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ABSTRACT
This paper investigates migrant representation patterns according to media 
political orientation, analyzing the coverage of key-events by liberal/con-
servative online newspapers of France, Greece, Italy, UK. From our textual 
and visual analysis, it is possible to recognize slight specificities between 
liberals and conservatives, but not indicative of a deep change of narratives. 
In both, we registered a prevalence of the “acceptance frame”, an infrequent 
use of negative tones in texts and aesthetic topic in images, among the 
“topics of suffering” by Boltanski. Moreover, a domesticity approach limiting 
the possibility of new narratives of Europe and the rest of the world 
emerges.

Introduction

It has been noted that media usually propose negative portrayals of migrants (Gemi et al., 2013; 
Goodman et al., 2017; Greussing & Boomgaarden, 2017; Heller, 2014; Holmes & Castaneda 2016; 
Vezovnik, 2017) and that public opinion is influenced by the news representation of immigration 
(Berry et al., 2015; Eberl et al., 2018).

The 2011 Qualitative Eurobarometer on Migrant Integration (European Commission, 2011) 
shows that it is believed that the media convey an overly negative view of migrants in society. 
The 2018 Special Eurobarometer 469 devoted to the same topic (European Commission, 2018) 
reaffirms these findings, confirming that, according to European public opinion, a negative 
portrayal of migrants is commonly shared by media: over a third (36%) of Europeans think the 
media present immigrants too negatively, while only just over one in ten (12%) respondents 
think they are presented too positively.

As stressed by these Eurobarometer surveys, media coverage contributes to the construction 
of socially-shared representations of refugees and asylum seekers (Blinder & Allen, 2016; Quinsaat, 
2014) and therefore to their acceptance and integration (King & Wood, 2001; Schemer, 2012). 
Although it has been hypothesized that visibility of immigrants in the news may imply less 
public alarmism on immigration (Boomgaarden & Vliegenthart, 2009), other studies found that 
the media visibility of immigration increases public anti-immigration attitudes (van Klingeren 
et al., 2015).

Starting from these premises, a question is if media with different political orientation, while 
dealing with specific topics like migrations, still adopt divergent representations or converge 
instead. Some studies have shown that conservative newspapers tend to harbor more negative 
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views on immigration compared to liberal ones (Caviedes, 2018; Fryberg et al., 2012; Gabrielatos 
& Baker, 2008; KhosraviNik, 2010; KhosraviNik et al., 2012; Merolla et al., 2013), to an extent 
that may also depend on the country considered (Berry et al., 2015). However, this kind of 
studies, often limited to the Anglo-Saxon press, are so sparse that recent systematic reviews 
about media discourse of immigration in Europe just mention the issue of liberal-conservative 
narratives, but neglect it while conducting the analysis (Eberl et al., 2018): political orientation 
seems not to be so common as a variable in studies about migrant representation by media. As 
a matter of fact, many authors, although considering opposite political orientations while selecting 
newspapers to be analyzed, do not go further in explicitly comparing migrant representation in 
the two kinds of sources (Jaworsky, 2020; Mancini et al., 2021); nevertheless, comparison based 
on political orientation is more frequently found in analyses of discourses of political parties, 
possibly reported in newspapers (Bourbeau, 2011; Helbling, 2014) or in party manifestos (Alonso 
& Fonseca, 2012).

Besides recognizing media political orientation as a variable, other aspects are not enough 
explored while investigating migrant representation: among these, there is little comparative 
research on the media systems across different European countries, and online media are largely 
neglected (Berry et al., 2015; Eberl et al., 2018), also with reference to images accompanying the 
news (Fryberg et al., 2012).

In order to fill this gap in literature – related to low attention given to political orientation 
as a variable, to comparing different countries and considering new media, including images - 
our study aims at analyzing core issues of migrant representation1 by media emerging from the 
analysis of both written texts and images, focusing on political orientation of online newspapers 
in selected European countries.

We wonder if liberal and conservative newspapers spread similar views of migrations, an 
issue that has such a peculiar place in the public agenda, involving so many dimensions and 
being associated with individual and collective identities. We also wonder if the possible differ-
ences in representations are so deep to produce completely discordant framings of migrants and 
migration issues.

Specifically, we investigate if and how representation patterns of migrants vary along with 
political orientation in liberal/conservative newspapers, with reference to:

• the coverage of key events related to migration;
• the narrative frames and format, style and tone, in the written texts;
• the visual representation of migrants’ suffering in the images, according to the “topics of 

suffering” developed by Luc Boltanski.

Most of the studies on migrant representation adopt the “frame analysis” approach (Lippi et al., 
2020; Mancini et al., 2021; Scheufele & Tewksbury, 2007), where “to frame is to select some 
aspects of a perceived reality and make them more salient in a communicating context, in such 
a way to promote a particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation and/
or treatment recommendation” (Entman, 1993, p. 52); this methodology has been applied to 
examine media coverage of a variety of issues, besides those related to migrations (D’Angelo & 
Kuypers, 2010). These works propose a diversity of frame definitions – some referring to generic 
news frames, others to issue-specific frames (Eberl et al., 2018), heterogeneously detailed, often 
overlapping - that have not led to a shared categorization to conduct this kind of studies. To 
make an example, Benson (2015) presented ten frames grouped in the three categories of enemy, 
victim and hero, also considered by other scholars (Friese, 2018; Horsti, 2016; Mitić, 2018), 
while the articulated classification in eight frames proposed by Philo et al. (2013) has been 
enriched by an extra transversal frame (Joris et al., 2018).

