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Claims-Making and the Construction of
Legitimacy: Press Coverage of the 1981
Northern Irish Hunger Strike*

AOGAN MULCAHY, Arizona State University

This paper examines the media's role in the claims-making process, specifically as this relates to the
construction of legitimacy. The 1981 Northern Irish hunger strike was a claims-making activity in which
paramilitary prisoners sought to construct themselves as legitimate political actors rather than "terrorists." To
challenge the assumptions of the criminalization policy that characterized paramilitary organizations as ter-
rorists who lacked popular support, the prisoners contested parliamentary elections and ultimately starved
themselves to death. A qualitative content analysis of coverage of their claims in the Irish limes, the London
Times, and the New York Times shows that, while the three papers offered criticisms of the criminalization
policy, they did not present the prisoners' claims as legitimate. The paper concludes that local media and
cultural understandings of such events may provide sufficient support to sustain these understandings, even in
the presence of negative coverage in national media.

Introduction

In 1981, 10 inmates of the Maze prison in Northern Ireland starved themselves to death
in pursuit of political prisoner status. They were members of proscribed Republican'
paramilitary organizations and had been convicted of a variety of offenses related to the use
of violence for political ends. According to legal and official doctrine, they were "terrorists"
and differed from other inmates solely in terms of the gravity of their crimes and their gener-
ally dangerous nature (Northern Ireland Office 1987). Margaret Thatcher, then British prime
minister, forcefully expressed this view. "There is no such thing as political murder, political
bombing or political violence," she argued. "There is only criminal murder, criminal bombing
and criminal violence" (London Times, March 6:1).2

From this perspective, the boundary between criminal and political action was clear and
immutable, and the hunger strikers were irrefutably located on the criminal side of that di-
vide. The prisoners, however, disputed their location in the criminal sphere and their official
construction as "terrorists." They claimed that their offenses were committed to achieve an
explicitly political goal-the unification of Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland-
and that on this basis they merited political prisoner status. Changing the prisoners' living

* I could not have written this paper without the support and assistance of a great many people who, at various
stages and in various ways, took the time to help me when I so clearly needed it. I especially want to thank David
Altheide, Rick Ashley, Steve Baron, Sharon Boehlefeld, Gray Cavender, Alice Feldman, David Goldberg, Nancy Jurik,
Ken Kyle, Pat Lauderdale, David Luckenbill, Kelly Mahoney, Denise Marchese, Fred Markowitz, Jim Massey, David
Miller, Aidan Mulcahy, Michael Musheno, Anne Schneider, and Jim Thomas. I also appreciate the extremely helpful
comments of the Social Problems Editor and the anonymous reviewers. The sociology department of Northern Illinois
University provided funding to assist with the data collection for this project. Correspondence to: School of Justice
Studies, Arizona State University, Tempe, AZ 85287-0403.

1. The terms "Republican" and "Nationalist" refer to individuals (mostly Catholics) who view the Northern Irish
state as illegitimate, and advocate a united Ireland. Republicanism often refers to the militant strands of Irish National-
ism. The terms "Unionist' and 'Loyalist" refer to individuals (mostly Protestants) who wish to maintain the political
union between Northern Ireland and Great Britain.

2. Unless stated otherwise, all newspaper articles are from 1981.
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conditions was a major goal of the hunger strike, but its symbolic significance was much

more important. By claiming that they were politically motivated and demanding a com-

mensurate prisoner status, the hunger strikers also demanded the legitimacy this status

would entail.

The hunger strike was a direct response to a variety of strategies that the British govern-

ment, since the mid-1970s, has pursued in Northern Ireland. These various policies of

criminalization, normalization, and Ulsterization shared the goal of changing public perceptions

of the nature of the conflict. The normalization and Ulsterization policies were efforts to

minimize, normalize, and localize the conflict. This included removing the British Army

from its role as the primary policing agency and expanding the role of the Royal Ulster Con-

stabulary (RUC) police force (Hillyard 1987; Weitzer 1995). The criminalization policy was

an attempt to "depoliticize" (Balbus 1977) the conflict, portraying the actions of paramilitary

organizations as "ordinary"-if particularly state-threatening-crime rather than part of a

politically motivated struggle (see Findlay 1985). This policy was reflected in various British

government media campaigns (Curtis 1984; Miller 1994), and in the changes to the status of

paramilitary prisoners that prompted the 1981 hunger strike (Beresford 1986; Crawford

1979). The criminalization policy rested on the assumptions that the perpetrators of political

violence were motivated by selfish and predatory criminal intentions and lacked popular sup-

port. The prisoners challenged each assumption: They starved themselves to death to prove

their political motivation; and they contested elections held during the hunger strike to show

that they enjoyed significant levels of popular support. In a broader context, the hunger

strike undermined the entire strategy that the British government had pursued in Northern

Ireland. It offered an alternative interpretation of the nature of the conflict, and even of the

Northern Irish state itself.

This paper examines the media's role in the claims-making process. It explores how the

Irish Times, the London Times, and the New York Times reported the hunger strikers' claims that

established them as political prisoners. I examine whether the coverage presented their

claims as legitimate in the face of British government policy that portrayed the prisoners as

irrational, predatory, and wholly illegitimate.

Claims-Making and the Construction of Legitimacy

Legitimacy, ultimately, is grounding. It is the conception of a phenomenon as situated

on valid, acceptable, even appropriate grounds (Connolly 1984). Legitimacy, however, is not

a natural or transcendental state; it is a social construction. It is the justification of a particu-

lar state of affairs with a rationale that a relevant social audience considers acceptable. It

arises from the widespread acceptance of particular conventions-norms, laws, traditions-

as part of the social world that is taken for granted and "goes without saying" (Bourdieu

1977). To accept specific conventions as legitimate is to accept certain claims about them as

valid. However, for these claims to be legitimized, they have to be "naturalized" and put

beyond question (Habermas 1975). One way to accomplish this is through claims-making.

Claims-making is the process through which issues are problematized and claims are

articulated and advanced (Best 1989; Ibarra and Kitsuse 1993; Schneider 1985; Spector and

Kitsuse 1987). It is a rhetorical exercise in which claims-makers use persuasive arguments to

advance their position, status, or goals (Best 1987). Although the nature and content of

claims vary widely, they often concern efforts to alter the social construction of a group or its

activities by "typifying" or symbolically recasting the group in more positive terms (Best

1989; Ibarra and Kitsuse 1993). The social site in which a group is located has both symbolic

and material effects (Edelman 1988; Schneider and Ingram 1993). Groups can make various

claims in an effort to locate themselves in preferred sites. But when a group is denied access
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to a legitimate social sphere, its claims must be especially compelling, for what is at stake is

not merely its exact location within this sphere, but its very presence there at all.

