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Abstract
Since 2008, Europe is immersed in a situation of political and social upheaval marked by, among other
processes – such as the Brexit, the Scottish referendum on independence or the growth of new populist
parties – , the strengthening of nationalism in Catalonia. In this context, the role of the media is crucial,
since they are the main transmitters of what occurs abroad and, depending on how they present the information, a spread of pro-independence trends in regions with a historically strong nationalist sentiment
throughout the continent can be more or less likely. In order to know the differences regarding the coverage
of nationalism, this study applies a Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) to the text present in the main article
on the Catalan referendum of October 1st, 2017 published online by the most-read newspapers in Portugal,
Switzerland, UK, Italy, Scotland and Northeast Italy. The analysis concludes that the media not only report
differently depending on the characteristics of the territory where they operate, but also that some of them
use the information as a tool to indoctrinate society.
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Introduction

While the European Union continues its
process of supranational integration, so
me of its oldest states – especially Spain,
the United Kingdom and Belgium – face
political challenges that could end with
the independence of one of its regions,
understanding as such the administrative
and territorial divisions within a country
regardless if they constitute nations.
The social, political and economic cri
sis of 2008 gave rise to a new period marked
by the “social action cycles” (Tarrow, 2011,
p. 342) – movements such as 5 Stelle [Five
Stars] (Italy) or The Outraged (Greece) –
and nationalism – defined as “the ideology
that proclaims the distinctiveness of a par
ticular people and their right to self-rule
in their homeland” (Esman, 1994, p. 28) –,
which has proliferated in the last decade
as a response to the deterioration of wel
fare states and both the state and global
austerity policies, finding one of its maxi
mum manifestations in the independence
process of Catalonia (Spain).

These “cycles” have arisen in a world
that is globalized and highly interconnect
ed thanks to technological development,
which allows both the new (mobile media,
Internet, social media networks, etc.) and
traditional media (television, printed me
dia, radio, etc.) to receive and publish in
formation at any time. However, the high
competitiveness that communication
companies experience and the econo
mic decline they have suffered since the
ap
pearance of the Internet means that,
sometimes, their goal is “to get their prod
uct to the largest number of consumers”
(Morley & Robins, 1995, p. 11) without
atten
ding to the criteria of informative
quality.
Starting from the basis that sustain
able global communication is necessary
to achieve social sustainability (Orgad,
2012), it could be argued that the lack of
journalistic impartiality when covering
pro-independence issues, together with
the actual panorama of social discontent
in many states, could cause the beginning
or the strengthening of similar processes
in other territories. This is a real possibil
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ity considering the emergence, since the
second half of the 20th century, of the re
gionalist parties, which have a strong na
tionalist component (Türsan, 1998) since
they undertake self-government and ter
ritorial claims within established states by
appealing to the distinctiveness of a col
lective identity in terms of language, reli
gion, economy, geography and/or history
(keating, 2013). Concretely, these parties –
which reach to demand, in extreme cases,
the independence of the region that they
represent (Dandoy, 2010) – have doubled
in Europe in the last 50 years; a data whose
re
le
vance is reinforced by the fact that
eight of the 28 European Union’s mem
ber states have one or more regions with
a historically strong nationalist sentiment
(Jolly, 2015).
Knowing the informative approaches
on nationalism carried out by news media
outlets from different geographical areas is
essential to understand the evolution and
the future situation of European societies.
The present study takes this into account
and deals with the way in which the online
version of the best-selling newspapers in
certain Western European countries and
regions – Portugal, Switzerland, United
Kingdom, Italy, Scotland (UK) and North
east Italy (Italy) – with different political,
social and economic realities covered one
of the key moments in the process of Cat
alonia’s independence: October 1st, 2017,
when the Catalan referendum was held
on a turbulent day marked by clashes be
tween voters and police officers who had a
court order to close polling stations.
2

The rise of nationalism in Europe

The European continent has experienced
a paradoxical process since the second
half of the 20th century. On the one hand,
the different countries of the continent
have been immersed in a process of un
precedented political, economic and so
cial integration through their accession
to the European Union. However, the
number of nationalist movements has in
creased exponentially in the same period;
a tendency that can be observed in the

percentage of regionalist parties that have
participated in the general elections of Eu
ropean countries since the 50’s: in 1950,
these parties accounted for 9.4% of the to
tal; in 1960, 7.8%; in 1970, 10.9%; in 1980,
15.5%; in 1990, 15.4%, and in 2000, 20.2%
(Jolly, 2015, p. 72).
As Walker Connor (1989, p. 124) ex
plains, citizens of ethnic minorities in
mo
dern democratic states tend not to
desire independence even if they do not
renounce a certain ethnocratic articula
tion. This is due both to the progressive
loss of identifying attraction on the part
of the state and to the fact that econom
ic interrelations slow these tendencies. It
seems, however, that integration in glob
al political groupings serves these parties
as a guarantee of success in the case that
they achieve their objectives. In this way,
deeper European integration “will be as
sociated with greater electoral support for
regionalist parties” (Jolly, 2015, p. 82) since
the electorate perceives in a more positive
way both the economic consequences of
independence and the bargaining lever
age of these parties (Fearon & van Houten,
2002; Garrett & Rodden, 2003).
A number of authors, such as Bruba
ker and Smith, have remarked the impor
tance of politics in the resurgence of con
temporary nationalism. Brubaker (1996,
p. 17) maintains that nationalism “is pro
duced – or better, it is induced – by polit
ical fields of particular kinds” and, in the
same line, Smith (1995, p. 68) considers
crucial the “politicization of culture” as a
previous step to the regeneration of the
nation-state.
Both agree that nationalism – which
has the capacity “to overcome internal
ideological and political divisions” since
“it does not determine which political
doctrine its adherents should support”
(Guibernau, 1998, p. 86) – tends to find a
greater electoral support in times of social
discontent frequently related to the bad
course of the economy, what could explain
“the major revival of nationalist rhetoric
in most European countries” (Brubaker,
1996, p. 2) during the last decades and,
specially, since the start of the crisis in
2008.
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Through this rhetoric, regionalist
parties use to create a political symbol
ism (Smith, 1995; Armstrong, 2000) by
high
lighting identity elements that are
exclusive of the region where they oper
ate – related with art and history, among
other areas – , in a bid “to demonstrate the
possession of a unique, authentic and ad
equate cultural heritage and ethnic past”
(Smith, 1995, p. 67).
2.1 Scotland, Flanders and Catalonia
Among the current European nationalist
mo
vements, those present in Scotland,
Flanders and Catalonia are the ones that
have experienced the strongest activity, es
pecially since the economic crisis of 2008.
The first European country that would suf
fer a strong debate on the incompatibility
of one or more of its regions in recent years
was Belgium, where, in June 2010 general
elections, the pro-independence NieuwVlaamse Alliantie (New Flemish Alliance,
or N-VA) won the plurality of votes, “trig
gering a record-setting political stalemate
that left Belgium without a functioning
national government for over 530 days”
(Connolly, 2013, p. 52).
Shortly after, in May 2011, “the Scot
tish National Party (SNP) won a majority
of seats in the Scottish Parliament and im
mediately announced plans to hold a ref
erendum on severing Scotland’s centuriesold union with England” (Conolly, 2013,
p. 52). Only one year later, the Catalan
parliament approved the future holding of
an independence referendum and called
for early elections in November 2012 with
the aim of forming a majority nationalist
government, aware of its probable success
due to the general discontent of the Cat
alan population with the Spanish govern
ment.
Since 2010 the number of Catalans wanting
independence has increased from approxi
mately 20% to 45–47%, depending upon the
poll consulted. During this period the desire
for independence has gone from a minority,
mostly privately held belief to being expressed
publicly. (King, 2014, p. 480)