Alongside, a body of scientific work highlighted how media coverage of migrants - including 
refugees and asylum seekers - focuses on two main representation frames (Eberl et al., 2018; 
Greussing & Boomgaarden, 2017), both narratively and visually (Amores et al., 2019). First, a 
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negative and alarmist frame, within which migrants and refugees are portrayed as invaders and 
threat (Gemi et al., 2013; Heller, 2014; Lawlor, 2015; Lippi et al., 2020; Lueck et al., 2015; Lynn 
& Lea, 2003; Parker, 2015), associated with illegality, terrorism and crime (Buonfino, 2004; 
Ibrahim, 2005) and accused of draining public resources (Caviedes, 2015; Quinsaat, 2014; Silveira, 
2016). Second, a frame representing migrants as innocent and passive victims in need of pro-
tection (Colombo, 2018; Horsti, 2008; Lippi et al., 2020; Parker, 2015; Van Gorp, 2005). It has 
been stressed that the predominance of these frames varies according to the media considered 
and socio-political contexts of different Western countries (Amores et al., 2019). Following to 
this literature, we decided to base our frame analysis of written texts on two main wide frames 
we called “acceptance” and “threat”, further explained in the next Materials and Methods section.

Framing approach, more commonly referred to written texts, has also been applied to image 
analysis: image, like word, can work like a framing device (Amores & Arcila, 2019). Nevertheless, 
although framing research should include visual as well as verbal content (Coleman, 2010), the 
application of the theoretical lens of framing to images is much less frequent. The difficulty in 
applying frames developed for written texts to images may be explained by the great differences 
existing between these two communication modalities, that go well beyond a different editorial 
production and selection process: visuals are decoded in different ways compared to texts and 
they can evoke meanings not explicitly addressed in the textual counterpart (Geise & Baden, 
2015); they can be considered as the key to lead emotional responses to migration (Powell et al., 
2015), “which are key determinants of attitudes and behaviors” (Lecheler et al., 2019, p. 700); it 
has been proved that showing a photographic image, while providing information about a current 
event, increases the possibility of an emotional response by the audience (Amores & Arcila, 
2019; Maier et al., 2017). This is the reason why, for the analysis of images representing migrants, 
we decided to focus on the “topics of suffering” proposed by the sociologist Luc Boltanski 
(1993), further described in the next Materials and Methods section.

Materials and methods

In conducting the analysis, we adopted a qualitative approach, drawing on news framing and 
critical discourse analysis. Basically, in investigating online newpapers, we made reference to 
the Multimodal Critical Discourse Analysis (MCDA), which recognizes the importance of textual 
and visual modalities in discourse analysis, aimed at finding meanings underlying different 
semantic structures (Jones, 2012; Ledin & Machin, 2020; LeVine & Scollon, 2004; Machin & 
Mayr, 2012; Royce & Bowcher, 2007). Developed as an extension of Critical Discourse Analysis, 
MCDA allows for the examination of every communicative form in the process of social con-
struction, from written language to (audio) visual communication. In fact, the text of an article 
is only one of the many semiotic resources of (linguistic and non-linguistic) representation that 
are used in the construction of discourse.

Following Ledin and Machin (2020), we mean “discourse” as socially constructed knowledge 
about the world, connected with complex ideas, as suggested by Foucault (1977). Discourses 
are coded into material culture, as “semiotic material house our ideas, values, identities and 
templates for social interaction” (Ledin & Machin, 2020, p. 20). “Social semiotics” is the 
theory of communication proposed by Halliday (1978), that differs from the semiotics of 
Barthes (1977) as it “needs to look at the whole of the composition” (Ledin & Machin, 2020, 
p. 14) and is based on a system of choices that reflects what one wants to achieve in a 
context, in terms of influence, persuasion, dissuasion. Multimodality took up this notion of 
choice, moving away from what Kress and Van Leeuwen (1996, 2001) called monomodal 
approach; all semiotic modes are forms of communication needing to be approached with 
the same attention and not institutionalized into separate disciplines, what became easier by 
the spread of technology.

MCDA has proved to be extremely useful in some dimensions of analysis, such as the icono-
graphic/iconological analysis of images in order to explore "the way that individual elements in 
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images, such as objects and settings are able to signify discourses in ways that might not be 
obvious at an initial viewing" (Machin & Mayr, 2012, p. 31).

Selection of the units of analysis: key-events, countries and newspapers

Visions on immigration are primarily constructed on events that elicit intense moments of public 
debate (Binotto et al., 2016). However, there are not many studies on immigration-related 
key-events in a short/medium timespan (Lippi et al., 2020; Rodrigues et al., 2021). For this 
reason, and in order to allow a more informed interpretation of data, we focused on the rep-
resentation of key-events that occurred in 2016 over a period of three days - the day of the 
event, the day after and the day before - rather than considering the media coverage over the 
long-term.

We analyzed newspapers from France, Greece, Italy and the United Kingdom, among the top 
six European countries for the number of first asylum requests in 2016, according to Eurostat 
data.2 Moreover, in 2016, Italy and Greece formed part of the principal migration routes toward 
the EU, representing the top countries for arrivals by sea, while in UK the migration issue seems 
to have played a role in determining Brexit (Goodwin & Heath, 2016).