The media play a significant role in claims-making (Best 1989; Spector and Kitsuse

1987). News coverage mediates social understandings of events (Edelman 1988; Gamson

and Modigliani 1989) and often becomes the public record and accepted history of them.

News stories reflect and reinforce dominant social constructions, but they may also allow

(often minimal) space for their refutation and the substitution of alternative constructions.

Although journalists portray themselves as reporting the "objective" facts, they rely on the

interpretive schema of news frames to determine an event's newsworthiness and the manner

in which it will be reported.

Drawing on the established routines of news organizations, news sources, and ideology,

the media "frame" their coverage in particular ways, promoting certain issues as problematic,

certain outcomes as desirable, and certain strategies as appropriate (Ericson, Baranek, and

Chan 1991; Fishman 1980; Gitlin 1980; Hall 1977; Hall et al. 1978; Tuchman 1978). The use

of a particular news frame may advance or impede a group's ability to secure legitimacy. The

media present some social groups favorably by focusing on their vulnerability (Best 1987;

Fishman 1980) or high moral standing (Edelman 1988; Ericson, Baranek, and Chan 1991).

Alternatively, radical social movements may be undermined with coverage that decontextu-

alizes their actions (Gitlin 1980; Hall et al. 1978) or ignores their protests (Lauderdale and

Estep 1980).
The invocation of a news frame that is situated within the discourse of "terrorism" is

especially detrimental for a group's claims of legitimacy (Herman and Chomsky 1988). 3 In

modern nation-states, criminal and political activity are usually juxtaposed and associated

with separate social and moral spheres. Crime is considered an illegitimate form of behavior

and is associated with predation and public condemnation. Terrorism, in turn, is an excep-

tional form of criminality. It is deemed an aberration within modern liberal democracies.

Terrorists are viewed as irrational and depraved, without regard for public safety, civic values,

or democratic principles. While establishment figures may acknowledge that terrorists claim

political motivation, they argue that terrorism falls outside the boundaries of acceptable poli-

tics. In short, terrorists are considered utterly reprehensible and wholly illegitimate; they are

anathema to "civilized" society.
This "official discourse" (Burton and Carlen 1979) on terrorism gives rise to a particular

conception of the media's role in reporting political violence (cf. Miller 1994; Paletz and

Boiney 1992; Schlesinger, Murdock, and Elliott 1983; Schmid and de Graaf 1982). It suggests

that terrorists operate without any appreciable public support and depend for their survival

on the "oxygen of publicity" provided by media coverage of their actions. This perspective

views media organizations as pawns of manipulative terrorists. Drawn by the never-ending

imperative to report newsworthy events, journalists provide coverage that propels terrorists

into the limelight. Media coverage is viewed as a key step in getting terrorists' messages

across and, ultimately, in securing their legitimacy. 4 Laqueur (1976:104-5) sums up this

position:

The media are a terrorist's best friend. The terrorist's act by itself is nothing. Publicity is all ... But
the media are a fickle friend, constantly in need of diversity and new angles. Terrorists will always
have to be innovative; they are the super-entertainers of our time.

3. I do not provide a definition of "terrorism' as the term is so negatively construed as to render it devoid of merit
for descriptive and analytical purposes. For a contrary (and, to my mind, futile) view, see Gibbs (1989). For a legal
definition of "terrorism" in British law, see Walker (1992). Here, I use the terms "terrorism' and "terrorist' solely when
this is necessary to describe a particular perspective. Readers should not construe this usage as acceptance of the prem-
ises underlying these terms.

4. Despite its political popularity, I consider this perspective untenable, not least because it ignores the nature of
the coverage that most politically violent groups receive. For a recent and thorough critique of this approach, see Miller
(1994).
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However, the dominant news frame used to report the Northern Irish conflict reflects
the discourse of terrorism and has conspicuously failed to bestow legitimacy on paramilitary
organizations. The coverage emphasizes violent incidents, provides little background or con-
textual information, focuses on -human interest" aspects of events, relies on government
sources for information, and adopts their standpoint to interpret events (Campaign for Free-
dom of Speech on Ireland 1979; Curtis 1984; Elliott 1977; Miller 1994; Schlesinger, Murdock,
and Elliott 1983). Elliott argues that the result of this decontextualized style of reporting is a

"continual procession of unique, inexplicable events" (1977:318).
This coverage exemplifies the official discourse's characterization of the Northern Irish

conflict as "irrational" and an outbreak of "terrorism," and partly reflects the British govern-

ment's very active efforts to control media coverage of the conflict. Television programs criti-

cal of British government policy have been banned (Campaign for Freedom of Speech on
Ireland 1979), reporters who question official accounts of the conflict have been marginal-

ized (Curtis 1984), and government press officers vigorously encourage journalists to report

the conflict in criminal rather than political terms (Miller 1994). While the media give prom-
inent coverage to political violence, this coverage is extremely negative. The media do not
promote political violence; they condemn it.

The hunger strike generated unprecedented levels of media coverage of the Northern
Irish conflict. 5 Many of the non-British media, in contrast to their prior coverage of the

conflict, were highly critical of the British government (Curtis 1984; Holland 1987; Knightley

1981). These criticisms, though, were overwhelmingly directed against the "intransigence"
of the British government and did not address the legitimacy of the hunger strikers' claims.

However, claims of political motivation and popular support were at the very core of the

hunger strike. The success of the hunger strikers' assertions of legitimacy depended on public

acceptance of the validity of their claims. The present study addresses the media's role in the

claims-making process issue by focusing on how the hunger strikers' claims were reported,

and on whether the coverage presented their claims as legitimate. Before proceeding to the

methods and analysis sections, I provide a historical background to the hunger strike.

Background to the Hunger Strike

In 1971 the Northern Irish government introduced internment-consisting of the arrest

and indefinite detention without trial of those suspected of participating in political vio-

lence-to contain the widespread violence that had broken out following civil rights protests

during the late 1960s. Between 1971 and 1975, more than 2,000 individuals were interned,

usually in the Long Kesh internment camp. Originally, this camp was intended solely for

internees, but it was soon used to house convicted prisoners also. Internees were awarded

greater privileges than convicted prisoners, including the right to wear personal clothing, free

association with other prisoners, and no requirement to engage in prison work. Convicted

prisoners sought the privileges being granted to internees and began a hunger strike to secure

them. The British government was then negotiating a cease-fire with the Irish Republican
Army (IRA) and, to appease the IRA leadership and protect the negotiations, they agreed to

the prisoners' demands. In June 1972, paramilitary prisoners were granted Special Category

Status (SCS), which included the privileges previously available only to internees (Crawford
1979).