3

47

The role of international media
in nationalism

Although the international community
has tried to resolve the spread of national
ism “by effectively eliminating the circum
stances in which the right to self-determi
nation equates with a right to secession
and independence” (Borgen, 2007, p. 53),
there has been a huge rise in nationalist
movements which eventually culminated
in a failed referendum in Scotland in 2014,
and another in 2017 in Catalonia; a region
that, still in 2019, is immersed in a struggle
for independence from the rest of Spain.
Such a trend demonstrates the de
crease of political influence on societal
culture. This could be the result of society
being immersed in a continuous flow of
information through the Internet. As Ka
voori and Chadha (2009, p. 340) state, the
Web “has emerged as the vehicle through
which issues of identity politics are played
out on a global stage”, a consequence of
which could be the re-articulation of a
consumerist nationalism.
For the most part, this consumption
is via digital versions of traditional news
papers, which is generating a “new mode
of mass mediated intimacy and the for
mation of a new kind of collective space”
(Hayes, 2000, p. 23) at local, state and in
ternational levels. At the same time, the
free and easy access to these global online
media outlets has boosted their growth
and, as Flew (2007, p. 178) affirms, has
provoked “a move in demand away from
the cultural forms underwritten by the na
tion-state through cultural policy towards
global cultural commodities”.
In essence, it could be said that the
me
dia have somehow enhanced – and
adapted to – the process of globalisation,
which “crosses the ideological spectrum
and engages social movements and poli
tics at all levels” (Nederveen, 2015, p. 7).
In this context, technological advances
“have been rapidly removing geographical
boundaries” (Lee, 2003, p. 3), meaning that
state borders become somewhat blurred
whenever a significant event concerns a
particular country, so that the possibility
of what is happening abroad having reper
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cussions in one’s own territory increases
both the public interest in this information
and its coverage by the media.
It is logical, therefore, that indepen
dence processes occupy a large space in
the agenda-setting of the national media –
understanding as such those that operate
throughout the geography of a state – due
to the political instability that currently ex
ists among the European Union’s member
states. For this reason, it could be argued
that the almost simultaneous resurgence
and rise of nationalist sentiment in Spain,
Belgium and United Kingdom within the
21st century – more specifically since 2007,
when the Scottish National Party (SNP)
rose to power in the Scottish Parliament,
although as a minority government –
would not have been possible without the
extensive coverage in online newspapers,
which allowed for different social sectors
in diverse states to find out about each
other, empathize with one another and
feel supported.
This increasing social influence of the
mass media at a global level shows the
important role that traditional newspa
pers, particularly digital versions, have in
shaping modern nation-states. In this re
gard, Hayes (2000, p. 13) details that these
“would be inconceivable without mass
communication technologies that extend
cultural practices, symbols, and narra
tives to millions of people simultaneously
across great distances”. This media power
through the Internet is the reason why in
tentional and subjective information cov
erage about the nationalist issues, such as
the Catalan referendum, could jeopardise
the state unity, since “interpretations are
open to any number of interventions or
interferences along the way and these in
clude everything from the cultural symbols
associated with the individual or group to
the context of that communication” (Patel,
Li & Sooknanan, 2011, p. 17).
A clear example in this regard is the
coverage that Catalan and Spanish TV
channels and newspapers did on the in
dependence referendum held in Scotland
in 2014. Castelló, León-Solís and O’Donell
(2016) studied how certain Barcelona and
Madrid based media informed about this

political moment and concluded that both
invested “significant resources in ‘map
ping’ Scotland for their readers” (ibid,
p. 160). In this way, while the Spanish me
dia included in the analysis (the public
television channel La1, which belongs to
TVE; and the dailies El País and El Mundo)
characterized the Scottish referendum as,
for example, an “adventure” or a “bour
geois nonsense”, the Catalan (TV3 and
the newspapers La Vanguardia and Ara)
framed most of their publications in favor
of the Scottish independence even identi
fying as “the hero of the Catalans” to the
then Prime Minister of the United King
dom, David Cameron, for allowing the ref
erendum.
However, despite carrying out an in
formation coverage far superior to any
other state, Spain was not the only country
where the media covered the facts accord
ing to certain social objectives. The main
newspapers of the United Kingdom, for
example, informed about the indepen
dence process as if it were happening far
away in another country and left the front
pages to other issues even on the day of
the referendum (Williamson and Golding,
2016), trying to reduce, in this way, the
social impact of the events. A similar dy
namic followed the French media, which,
according to Revest (2016), also narrated
the facts as if they were taking place in a
distant universe and, in addition, their in
formation often highlighted the inviolabil
ity of nation-states in an attempt to main
tain the statu quo both in France and the
European Union.
In contrast, and as expected, the
Scottish media carried out a broad cov
erage of the process and, although their
information on the referendum was fairly
balanced, some dailies included frames
mainly related to identity – which alluded
to the distinctiveness of Scottish citizens
or the common characteristics and his
tory that the Scots share with the rest of
the UK – and to self-determination, both
for and against independence (Dekavalla,
2016).
Together with the impartiality that the
cultural context can provoke in the media,
it is necessary to point out that the quality
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of information expressed in the communi
cation industry today is in jeopardy since,
as Morley and Robins (1995, p. 11) affirm,
“driven now by the logic of profit and
competition, the overriding objective of
the new media corporations is to get their
product to the largest number of consum
ers”.
Thus, it could be said that the contri
bution to sustainable information on such
sensitive issues as nationalism is in danger
today. An incorrect contextualization of
this type of conflicts could lead to similar
outcomes in many other European territo
ries where there is also a nationalist sen
timent: In the European Union, there are
eight countries with one or more regions
in which part of the population wants in
dependence (Spain, Italy, UK, France, Fin
land, Belgium, Denmark, Germany) and,
in five of them, there are regionalist parties
that participate in the general elections
(Spain, UK, Italy, Finland and Belgium)
(Jolly, 2015, p. 26–28).
4

