed combat.

			

			Introduction

			With their song ‘Sunday Bloody Sunday’, the Irish rock group U2 forever carved the dark events that took place on 30 January 1972 in the city of Londonderry, Northern Ireland, into history. During a supposedly peaceful demonstration involving several thousand people, no fewer than 13 unarmed civilians, half of whom were under 20, were killed by soldiers from the British Parachute Regiment who had come to monitor the protest and prevent potential misconduct. The death toll grew four months later when a new victim died. The world was outraged at this event and, soon after the incident, the British embassy in Dublin was burned down.

			This massacre marked the start of what would be the deadliest year of the Troubles, claiming nearly 500 victims, and was one of the peaks in the conflict between Protestants and Catholics which had begun in the late 1960s and only ended in 1998. But how did we get here? What could drive an army to open fire on the citizens of its own country?

		


		
			Context

			Ireland and Britain: a long and hateful history

			The fates of Ireland and Britain have been intertwined since the 12th century, when in 1155 the English Pope Adrian IV (1100-1159) granted the right to govern Ireland to the English king at the time, Henry II (1133-1189), as well as to his successors.

			Ireland was divided into different kingdoms which fought incessantly, forcing the King of England to intervene to re-establish calm. In doing so, he gained the submission of the Irish lords, who were subsequently acknowledged as his vassals. They acted in this way in the hope of benefitting from the king’s protection from the English barons who were trying to colonise Ireland. But instead of this, they soon found themselves divided between one part of Ireland that was colonised and ruled by English aristocracy and another part that, although under British rule, was still governed by Irish kings. Over the years, many Irish lords tried to oppose the English colonies by force of arms, but they were soon neutralised.

			With the aim of increasing the monarchy’s revenue, the royal domain was extended in 1541, to the point that it covered the entire island. Ireland thus became a kingdom under the monarch Henry VIII (1491-1547). This change in the socio-political landscape could have played into the hands of the Irish lords. In fact, the king, who now owned all Irish land, could entrust it again to its former owners in the form of tenures, or concessions. The power of the Irish lords, as well as becoming hereditary, was thus ensured by the Crown instead of being subject to power struggles between clan leaders. However, the schism between London and Rome during Henry VIII’s reign further increased the gap between the Irish and the English. As the Pope had refused to annul his marriage with Catherine of Aragon (1485-1536), in 1534 the King of England announced the Act of Supremacy, which made him the sole supreme leader of the Church of England. Henry VIII was consequently excommunicated from the Catholic Church, which led to the creation of Anglicanism.

			Religious divisions

			Ireland, a profoundly Catholic country, refused to accept the king’s decision, to the extent that some major Irish families considered switching alliance to the Catholic King James V of Scotland (1512-1542). But all desires to rebel were soon crushed and dissenting families were eliminated. A permanent English military presence was deployed to the island and a new wave of colonisation took place, encouraged by the new policy of controlling the territory. Soon, tensions appeared between the new colonists (the ‘New English’), who were Protestant, and the descendants of the first English settlers (the ‘Old English’), who were loyal to the Crown but also faithful to Catholicism. Things did not really improve in 1560 when Elizabeth I (1533-1603), who had come to the throne two years earlier, announced that Ireland would be subject to Anglican reform, which until then had only affected England. For English public figures, the ‘uncivilised’ way of life of the Irish had to stop: they would have to adapt to English habits and customs, while Gaelic culture would have to disappear. This led to another uprising in Ireland. Additionally, Elizabeth decided to implement a ‘plantation’ policy that was identical to the one used in the New World. Hostile local populations were deported and English Protestant settlers moved to their land to farm and exploit it.