The prison regime that resulted from this was unique by any standards. Inmates were
segregated according to paramilitary allegiance, followed military command structures,

5. Curtis (1984:203) notes that the death of Bobby Sands, the leader of the hunger strike, drew camera crews
from 23 nations, including 16 crews from the U.S. television networks. More than 400 reporters and 300 photographers
covered his funeral.
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drilled with wooden rifles of their own making, and conducted lectures on revolutionary

politics and guerrilla warfare techniques (Beresford 1986). Such a system gave a great deal of

power to the paramilitary prisoners in the Long Kesh compounds, not only in facilitating

their organizational demands but also in according them legitimacy. Realizing that the con-

flict could continue indefinitely, the British government sought to offset the legitimacy that

SCS lent paramilitary organizations. As the Gardiner Committee concluded:

We can see no justification for granting privileges to a large number of criminals convicted of very
serious crimes . . . merely because they claim political motivation. It supports their own view,
which society must reject, that their political motivation in some way justifies their crimes
(1975:34-5).

Drawing heavily on the Gardiner Committee's recommendations, the British government

discontinued SCS, and the last internees were released in December 1975. This left the Brit-

ish government to pursue a different strategy for controlling political violence: the criminal-

ization policy.

Under the criminalization policy, prisoners convicted of political violence-related of-

fenses committed after March 1, 1976 would be treated as ordinary criminals with no special

status.6 Furthermore, they would no longer be housed in the Long Kesh compounds, but in a

new prison, the Maze (also known as the "H-Blocks" due to the distinctive shape of the

structures). Paramilitary inmates in the Maze prison and Armagh prison (which housed fe-

males) vehemently opposed their change in status and engaged in various protests from 1976

on (Coogan 1980).

In 1980, frustrated by its lack of success, a group of Republican prisoners went on hun-

ger strike seeking political prisoner status, other privileges available before the criminalization

policy, and the return of all the remission (sentence reductions that conforming prisoners

receive) they had lost through their protests. This strike ended before any prisoners died,

amid controversy and conflicting accounts that a settlement had been reached. The prison-

ers, claiming that the British government had reneged on its promises, announced that a

second hunger strike would follow.

Bobby Sands, a Provisional IRA prisoner who during the previous hunger strike had

been the chief negotiator with prison officials, began the hunger strike by refusing food on

March 1, 1981. The prisoners demanded a return to SCS as well as the other demands made

during the previous hunger strike. Initially, the hunger strike attracted little publicity.7

However, following the death of the incumbent Member of Parliament for the constituency

of Fermanagh/South Tyrone, Sands was nominated in the resulting by-election. He listed his

occupation as "political prisoner," and went on to win the seat. The hunger strikers and their

supporters also contested other parliamentary elections. In the by-election after Sands's

death, his former election agent, Owen Carron, contested and won the seat. The Republic of

Ireland held a general election on June 11 in which two Republican inmates, including hun-

ger striker Kieran Doherty, won seats in the D~il, the Irish parliament.

Despite the enormous amounts of media coverage that the hunger strike received, the

British government refused to concede to the demands. After 66 days without food, Sands

was the first hunger striker to die. Nine hunger strikers died after him. Relatives of the

remaining prisoners involved in the hunger strike became increasingly opposed to it, fearing

that in the face of a resolute British government the prisoners would die needlessly. The

relatives of several hunger strikers intervened once the prisoners lost consciousness, asking

.6. Part of the prisoners' claim for the return of SCS rested on the fact that individuals who already had that status
retained it. These individuals continued to live under the SCS regime, even as the hunger strike was in progress, and for
a further decade. This embarrassing reminder of the vacillation of government policy remained until the seven final
SCS prisoners were quietly released in the early 1990s (McKittrick 1991).

7. For instance, the NYT's first hunger strike story did not appear until March 16th.
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medical personnel to give them nourishment, thereby ending their fasts. Realizing the futil-

ity of their position, the remaining hunger strikers abandoned their protest on October 3,

1981. The prisoners' demands were not granted, although they did receive several conces-

sions, including the return of half of the remission they had lost (O'Malley 1990).

Method

This paper analyzes press coverage of the 1981 Northern Irish hunger strike. I examine

how the prisoners' claims were treated in the Irish Times (IT), the London Times (LT), and the

New York Times (NYT). I selected these newspapers for several reasons. First, they are well-

respected newspapers with a high circulation, particularly among social elites. In spite of

their different political orientations-the IT and the NYT are somewhat liberal, while the LT is

conservative-they are considered "newspapers of record." As such, they are key media "in-

formants" (Glassner and Corzine 1982). Second, they provide the basis for an international,

comparative analysis. Finally, they are easily accessible for research purposes. The three pa-

pers were available on microfilm, and the LT and NYT share the advantage of being indexed,

which greatly facilitated data collection. While selecting other papers, particularly Northern

Irish papers such as the Belfast Telegraph and the Irish News, would have added an important

dimension to the research, it would have been prohibitively time-consuming and beyond the

scope of this study.

Due to the huge volume of coverage generated by the hunger strike, I drew a "theoreti-

cal sample" of stories (Glaser and Strauss 1967). This entailed sampling those incidents that

were of theoretical relevance to the issues with which I was concerned, and examining all of

the coverage that fell into the time periods around those incidents. As my interest was in

press treatment of the hunger strikers' claims, particularly in terms of their challenge to the

criminalization policy, I focused on events that addressed the issues underlying the hunger

strike and highlighted divergent interpretations of the hunger strike and the Northern Irish

conflict in general. I sampled coverage from the beginning and end of the hunger strike, the

parliamentary elections in which hunger strikers or their direct representatives participated,

and the deaths and funerals of the hunger strikers.

The beginning and end of the hunger strike provided an opportunity for the papers to

contextualize the hunger strike within the Northern Irish conflict, to assess the validity of the

criminalization policy and the hunger strikers' claims, and to evaluate the outcome of the

strike. The elections provided an opportunity to assess levels of public support for, or sympa-

thy with, the hunger strikers. The hunger strikers' deaths directly challenged their "terrorist"

characterization, and the coverage of these events enabled analysis of this threat to the

criminalization policy. Funerals are key social and political rituals, especially in Northern

Ireland, and analyzing coverage of the prisoners' funerals provided an opportunity to record

responses to their deaths and assess support for their protests.

Each sampling period comprised approximately one week's coverage, yielding 95 days of

coverage (the hunger strike lasted 217 days) during which 757 hunger strike-related stories

appeared. Most of the stories were in the IT (533; 70.4 percent), but substantial numbers also

appeared in the LT (147; 19.4 percent) and in the NYT (77; 10.2 percent).