Methodological and theoretical
framework

This piece of research applies the fram
ing theory and the principles of Critical
Discourse Analysis (CDA) to the linguistic
content present in the main article related
to the Catalan referendum published on
line by the best-seller newspapers in the
previously mentioned European countries
and regions.
4.1 Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA)
Van Dijk (1995, p. 17) states that the prac
tice of CDA as a method of research can
be defined as “the general label for a spe
cial approach to the study of text and talk,
emerging from critical linguistics, critical
semiotics and in general from a socio-po
litically conscious and oppositional way
of investigating language, discourse and
communication”.
For the Critical Discourse Analysis,
discourse is the means by which ideolo
gies and belief systems find their way in
people’s consciousness (Hodge & Kress,
1988, p. 119). In this way, the study of
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the journalistic texts through this meth
od allows the researcher to discover how
“speakers and authors use language and
grammatical features to create meaning,
to persuade people to think about events
in a particular way, sometimes even to
seek to manipulate them while at the same
time concealing their communicative in
tentions” (Machin & Mayr, 2012, p. 1).
In the present study, this method is ap
plied following the CDA approach formu
lated by Fairclough, who assumes the no
tion of the multifunctionality of language
in texts (Titscher, Meyer, Wodak, & Vetter,
2000) understanding that discourses and
texts are socially constitutive: “Language
use is always simultaneously constitutive
of (i) social identities, (ii) social relations
and (iii) systems of knowledge and beliefs”
(Fairclough, 1993, p. 134). Concretely, the
following CDA tools are used:
1 Over-lexicalization: with this tool it is
possible to analyze if there exists in
the text “an abundance of particular
words and their synonyms or where
there is evidence of over-description”
(Hansen & Machin, 2013, p. 123), which
could imply the use of framing to high
light certain ideas in the news articles.
2 The use of pronouns: pronouns like
“us”, “we”, and “them” create social
differentiation. “Knowledge about the
other is fundamental for realizing and
articulating one’s self-identity. To un
derstand and define ourselves, the in
dividuals and groups (communities,
nations-states, etc.), we need an other
to relate to, and to distinguish ourselves
from” (Orgad, 2012, p. 111).
3 Quoting verbs: whether they are met
alinguistic, descriptive, transcriptive,
metrapropositional or neutral. Accord
ing to Machin and Mayr (2012), the use
of one verb or another influences in the
mind of the reader the character of the
individuals that the readers are being
informed about.
4 Lexical choices: they allow knowing
what the journalist’s intention is when
selecting a specific word and not one of
its synonyms.
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4.2 Framing theory
Several authors have studied the framing
theory, such as Entman (1993), McCombs
(2014), and De Vreese (2005). According
to Entman (1993, p. 52), “to frame is to
select some aspects of a perceived reality
and make them more salient in commu
nicating text, in such a way as to promote
a particular problem definition, causal
interpretation, moral evaluation and/or
treatment recommendation”.
McCombs maintains that the term
framing consists of analyzing “how objects
of attention in messages – issues, political
figures, or other topics – are presented”
(2014, p. 59). Moreover, the author assures
that, through the frames, the media “in
fluences our attitudes and opinions and
even our behavior” (2014, p. 59). De Vreese
(2005, p. 51) agrees with McCombs and
states that through framing “the media
may shape public opinion […] in particu
lar ways”.
It could be said that framing theory
serves to discover in what way the media
contributes to cultural hegemony, which
occurs when the different frames of jour
nalistic messages are so dominant that the
recipients accept them without hesitation.
The concept of “cultural hegemony” was
developed by Antonio Gramsci (2011) in
his attempt to analyze the social class
es and the superstructure and, with this
term, the author makes reference to the
power that dominant classes perform over
society, which is culturally diverse.
Taking into account this theory during
the content analysis is fundamental, since
the detection of the frames will allow dis
covering which ideas each newspaper tries
to transmit to its readers and what is the
cultural hegemony to which they aspire
through these articles.
4.3 Sample selection and research
questions
The research focuses on the main news
articles related to the Catalan referendum
published online on October 1st, 2017 by
four national newspapers – Correio da
Manhã [Morning Mail] (Portugal), The Sun
(United Kingdom), Corriere della Sera [The
Afternoon Mail] (Italy), and 20 Minuten

