Romantic Revolutionaries or Repugnant
Rebels? New York Times Coverage of the Irish
Republican Army Before and After the 1993
World Trade Center Bombing

By James D. Ivory

While over the water the papers cried
“The patriot fights for his countryside!”

-- Rudyard Kipling, The Ballad of Boh Da Throne

The September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks in New York City and
Washington, D. C., have changed attitudes toward terrorist groups, in-
cluding those that have traditionally enjoyed the romantic sympathies of
supporters in the United States. Particularly relevant to this is the Irish
Republican Army (LR.A.), or Oglaigh na hEireann,' a group that origi-
nated as the Irish Volunteers durmg the initial 1916 Irish revelt against
British occupatlon and has existed in one form or another ever since de—
spite statements in October 2001 that it had begun decommissioning.’
The IL.R.A. has historically escaped universal contempt in the United
States but may now feel what Jonathan Stevenson called “the chilling ef-
fect of September 117 in a National Review article.*

If these recent events,-involving a terrorist group that pursues no ne-
gotiable political objective, chill sympathies in the United States toward
a politically motivated group such as the Irish Republican Army,’ this
may spell trouble for the organization. While the U.S. government has
historically held to a non-intervention policy regarding the Northern Ire-
land dispute,® there have been recent intervention efforts arguably sym-
pathettc to the LR.A.’s cause. In 1995-96, President Clinton’s involve-
ment in resolving the conflict exceeded that of prev10us presidents’ and
employed strategies that upset Britain.” Additionally, it is largely conced-
ed that weapons and funds from private sources arid supporting organiza-
tions have supported the LR.A. over its considerable life span, though the
extent of this support has typically proven difficult to measure.’

Claims that the backlash from the September 11, 2001, attacks has
affected sentiment toward the I.R.A. in the United States begs the ques-
tion: How has the LR.A.’s image been affected by previous attacks of un-
related terror cabals? Have past terror events more closely tied to the
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United States similarly caused Americans to question their sympathies
toward the often romantically viewed Irish Republican Army? By exten-
sion, does this effect change in U.S. media coverage of the organization?
This research examines those questions via an analysis of news coverage
in the New York Times before and after a previous—and, in many ways,
similar—terror attack in the United States: the vehicle bombing carried
out at the base of the World Trade Center on February 26, 1993.

The LR.A., Americans and the Media

In its goal to restore “Home Rule” to British Northern Ireland, the
LR.A. has long enjoyed a close and supportive relationship with many
Irish-Americans. An official Irish-American lobby in Washington has
existed since almost immediately after the end of World War II in 1945,
preceded by less official Irish-American support for Irish nationalists dat-
ing back to the 1860s." This is logical for a nation where millions have
Irish ancestry: The Home Rule movement in Ireland has relied heavily
on emotional appeals to Irish tradition, as well as Catholicism, since the
founding of the Irish revolt against Britain in 1916.

Media involvement has also been a crucial issue for the Home Rule
movement since its inception; Irish nationalist newspapers and books
produced by Frank Gallagher in early years of the Irish revolution earned
him the nickname “The Irish Dr. Goebbels.”” Deliberate control of mes-
sages from LR.A. critics in Britain has also been ubiquitous and signifi-
cant, from British media efforts to avoid broadcasting television imagery
that might evoke sympathy for Home Rule or criticism of the Northern
Irish government” to denigrating images of Irish revolutionaries in Brit-
ish “Troubles Fiction.”"*

Less research has been conducted regarding media coverage of the
LR.A. in the {officially) neutral United States. We do know that the
Irish-American press offerings The Irish World, the Gaelic-American,
and Freeman’s Journal and Catholic Register were censored by the U.S.
government during World War I under espionage law for their criticism
of British policy regarding Ireland, though the mainstream Hearst papers
escaped similar punishment.” Research does not, however, extensively
describe the nature of more recent press coverage of the LR.A. in the
United States, despite the apparently significant impact of U.S. public
opinion upon the organization’s political, military, and financial welfare.
Considering the speculation about a chilling effect on sympathy for the
IR.A. after recent unrelated terrorist attacks, an examination of press
coverage during similar times is also valuable as an exploration of possi-
ble relationships between U.S. terrorist crises and press coverage of other
paramilitary groups. '
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The 1993 Bombing and the New York Times