The stories were analyzed qualitatively through 'ethnographic content analysis" (Al-

theide 1987). Based on the principles of "grounded theory" (Glaser and Strauss 1967; Strauss

and Corbin 1990), ethnographic content analysis is "the reflexive analysis of documents" and

involves the "constant discovery and constant comparison of relevant situations, settings, styles,

meanings and nuances" within texts (Altheide 1987:65, 68, emphasis in original; see also

Hammersley and Atkinson 1989). Previous research sensitized me to key themes in coverage

of the conflict, especially as these related to issues of legitimacy. Major themes include the
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range and relative status of sources used, the attribution of motive, the adoption of particular
standpoints, the provision of context, and the respective emphases on politics and violence.
While these themes helped orient me towards the stories, a qualitative approach allowed me
to identify and focus on emergent issues that a more rigidly structured approach might
overlook.

I took extensive notes when initially reading the stories, often returning to coverage of
specific events in light of insights derived from, or questions posed by, subsequent coverage.
In addition to looking for general patterns and illustrative quotes, I identified and analyzed
areas of common ground among the papers' coverage, any divergent approaches, and
changes in the coverage over the course of the hunger strike.

For the sake of coherence and clarity, the analysis is presented in four sections. These
are coverage of 1) the hunger strikers' parliamentary elections, 2) their deaths, 3) their funer-
als, and 4) the hunger strikers themselves.

Press Coverage of the 1981 Hunger Strike

Parliamentary Elections

The criminalization policy predicted minimal support for the hunger strikers, and the
prisoners' participation in the elections was a vital test of that policy's validity. Their elec-
tions were an opportunity for the media to assess the implications of this for the criminaliza-
tion policy and the prisoners' claims of legitimacy.

The three newspapers gave prominent coverage to the elections of Bobby Sands, Owen
Carron, and Kieran Doherty, observing how seriously they undermined the claim that
paramilitary organizations lacked popular support. The NYT called Sands's election "a stun-
ning blow to the Protestant establishment of Northern Ireland" (April 11:1). It noted that
Sands's election "cast into doubt the view often expressed by politicians in London that the
I.R.A. is supported only by a fringe of the Catholic voters" (April 11:1). The IT also reported
Sands's election as profoundly undermining British government policy. It was described as
"a serious embarrassment to the British Government" and a 'body blow" for those who
claimed that most Nationalists would not support paramilitary organizations (April 11:1).

While these stories clearly exposed the inadequacies of the criminalization policy, the
significance of Sands's election for the hunger strikers' claims was undermined by several
other features of the coverage. These included a heavy emphasis on the reactions of others to
the election result, a discussion of its propaganda significance, and the suggestion that it
would lead to an escalation of violence. While the LT did discuss the implications of Sands's
electoral success for the criminalization policy, even though appearing ambivalent about
Sands's imminent death, its primary focus was on British politicians' discussions of whether
or not to expel the newly elected Sands from parliament. The headline reporting Sands's
election read "Party leaders to discuss Maze man's poll victory" and the story ran:

The election yesterday of Robert Sands, the Provisional IRA prisoner and hunger striker, as MP for

Fermanagh and South Tyrone faces the government with a critical decision. Party leaders will dis-

cuss the matter at the Commons on Monday. Even if he is allowed to keep his seat, he is likely to be

dead of starvation soon (LT April 11:1).

A further feature of the coverage was the suggestion that his victory would escalate
levels of violence. The NYT, for instance, reported the significance of the election result in
ominous terms. It noted that the election campaign "was heavy with political intrigue and
undertones of threatened violence," and that Sands's election "was likely to heighten tension
between Roman Catholics and Protestants in the province" (April 11:1).
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The IT discussed at length the adequacy of the criminalization policy, but there was a

corresponding preoccupation with the implications of Sands's election for political and secur-

ity issues. The IT also emphasized the propaganda aspects of the election. It carried the head-

line 'Sands election a propaganda win for hunger strike," and reported that this was a
.propaganda victory of enormous proportions" for the Republican movement (IT April 11:1).

Although each paper reported that Sands's election indicated a higher level of support

for militant Republicanism than had previously been thought to exist, the focus of the cover-

age-particularly in the LT, but also in the other papers-suggested that the election was less

important than reactions to it. The constant emphasis on the possible implications of Sands's

election was mostly considered from the standpoint of others. It was reported as a propa-

ganda victory for the leadership of the IRA, an embarrassment for the British government, a

blow to political "moderates" in Northern Ireland, and an issue of parliamentary procedure

for British politicians. Refusing to adopt the hunger strikers' standpoint de-emphasized their

protests. Sands's election may have been reported as contrary to official expectations and

doctrine, but its importance was established in relation to the reactions of others rather than

in terms of the hunger strikers' own claims.

The papers also gave large amounts of coverage to the elections of Owen Carron and

Kieran Doherty, although considerably less than Sands's election received. The LT reported

Doherty's success in the Irish general election with the headline "IRA terrorist wins seat in

new Dublin Parliament" (June 13:1). As with Sands's election, this was not reported as a

legitimate political challenge, but as a subtly managed propaganda exercise: "In another

propaganda coup for the provisional IRA, a Maze prisoner has been elected to the Irish Parlia-

ment" (June 13:1). Similarly, the LT did not focus on the political implications of Carron's

election to the British Parliament, emphasizing instead that it gave the sagging Republican

movement a "much needed boost in the hunger strike campaign" (August 21:1).

The IT's coverage differed significantly from that of the LT. For example, in contrast to

the derogatory LT headline, Doherty's election was reported with the more neutral state-

ment, "H-Block men set to take 2 seats." The IT also stressed the hunger strike's continuing

(rather than flagging) support when reporting both election results:

A total of nine candidates [from] the National H-Blocks/Armagh committee stood in the [Irish-gen-

eral] election. In many constituencies they polled exceptionally well, exceeding all expectations

including those of their supporters (June 13:1, 9).

Mr Carron won with 31,278 votes, exceeding both the vote and the margin of victory achieved last

April by Bobby Sands... whose death left the seat vacant (August 21:1).

The NYT's coverage again questioned the accuracy of the criminalization policy's as-

sumptions. When reporting the election of two IRA members to the Diil, it noted that they

had made "surprisingly good showings" (June 14:5). It also observed that these results 'cast

doubt on the conventional wisdom, vigorously encouraged by both governments, that the

I.R.A. has very little general support among the general population" (June 16:A3).

Each paper highlighted the discrepancies between the official rhetoric of the criminaliza-

tion policy and the election results. But while official policy was challenged, the papers did

not claim that this amounted to acceptance of the hunger strikers' claims, and, ultimately,

the legitimation of political violence. The majority of the coverage was concerned more with

evaluating the hunger strikers' strategy than assessing the validity of their claims. It was the

success of the hunger strikers' election campaigns that needed to be accounted for, not the

claim that they were politically motivated. On the fundamental question of their legitimacy,

there was no movement; they may have been electorally successful, but they remained

"terrorists."