(Switzerland) – and two regional ones: The
Daily Record (Scotland, UK) and Il Gazzett
ino [The Gazette] (Northeast Italy, Italy). In
this study, only their online versions are
considered, since this type of publication
can be easily read from anywhere in the
world and, therefore, can have a greater
social impact than printed newspapers
on the global scale (Peña-Fernández, Laz
kano-Arrillaga, & García-González, 2016;
Thadeshwar & Joglekar, 2016).
These specific media outlets were se
lected for this study because, during 2017,
they were the best-selling newspapers in
the territories in which they operate – with
the exception of 20 Minuten, that is for free
but also the most-read Swiss daily –, so
their analysis would serve as a represen
tative sample of the information received
by the population in each area (Correia &
Martins, 2018; Meier, 2018; Firmstone,
2018; Mancini & Gerli, 2018). Therefore,
the selection of these specific media out
lets allows the possibility to learn about
the informative treatment that Catalan
nationalism had in the national media of
countries that do not have internal polit
ical problems related to independence
movements (Portugal and Switzerland), in
national media of countries that have this
type of conflict (UK and Italy), as well as
in the media that operate, exclusively, in
regions with high independence feeling
(Scotland and Northeast Italy).
In this sense, it is necessary to clarify
that all the newspapers included in the
analysis – except the Corriere della Sera,
which presents a Berliner format – are
tabloids and, therefore, “are aimed at com
mon people” in terms of content and style
(Johansonn, 2007, p. 16). The selection
of popular/tabloid dailies over quality/
broadsheet newspapers is something to
keep in mind when analysing the articles
due to the potential implication that this
supposes in relation to the use of language
and the framing of the Catalan referen
dum.
Most of these newspapers published
several news articles related both directly
and indirectly to the events that took place
in Catalonia on October 1st, 2017. However,
in order to carry out a deeper analysis of
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the information, this study focuses only on
one article per newspaper, which corres
ponds to the main information about the
Catalan referendum that each daily pub
lished during the day when it was held.
The rest of the publications, in general,
reported isolated data about the conflict
or showed realities indirectly related to it,
such as the reaction of the Barcelona foot
ball club players or the European Union’s
response to these altercations.
Once the analysis is finished, the re
search questions that this study aims to
answer are the following:
›› RQ1: How did the analyzed newspapers
cover the attempt of independence in
Catalonia?
›› RQ2: What are, if any, the differences
between them?
›› RQ3: Is the representation they carry
out related to the socio-political reality
of the territory where they are situated?
5

Results

The conducted analysis allows answering
the three research questions and shows
that the six newspapers covered the events
that occurred during the Catalan referen
dum, held on October 1st, 2017, in differ
ent ways and with different intentions,
although some of them share similarities.
5.1 The Sun and Corriere della Sera
The best-selling national newspapers in
the United Kingdom and Italy (The Sun
and Corriere della Sera, respectively) –
countries where there are one or more
regions with pro-independence aspira
tions – show in the main online article ded
icated to these events a protective position
of the state unity in the territories where
they operate, while they are simultaneous
ly aware of the social repercussion that the
independence of Catalonia could have in
both countries. However, each uses differ
ent informative approaches.
The information published by The Sun
(Sandeman, 2017) highlights three frames
through the over-lexicalization, the lexical
choices and the quoting verbs: 1) the ag
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gressiveness of Spanish agents against the
voters, 2) the suffering of citizens and 3)
the “chaos” Catalonia is immersed in.
The article makes a reiterative use of
two concepts: “violence”, a word includ
ed 11 times, and “independence”, a term
that appears on eight occasions, which
makes the reader correlate the attempt
of independence with the violence used
by the Spanish Government in response
to this situation. Furthermore, the term
“violence” is often replaced by synonyms
full of sensationalist connotations, such
as “pain”, “chaos”, “human rights viola
tions”, “brutality”, “repression”, “force”
and “hostility”, so that police actions are
highlighted. However, Catalan voters are
victimized through the use of qualifying
adjectives, such as “peaceful protesters”,
“unarmed civilians” or “defenceless pop
ulation”, as well as through the use of
certain verbs that emphasize the sense of
violence on the part of the authorities of
Madrid: “Hundreds were hurt as riot police
attacked peaceful protesters and unarmed
civilians”/“[Puigdemont] was forced to
vote elsewhere following the police raid”.
These ideas are also reflected in the
quoting verbs present in the article: Al
though many of them are neutral – those
that “introduce saying without evaluat
ing it explicitily” (Machin & Mayr, 2012,
p. 59) – and transcriptive – those that
“mark the development of the discourse”
(Machin & Mayr, 2012, p. 60) – , the au
thor also makes use of metaproposition
al verbs – defined as the ones that “mark
the author’s interpretation of a speaker”
(Machin & Mayr, 2012, p. 60) – which con
note that the Spanish government lead
ers are authoritative and the Catalans are
defenseless: “The leader of Catalonia has
claimed the region has ‘won the right’ to
independence”/“[The deputy prime min
ister of Spain] accused the Catalan admin
istration of irresponsibility”/“Brit minister
Liam Fox condemned ‘the violence’ meted
out to Catalan voters”.
The exaltation of the violence in this
information already appears in the ante
title “The pain in Spain”, and the frames
of the text are evidenced in the article’s
subtitle, that, far from contextualizing the
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facts, just includes a statement made by
the then president of Catalonia (“Catalan
president says cop violence ‘will shame
the Spanish state forever’”), and affirms
that 840 people were injured by the police
officers without mentioning the number
of wounded policemen that the Ministry
of the Interior announced on the same
day: 39 officers, a number that rose after
the total count the following day to 431
(Jiménez, 2017).
On the other hand, the text includes
declarations of both British and Scot
tish politicians who condemn the police
actions and make a repeated use of the
pronoun “we”: “[Brit minister Liam Fox]
said: ‘I think we must regret violence that
we have seen. We can all condemn the vi
olence’”/“[SNP leader Nicola Sturgeon]
saying: ‘Regardless of views on Indepen
dence, we should all condemn the scenes
being witnessed’”. Thus, the daily does
an explicit differentiation between the “I”
and “the other”; between the Spaniards,
represented as aggressive, and the Brit
ish, presented as democratic. The contrast
between both countries is also implicitly
reinforced, since the inclusion of these
two specific actors in the article – Liam
Fox and Nicola Sturgeon embodying the
UK and Scotland, respectively – reminds
the reader of the role that the state and re
gional governments played in the peaceful
development of Scotland’s referendum on
independence.
Consequently, the text seems to serve
as a warning to the national population
of the repercussions that the indepen
dence movement has had in Spain, and,
through the use of the pronoun “we”, tries
to indoctrinate, differentiating the country
where it operates from the “anti-example”
(Spain). This attempt to soften any social
repercussion that the Catalan referendum
could have in the United Kingdom reflects
the center-right political stance of The Sun
and its current support for the Conserva
tive and Unionist Party.
The information published by the Cor
riere della Sera (Cazzullo, 2017), whose title
“Referendum in Catalonia, the chain of er
rors” uses a much less shocking language
than the British, shows a critical stance to