			In 1595, a new rebellion broke out and a Catholic army successfully conquered most of the island. However, as they never managed to seize the main towns and cities, they had to surrender to the English in 1603. Forgiven but harassed by their conquerors, the last great Gaelic leaders who had led the revolt fled to the continent with their families. During the revolt, the Old English, who were Catholics, had remained loyal to the Crown. After the departure of the Irish lords, the Crown was able to take possession of their territories in Ulster, the northern part of the island. The land was therefore divided, and English aristocratic families or large commercial groups took possession of it and established Protestant colonies there. The city of Derry, for example, was given to a business from London, which is why it was renamed Londonderry. Ireland had well and truly fallen into Protestant hands, and the Catholic population saw its possessions taken away. Until then, the ‘plantation’ system established by the English monarchy had not been particularly successful, due to Irish opposition and an insufficient number of English migrants. However, following the departure of the Irish lords and the confiscation of their territory in what would later become Northern Ireland, Ulster properly became an English colony.

			The situation remained calm in the decades that followed, and remained so until 1641. In that year, internal problems in England led to a civil war (also referred to as the English Revolution). The Irish took advantage of this to revolt and were able to count on the support of the Old English. For several years, the Irish armies fought against English troops who had risen in the English enclaves of Ireland. It would not be until 1649, with the arrival of Cromwell (Lord Protector of England, Scotland and Ireland, 1599-1658) and his army that England took back control of the island. To avenge the massacres of 1641, the English did not hesitate to commit more massacres themselves and claimed several thousand victims. Some writers believe that these killings are behind the opposition between Protestants and Catholics in Ireland, which would endure throughout the 20th century.

			The next episode of Ireland’s history was nothing more than a series of hardships, which the Irish tried, unsuccessfully, to confront with uprisings. At the end of the 18th century, some of them became allies of revolutionary France, who saw this as an opportunity to attack their longstanding enemy, Britain. Some French troops managed to reach Ireland and briefly fought alongside the Irish militias against the British forces, but they were soon forced to surrender. Thousands of Irish citizens were executed by the British army during the repression that followed this insurrection. In an attempt to quash any new attempt by Ireland to seize independence, England decided to incorporate it into Great Britain, which was already made up of England, Scotland and Wales. Thus, on 1 January 1801, the United Kingdom of Great Britain was established. This union was supposed to bring political and legal emancipation for Irish Catholics, but this was not the case.

			Ireland’s move towards independence

			Ireland had to wait until the end of first quarter of the 20th century before it finally gained independence. In 1912, out of a population of 4.4 million, there were 1.2 million Protestants in Ireland, almost three quarters of whom lived in Ulster, a northern region in which almost 700 000 Catholics also lived.

			Northern Ireland’s capital, Belfast, was a major commercial and industrial hub, a real nerve centre of Irish trade, as over 90% of the country’s exports passed through it. For the Protestant middle class, the end of the union with Great Britain was inconceivable due to their economic ties, which were vital for its survival. However, on the political level, the 1912 election result put unionists in the minority and allowed a party who were favourable to Home Rule to seize power. Home Rule was a project that began near the end of the 19th century and gave Ireland limited independence in certain areas. Protestant unionists saw concealed independence in this idea and fiercely opposed it, even to the English Crown, which was in favour of the project. This was true to such an extent that, during a visit to Belfast with a view to supporting the bill, Winston Churchill (First Lord of the Admiralty and future Prime Minister, 1874-1965) had to be protected by several army battalions out of fear of unionist attacks against him. Even before the result of the vote on the bill, the unionists announced that they would not recognise any Irish government subject to Home Rule.

			On 11 October, the bill was approved and, two months later, the House of Lords in England delayed its enforcement by two years. The unionists made the most of this time to modify its content. The solution they found was a simple one: excluding Ulster from the future independent Ireland and keeping it as part of the United Kingdom. For the first time, the thought of having Northern Ireland detached from the rest of the island was entertained. To put pressure on their political opponents, the unionists created a paramilitary militia, the Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF), which comprised almost 100 000 men who were trained for armed combat. A provisional government was also created, ready to take over the province in the event of the application of Home Rule. Irish nationalists, aware of what the unionists were planning, grouped together and took arms in turn. The organisation Irish Volunteers was thus created. Alongside this small army, Irish factory workers also joined forces in an Irish Citizen Army.
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			The Irish Citizen Army outside Liberty Hall, Dublin.