The Construction of Legitimacy 457

Deaths
A key assumption of the criminalization policy was that paramilitary prisoners' crimes

had been motivated by selfish, criminal, and predatory interests, rather than commitment to
a political goal. By starving themselves to death, the hunger strikers' sought to refute this
aspect of the criminalization policy. Press coverage of their deaths provided an opportunity
to examine their claims of political motivation and personal commitment.

The death by self-starvation of a paramilitary prisoner who also was a member of the
British parliament was, by any standards of newsworthiness, an immensely important story.
Each newspaper gave considerable and prominent coverage to the story. The IT, for example,
published 96 hunger strike-related stories between May 3 and May 8, and, when announcing
Sands's death on May 5, it devoted three-and-a-half full pages of coverage to his death and to
the reactions of various officials, politicians, and religious and community leaders. The cov-
erage combined many themes, including human interest aspects of the story as well as the
political and security implications of his death. All papers -provided the close details of
Sands's death. The LT observed that: "For days he defied medical expectations and lived on
mineral water, unable even to take salt. He spent the last part of his life on a water bed to
protect his frail bones" (May 5:1). The IT added that: "His family were at his bedside when
he died" (May 5:1).

Despite these similarities, considerable differences emerged between the papers' cover-
age of Sands's death. The LT (May 5:1) expressed significant concern at the prospect of vio-
lence and hinted at a theme that was increasingly visible in the British government's
response to the hunger strike-that the whole protest was a propaganda exercise: 8

Hundred of journalists from all over the world have given Northern Ireland its greatest flood of
publicity since the ugly, violent early 1970s. The province now waits to see whether the Provisional
IRA will launch a campaign of violence and destruction in Northern Ireland or England. The view
among close observers is that the Provisionals, whose activities are under unprecedented watch by
the security forces might bide their time while the propaganda machine continues to concentrate on
the remaining hunger strikers.

The IT carried a large, front-page photograph of a smiling and rather chubby Sands, and
its coverage focused on the reactions of others. Of the six front page hunger strike stories
that appeared on May 5 following Sands's death, one dealt with his death, one described the
violence following his death, and four concerned the political implications of, and politicians'
reactions to, his death.

The NYT focused on the violent implications of Sands's death, carrying a front-page pho-
tograph of a masked man firing a slingshot in front of an overturned car. Like the other
papers, the NYT had forecast that Sands's death would bring the level of violence in Northern
Ireland to a new extreme. When this did not materialize, it seemed puzzled: "Even in Bel-
fast, as dawn broke over the tense city, there was still no widespread pattern of violence, and
most of the streets were quiet" (May 5:1).

8. Although the hunger strikers were anxious to exploit the media's interest in their protests, and Sands contacted
the IRA leadership advising such a strategy (see Clarke 1987, Appendix I), the existence of a pervasive "propaganda
machine" working on their behalf may be less than accurate. Neil Hickey, a U.S. journalist in Northern Ireland during
the hunger strike, interviewed the sole full-time employee at the Republican Press Centre in Belfast who told him: "Do
you know the sum total of the famous republican propaganda machine everyone talks about? I'm it" (1981:26). Never-
theless, the IT still paused to marvel at Republicans' 'flair for propaganda:"

That the whole world knows of alleged British intransigence is mainly a result of the untiring efforts of the Republican
Press Centre.. It is manned on a 24-hour basis by a courteous and helpful staff, and journalists who go there are
issued with press accreditation to enable them to move freely around republicant [sic] west Belfast... The republicans'
flair for propaganda is not confined to issuing statements, which when they deal with incidents, are often reliable and
accurate... (August 3:2)
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Over the course of the hunger strike, other differences emerged between the papers'

coverage of the hunger strikers' deaths. While the IT and the NYT focused on a range of

issues when reporting the deaths, the LT consistently reported the deaths in terms of the

propaganda windfall that it assumed each death would accrue for paramilitary organizations.

When reporting Doherty's death, for instance, the LT suggested that a resolution to the hun-

ger strike was needed not so much to save lives as to prevent further propaganda gains to the

IRA:

With the condition of Mr Kieran Doherty... rapidly deteriorating as he enters the 56th day of his

fast at the Maze today, the need to find a solution to the hunger strike continues, and becomes

more urgent as his death would be a major propaganda coup for the IRA (July 16:1).

This theme was also evident in a LT (August 13:1) story following his death: "With the death

of Mr Doherty the IRA has probably gained its most dramatic propaganda coup since Robert

Sands.. .died in May."

Further differences between the papers are evident from a comparison of the headlines

of stories reporting the deaths. In the IT and the NYT, every hunger striker's death was

mentioned in a headline; the LT had headlines for eight of the ten deaths. As the hunger

strike progressed, stories reporting the deaths were gradually moved from the front page to

inside pages. In the IT, the first nine deaths were front page stories and the tenth appeared

on inside pages. In the LT, six of the eight headlines were on the front page and two were on

inside pages. The NYT had front page headlines for only the first two deaths; the remaining

eight were placed on inside pages. A similar trend appeared in relation to whether the head-

lines named the hunger striker. The LT mentioned only Sands by name. All the other deaths

were numbered or reported in some other impersonal way. The NYT also mentioned only

Sands by name. All but one of the other hunger strikers were numbered. The IT was the

most likely to name the hunger strikers in the headlines reporting their deaths; it named

eight of them.

Sands's death received the most coverage during the hunger strike. The deaths of other

hunger strikers who closely followed Sands received large amounts of coverage, but, as the

hunger strike wore on, the newsworthiness of a prisoner starving himself to death in pursuit

of political status began to decline. As the deaths continued, the coverage in all papers be-

came less personal. This routinization of death was not limited to headlines; it was reflected in

the stories. There was a decreasing urgency in stories announcing a hunger striker's death,

and the stories began to focus less on the nature of the death and more on its implications for

ending the strike or causing further violence. The stories in the NYT and the IT that reported

Martin Hurson's death, the sixth hunger striker to die, reflect this trend:

The death of 26-year-old Martin Hurson at 4:30 a.m. was signalled to Catholic areas by the ritualis-

tic clattering of garbage can lids by women... The violence that followed was far more modest than

the reaction to the five other deaths (NYT July 14:A3).

Four soldiers and one civilian were injured, but not seriously, in shooting incidents in Belfast yes-

terday following the death of the hunger striker, Martin Hurson. However, rioting... was not as

serious as it had been after the deaths of previous hunger strikers (IT July 14:1).