We selected eight events relevant both for European and national policies, representing the 
variety of themes in migration narrative, including policies and practices related to reception of 
migrants, management of flows, security and to social and cultural occasions. The selected 2016 
events are:

• the Golden Bear award at the Berlin International Film Festival to the movie Fuocoammare 
(Fire at Sea), shot on the island of Lampedusa (20 February);

• the EU-Turkey Agreement for the management of migrant arrivals on the Greek coasts (18 
March);

• the visit of the Pope to Lesvos (16 April);
• the evacuation of the Idomeni refugee camp (24 May);
• the clashes between migrants and security forces in Ventimiglia - Italian town on the border 

with France (5 August);
• the referendum in Hungary to decide whether or not to accept the national share of asylum 

seekers in line with the EU distribution plan (2 October);
• the Lampedusa celebrations for the Day of Memory and Welcome (3 October);
• the evacuation of the Calais refugee camp (24 October).

For each country we considered two online newspapers, according to the following criteria: 
first, widest audience, identified by the websites Alexa and Similarweb3; second, political 
equilibrium, considering both conservative and liberal perspectives; finally, the chosen news-
papers had to have freely accessible online archives, allowing deep and reproducible search 
by keywords.

As a result, the following newspapers were selected: La Repubblica (liberal) and il Giornale 
(conservative) for Italy; I Efimerida ton Syntakton (liberal) and I Kathimerini (conservative) for 
Greece; Le Monde (liberal) and Le Figaro (conservative) for France; The Guardian (liberal) and 
Daily Mail (conservative) for the UK.

The Daily Mail is a mid-market newspaper (Blinder & Allen, 2016), intermediate between 
broadsheet and tabloid (Silveira, 2016). The latter is a product which differs from newspapers, 
not only because of the editorial format, but also in journalistic language and quality. The 
functional difference between newspaper formats is, however, always less distinct; as a matter 
of fact, quality newspapers such as The Guardian also recently started to make use of the 
tabloid format. Moreover, it was observed that “the framing patterns of tabloid and quality 
media become highly similar” (Greussing & Boomgaarden, 2017, p. 1749), with predominance 
of stereotyped interpretations of refugees and asylum issues and thus persisting routines in 
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both, expecially in times of crises; as a matter of fact, several outlet-specific analyses indicate 
that distinct framing patterns and practices in the coverage of tabloid and quality media do 
not appear to be reflected in the data (Greussing & Boomgaarden, 2017; Lawlor, 2015; O’Malley 
et al., 2012; Zaller, 2003).

Therefore, we decided to include the Daily Mail,4 given also its wide circulation.
We have to recognize that the selection process of newspapers according to the second cri-

terium – political orientation – was not trivial, considering that the labels “conservative” and 
“progressive” necessarily include various nuances and that newspapers may, also deeply, swing 
in their political perspective over time. For this reason, for instance, in the case of Italy, we 
chose il Giornale instead of the more widely read Corriere della Sera, sometimes mentioned in 
literature as conservative.5

As in UNHCR report (Berry et al., 2015), research of news was conducted within the selected 
online newspapers archives using a common set of keywords – immigrant(s), refugee(s), 
migrant(s), asylum seeker(s) – integrated with specific sets of keywords for each event, translated 
in the considered languages taking into account linguistic specificities.6

Coding instruments
We focused on two different units of analysis – text and images – and developed a codebook 
including analytical grids with multiple variables.

For written texts we considered the following variables:

• The type of article and narrative style of the texts. The following classification of journalistic 
formats was used for the article type: "news story", "editorial", "interview", "investigative/
reportage" and "write-up". The following styles of the text were defined based on previous 
codification proposed by literature (Bernard et al., 2008; Caravita & Valente, 2013): "infor-
mative", characterized by the effort or pretension to impartially report facts, descriptions, 
notions and concepts; "persuasive", characterized by the conveying of assertive messages, 
inducing opinions and using moralistic tones; "propositional/participatory", characterized by 
the intent to involve the reader by actively calling the reader to the cause or highlighting 
proposals for solutions.

• The overall tone of the article texts, “positive” or “negative”, taking as a reference pairs of 
opposite attributes referred to migrants. The negative ones are connected to the concept of 
distance (antithesis us/them), aversion (rejection, fear and hostility) and disparagement (of 
the other than self). Conversely, positive attributes are connected to the concepts of prox-
imitas, caritas and humanitas. Texts not attributable to any of the two opposites were reg-
istered as “neutral”.

• The narrative frames underlying texts in representing the migration theme. Following to 
previous researches (Valente et al., 2016), we considered two frames: “acceptance”, including 
both “moral acceptance” and “acknowledgement of worthiness” of migrants, the latter referred 
to intending migrants as an economic, demographic or cultural resource or as bearers of 
rights; and “threat” (in terms of security, identity, costs, or underlying the absence of political 
solutions), widely used in literature (Caviedes, 2015; Davidov et al., 2020; Triandafyllidou, 
2018). We need to specify that we associated to “threat” also texts emphasizing problems 
connected to the presence of migrants that may cause a danger, a risk or a difficulty, a 
hazard, without necessarily evoking a “direct” threat.