wards all the actors in the conflict. In this
way, the subtitle – in which it is said that
“the governments of Madrid and Barce
lona have launched against each other as
two daredevils” – suggests that neither the
Spanish or Catalan governments acted ap
propriately; a balanced stance that can be
related to the newspaper’s centrist politi
cal position. However, although the author
uses certain lexical choices to condemn
the violence of the Spanish government –
which is said to be “very weak” and that,
with the actions taken during the referen
dum, has shown its “ferocious face” – the
ideas that the Catalans are extremists and
responsible for the situation are the most
repeated and highlighted ones in the text
through the over-lexicalization, the lexical
choices and the quoting verbs.
Thus, the supporters of an indepen
dent Catalonia are mentioned in the text as
“separatists”, “Catalan extremists”, “noisy
minority” and “uncertain majority”, while
the independence process itself is defined
as a “hasty and failed secession”. Further
more, the author uses certain verbs that
enhance his criticism towards the inde
pendence movement in general: “Public
opinion strongly opposes secession, except
from the Basque Country to Galicia, where
the separatist movements have raised their
heads, ready to complete the disintegration
of Spain”/“[The Barcelona football club]
has contributed to exasperate the minds,
promoting the separatist cause (…)”. Nev
ertheless, in regard to the quoting verbs,
the information only includes two neutral
verbs (“to express” and “to say”), since it
does not present textual quotes from the
actors involved in the events or make ref
erence to them in the third person.
The criticism of the Catalan inde
pendence movement is also evident in
the second paragraph of the text, which
the author uses to highlight the idea that
the autonomous community of Catalonia
would not be what it is today without the
rest of Spain: “Catalonia is not a land op
pressed by a conqueror. It is the richest re
gion of Spain, something that has achieved
thanks also to the sweat and, sometimes,
the blood of the Andalusian workers, the
masons of Extremadura, the workers of La
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Mancha or the workers from the poorest
regions”. This criticism is also observed
later on, when the journalist says that
the Barcelona football club, “more than a
football team”, is “a constituent element of
the Catalan identity and its international
brand” due to the active role of its players
in the Catalan independence campaign.
In this way, the information highlights
two ideas in an attempt to create “cultur
al hegemony” (Gramsci, 2011) in Italy: 1)
The pro-independence Catalans are ex
tremists, and 2) the pro-independence
Catalans are mainly responsible for the
situation. With this framing, the newspa
per makes Italians to relate independence
with extremism, preventing the possibili
ty that a independence conflict starts in
some of its regions.
Ultimately, the reading of this infor
mation gives the impression that the news
paper urges to resolve the conflict as soon
as possible, perhaps, for fear that some
thing similar may occur in regions with a
certain independence feeling in northern
Italy. This desire seems evident at the end
of the text, in which the author comes to
propose a solution to the Catalan conflict:
“Today [the king] Felipe is called to save
the unity of the nation [nation-state]. And
the only way he can do this is to favor the
opening of a constituent process, promot
ing the election by universal suffrage of an
assembly that drafts a new federalist pact”.
5.2 The Daily Record and Il Gazzettino
As for the best-selling newspapers of Scot
land (The Daily Record) and Northeast Ita
ly (Il Gazzettino) – regions with a high na
tionalist sentiment – both take advantage
of this information in their digital versions
to enhance to the reader the rejection to
the state repression of Catalonia and the
empathy towards the Catalans; ideas that
constitute the frames of both texts.
The only information published by
the Scottish newspaper (Colley, 2017) fo
cuses on the violent acts that took place
in Catalonia during the referendum and,
through the over-lexicalization, the lexical
choices and the quoting verbs, frames two
main ideas: 1) The Catalan citizenship suf
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fers aggression for wanting to vote, and 2)
the Spanish government is authoritarian.
Some lexical choices reveal a certain
dramatization of the facts in order to ge
nerate impact on the readers: the author
writes the word “riot” twice to represent
the general situation of Catalonia on that
day; “fears of bloodshed” to explain what
Catalans were worried about before vot
ing; and, when it comes to the explanation
of what happened between the police and
voters, the journalist uses nouns such as
“re
pression” or others accompanied by
quali
fying adjectives, such as “shocking
sce
nes”, “shocking images” or “chaotic
scenes”. These words are already present
in the first line of the article. In fact, the
term “riot” is included at the beginning of
the news headline (“Catalonia riot cops
storm polling stations and ‘fire rubber bul
lets at voters’ in bid to stop banned Inde
pendence referendum”), and the subtitle
begins with the words “shocking scenes”
(“Shocking scenes have unfolded across
the Spanish region and 38 people have so
far been treated by emergency services”).
In this way, the newspaper tries, with both
these lexical choices and the over-lexical
ization, to get a shocking and emotional
text from its beginning to influence the
Scottish public opinion to be more critical
in relation to the Spanish governmental
actions carried out in Catalonia; a purpose
that is easily attainable since the impartial
information in a territory that shares cer
tain similarities with Catalonia due to its
recent history can make people find their
own interests and their own situation,
which creates empathy.
In regard to the quoting verbs, most of
those used in the text are neutral, though
there are three cases in which metapropo
sitional verbs are used and, with them, the
author portrays the Spanish Government
as more authoritative and powerful than
the Catalan: “In June this year, the new
Catalan president, Carles Puigdemont, an
nounced plans for this Sunday’s referen
dum”/“[…] Madrid refused to accept the
result of what the government claims is
‘illegal’ referendum”. On the other hand,
the text does not include pronouns such
as “we”, “them” or “us”, so that a social dif
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ferentiation between the Scottish and the
Catalan societies is not established. In this
way, the author eliminates barriers be
tween both populations and enhances the
feeling of empathy towards the Catalans.
However, despite highlighting the
suffering of the Catalans throughout the
article, the lack of allusions to the legal
ity of the referendum, together with the
explicit mention of its illegality when the
Spanish government’s stance is reflected,
could be interpreted as a rejection to the
Catalan independence on the part of the
tabloid. Instead, it seems to support rather
a political devolution process in Catalo
nia, understanding as such “the creation
or strengthening -financially or legally- of
subnational units of government” (Rond
inelli, Nellis, & Cheema, 1984). This inter
pretation is feasible if it’s considered that
The Daily Record is strongly pro-Labour
and critical with both the Scottish Nation
al Party (SNP) and the independence of
Scotland, and that it was supportive of the
Scottish devolution referendum held in
1997 (Hutchison, 2002).
Finally, it is necessary to point out that
this text does not carry out a correct con
textualization of the events that occurred
during the referendum and, furthermore,
some of the data that the text provides
about the history of Catalonia are not
correct: Catalonia is referred as an inde
pendent country and it is said that it was
a Kingdom until 1715, but, actually, Cata
lonia is an autonomous community and
the Kingdom that is spoken about in this
article was the Crown of Aragon, of which
Catalonia was a part. This misinformation,
which aims to support the creation of the
Catalan state, can lead to serious social
consequences because it implies the rad
icalization of opinions, the disappearance
of empathy by other points of view and,
consequently, the difficulty of reaching
consensus. “(…) divisions may be deep
ened and exacerbated if minority media
function as self-enclosed ghettos” (Mihelj,
2011, p. 9).
The main article published by the
right-wing tabloid Il Gazzettino on the
Catalan referendum (Evangelisti, 2017)
shows a position favorable to Catalonia