Newsworthiness has a temporal aspect to it, and the diminishing significance of the hun-

ger strikers' deaths reflects this. After Sands's death, the deaths of the other hunger strikers

were typified as further examples of the "what-a-storyl" that had been dealt with in previous

reports (Tuchman 1978). The routinization of these extraordinary and unprecedented "oc-

currences" into "types" of media events served to normalize the very issues that the hunger

strikers sought to problematize. The increasing depersonalization and anonymity with which

the hunger strikers' deaths were reported also suggests a corresponding decreasing interest in

the entire hunger strike. By changing the status of their deaths from front page stories to
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inside page stories, by numbering rather than naming them, and by signifying the impor-
tance of their deaths in relation to factors other than the deaths themselves, the papers im-
plied that their deaths, and the hunger strike itself, were of diminishing importance.

Funerals

The hunger strikers' funerals were focal points in the hunger strike. They were a forum
in which the hunger strikers' deaths could be further analyzed, as well as an indicator of
public support for, or sympathy with, the hunger strikers. Funeral coverage offered the me-
dia an opportunity to discuss the prisoners' personal motivation and their levels of popular
support.

The IT consistently offered the most sympathetic accounts of the hunger strikers' funer-
als. Reporting Sands's funeral, it had the sober headline: "Silent thousands hear peace pleas
at Sands funeral." It described the enormous turnout as a genuine demonstration of sympa-
thy with Sands and Republicanism (May 8:1):

In the biggest demonstration of Republican sympathy since the protest rally immediately after
Bloody Sunday, tens of thousands yesterday followed the coffin of the IRA hunger-striker and MP
Bobby Sands, through west Belfast.

When reporting Raymond McCreesh's funeral, the IT stressed the high level of community
support for his stance. It noted that the local priest "spoke of Raymond McCreesh's loyalty to
his family and country," and that the funeral mass "was conducted almost entirely in fluent
Irish" (May 25:5).

The funerals provided an opportunity for the NYT to juxtapose the "military mood" of
these events with the "tranquil" Northern Irish landscape. By evoking this romantic imagery,
the NYT seemed to suggest that political violence was "out of place" in Northern Ireland. For
Francis Hughes's funeral, it wrote:

.. the funeral procession on this afternoon to a country churchyard was accompanied by masked
paramilitary commandos in battle dress. The tense military mood-set not only by the hard-look-
ing young men with their masks and guns but also by four British Army helicopters that clattered
overhead-contrasted harshly with the peaceful sun-soaked countryside, a picture-postcard land of
ancient stone cottages with thatched roofs and gentle green meadows grazed by fat lazy sheep (May
16:3).

The NYT and the LT problematized the funerals in various ways. The coverage persist-
ently stated that the funerals were "staged" to generate publicity for the hunger strike. Other
elements of the hunger strikers' funerals were also called into question, including their burial
status:

The outlawed Irish Republican Army staged a funeral today for Robert Sands, burying him with
what it called "full military honours.'... It was the biggest demonstration the IRA had staged here
in years, with several thousand people marching along and several thousand others lining the route
(LT May 8:1).

At the military-style funeral that the IRA staged for Mr. Sands in the 'republican plot" of a rain-
swept Belfast cemetery ... (NYT May 14:A8)

These themes were evident throughout the course of the hunger strike. On the occasion of
Patsy O'Hara's funeral, the LT wrote that 'the gunmen were staging an impressive show of
force as Mr. O'Hara was buried" (May 26:2). Similarly, Sinn F~in's "unusually strong appeal"
for no rioting during Sands's funeral was explained in terms of a media audience: "The obvi-
ous aim is not to deflect the interest of the hundreds of foreign journalists now in Belfast
away from the continuing hunger strike" (LT May 7:1).
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The strategic use of quotation marks, the allegations that the funerals were staged for

propaganda purposes, and other similar reporting techniques blatantly disrupted the unques-

tioned ritual that normally characterizes media coverage of the funerals of establishment

figures (Davis and Walton 1983; Wagner-Pacifici 1986). By problematizing these features of

the funerals, the stories derailed their naturalness (Molotch and Boden 1985; Tuchman 1978)

and undermined potential claims that the funerals demonstrated significant levels of public

support for the hunger strikers. Such coverage implicitly discredited the prisoners' claims of

legitimacy.

A significant feature of the LT's funeral coverage was that it often combined coverage of

a hunger striker's funeral with details of other casualties of the conflict in the same story.

The story reporting Sands's funeral highlights this:

The Roman Catholics buried Robert Sands yesterday as Protestants lamented their 2,000 dead from
12 years of terrorism ... [Sands'] graveside was thronged with hundreds of photographers and jour-
nalists, their vantage point assured by two large scaffolding structures erected by the Provisionals...
Soon there will be another funeral, that of [Police Constable] Ellis, the 147th policeman killed by
republican terrorists in 12 years. His will be a rather more lonely affair (May 8:1; see also May
15:2, and August 5:2).

While these stories connected events related to the hunger strike, they also served to remind

LT readers that the hunger strikers were not the only casualties of the conflict and to high-

light the media's differential treatment of these events. Both other papers gave significant

amounts of coverage to the funerals of members of the security forces and others killed in the

violence. But it was only in the LT that the hunger strikers' funerals were reported in this

way, as if to deny them coverage or expose them as fraudulent "staged" events so that the

funerals of "real" victims would not be slighted.

The Hunger Strikers

The claim that the hunger strikers viewed themselves as political actors rather than

criminals was crucial to their protest. By stressing their political motivations, they sought to

expand the boundaries of legitimate political activity and their own identities and to become

reconstituted as political actors. The coverage of features of their personal lives was crucial to

the process of "typifying" (Best 1989) them as criminals and "terrorists," or as political actors.

Throughout the LT's coverage, there was a constant emphasis on the 'violent" pasts of

the hunger strikers. Its coverage cast the strike in ominous terms. For example, while

Sands's status within the prison was left open to question, his dangerous nature was in no

doubt:

Mr. Robert Sands, described as the leader of the Provisional IRA men at the Maze prison, near

Belfast, began his threatened hunger strike yesterday. Those who know him describe him as a hard
man and Provisional Sinn Fein said he is prepared to carry out his threat to fast to the death (March
2:1).

The LT provided similar coverage of Francis Hughes, widely attributed with killing numerous

members of the Northern Irish security forces, and the second hunger striker to die.

Hughes's violent past was the dominant theme around which his death was reported. As his

death grew imminent, the LT observed that: "Francis Hughes, aged 25, the murderer of a

young British paratrooper, was yesterday fading fast after refusing food for 52 days" (May

6:1). Additionally, in all of its background stories on the hunger strikers, the LT drew heavily

on the "fact files" of paramilitary prisoners released by the Northern Ireland Office, the exec-

utive and administrative branch of the British government in Northern Ireland (e.g., August

19:24). These documents, which contained the hunger strikers' 'mug shots" and criminal

records, placed a heavy emphasis on violence they had committed.
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The NYT generally avoided the explicitly derogatory terminology used by the LT, such as
"terrorist" and 'killer," and instead referred to the prisoners and paramilitary groups in gen-
eral as "guerrillas." The hunger strikers, for example, were referred to as "guerrilla prisoners"
and -convicted guerrillas" (October 3:6), paramilitary groups as "Irish Nationalist guerrillas"
(October 5:1), and Sands as a "convicted Irish Republican Army guerrilla" (April 10:A5).