In the 1993 World Trade Center attack, Islamic extremists killed six
and injured 1,042 when a bomb placed in a truck exploded in the second
basement level of the World Trade Center. The attack has since been
eclipsed by the destruction of the Center by terrorists on September 11,
2001, but at the time the 1993 attack was called the most destructive ter-
rorist act'ever committed in the nation’s history.'® While it is impossible
here to analyze the effect of all terrorist events in U.S. history on cover-
age of the LR.A. in all available mainstream press outlets, the 1993
World Trade Center bombing provides a natural analogy to the specula-
tion surrounding a chilling effect with regard to groups such as the LR.A.
from the September 11, 2001 attacks since they share similar prominence
and location. Additionally, potential interaction between the 1993 bomb-
ing and LR.A. coverage is an interesting prospect because the attack’s
method, a bomb in a vehicle, has historically been a typical LR.A. tactic.

The New York Times is a sensible starting point for analysis of
changes in LR.A. coverage after the 1993 bombing, and for more reasons
than its shared location with the event. If changes in both the frequency
and nature of press coverage might be viewed as indicators of trends in
public opinion and attention toward the LR.A. after a terrorist event on
U.S. soil, the Times’ nationwide circulation and status as a highly regard-
ed peer source among other newspapers'’ make the publication an exem-
plary subject for this study’s exaraination of a previously unexplored is-
sue in U.S. press coverage. If indeed the New York Times is viewed, as
Herbert J. Gans asserts in Deciding What’s News, as “the professional
setter of standards” with regard to story selection and quality,” then ob-
servations about the Times’ coverage of an issue may be, to a degree, ge-
neralizable to other mainstream U.S. press offerings.

Article Frequencies

A cursory glance at coverage of the LR.A. in the New York Times
would suggest that the 1993 World Trade Center bombing had an effect
on coverage of the paramilitary group. Items mentioning the LR.A. rose
from 109 in the year preceding the bombing to 184 in the year following
it, an increase of 69%.” However, trends in coverage over this 24-
month period, displayed in Figure 1, do not easily support such a simple
conclusion. While the total number of articles after the February 26,
1993, bombing was greater than that before it, the long-term trends in
coverage do not appear as clearly linkable to the bombing. Instead, cov-
erage of the LR.A. in the New York Times fluctuated, often in conjunc-
tion with significant developments and events pertinent to the LR.A.

For example, the notable amount of articles mentioning the IR.A. in
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January and February of 1994 cannot be plausibly linked to the New
York City bombing of two years previous. This increase is instead owed,
at least in large part, to Sinn Fein party head and LR.A. advocate Gerry
Adams’ diplomatic visit to Manhattan, during which Adams was exten-
sively exposed to media via interviews, conferences, and statements.”
Other increases and decreases in article frequency, especiaily when sep-
arated from the April 26, 1993, attack by some time, appear to foliow no
apparent pattern in relation to the bombing and suggest that an overall re-
jationship over the two-year span is not likely.

Figure 1
Number of New York Times Items Referencing
the Irish Republican Army for the One-Year Periods
Preceding & Following the 1993 World Trade Center Bombing

Months from ,
WTC bombing Number of articles referencing LR.A. (X=1 article)
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Time period measured from February 27, 1692 to February 26, 1994. Number
indicates the month’s distance from February 26, 1993 bombing (represented by
the “###"), starting with -1 and 1 for the months immediately preceding and fol-
lowing that date. Months measured from the 27th of each month to the 26th of

the following month.
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Figure 2
Number of New York Times Items Referencing
the Irish Republican Army for the Nine Week Periods
Preceding & Following the 1993 World Trade Center Bombing.

Number of articles
7-day period referencing LR A. (X=1 article)
12/26-1-1 XXX
1/2-1/8 X
1/9-1/15 X
1/16-1/22 XX
1/23-1/29 X
1/30-2/5 X
2/6-2/12 XXX
2/13-2/19 X
2/20-2/26 X
H
2/27-3/5 XXXXXXX
3/6-3/12 XXXXXX
3/13-3/19 XXX
3/20-3/26 KXXXXXX
3/27-472 XXXXXXX
4/3-4/9 XXXX
4/10-4/16 XX
4/17-4/23 XXX
4/24-4/30 XXXXX

Time period measured as the 18 seven-day periods from December 26, 1992 to
April 30, 1993. “##H#¥ indicates World Trade Center bombing.