Considering that any story can contain multiple frames (Lawlor, 2015), in order to identify the 
prevalent frame, we made reference to the whole text, considering not only the point of view 
of the authors, but also the sources cited in the article (interviewed or cited people). Indeed, 
the choice of the quotes is not casual, but the intentional product of a selection performed by 
authors and editors. In a holistic perspective, the written text was intended as a cauldron in 
which strategies of construction of significance come alive.



6 A. VALENTE ET AL.

As stated in the Introduction, we based our analysis of images representing migrants on the 
“topics of suffering” developed by the sociologist Luc Boltanski (1993), that focus on the possible 
emotional impact of pain representation on the observer. Topics of suffering seem to be suitable 
for visual representation analysis of migrants, as the predominance in the media of visual frames 
representing migrants as “victim, sufferer and in need” has been recently recognized (Amores 
et al., 2019). The classification proposed by Boltanski introduces three topics of suffering to 
describe how images can produce moods and actions in the viewer: the “topic of sentiment”, 
where the image pushes the viewer to sympathize with the sentiment of gratitude toward a 
“benefactor” (represented or just evoked) that intervenes – at denotative or connotative level - 
in favor of a “victim”; the “topic of denunciation”, where the image induces the viewer to feel 
indignant and angry toward a “perpetrator” (represented or just evoked); the “aesthetic topic”, 
where the pain is presented not to feel touched, nor indignant, but as pure suffering, so that 
the observer can truly feel empathy. Suffering is depicted facing the truth as pure pain, “in its 
reality” (Boltanski,1993, p. 187), beyond the icons of the persecutor and benefactor, bringing 
the spectator and the represented subject together, as in front of an art-work: the self of the 
observer becomes inclusive and, in the relationship with the represented migrants, the “us/you” 
stereotype tends to lose consistency. Thus, in this topic, a representation of the migrant as a 
victim for which feeling pity is overcome.

We also included two new topics, the “topic of joy” and the “neutral topic”, to characterize 
images not linked to suffering, where the migrants depicted show a feeling of joy or do not 
show either pain or joy, respectively.

The coders in charge of carrying on critical qualitative reading and detecting the presence 
of the defined variables were seven in total, either mother tongue (Italian and Greek languages) 
or with high level in English and French reading. Following to an initial training where each 
variable was discussed in depth with the coders, the analysis was carried out independently, 
with periodic meetings focused on the analysis of dubious cases. Recorded data were processed 
with the SPSS statistics software.

Results

Unit of analysis distribution

The research led to the identification of 2,323 images7 and 526 texts, a total of 2,849 units of 
analysis. The great number of images is consistent with the registered increment of visual infor-
mation over the past two decades (Grabe & Bucy, 2009), following the use of internet and 
social media.

With the exception of the UK, conservative newspapers in the selected countries published 
less records on the considered issues (32% in Italy, 21% in Greece, 34% in France). The spec-
ificity of the UK (85%) can be explained by the fact that the Daily Mail, the closest to a tabloid, 
produces a higher number of articles.

As for the key-event coverage, the Calais evacuation was the most covered event in terms of 
number of units of analysis. Anyway, we must consider that images are preponderant: if we only 
refer to written texts, the most covered event is the EU-Turkey Agreement (32%), while the 
evacuation of Calais moves to the second place (25%).

In order to verify the tendency of conservative newspapers to focus more on security-threat 
than on group-related problems, emerged from previous studies (Eberl et al., 2018), we analyzed 
the weighting given to the key-events by conservatives and liberals (Figure 1A).

This tendency does not emerge from our analysis, both liberals and conservatives attributing 
a similar weight to the key-events, giving priority to the evacuation of Calais. This result is 
further supported by the “Gini Index of Heterogeneity” (between 0 and 1), calculated to describe 
attention given to events, which results as 0.88 for both groups of newspapers.
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We also calculated the Gini Index for weighting the salience attributed to each event in the 
media arena at national level (Figure 1B): countries allocating a balanced space to the variety 
of events show a higher index; conversely, countries focusing more on specific events show a 
lower index. According to our results, the index value is 0.91 for Italy, followed by the UK, 
with 0.86, then Greece, with 0.75, and, finally, France, with 0.65.

The evacuation of Calais is the most covered event for France (63%) and the UK (40%), whose 
borders were directly involved; the EU-Turkey Agreement was covered in all countries, particularly 
by Greece, neighboring country (approximately half the units of analysis). Also the Idomeni evac-
uation refugee camp was covered in similar percentage by all countries, with slight predominance 
in Greece. The visit of the Pope to Lesvos involves almost one-third of the units of analysis. In 
Italy, this is the most covered event, given the geographical and historical proximity with the 
Vatican City. The referendum in Hungary found a limited but balanced representation in all 
countries, not concerning any one in a prevalent manner. Italian, the UK and, for a small per-
centage, French newspapers deal with Ventimiglia clashes, absent in Greek newspapers. The award 
to the film Fuocoammare at the Berlin Festival, an internationally significant cultural event, was 
afforded the small space usually reserved to cultural events in newspapers, although it was more 
covered in Italy. The UK and Greek newspapers do not cover the Lampedusa Celebration at all.