in detriment of the Spanish Government
and frames two main ideas: 1) The Cata
lans have gone from being free to being at
tacked and, now, they live in an occupied
territory, and 2) the Spanish government is
aggressive and has shown, with its actions,
that it is finished.
The author makes use of the over-lexi
calization in the text with the aim of high
lighting both frames, which is carried out
by including different words and adjec
tives with a similar meaning. In this way,
through the lexical choices, the journal
ist remarks the high participation rate in
the referendum: “a full Plaza de Cataluña
[Square of Catalonia]”, “day of great mobi
lization”; the pacifism of Catalan citizens,
who are referred as “normal people”, “un
armed people” and “ordinary non-extrem
ist citizens”, and are said to have defended
themselves from the police in a “passive”
way; the suffering of the voters: “confiscat
ed ballot boxes”, “cruel and disturbing [sit
uation]”, “occupied schools”, “bloody fac
es”, “broken arms”, “screams”, “fear”; the
violence used by the state security forces
and the situation that this provokes: “ex
cesses of the police”, “very tough police ac
tions”, “very strong reaction”, “chaos”, “day
of madness”, “very dangerous conflict”;
and the condemnation of the action car
ried out by the central government: “great
defeat of the Spanish government”, “inter
national media disaster”, “communicative
suicide”.
These ideas are summarized in the ti
tle of the article: “Catalonia, tear in chaos.
On Tuesday the general strike”, in which
the autonomous community is referred
as a victim immersed in a fatal situation
caused by Spain, and the reader is warned
that despite this, the Catalan population
will continue its fight for independence
the day after the events by going on a gen
eral strike.
In regard to the quoting verbs, all of
them present neutral structures formed
with the verb “to say”, except two that are
metapropositional: the author uses the
verb “to consider” to question the decision
of the Spanish government to declare the
referendum as illegal (“The referendum
on Catalan independence that the Span

Martínez-Solanilla / Studies in Communication Sciences 19.1 (2019), pp. 45–62

ish Supreme Court considered illegal“),
and the verb “to explain“ to introduce the
words that the then president of Catalonia
addressed to the citizens on the referen
dum’s night from the building of the re
gional government; a verb that conveys the
idea of proximity and dialogue between
the political leader and the population.
In this sense, it is necessary to point
out that the journalist uses a series of verbs
that connote something more than what
they denote and with which the frames
of the text are reinforced. Thus, the inclu
sion of certain verbs extols the bad perfor
mance of the central government: “[The
Spanish prime minister] said he was still
ready for dialogue“; the success of Catalan
citizens: “People line up in front of schools
to avoid it [the requisition of the ballot
boxes] and, in Diputaciò street, they suc
ceed“; and both the violence of the Span
ish police and the suffering of the voters:
“(…) the police and the Civil Guard beat
women and the elderly. In some cases,
they are thrown down the stairs; in others,
they are kicked. They [the policemen] even
charged against the firemen in a small
town and fired rubber bullets while the cit
izens of Barcelona shout ‘we will vote’”. In
addition, on one occasion, the newspaper
shows its support for the words expressed
by the spokesman of the Catalan commu
nity, Jordi Turull, who is said to “be in his
right to speak of ‘international scandal’”.
The support for Catalan independence
is also clear if it is taken into account that
the text includes three statements made by
pro-independence actors – the then pres
ident of the autonomy, the spokesman of
the Catalan community, and a voter – while
it only reflects a brief statement from the
opposite side made by the then Spanish
Prime Minister, in which the firmness of
the government’s position is highlighted:
“A clear statement by Rajoy at the end of
the afternoon: ‘The rule of law continues
being strong’”. In the same line, the text
only provides the data of voters injured
during the referendum, without mention
ing the number of police officers assault
ed, which shows a selection of reality in
favor of Catalonia. In addition, far from
offering a contextualization of the conflict
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so that the reader can interpret the facts,
the author makes subjective descriptions
in which the positive side of Catalonia and
the negative side of the Spanish govern
ment are exalted: “Barcelona, the
 city of
freedom, really offers scenes of a country
that is occupied“. Thus, it can be observed
how the newspaper selects a part of reality
and exposes it as truth; something that is
aggravated by the absence of contextual
ization, which prevents the reader from
understanding the facts more broadly.
Ultimately, it’s necessary to highlight
the correlation between the newspaper’s
support for Catalan independence and its
sympathy towards the Lega Nord [North
League], that originally was a right-wing
regionalist political party that sought to
achieve the independence of the fictional
Padanian state – which would include, ap
proximately, the northern half of Italy – in a
bid to get separated from “a South decried
as attended, corrupt and mafia“ (Pouthier,
2010, p. 583).
5.3 Correio da Manhã and 20 Minuten
The information carried out online by
the leading newspapers in Portugal (Cor
reio da Manhã) and Switzerland (20 Mi
nuten) – countries without independence
conflicts – show great differences.
The main information about the Cat
alan referendum published by the Portu
guese newspaper (Correia & Figueiredo,
2017) offers a general map of the facts in
which both positions of the conflict are
represented through the statements of
different actors, as well as the data related
to the facts. However, there are certain nu
ances that connote a position that justifies
the actions of the Spanish government.
The text presents a certain over-lexi
calization related to the idea that the vot
ing carried out in Catalonia was not legal,
so that the adjectives “illegal” and “pro
hibited” appear constantly throughout
the article as qualifiers of the word “ref
erendum”. As for the lexical choices, most
of them show that the facts are narrated
in a neutral way, which becomes evident,
for example, when talking about police
actions against the Catalan population:
“The images show violence”/“The Spanish
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police fired rubber bullets on protesters in
Barcelona”. In this sense, the newspaper
generally does not dramatize what hap
pened and just transmits the facts as they
have occurred, but there is a case in which
the lexical choices used highlight the ag
gressive behavior of the demonstrators
(“The police officers were forced to run
and enter their cars to protect themselves
from the rain of stones thrown at them by
the Catalans”), which can be interpreted
as a justification for police actions against
voters.
The heading (“The yes to independen
ce wins with 90% of the votes in Catalo
nia”) highlights that 90 percent of Catalans
voted in favor of independence; a fact that
serves to attract the reader’s attention, but
which is immediately questioned in the
subtitle (“The illegal referendum degener
ates into violence, 844 people and 33 po
lice officers have been injured”), since it is
reported that the referendum was illegal.
In addition, the title does not mention the
police actions in Catalonia and, in the sub
title, it is said that both Catalan voters and
police officers were injured.
Correio da Manhã stands out for the
inclusion of a high number of statements
made by actors involved in the conflict –
the then president of Catalonia, the Span
ish prime minister and a Portuguese pol
itician, among others – who are for and
against the independence of Catalonia,
what can be interpreted as another feature
of impartiality.
Most of these statements are intro
duced by neutral (“to say” and “to ask”)
and transcriptive (“to add”) quoting verbs.
However, it is necessary to point out the
use of metrapropositional verbs when re
ferring to the statements of the then Span
ish prime minister and Catalan president:
the first is frequently introduced by the
verbs “to affirm” and “to declare”, that con
note a firm and solid position; the second,
on the other hand, is only introduced once
by the verb “to declare”, with this verb re
placed by others such as “to announce”
and “to criticize”, which reflect a more ab
stract, defensive and non-argumentative
stance. In addition, the statements made
by the Portuguese political party Bloco de

