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Abstract 

This BRIDGES national report analyses the main narratives developed in traditional and social media 
around three different events in Spain: the Ceuta migration crisis in May 2021, with more than 10,000 
irregular arrivals (including 1,500 minors) in less than 48 hours; the publication of a poster by the 
extreme-right wing party VOX, which blamed unaccompanied minors of causing too much welfare 
expenditures, during a regional electoral campaign in Madrid in May 2021; and the jihadist terrorist 
attacks carried out in Barcelona and Cambrils (Catalonia) in August 2017. In line with WP3 main 
objectives, the report addresses four interrelated questions: who gains access to the public arena and 
shapes prevailing narratives; where these narratives emerge and what path they take; what the main 
features of successful narratives are; and in which contexts and circumstances (thus when) certain 
narratives obtain a competitive edge. In terms of methodology, each event is analysed on the basis of the 
news published during the peak period (around two weeks) by three major newspapers (national and 
local) and two prime-time TV newscasts, as well as on social media data from Twitter. Though the three 
events are very different in nature, their analysis shows an increasing politicisation of immigration but 
with very particular features that still characterise the uniqueness of the Spanish case in the European 
context.

Keywords: migration, narratives, media, social media, Spain, Ceuta, irregular arrivals, VOX, extreme 
right, unaccompanied minors, terrorist attacks, Barcelona, Cambrils



M
ig

ra
ti

on
 n

ar
ra

ti
ve

s 
in

 m
ed

ia
 a

nd
 s

oc
ia

l m
ed

ia
. 

Th
e 

ca
se

 o
f 

S
pa

in
   

  
|  

  #
09

 F
eb

ru
ar

y 
20

23

5

1. Introduction
 
1.1 The Spanish case

Spain seemed to be an exception in the European context as it had consistently maintained more open 
attitudes towards immigration than the European average and there were no political parties that used 
the anti-migration card. This ‘Spanish exceptionalism’ was maintained despite having been Spain the EU 
Member State with the highest level of immigration per capita throughout the past 20 years and despite 
experiencing high political corruption, a profound economic crisis and concerns over immigration, all 
three issues commonly associated with the rise of right-wing populism (González-Enríquez 2017). There 
are historic reasons for this ‘exceptionalism’, including Spanish experience as an emigration country, a 
labour market highly dependent on migrant workers, the backlash against nationalism as a result of the 
Franco regime, and increasing internal territorial grievances.

The Spanish exception came to an end with the success of the extreme-right wing party VOX in the 
Andalusian elections in 2018 and its entry into the national Parliament as a third political force in 2019. 
However, since public opinion towards immigration was evolving favourably during those years, VOX 
electoral success cannot be attributed to a generalised increase 
in the anti-immigration sentiment among the Spanish population 
as a whole. According to González Enríquez and Rinken (2021), 
VOX’s success has primarily been driven by the Catalan territorial 
conflict and less directly by other phenomena like the cultural 
reaction against feminism, the public presence of LGTBI, animal 
rights, cosmopolitanism and, only as an issue among others, 
immigration. But not being immigration the central cause, it could 
be a consequence: the party success and social respectability 
of the platforms provided by democratic institutions may end 
up representing a contributory factor, making the expression of 
previously concealed negative opinions on immigration more 
acceptable.

While the expression of anti-immigration sentiments and related political statements has been rare 
until very recently, immigration has been central in public debates. For instance, it was so during the 
so-called ‘cayuco crisis’ in the Canary Islands in 2006 and again in 2015 with the European refugee 
reception crisis. Interestingly, in 2015 politicisation around immigration was characterised by the 
confrontation between a government (then from the right-wing party PP) that took exclusionary positions 
and opposition parties – as well as a significant section of civil society – that were clearly mobilised in 
favour of the rights of immigrants and refugees. Another particular feature of 2015 was that politicisation 
around immigration involved a great deal of multi-level confrontation, with cities and a growing number 
of regions opposing the exclusionary decisions taken by the central government. Interestingly, in 2015 
most political statements took place through the media, with few parliamentary debates, little presence 
in electoral debates and limited judicial intervention (Garcés-Mascareñas 2016; Garcés-Mascareñas 
and Amat 2018).