Insights from the written text analysis: format, style, tone and narrative frames

The analyzed articles are predominantly in news story format for both liberal (62.6%) and 
conservative (77.9%) newspapers. Liberals also give great importance to investigations and 
reportage, making up about 30% of the articles, which is almost double compared to conservative 
newspapers (17.4%). Both conservative and liberal newspapers feature interviews by about 10%.

The style prevailing in the written texts is informative, indicating the effort or presumption to 
describe facts in an objective manner. With reference to liberal and conservative newspapers, the 
informative style prevails in both (89 and 88% respectively), followed by the persuasive style, 

Figure 1. distribution of the units of analysis by event by: a) political orientation; B) country (percentage).
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characterized by conveying assertive messages, inducing opinions and sometimes using moralistic 
tones (39 and 25% respectively). Examples of narrative fragments of these two styles are: “The 
demolition of the camp was scheduled to take place as part of government plans to clear it. Until 
the start of this week it was home to over 6,000 people” (Daily Mail, 25 October 2016, related to 
the evacuation of the Calais refugee camp) related to informative style, and, for persuasive style:

The USA, Russia, the EU governments, those who supported the dictators of the Middle East 
or their aspiring successors-collaborators of the imperialists in the face of the democratic upris-
ings of their peoples, have the audacity to close the borders to the oppressed. Those who wasted 
more than a trillion bombs in Afghanistan deny asylum to Afghan refugees!8 (I Efimerida ton 
Syntakton, 18 March 2016, related to the EU-Turkey Agreement).

An interesting difference between liberals and conservatives is observed with reference to the 
propositional/participatory style, adopted in 14% of articles of liberal newspaper as opposed to 
4% in conservatives. An example of this style is: “We must have a great responsibility in wel-
coming. I have always said that building walls is not a solution, we have seen the fall of another 
wall in the last century. Nothing is solved. We must build bridges, but intelligently, with dialogue 
and integration”9 (la Repubblica, 17 April 2016, related to the visit of the Pope to Lesvos).

The written texts were also analyzed according to the two frames – acceptance and threat -, 
by means of multiple choice. We connected to the two frames 80% of the results of the analysis, 
having the remaining 20% resulted as not applicable.

As for the adopted frames, acceptance was the prevalent (60%) compared to threat (40%). 
In the comparison between national newspapers, we found the prevalence of the acceptance 
frame for France (62%), the UK (61%) and Italy (55%), with the only exception of Greece (43%). 
Within the acceptance frame, we looked both for “moral acceptance” and “acknowledgement of 
worthiness”, as defined in Materials and Methods. In the majority of cases, acceptance stands 
for “moral acceptance”, while “acknowledgement of worthiness” reached just the 3,5% of the 
whole acceptance recordings, 1,3% for conservatives and 2,2% for liberals; due to the exiguity 
of these cases, we did not further process the two categories separately.

We report a few examples of narrative fragments that exemplify the analyzed frames. For the 
threat frame:

Over the past quarter-century or so, Europeans have experienced huge transformations: the 
fall of the Berlin wall, globalization, and now the impact of migration, terrorism and illiberal 
forces. European ambitions that were entertained just two decades ago seem to have shriveled, 
opening up a Pandora’s box of grievances. Of course, the 2008 financial crisis hasn’t helped, but 
economic statistics often fail to measure the gap between what citizens expected their lives to 
be like and what they feel they have ended up with (The Guardian, 3 October 2016, related to 
the referendum in Hungary).

The unprecedented migratory flow continues to grow: after one million arrivals in 2015, 
undoubtedly the same number in 2016 while several million people flock to the gates of Europe, 
in the impotence of a European Union which fails to organize itself to fight criminal trafficking 
and is breaking down when, on the contrary, it should join forces10 (Le Figaro, 24 October 2016, 
related to evacuation of the Calais refugee camp).

For the moral acceptance frame:
He told me «Lampedusa is a place of fishermen, we are fishermen, and fishermen, they all 

accept always, anything that comes from the sea». So this may be a lesson that (we) should 
learn to accept anything that comes from the sea, Rosi said (Daily Mail, 20 February 2016, 
related to the Golden Bear to Fuocoammare).

It is an evident duty of the state and the European Union and each member state to receive 
and care for asylum and to take care of refugees, those who seek refuge in our territory, those who 
should be treated as sacred persons in the same way as victims of international crimes, victims of 
war are always treated…11 (I Kathimerini, 17 March 2016, related to the EU-Turkey Agreement).

For the acknowledgement of worthiness frame:



JoUrNAL oF IMMIGrANT & rEFUGEE STUdIES 9

There has been no integration policy. Europe needs to regain its capacity for integration. 
Many nomads have arrived and enriched their culture. There is a need for integration12 (la 
Repubblica, 17 April 2016, related to the visit of the Pope to Lesvos).

Looking at the event variable, the threat frame prevails only for the coverage of the clashes 
in Ventimiglia (64%). The acceptance frame prevails for all the other events: for the EU-Turkey 
Agreement (52%) and the referendum in Hungary (53%) the gap between the two frames is not 
so relevant, while it grows for the two evacuations, of the Calais refugee camp (60%) and the 
Idomeni Camp (61%). The distance between the two frames becomes clear for the visit of the 
Pope to Lesvos and the announcement of the Golden Bear to Fuocoammare, decisively charac-
terized by moral acceptance (78% and 86% respectively).