Esquerda [Left Block] about the violent
actions carried out by the Spanish police
are introduced by the verb “to condemn”,
which conveys the idea that Portugal re
jects the aggressiveness experienced in
Catalonia, despite the fact that the text
does not include pronouns like “we” or
“them” in order to create social differenti
ation explicitly.
The text does not just provide numeri
cal data but contextualizes them, allowing
the readers to draw their own conclusions.
For example, the author speaks about the
number of people injured by Spanish po
lice officers but also adds that, of them,
only one is in a serious condition and de
tails the number of wounded policemen.
The little sympathy for Catalan inde
pendence becomes evident in the final
part of the text, where the newspaper in
cludes a section entitled “The Spanish Me
dia Association classifies the referendum
as a ‘threat’”. It is composed of numerous
statements of this organization through
which it is highlighted that the Constitu
tion of 1978 brought to Spain a period of
peace and that journalists who assume the
sovereignty discourse are suffering pres
sures in Catalonia. In this way, this media
outlet shows the negative side of Catalonia,
which is presented as a repressor of those
who do not share the independence ideals
and is shown to be primarily responsible
for the end of the peace initiated in Spain
with the Constitution.
Ultimately, it could be understood
that, unlike the newspapers analyzed so
far, the more relaxed social and political
situation of Portugal in terms of indepen
dence issues allows the newspaper to deal
with the events that occurred in Catalo
nia according exclusively to its traditional
centre-right stance, supporting in a more
balanced way unity rather than territorial
division.
In contrast to the Portuguese daily,
the main information published by the
free Swiss newspaper 20 Minuten (Knüsel,
2017) focuses exclusively on the violent
events that took place in Catalonia during
the referendum and highlights two frames
through the over-lexicalization, the lexical
choices and the quoting verbs: 1) the vio
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lent character of the Spanish agents and 2)
the suffering of the Catalan citizens.
Some of the lexical choices show a cer
tain dramatization of the facts, what can
be interpreted as an attempt to generate
impact on the reader and attract its atten
tion: instead of other more neutral nouns,
the text includes the word “brutality” twice
to refer to the police action and “riots” to
express the general situation lived in Cata
lonia on that day. Furthermore, the article
presents a number of qualifying adjectives
that highlight the violent nature of the
agents: “massive force”, “massive police vi
olence”, “aggressive [policemen]”; the suf
fering of the Catalans: “affected people”,
“afraid [citizens]”; and the seriousness
of the conflict: “terrible [facts]”, “unreal
[situation]”, “sad conclusion”.
In the same line, a series of verbs
with specific connotations reinforce these
frames by extolling the pacifism of the
Catalan side: “She queued for four hours to
express her opinion”/“[The Catalan region
al police] have behaved calmly”; and both
the police violence and the victimization
of the voters: “[The police] even beat old
people”/“(…) the police would confiscate
the urns”/“(…) between ten and twenty of
ficers of the Civil Guard appeared”/“[The
citizens] were attacked and beaten by the
police”/“He couldn’t vote”/“(…) the Span
ish police attacked Catalans who wanted
to vote”.
The newspaper’s stance towards the
events is already visible at the beginning
of the article: the news headline (“Nobody
expected such brutality”) highlights the
police violence and predisposes the reader
to interpret the information according to
this idea. This perception of aggressive
ness is increased by the fact that the title
consists of a personal statement appar
ently provided by someone involved in
the conflict, what humanizes the text and
generates in the reader both a feeling of
informative proximity and sympathy to
wards the Catalans. Immediately after, the
subtitle offers a simplified description of
the facts that completes the meaning of
the article’s heading: “With massive force,
the Spanish police attacked Catalans who
wanted to vote in the referendum”.
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As for the quoting verbs, all of them
are neutral (“to say”, “to ask”, “to speak”,
“to tell”) except the metapropositional
“to complain”, through which the only
declaration of the Spanish government
included in the text is introduced in the
third person: “The Spanish police also has
victims to complain: as the Ministry of the
Interior tells on Twitter, eleven officials
have been injured”. It can be interpreted
that the inclusion of this phrase in the last
paragraph, after remarking the ‘brutality’ “”
of the Spanish side throughout this piece
of news, attributes to the quoting verb an
ironic connotation in a bid to criticize any
Spanish government’s attempt to indirect
ly justify the use of force.
On the other hand, the information –
which does not include pronouns like “we”
or “them”, so that a social differentiation
between the Swiss and the Spanish states
is not established – is almost entirely based
on the statements provided by two Catalan
voters who explain the violence that they
witnessed. This means that the journalist
selects a part of the reality in favor of Cata
lonia and shows it as the total truth, which
leads to misinformation. In addition, the
text lacks of any type of contextualization,
what makes readers more likely to accept
the daily’s stance as valid since they do not
have the possibility to understand clearly
the reasons for this conflict.
Thus, the particular characteristics of
this article – the use of sensational words;
the absence of contextualization; the al
most exclusive inclusion of statements
just from one of the two sides involved in
the facts; the focus on the violent scenes;
and the brevity of the text, which consists
only of five paragraphs – together with the
apolitical nature of the free press in Swit
zerland (fög, 2012) give the impression of
a text that has been written in a fast way
and whose main objective is, rather than
inculcating a concrete position on the is
sue to the reader, achieving impact and
audience.
The free [Swiss] media have turned tab
loid-style journalism from a rather circum
scribed and limited phenomenon into the
journalistic mainstream. And this mainstream
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is neither left nor right-leaning; it mainly con
sists of episodic journalism and soft news and
favours coverage of those actors who fit this
profile. (fög, 2012, p. 2)