Spain seemed to be 
an exception in the 
European context as it had 
consistently maintained 
more open attitudes 
towards immigration than 
the European average and 
there were no political 
parties that used the anti-
migration card. 
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This BRIDGES national report analyses the main narratives developed in traditional media and social 
media (Twitter) around three different events or case studies:

1. The first event has to do with the arrival of more than 10,000 migrants, including 1,500 minors, 
in Ceuta in less than 48 hours in May 2021. This led to a humanitarian crisis but also to an 
unprecedented diplomatic crisis between the Spanish and Moroccan governments. Dominant 
narratives in media and social media blamed the Moroccan government to have used the migrants 
as a weapon to pressure the Spanish government.

2. The second case is related to a poster produced by the extreme right-wing party VOX in which the 
low pension of an old lady (€426) was compared to the cost of sustenance of an unaccompanied 
minor (€4,700) in the framework of the regional elections in Madrid in May 2021. This poster had 
a broad echo in the media and was taken to court as a potential case of hate speech, although it 
was finally dismissed. 

3. The third case study concentrates on the terrorist attacks carried out in Barcelona and Cambrils 
(Catalonia) on the 17 and 18 of August 2017 in which 14 people lost their lives. The terrorist cell 
behind these attacks was made of a dozen of youngsters of Moroccan origins raised in the Catalan 
pre-Pyrenean village of Ripoll. After wondering why these attacks happened and why Spain was 
targeted, one of the key questions was how a group of apparently well-integrated youngsters 
ended up carrying out acts of terror.

In line with the main BRIDGES’ research goals, this report addresses the following research questions:  

– When, that is in which contexts and circumstances, certain narratives obtain a competitive edge. 
– What are the features behind the relative success of competing narratives, whether in the realm of 

news-making routines, commercial considerations, political opportunities, or story qualities;
– Who are the voices that gain access to the public arena and which structural positions and 

strategies allow them to shape prevailing narratives;
– Where narratives emerge and what is their path across different social actors, media, and platforms;

In terms of methodology, in each event, we gathered and analysed all the pertinent and related news 
published during the peak period by three major newspapers and two prime-time TV newscasts, 
trying to include different political orientations and property models, as follows: 

• El País, a national newspaper founded in 1976 situated at the centre-left political spectrum. It 
belongs to the Grupo Prisa, the largest media company in Spain, and it is the most read newspaper 
in Spanish online. 

• El Mundo, a national newspaper founded in 1989 with a centre-right political orientation, although 
it defines its editorial line as liberal. It is the second largest printed daily newspaper in Spain. The 
publishing company of El Mundo is Unidad Editorial Información General, S.L.U., which is owned 
by Unidad Editorial, S.A. 

• El Faro de Ceuta, a local newspaper based in Ceuta, founded in 1934, with a conservative political 
orientation. It belongs to Grupo Faro, which also owns El Faro de Melilla, and is currently the oldest 
newspaper in Ceuta. 

• Libertad Digital, a small and young online newspaper founded in 2000, quite oriented to create 
opinion. It claims to be classic liberal, but it has had links to figures in the People’s Party (PP) and 
radical-right parties like VOX. It is also linked to other media such as EsRadio.  

• La Vanguardia, national newspaper based in Barcelona founded in 1881. It is situated at the 
centre of the political spectrum with a moderate approach and stands for the Catalonia’s leading 
newspaper. It belongs to the Group Godó, a leading Spanish media conglomerate. 