When trends are analyzed in the more immediate time period sur-
rounding the World Trade Center bombing, a pronounced increase in ar-
ticles mentioning the LR. A, following the event is apparent. Forty-three
articles mentioned the group in the two months following the bombing,
as opposed to 14 in the two previous months. The immediate fluctuation
in reference frequencies for the eighteen weeks surrounding the attack,
shown in Figure 2, indicates an obvious and sustained increase in' men-
tions of the LR.A. in the weeks immediately following the World Trade
Center bombing.” This unmistakably pronounced change in frequency
of coverage could be construed as more powerful evidence that the
World Trade Center bombing affected the amount of attention given to
the LR.A. by the New York Times than less apparent long-term trends.

However, such a claim is again made problematic by the possibility
that the increase is only an artifact of a coincidental increase in newswor-
thy activity involving the LR.A. Activity during the weeks immediately
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following February 26, 1993, included a March 28 peace rally that drew
20,000 in Dublin,” March 20 bombings that wounded over 50 and killed
two young boys,” and an April 24 IR.A. bombing of the London city
center that was fierce enough to inspire references to attacks on the city
during World War II.  Additionally, 18 were wounded by a bomb placed
by LR.A. operatives in a garbage can in London only one day after the
New York City bombing.” By comparison, only one bombing linked to
the L.R.A., a London attack that injured four, occurred during the two
months prior to the World Trade Center attack.” This disparity in the
number of prominent events involving the LR.A. immediately before and
after the 1993 New York City bombing may not fully account for the
change in the frequency of LR.A. references in the Times after the event,
but it nevertheless casts suspicion upon the conclusion that the visible
and obvious increase in New York Times articles can be attributed to the
World Trade Center bombing rather than other factors.

Another concern that frustrates conclusions regarding the cause of
changes in the frequency of LR.A. references in the newspaper is the fact
that article frequencies provide no indication as to the significance of the
references in individual items. The LR.A. was, of course, a primary sub-
ject of some articles, but many other stories contained only passing refer-
ences to the group in an otherwise irrelevant story.” It is also impossible
to observe changes in the nature of the Times’ actual reportage of the
group from a simple reference count.” Exacerbating this difficulty is the
fact that some articles in these totals were film” and book reviews”
whose references to the LR.A. were only a manifestation of the content
of the work reviewed rather than news or editorial comment.

When those difficulties in distinguishing reaction to the 1993 World
Trade Center bombing from other potential contributors to changes in the
frequency of New York Times coverage of the group are considered, clos-
er investigation of the content and tone of articles is obviously necessary
to more clearly delineate any possible interaction between the 1993
bombing and the nature of the New York Times’ coverage of the LR.A.

Article Content, Context, and Tone

In examining the content of articles dealing with the Irish conflict, a
1981 series of articles by Philadelphia Daily News columnist and senior
editor Chuck Stone provides valuable insight regarding the effect of pe-
jorative language and word choice in reference to myriad issues. Stone’s
five part series, which ran in the Daily News from November 30 to De-
cember 4 after a visit to Northern Ireland, included extensive interviews
with paramilitary leaders and victims of strife in the Irish conflict, as
well as background and comment on various aspects of the Irish troubles.
Although not a primary aspect of the series, some of these items also
contained suggestions regarding the impact of such subtleties as word se-
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lection and nomenclature upon perception of the conflict’s issues.
In addition to his claim that the British press assigned greater signifi-

" cance to slain British and Irish Protestant victims than to Irish Catho-

lics,” Stone articulated several less obvious instances where linguistic
decisions affect the way the conflict is viewed at various points in his se-
ries. Simple examples included the arguably erroneous connotation of
“loyalists” often attached to the Ulster Defense Association, a group typi-
cally viewed as antagonists to the LR.A. but not necessarily supportive of
British occupation of Northern Ireland,” and the “antiseptic” renaming
of the Long Kesh prison to “The Maze” by British authorities after the
prison stopped granting political prisoner status to LR.A. inmates.”

Less obvious, but exemplary as a reminder of the weight of semantic
subtleties in this context, was Stone’s descriptions of “wall art” in North-
ern Ireland. Rebuffing identification of the art as graffiti, Stone stated:

The walls portray. Painted on the sides of commercial build-
ings and homes are one- and two-story brightly colored revo-
lutionary tableaux of suffering martyrs, military actions and
the IL.RA.’s frequently used symbol, the phoenix, to convey
thar their cause also will rise one day from the ashes.”