The NYT also gave prominence to the relatives of the hunger strikers, frequently quoting
them in stories. One headline appeared: "Striker in Belfast Weaker; Mother Pleads for Calm"
(May 4:1). A further story was published that offered an intimate portrait of the family of
Patsy O'Hara, the fourth hunger striker to die. Composed of interviews conducted with the
O'Hara family in their home, this story began with the television news starting (May 7:A18):

"Shush, wait till we see if Patsy's on," said Peggy O'Hara as she turned up the television in her living
room... "It's terrible," said the 50-year-old Mrs O'Hara. "I didn't realize fully that this whole thing
was real until Bobby died. I kept thinking something would be done at the last minute."

Although this story was the only one of its kind to appear in the NYT's coverage, its appear-
ance is itself significant. No such stories sympathetic to the families of the hunger strikers
appeared in the LT.

The IT's coverage of the hunger strikers was extensive. While it reported the details of
the Northern Ireland Office's "fact files," its coverage extended beyond the hunger strikers'
often violent pasts into other aspects of their lives, including family backgrounds, experiences
of victimization or discrimination, and, in Sands's case, to details of athletic prowess in
school: "A lightly built man of about 5 feet 9 inches, with blue-grey eyes and shoulder length
hair, he had been an able schoolboy athlete and collected several trophies" (IT May 5:6a). It
was the only paper to use the more personal "Bobby" rather than "Robert" when referring to
him.

The IT's coverage of the other hunger strikers also included this tendency to personalize
them. One story was headlined "Patsy O'Hara-a life shaped by the troubles," and con-
cerned O'Hara's family background and the extent of his own suffering. It reported that:
"Patsy, the hunger striker, was shot in the foot by the British Army when he was 12 years
old. By the time he was 22, he had spent at least 5 years in prison" (May 13:9). A similar
story concerned Raymond McCreesh. This story was headlined, "Youngest hunger-striker
described as religious," and related McCreesh's participation in religious services while in
prison (May 13:9). Even Hughes received less damning coverage in the IT. In contrast to the
LT's description of him as "once one of the most wanted IRA killers in Ireland" (May 13:1),
the IT noted that Hughes was "once described as the most wanted man in Northern Ireland."
Additionally, the relative speed with which he died was attributed to "the fact that he suf-
fered gunshot wounds during a gunbattle in which he killed a British soldier, and was then
hospitalised for ten months" (May 13:1).

These stories made the hunger strikers' engagement in political violence partly appear as
an understandable consequence of their own experiences of harassment and victimization.
For example, the story on O'Hara's family related how "most of his own family have been
engulfed by the troubles" (IT May 13:9). These stories suggested that the prisoners were the
products of the Northern Ireland conflict rather than the reverse. The implication that they
were victims was very much at odds with the LT's coverage, which continually represented
them in one-dimensionally violent terms, as "terrorists" who bore sole responsibility for the
conflict.

Accounting for the hunger strikers' commitment to their fast to the death was the sub-
ject of much public speculation, and the British government consistently claimed that the
Provisional IRA leadership had ordered them to starve to death. However, the IT never ques-
tioned the hunger strikers' personal commitment to their fasts. The British government's
claim that the prisoners had been ordered to die was, quite simply, never taken seriously. In
fact, the IT's coverage implied that only genuine commitment could account for their actions.
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One story noted the irony of the prisoners' actions, observing that had McCreesh refrained

from participating in the prison protests, -he would be released in 1983" (May 13:9).

For the other papers, the issue of the prisoners' individual commitment was problema-

tized. The NYT reported that British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher "has insisted through-

out that [the hunger strikers] are acting under orders from an I.R.A. high command outside

the prison" (August 1:3). Nevertheless, it did not question the strength of their commitment.

In place of the claim that the prisoners had been ordered to die, it suggested that they were

indeed personally committed to their course of action, although more so than seemed appro-

priate or even rational: "To ignore the food that constantly sits before them seems certainly

to be an act of individual will, even if born of group fanaticism" (NYT August 23:12).

The LT, however, accepted the British government's claim that the prisoners were or-

dered to starve to death. During one bout of negotiations, it reported that:

Four of the eight strikers were apparently ready to end their protest and to take nourishment, but

the other four were still holding out. That was the information reaching London after a fifth day of

urgent negotiations in Belfast ... [which included] leaders of the provisional IRA from whom the

prisoners are understood still to be taking orders. The fact that all eight hunger strikers are under

orders has made it impossible for government officials or, it seems, the mediators to assess the

chances of agreement being reached (July 8:1).

This cast the hunger strike in a very different light, offering the British government a plausi-

ble excuse for not ending the strike by allowing it to claim that the real instigators were not

the prisoners themselves, but the IRA leadership outside the prison. This also suggested that

while the prisoners may be sympathized with as individuals, to yield to their demands would

advance the interests of the IRA and other paramilitary groups.

Overall, the most significant difference among the papers' coverage was their personal

depictions of the hunger strikers. Context is necessary to make meaningful even the most

seemingly transparent piece of information (Molotch and Boden 1985), and the provision of

context served to distinguish the papers' coverage. Of the three papers, the IT was the most

likely to contextualize the prisoners, by providing biographies of them that extended beyond

their violent acts to other features of their lives. It also was the least likely to routinize and

depersonalize their deaths. The IT often adopted the standpoint of hunger strikers and their

relatives, representatives, or supporters. It usually published Republican press releases in

full, and typically provided frequent and extensive quotes from hunger strike supporters. By

articulating the "voice" of the hunger strikers, the IT aligned itself more closely with their

position than the other papers did.

However, when the IT's coverage is considered in its entirety, the stories that offered a

sympathetic view of the prisoners were little more than isolated accounts lost amid "factual"

reports of events and the reactions of government officials. Even the IT's poignant accounts

of the hunger strikers and their families did not suggest that political violence was justified on

the basis of the motivations of those involved. In fact, its emphasis on the human costs of the

hunger strike, both to the prisoners and to others, suggested that political violence was inher-

ently wasteful of human life and ultimately unjustified.
9 While one of the hunger strikers'

goals was to establish themselves as victims of British government policy, their depiction as

sympathetic figures in these "human interest" stories removed them from the political con-

text in which they located themselves, and reconstituted them as suffering individuals. This

individual focus situated them in the personal rather than the political realm, and so any

sympathy these stories aroused was accompanied by a depoliticization process.