• TVE, is the Spanish national state-owned public service television broadcaster and the oldest 



M
ig

ra
ti

on
 n

ar
ra

ti
ve

s 
in

 m
ed

ia
 a

nd
 s

oc
ia

l m
ed

ia
. 

Th
e 

ca
se

 o
f 

S
pa

in
   

  
|  

  #
09

 F
eb

ru
ar

y 
20

23

7

regular television service in Spain, which launched its first channel in 1956. According to data 
of 2020, the first channel had 9.4% of audience and generally it is quite moderate and pro-
government.

• TV3, on air since 1983, is the primary television channel of Catalan public broadcaster Televisió de 
Catalunya, a subsidiary of the Corporació Catalana de Mitjans Audiovisuals (CCMA), with 17.5% 
of audience in Catalonia.1 It is close to the government but more sensitive when it comes to the 
coverage of migration and social issues, with specific internal deontological codes and committees. 

• Antena 3, broadcasted since 1990, is a private TV which belongs to Artesmedia Televisión. It 
holds the highest audience in the news bulletin with 14.6% of audience in Spain.2 It is rather 
conservative and tends to adopt a quite sensationalist approach. 

The identification of the press news was done through the digital databases of Factiva, Proquest and 
Google. While some of the news were repeated, we opted to include the three because the results 
of the search using the same temporal periods and keywords gave different results, including online 
and in-paper versions. This obliged a tedious process of classification and harmonisation before 
starting the analysis, but it allowed us not to leave any relevant news aside. A first qualitative reading 
of all the press news was made to get the general picture of each case and draw a general outline 
with the key facts and dates. Then, the coding sheet was completed with all relevant items regarding 
the narratives’ features and frames. On a second stage, the TV news were listened to and analysed 
using the same coding sheet. Parallel to the completion of the Excel files, a summary of the most 
relevant news with some analytical notes was written for each media, so that we could clearly identify 
the main differences between traditional media at a first glance. 

At a third stage, for each event, we analysed the 100 most-retweeted tweets in similar time frames 
than those chosen for newspapers and TV, retrieved from keywords that matched the text or the 
hashtag. Each case study contains the details of the time frames (including a long one for the big 
picture and a short one for the qualitative analysis) and keywords, as well as the overall amount of 
news from the traditional media. In total, for the three events, 655 news have been analysed. 

Finally, for each case study, we undertook several semi-structured interviews from stakeholders who 
had been somehow involved in the events, including journalists, members of the civil society, NGOs, 
and law enforcement agents. These ensured a variety of viewpoints and helped us in understanding 
the process of narrative production and impact. Yet, some invitations were made to key actors who 
refused to participate in the second case study (i.e. members of VOX, and journalists from El Mundo 
and Libertad Digital), making clear the sensitivity of the issue under analysis. Following the ethical 
guidelines, the tweets from regular citizens (not public figures) and quotes from interviewees who did 
not give their full consent have been anonymised. For a list of the interviewees, see the Appendix.

1. Source: Distribution of the audience by TV channels, Idescat 2021 (https://www.idescat.cat/indicadors/?id=ae-
c&n=15752&lang=en) 

2. Source: “Análisis de la industria televisiva 2021”. Barlovento Comunicación, 2022, p.75 (https://www.barloventocomunica-
cion.es/audiencias-anuales/2021-analisis-de-la-industria-televisiva-audiovisual/) 

https://www.idescat.cat/indicadors/?id=aec&n=15752&lang=en
https://www.idescat.cat/indicadors/?id=aec&n=15752&lang=en
https://www.barloventocomunicacion.es/audiencias-anuales/2021-analisis-de-la-industria-televisiva-audiovisual/
https://www.barloventocomunicacion.es/audiencias-anuales/2021-analisis-de-la-industria-televisiva-audiovisual/
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2. Ceuta: more than 10,000 irregular arrivals 
in two days
 