With reference to political orientation, we could not find relevant differences in the distri-
bution of the frames: acceptance reached 59% for conservatives and 61% for liberals, threat 
having 41% for the former and 39% for the latter.

Nevertheless, interesting insights emerge if we connect frames and tone of the articles, an 
issue recommended by literature (Joris et al., 2018). If positive/neutral tone results as prevalent 
for the acceptance frame and neutral/negative for the threat frame, the analysis by political 
orientation shows significant differences. In fact, for both acceptance and threat frames, the tone 
used makes the difference for conservatives and liberals (Figure 2).

For the threat frame, conservatives show only 14% of positive tone, while liberals 29%, in 
the face of 36% and 24% of negative tone respectively. Even wider gap can be seen for the 
acceptance frame, characterized by positive tone in 44% of cases for conservatives and in 73% 
of cases for liberals. This result shows, on one hand, that the connection between frames and 
tone of the articles is complex, having multiple tones per each frame, and, on the other hand, 
that liberal newspapers tend to have more positive tones toward migrants compared to 
conservatives.

Figure 2. distribution of the tones for the two frames (threat and acceptance) by political orientation (percentage).
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Insights from the image analysis: the topics of suffering

We analyzed images adopting the classification of the topics of suffering proposed by Boltanski, 
supplementing them with the “topic of joy” and the “neutral topic” for representations not 
focusing on pain.

Considering the distribution by event, the topic of denunciation is prevalent in almost all 
events, particularly for the evacuation of Calais and the EU-Turkey Agreement, often together 
with the aesthetic topic. The only exception is the visit of the Pope to Lesvos, where the topic 
of sentiment prevails, the Pope having the role of a "benefactor" arousing a sentiment of grat-
itude in the observer.

Representative examples of the three topics, taking into consideration the same event, the 
evacuation of the Idomeni camp, are: for the topic of sentiment, images in which the benefactor 
is represented by NGOs who patiently distribute food to migrants in the camp. Instead, the 
topic of denunciation is recognizable in actions and interventions of law enforcement officers, 
migrants leaving their own tents and collecting/packing their stuff in poor suitcases and garbage 
bags, and protest signs calling for human rights; other images illustrate long lines of migrants 
leaving the camp walking to the buses that will take them to other reception centers. Anger 
leading to the denunciation is moved by “sympathizing” (in the sense of suffering together, 
sharing a particular emotion) with the resentment of the victim (migrant) against the persecutor 
(police, government, EU). Finally, as for the aesthetic topic, regardless the subject of the picture, 
examples are migrants posing and looking at the photographer’s camera, as in a hand-painted 
family portrait; or static and serious faces of two migrants in front of the dilapidated railway 
station of Idomeni.

In the analysis of images representing migrants (57% of the total), the topic of denunciation 
is prevalent for conservative newspapers (37% conservatives against 31% liberals) (Figure 3).

In liberals, the aesthetic topic has a weight equal to the topic of denunciation (31% against 
25% for conservatives). The topic of sentiment has a similar weight for conservatives and liberals, 
being the second prevailing topic for conservatives (26%) and the third for liberals (27%). So, 
the distribution of the three topics of suffering results as more balanced for liberal newspapers. 
As expected, the topic of joy and the neutral topic are residual, achieving respectively: 2% in 
liberals and 1% in conservatives for the topic of joy and 10% for neutral topic in both groups 
of newspapers.

With reference to the three topics of suffering13 we went more in depth, detecting further 
traits of the way migrants are represented, focusing on age, gender and individual/group 
representation.

Figure 3. distribution of topics in the images representing migrants by political orientation (percentage).
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The images of children and women resulted as a minority for both liberals and conservatives: 
only 13% of images represent just children (less than 40% if we sum images representing just 
children and children together with adults) and less than 10% of images represent just women 
(less than 35% if we sum images representing only women and women together with men).

Anyway, we found a correlation between the topic of sentiment and representation of chil-
dren and women: images characterized by this topic are those in which children – alone or 
with adults - and women - just women or with males - prevail, confirming the use of women 
and children as victims to raise pity (Baines, 2004; Binotto et al., 2016; Johnson, 2011; Malkki, 
1996; Silveira, 2016). For both liberals and conservatives, about 70% of images classified as 
topic of sentiment include children and more than 60% include women.

Going to the analysis of individual/group representation, if images of migrants as single 
individuals are a minority both for liberals (25%), and conservatives (19%), the aesthetic topic 
catalyzes representation of single individuals for liberal newspapers, reaching the 34%. This result 
can be read with reference to the traditional association between group representation and 
dehumanization (Esses et al., 2013; Greussing & Boomgaarden, 2017; Rajaram, 2002; 
Tudisca et al. 2019).

Discussion

Based on the findings related to written texts and images analysis, our study does not detect a 
completely different tendency in conservatives and liberal newspapers when writing about migra-
tion and representing migrants. The slight differences between the two groups of politically 
oriented newspapers cannot allow to infer the presence of strongly different narrative frames.

It is possible to recognize certain specificities of liberal online newspapers compared to con-
servative ones, in both texts and images: in the former, we find more various communicative 
formats, a more positive representation of migrants; liberals publish as much images classifiable 
according to the topic of denunciation as to the aesthetic topic. Nevertheless, these specificities 
are not indicative of a deep change of narrative frames compared to conservative newspapers.