Stone’s insight, offered over a decade before the period of interest
here, serves as a word of caution regarding the implications of word
choice and tone with regard to everything from organization affifiation to
street art in the context of the Irish conflict. The allusion that apparently
minor distinctions in vocabulary can have significant meaning in dis-
course surrounding Irish strife suggests cautious scrutiny in evaluating
the importance of tone in LR.A. coverage here.

Such concerns aside, examining the nature of articles in the months
preceding the 1993 World Trade Center bombing is challenging simply
because of the dearth of actual discussion of the group in the New York
Times. Of the 14 Times items referencing the LR.A. between December
27, 1992, and April 26, 1993, only three featured the group as a primary
subject. Features briefly referencing the I.R.A. in more general descrip-
tions of worldwide troubles and similar groups accounted for some of the
remaining stories, but nearly as many brief references were in largely ir-
relevant stories about the success of a film whose plot includes an LR.A.
member” and controversy surrounding attempts to bar gays from partici-
pating in the New York City St. Patrick’s Day parade.”

When extensive references to the LR.A. and relevant concerns did
exist in the period immediately preceding the bombing, they were typi-
fied by a tone that was somewhat cautious regarding the LR.A. For ex-
ample, a January 17, 1993, story about Irish Foreign Minister Dick
Spring initially referred to violence in Northern Ireland with a vague
even-handedness, describing “civil strife” and “unrest” that had at that
time claimed over 3,000 lives since 1969. While the article later de-
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scribed the LR.A.’s intent as a “campaign of violence,” actual deaths
were only overtly attributed to “gunmen from paramilitary groups.” In
its handling of violence in Ireland, the article appears to have eschewed
direct blame of the LR.A.—or any other group—for the foreign minis-
ter’s “most difficult task.”™ The article portrayed the LR.A. as “out-
fawed,” but notably absent from are the words “terror’” or “terrorist.”

A February 21 article discussing the complexities of defining aid giv-
en to terrorists in the United States, perhaps ironic in hindsight consider-
ing the attack to come five days later, shared this cautious and somewhat
ambiguous tone in its discussion of the LR.A. Along with discussion of
the Palestinian terror group Hamas and other groups genuinely or specu-
latively linked to financial support sources in the United States, the item
derided claims of altruistic motives attached to “Boston barroom collec-
tions for the ‘charitable causes’ of the Irish Republican Army.””* How-
ever, the article was not completely declamatory of such activities in the
United States. While reporting that “even contributions to the ‘charitable
causes’ of the Irish Northern Aid committee frees (sic) up other funds
used by the LR.A. for more violent endeavors,” the article also noted
with concern the threat to the First Amendment posed by proposed re-
strictions on donations of this type aimed to eliminate “such fine distinc-
rions.”* The feature, not particularly supportive of fundraising by the
LR.A. and similar groups in the U.S., nevertheless appears to have been
hesitant to advocate its cessation. Also, the article never specifically la-

‘beled the LR.A. as a “terrorist group,” though other described organiza-

rions did not escape this description.

The same piece is also interesting, especially considering its proximi-
ty to the World Trade Center bombing, because of its tone regarding the
potential for terror attacks on U.S. soil throughout. Noting, “The very
idea that terrorist operations could be orchestrated from within the Unit-
ed States is alien to an American sensibility that regards terrorism as a
thankfully foreign phenomenon,” in its lead sentence, this feature ad-
vanced an attitude that the harmful actions of groups such as the LR.A.
are irrelevant to U.S. citizens. Robert Kupperman, an advisor to the Cen-
ter for Strategic and International Studies, was quoted expressing con-
cern over inadequate counter-terrorist activity in the United States:
“What I see out of it all is a negligent United States ... I don’t think
we're doing what we need to in monitoring terrorist activities in the Unit-
ed States.” However, the article assigned greater significance to activi-
ty conducted abroad with aid from U.S. supporters, falling victim to the
very “American sensibility” it described despite the admission that “the
United States has had its own vivid encounters with terrorism, even at

" home.”™ The presence sort of outlook, which is perhaps contributory to

the sort of romantic sympathies that may be cooled by terrorist-related
events closer to home, in a Times feature strongly suggests that the per-
ceived salience of terror acts is low in the United States in times un-
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