			The central government was alarmed by this situation and feared that it would get worse, especially as the English army units that were stationed in Ireland, and were favourable towards the unionists, refused to use force to disarm them. Thus, when a shipload of weapons from Germany arrived near Belfast for the unionists, the army did not intervene. However, a few months later when the nationalists did the same thing near Dublin, the English units took action and several people were killed.

			Just as the situation was about to deteriorate, the United Kingdom was pulled into the First World War. Unable to allow a civil war to break out in its territory, the British government agreed to find an arrangement with the Irish. Irish nationalists and unionists accepted the suggested compromise: Home Rule was adopted, but its application would be terminated at the end of the war, after a potential amendment concerning Ulster. In order to prove their agreement and to be sure that they would not be mistreated at the end of the war, the two parties sent their troops to war. In total, over 200 000 Irishmen fought for the United Kingdom during the First World War (1914-1918).

			However, not all Irish citizens viewed the compromise reached between the unionists, the nationalists and the government favourably. Some of the most fervent nationalists saw this war as an opportunity to seize Irish independence by force, as in 1915 it did not seem as if it would be over any time soon. They infiltrated the Irish Volunteers, many of whom were fighting on the continent, took control of the organisation and requested the support of Germany, who supported the insurrection. The uprising was planned for Easter Sunday 1916, the 23 April, and was thus known as the Easter Rising. Two days before then, the German cargo ship loaded with weapons and ammunition was intercepted by the Royal Navy. Subsequently, some leaders of the insurrection gave orders to cancel the operation. However, on the Sunday, the military council that comprised the Irish Volunteers and the Irish Citizen Army nonetheless decided to launch the uprising the next day. Confusion reigned on that Monday, 24 April 1916, and barely more than a thousand armed men joined the uprising. However, together they attacked Dublin and seized several strategic points. Despite this, they did not manage to take full advantage of the situation, which allowed the English troops stationed in the city to pick themselves up again. The population did not support this uprising, which they interpreted as a conspiracy that had been incited by the German Kaiser. On account of the counter-order that had been given a few days before the uprising, fewer people mobilised than expected, and in under a week the attempted coup d’état had already failed: the English army overwhelmed the insurgents, who surrendered. However, the attack was still deadly: several hundred people died, including almost 200 civilians.

			[image: ]

			A barricade erected by the rebels during the Easter Rising.

			The British did not hesitate before issuing their response. The Easter Rising was seen as an act of treason by the British authorities. The people responsible were tried and sentenced to death by a wartime council. Their executions took place between 3 and 12 May. The only result of this terrible repression was making these rebels martyrs to the Irish cause, which the population rallied behind. As well as executing the insurrection’s military leaders, several leaders of Sinn Féin, an Irish nationalist party that had been founded near the beginning of the century and had not been involved in the events of April 1916, were also imprisoned. Thus Sinn Féin, which until then had been a small, unimportant party, became the figurehead of the fight against the British oppressor while. In 1918, following its firm opposition to conscription, it would become Ireland’s main political force. During the first post-war elections in December 1918, the party won a landslide majority of seats, as the extension of the right to vote had allowed over 1.9 million Irish people to go to the polling booths, whereas only 700 000 had been able to do so in 1910.

			Sinn Féin’s victory clearly illustrated the wish of a vast majority of Irish people to fight for a republican, independent Ireland. A provisional government was established in Dublin on 21 January 1919. On that day, several policemen were killed by Irish separatists who wanted to start a war with England. This event marked the beginning of the Irish War of Independence. This conflict, which lasted until 1921, pitted the Irish Republican Army (IRA), a descendent of the Irish Volunteers, which comprised between 15 000 and 112 000 men, against
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