Starting with the written text frames, conservative and liberal newspapers are associated by 
the prevalence of the acceptance frame, with the only exception of Greece, a country facing a 
deep internal crisis. However, what is even more important to highlight is that, independently 
on political orientation, the acceptance frame is not translated into an acknowledgement of 
immigrants as a possible resource or bearers of rights, which is hardly present in the press 
(Berry et al., 2015; Fryberg et al., 2012), but remains limited to the concept of moral acceptance; 
the acknowledgement of migrants as possible resource – cultural, social, economic - is even 
infrequent compared to discourses about migrants’ rights, and, meaningfully, can mainly be 
found in the Pope’s words, expecially with reference to the multicultural dimension.

So, beyond the moral acceptance-threat dichotomy, a third course in the newspapers debate, 
valuing the potential contributions migrants could give to the destination countries, does not 
emerge. Some differences between liberal and conservative newspapers appear when correlating 
frames and tone of the coverage; multiple tones coexist for each frame, which means that the 
same frame can be used in contexts that are in favor of migrants or not. With reference to 
political orientation, there is not much difference between conservatives and liberals in the 
frames adopted, being frames highly dependent on the event; what changes is the tone used 
toward migrants within each frame: liberals tend to use a more positive tone, in particular in 
relation to the acceptance frame, but also when dealing with the threat frame. But what matters 
is that the negative tone does not prevail neither in liberals nor in conservatives.

Moreover, further differences between liberals and conservatives emerge in the format and 
style of articles. Investigations and reportages, closely linked to the concept of investigative 
journalism, are not neglected by liberal online newspapers, representing about one third of the 
format of the articles.
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In addition, in liberal newspapers we find the presence of writing styles other than the 
informative style: they alternate with a style aimed at involving the reader in a propositional/
participatory context, referred to contents offering possible proposals for political solutions. 
Nevertheless, for both liberal and conservative newspapers the dominant format is the news 
stories, characterized by an informative style not leaving too much space for proposing original 
reflections or further in-depth discourses, probably more present in the print version or in the 
paid online version of the newspapers.

As for the visual analysis, introducing a new approach to the analysis of migrant represen-
tation based on “topics of suffering”, we found out that, while for liberals the aesthetic topic 
reaches the same level as denunciation and for conservatives the aesthetic topic is a minority, 
the sum of denunciation and sentiment topic is prevalent for both.

The topic of denunciation, as well as the topic of sentiment, is usually associated to a rep-
resentation of migrants as victims. Depicting migrants as victims, a tendency highlighted in 
literature (Barnett, 2002; Bos et al., 2016; Chouliaraki, 2012; Eberl et al., 2018), not always helps 
the migrant’s cause, tending to justify the condition and the status quo of refugees and to 
emphasize the boundaries between them and the natives (Esses et al., 2013). Indeed, the topics 
of sentiment and denunciation, focusing on the figures of the benefactor and the persecutor, 
follow a compassionate and paternalistic attitude, that risks to reinforce stereotyped representa-
tions of refugees.

Conversely, the role of aesthetics is to “challenging any representational system that aims 
at reducing migrant subjectivities to mere bodies without words and yet threatening in their 
presence as a mass” (Mazzara, 2015, p. 460). The aesthetic topic enhances individual identities 
and makes them come out of anonymity, turning migrants in human beings with the right 
to be seen. We found a correlation between the aesthetic topic and images representing indi-
viduals, that in our analysis are a minority compared to group representation. This confirms 
the role of aesthetics in overcoming a representation that in literature has been associated to 
multitude representation and de-humanisation (Baines, 2004; Esses et al., 2013; Greussing & 
Boomgaarden, 2017; Johnson, 2011; Malkki, 1996; Rajaram, 2002; Silveira, 2016), being emo-
tional closeness and empathy typical of the aesthetic experience. Based on these reflections, 
not finding a dominance of the aesthetic topic both in liberal and conservative newspapers 
is noteworthy.

Our analysis does not confirm previous literature for which, in Western countries, media 
coverage of immigration has become more and more negative, although it supports previous 
researches (Eberl et al., 2018; Wodak & KhosraviNik, 2013) stating that liberal newspapers exhibit 
more positive portrayals of immigrants than their conservative counterparts (Geißler, 2000).

Despite the fact that we cannot definitely confirm the idea that, in immigration politics, the 
typical categories of left and right tend to overlap and become “scrambled”, as suggested by 
Benson (2013) and other studies (Caviedes, 2018), a positive portrayal of migrants by liberal 
newspapers does not seem to be supported by an actually different, more complex narrative of 
migrations, that could have emerged through the “acknowledge of worthiness” frame.

We cannot even find a significantly different behavior of conservatives and liberals with 
reference to the events covered. In this case, the political orientation gives way to the media 
national belonging. In parallel, our study reveals the tendency of national newspapers to unbal-
ance the coverage of news concerning migrations in favor of what takes place within national 
borders or close territories, showing a difficulty in acquiring migration as a common European 
issue. Failing to overcome local/national perspectives similarly characterizes liberal and conser-
vative online newspapers. This tendency can be explained in terms of “domestication” (De 
Swert & De Smedt, 2014) or “domesticity” (Gleissner & de Vreese, 2005), referring to the 
assumption that “journalists report foreign events linking the story to the local, domestic sit-
uation” (Mancini et al., 2021, p. 4). The issue turns out to be: what is domestic, what is related 
to home? Differently from own national states, Europe seems to be excluded by the concept 
of home. As Triandafyllidou noted, “us” versus “them” is not always used to oppose Europeans 
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to migrants: sometimes it states internal divisions between countries (Triandafyllidou, 2018, p. 
212). The “threatening internal other” observed by Downing (2019), with reference to depicting 
people or social groups within countries as if they were homogeneous stable entities, seems to 
act not only in stigmatizing social groups within the national borders, but also in keeping 
distance between European countries.