9. See, for example, '64 Killed During Current Prison Protest" (IT October 5:8).
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Conclusion

This paper has examined the media's role in the construction of legitimacy by analyzing
coverage in the Irish Times, London Times, and New York Times of a critical claims-making
event in Northern Irish history, the 1981 hunger strike. On the basis of this research, three
broad points can be made. First, although all papers gave extensive coverage to the hunger
strikers' claims and offered criticism of the criminalization policy and its assumptions, they
provided no direct support for the hunger strikers. Despite the often significant differences
among the papers, politically violent groups can expect condemnation rather than legitima-
tion from the media. Second, negatively constructed groups may be typified somewhat more
positively only through sympathetic and human interest stories, but this still occurs in the
shadow of the dominant negative characterization and involves a depoliticization process.
Finally, the huge impact of the hunger strike on Northern Irish society suggests that support
for politically violent groups offered by local media and cultural frameworks may be sufficient
to outweigh the negative coverage evident in prominent national media.

Of the papers examined here, the LT adhered most closely to the British government's
account of the hunger strike. While it did report that the hunger strikers' elections were
contrary to the expectations fostered by government policy, most of its coverage undermined
the hunger strike. The hunger strikers' elections were described as propaganda exercises and
issues of parliamentary procedure, their deaths were routinized and depersonalized, their
funerals were presented as "staged" events, and the hunger strikers themselves were charac-
terized in one-dimensionally violent terms and as dupes of the IRA leadership. The hunger
strike was a direct threat to Britain's policies in Northern Ireland, and the LT's coverage re-
flected this concern. Because of the correspondence between the British government's posi-
tion and that of the LT, it seems that the LT was serving as an instrument of "official
discourse' (Burton and Carlen 1979), mobilizing in ritualistic fashion in defense of the state
in times of social crisis (Davis and Walton 1983; Elliott 1982; Wagner-Pacifici 1986).

The NYT and the IT were much more likely than the LT to challenge the validity of the
criminalization policy and accept as genuine the hunger strikers' commitment to their cause.
Although the theme that the hunger strike was a propaganda exercise appeared in these
papers, it was much less evident than in the LT. 10 This difference in coverage may partly
reflect the more liberal orientation of the IT and the NYT, but it is probably primarily because
they are located in nation-states where the British government's stance towards Northern
Ireland exerts far less influence. The often substantial differences between the coverage of
the IT and the LT, again, probably reflect the historical tensions between Britain and Ireland
and the distinctive interpretations of the Northern Irish conflict dominant in each society.

Even in the NYT and the IT, however, the hunger strikers' claims were not presented as
legitimate. Much greater attention was devoted to highlighting the inadequacies of the
criminalization policy than to assessing the prisoners' claims. The coverage offered a critique
of British government policy rather than a debate over the legitimacy of political violence.
Significantly, the stories most sympathetic to the hunger strikers had an individualistic focus
and human interest appeal. It was only in their construction as sympathetic and suffering
individuals that the hunger strikers escaped condemnation as 'terrorists.' This sympathetic

10. It would be hard to exaggerate the extent of the LT's preoccupation with the theme of Republican propa-
ganda. Stories appeared dealing with many aspects of media coverage of the strike, especially how the story was re-
ported in foreign media, and the claims of the British government and the security forces that foreign journalists were
provoking violence and reporting inaccurate or fabricated stories. See, for example, 'The Verdict Abroad on Sands"
(May 7:2), "US Columnist Resigns over Ulster Article" (May 9:2), "Foreign Cameramen 'Inciting Violence" (May 11:2),
"Ulster Bitterness at Conduct of Media" (May 12:2), " 'Soft Assignment' a Firing Line For Our Man in New York" (May
13:2), *The Ulster Propaganda Battle" (May 13:2), 'MP Accuses Camera Team as Ulster Mourns Dead" (May 15:2),
"Media Wamed Not to Stir Up Trouble" (May 15:9), 'The H-Block Propaganda War" (August 3:2) and "Propaganda War
Grows as Maze Striker Weakens" (August 19:24).
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coverage, however, was extended to them specifically as individuals, not as representatives of

paramilitary organizations or political actors.

It is unclear whether this form of coverage is, for negatively constructed groups, a neces-

sary initial step towards the generation of increasingly favorable coverage, or the end of the

road in terms of reconfiguring their identity. The nation-state's monopoly over the legiti-

mate use of coercive force may be so fundamental to it, and so constitutive of social relations,

that it precludes the media from serving as a vehicle for the legitimation of politically violent

groups opposed to it. The possibilities for altering the social construction of groups character-

ized as "terrorists" or in other equally negative ways, may be limited to similar occasional

expressions of sympathy with specific individuals. The legitimation of political violence,

through the construction of politically violent individuals as legitimate political actors, was

absent from these papers.

Nevertheless, the hunger strike had several positive consequences for Republicanism. It
"unintentionally mobilized" (Smyth 1987) in constitutional politics those who violently chal-

lenged the Northern Irish state, encouraging them to pursue a dual strategy of political partic-

ipation and political violence (Bairner 1986; Clarke 1987; Hannigan 1985). It generated large

amounts of sympathy for Nationalism in foreign media (Curtis 1984; Knightly 1981), and led

Nationalist organizations to invest much more heavily in public relations endeavors (Miller

1994). Finally, it gave Nationalism a "cultural capital" windfall, providing a group of 'mar-

tyrs" who were quickly incorporated into popular culture (Rolston 1991).

This seems to suggest that the media's role in the claims-making process is neither deci-

sive nor final, and that negative coverage need not signal the demise of a group's claims-

making process. It is important to note, however, that the primary audiences of the papers

studied here are in Dublin, London, and New York, respectively-not in Northern Ireland.

While their coverage may have had some influence on Nationalists' attitudes towards the

hunger strike, Nationalists already had access to several local media that support Nationalism

and probably portrayed the hunger strike in far more positive terms than the papers ex-

amined here (Curtis 1984; Elliott 1977; Girard 1991). Nationalists also had available a wide

repertoire of cultural understandings that offered coherent frameworks with which to inter-

pret the hunger strike (Burton 1978; Feldman 1991; Sluka 1989). While some audiences-

perhaps LT readers, given the stories it published-may wonder why the hunger strike so

profoundly affected Northern Ireland, or even why it occurred at all, local media and local

cultural understandings may provide a sufficient basis of support from which to launch and

sustain such protests. The failure of the British government and national-level media to ap-

preciate and/or acknowledge the strength, resilience, and coherence of these, will lead to the

continued construction of the 1981 hunger strike and similar events as irrational phenom-

ena. The official discourse of terrorism, permeating both the criminalization policy and the

news frames used to report the Northern Irish conflict, has systematically devalued such local

understandings and hindered the development of a public discourse that would reflect a ten-

able understanding of that conflict.
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