6

Conclusions

The informative coverage of the Catalan
referendum shows great differences de
pending on the social, political and cul
tural reality of the territories in which the
analysed media outlets operate, as well
as on the editorial line of each newspa
per. The diversity of points of view when
addressing the data related to national
ism can be considered logical, since, as
McQuail (1984, p. 108) states, journalistic
objectivity “is both necessary and impos
sible” and the reading of different sources
of information with different perspectives
can help the reader to form a personal and
solid opinion. The problem is that many
individuals consume only the information
close to their own thoughts (Happer & Phi
lo, 2013) and tend to reject everything the
media says that goes against their opin
ions, which results in the formation of an
uncritical and vulnerable society.
The danger that this type of informa
tion consumption poses to the population
is evident taking into account that most
of the newspapers analysed in this study
manipulated the information, so that their
points of view could gain social support,
and showed only a part of reality as abso
lute truth, using lexical tools that reinforce
a favorable stance towards the Spanish or
Catalan sides, inculcating ideas into soci
ety and even teaching them models of be
haviour.
This piece of research shows that the
editorial line of all the analysed news
papers transcends their digital versions
and that those located in countries with
pro-independence tensions (The Sun,
UK; The Daily Record, Scotland, Corriere
della Sera, Italy, and Il Gazzettino, North
east Italy) are more likely to inculcate their
concrete stance in a way that often infring
es the journalistic ethics.
The latter frame – through the lexical
choices, the over-lexicalization and the

quoting verbs – certain ideas that indicate
a position favorable to the Catalan inde
pendence (Il Gazzettino), to a process of
pro-devolution in the region (The Daily
Record) or to the state unity (The Sun and
Corriere della Sera). However, it is nec
essary to specify that these four newspa
pers – although, to a greater extent, those
which operate in concrete regions with a
strong nationalist sentiment – make a fre
quent use of other communication strate
gies that strengthen their positions and
imply a lack of informative accuracy. In
this way, some frames are reinforced by
the total absence of contextualization (Il
Gazzettino); a misleading historical con
textualization (The Daily Record); the con
tribution of data related just to one of the
two sides of the conflict, as well as the un
equal reflection of each side’s stance (The
Sun, The Daily Record, Il Gazettino); the in
tended inclusion (The Sun) or exclusion (Il
Gazzettino, The Daily Record) of pronouns
like “we” or “them”, with which the news
papers seek to increase or reduce the im
pression of informative proximity; or the
explicit manifestation of the journalist’s
opinion in the text (Corriere della Sera).
For its part, the Portuguese Correio da
Manhã also makes use of certain lexical
choices, over-lexicalization and quoting
verbs that reflect a position favorable to
the unity of Spain, what coincides with the
newspaper’s centre-right political stance.
However, besides using a more balanced
and informative language than the previ
ous dailies, it also offers an adequate so
cial and political contextualization of the
facts and includes numerous declarations
made by different actors from the Catalan
and Spanish sides, which could be due to
the more favorable situation of Portugal in
terms of independence issues.
Special mention deserves the infor
mation published by 20 Minuten. The
informative coverage carried out by the
free Swiss newspaper keeps certain simi
larities with that of Il Gazzettino and The
Daily Record in terms of language, lack of
contextualization and bias. However, the
apolitical nature of the free press in Swit
zerland, together with the briefness of the
content published on these facts by the
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tabloid, suggests that the rather sensation
alist and short treatment done by 20 Mi
nuten simply attends to the search for
impact and audience. Under this interpre
tation, the social and political influence of
the newspaper’s article – that exaggerates
both the suffering of the voters and the po
lice violence, making readers more likely
to support the independence of Catalo
nia – could be understood as unintended,
what leads to question the potential con
sequences that the information published
by the free media can cause on society.
Ultimately, this information treatment
presents risks for social stability in Europe,
since the representation of different reali
ties carried out by the main media outlets
can generate individualism and also radi
calization in certain regions of the Euro
pean continent; a geographical area that,
especially as a result of the economic crisis
in 2008, has experienced a resurgence of
nationalism, so that the lack of objectivity
about the political problems abroad could
initiate a contagion or domino effect.
However, it is necessary to point out
that the conclusions presented in this
study are the result of a limited analy
sis, since only the online version of the
best-selling newspapers in six different
territories is considered, using Critical
Discourse as a research method, which
involves a certain degree of subjectivity.
Thus, this piece of research aims to serve
as a small contribution in the coverage of
nationalism in Europe and is open to be
further developed in future research. It is a
broad topic that needs to be studied more
thoroughly through the analysis of more
types of media outlets and more publica
tions related to both the Catalan conflict
and other social and political facts related
to this issue.
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