It has been observed that narratives are “the ligaments of identity, revealing how one con-
structs the boundaries of, and the connections between, the self and the other” (Andrews, 
2007, p. 4).

Shaping new frames, introducing new narratives, requires challenging norms of tellability 
shared in social and political environments: “it is precisely through the act of contesting what 
counts as tellable that counter-discourses develop” (Cantat, 2015, p. 7).

What connects our findings – the detected differences in liberal and conservative newspapers 
not being enough to translate into a change in narrative frames, with both kinds of newspapers 
being subject to domesticity approach – is a symptom of the difficulty, or maybe lack of will-
ingness, in abandoning the “us” versus “them” narrative dichotomy, that limits the possibility to 
be open to new narrative frames in the vision of both Europe and the rest of the world.

The main limits of the present study are connected to the need to widen the sample of 
European countries considered. In perspective, it would also be relevant to connect this study 
with further media effect research to investigate readers’ reactions to images classified according 
to the Boltanski topics of suffering, that we propose as a new theoretical lens to analyze images 
representing migrants.

Notes

 1. Within the term “migrants” we included refugees, asylum seekers and immigrants, as summarized by the 
term RASIM (KhosraviNik, 2010).

 2. 121.185, 76.790, 49.875, 39.240 respectively (Eurostat, 2016).
 3. See the following websites: www.alexa.com and www.similarweb.com.
 4. Among the UK conservative newspapers, we did not consider the broadsheet The Daily Telegraph, which 

also has a wide audience, because it of its less accessible archive.
 5. While in its very first article of March 5th 1876 Corriere della Sera called itself conservative, in its histori-

cal development within the Italian political context it presented many changes: at the end of the Sixties, 
the Director was in favor of an alliance of the center with the reformist left. In 1972, the newspaper further 
swung to the left, also following political belonging of editors and journalists. In 1996 and 2006, the support 
to the center-left coalitions became even more explicit. Further on, there has been a continuous exchange 
of journalist between Corriere della Sera and la Repubblica, sign of an increasing political closeness. Maybe 
due to this historical path, we registered a discordance in literature on the political orientation of Corriere 
della Sera (Berry et al., 2015).

 6. While in Italian "profugo" and "rifugiato" have different meanings, in English, French and Greek the two 
words coincide, as already noted (Berry et al., 2015).

 7. In photogalleries, we considered each photograph as a single image.
 8. Original text in Greek: Οι ΗΠΑ, η Ρωσία, οι κυβερνήσεις της Ε.Ε., εκείνοι που στήριξαν τους δικτάτορες 

της Μ. Ανατολής ή τους επίδοξους διαδόχους τους-συνεργάτες των ιμπεριαλιστών απέναντι στις δημοκρατικές 
εξεγέρσεις των λαών τους, έχουν το θράσος να κλείνουν τα σύνορα στους κατατρεγμένους. Εκείνοι που 
σπατάλησαν πάνω από ένα τρισεκατομμύριο σε βόμβες στο Αφγανιστάν αρνούνται άσυλο στους Αφγανούς 
πρόσφυγες!

 9. Original text in Italian: Dobbiamo avere una grande responsabilità nell’accoglienza. Ho sempre detto che 
fare muri non è una soluzione, abbiamo visto il secolo scorso la caduta di uno. Non si risolve niente. 
Dobbiamo fare ponti, ma in modo intelligente, con il dialogo, l’integrazione.

 10. Original text in French: Le flux migratoire sans précédent historique, ne cesse de s’amplifier: après un 
million d’entrées en 2015, sans doute le même nombre en 2016 alors que plusieurs millions de personnes 
se pressent aux portes de l’Europe, dans l’impuissance d’une Union européenne qui ne parvient pas à s’or-
ganiser pour combattre les trafics criminels et se décompose alors qu’elle devrait au contraire unir ses 
forces.

 11. Original text in Greek: Είναι αυτονόητη υποχρέωση του κράτους και της Ε.Ε. και κάθε κράτους-μέλους να 
υποδέχεται και να μεριμνά, να παρέχει άσυλο και να φροντίζει τους πρόσφυγες, εκείνους που αναζητούν 
καταφυγή στο έδαφός μας, εκείνους οι οποίοι πρέπει να αντιμετωπίζονται ως πρόσωπα ιερά όπως πάντοτε 

http://www.alexa.com
http://www.similarweb.com
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αντιμετωπίζονται τα θύματα διεθνών εγκλημάτων, τα θύματα πολέμου
 12. Original text in Italian: Non c’è stata una politica d’integrazione. L’Europa deve riprendere questa capacità 

d’integrare, sono arrivate tante persone nomadi e ne hanno arricchito la cultura. C’è bisogno d’integrazione.
 13. We excluded from this further analysis the topic of joy for the exiguity of cases.
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