2.1 Introduction and contextual background

Since the early 2000s Morocco has been a lead player in border control. It is a priority partner for Spain, 
which allocates to it the bulk of its funding for migration cooperation with third countries. For example, 
in 2021 this amounted to €30 million of a total of €43.5 million. It is also a key partner for the EU 
which, between 2014 and 2020, allocated €343 million to Morocco, a sum second only to that assigned 
to Libya. Given the numbers of immigrants involved, this importance of Morocco is not surprising. In 
2018, 90% of the almost 65,000 immigrants who irregularly entered Spain came through Morocco. 
In the first months of 2022, the proportion continues to be around 80% (El País, 21 March 2022). 
Although Morocco is a departure point for many migrants from other countries entering Spain irregularly, 
a considerable part of those who arrive are of Moroccan nationality.

This partnership with Morocco, which has come to be a kind of laboratory for the externalisation of 
migration control to neighbouring countries (Garcés-Mascareñas 2016), has not been free of tensions. 

The numbers of immigrants irregularly entering Spain from Morocco 
has depended on the state of relations between the Moroccan and 
Spanish governments. There have been fewer arrivals when times 
are good, and more when relations between the two countries 
have been strained. In each case, the Moroccan government has 
used increased arrivals as a way of exerting pressure to assert its 
essential role as guardian of Spain’s southern border, and thus to 
demand concessions in return. It is in this context that the Ceuta 
migratory crisis in May 2021 – when, in less than 48 hours, more 
than 10,000 people arrived in this Spanish port city on the north 
coast of Africa – should be understood.

The crisis was triggered by the Moroccan government’s swift 
response when Brahim Ghali, Sahrawi Polisario Front leader, was allowed into Spain to be treated for 
COVID-19. According to the Moroccan ambassador to Spain, Karima Benyaich, ‘There are actions that 
have consequences, and they must be borne.’ Once again, the consequence was an easing of the 
mechanisms of border control by Moroccan security forces. This time, however, the number of entries 
far exceeded those of earlier crises. Between Monday 17 and Tuesday 18 May more than 10,000 
people, including 1,500 minors, reached Ceuta. In a speech from Moncloa Palace on the morning of 
18 May, Pedro Sánchez, the Spanish Prime Minister, delivered a mixed message. On the one hand, 
he had harsh words for Morocco, asserting that, ‘the territorial integrity of borders and the security of 
our compatriots will be defended under any circumstances and by any means necessary.’ He then 
announced the transfer of national police officers to the border and, two days later, deployment of the 
army. On the other hand, in the same speech, he also emphasised the need to resolve the situation 
as ‘good neighbours’ on the basis of mutual ‘cooperation.’ This to some extent explains the fact that, 
the same day, the Spanish government approved a sum of €30 million to help Morocco in its border 
control.

In less than 48 hours, by the afternoon of Tuesday 18 May, everything began to calm down after 
the Moroccan government gave express orders that the movement of immigrants on its side of the 
border was to be controlled, and also accepted the return of many of the immigrants who had entered 
Ceuta. Hence, the numbers of new arrivals were sharply reduced while the majority of those who had 

In each case, the Moroccan 
government has used 
increased arrivals as a 
way of exerting pressure 
to assert its essential role 
as guardian of Spain’s 
southern border, and thus 
to demand concessions in 
return. 



M
ig

ra
ti

on
 n

ar
ra

ti
ve

s 
in

 m
ed

ia
 a

nd
 s

oc
ia

l m
ed

ia
. 

Th
e 

ca
se

 o
f 

S
pa

in
   

  
|  

  #
09

 F
eb

ru
ar

y 
20

23

9

entered Spanish territory (except the minors) were sent back. This is how the Ceuta migrant crisis, 
despite its dimensions, was over in a few days. Yet two questions remained open. The first pertains 
to more than a thousand unaccompanied minors who remained in Spanish territory. The refoulement 
of minors during the crisis and further deportations of minors in August the same year were ruled to 
be illegal by several courts. Furthermore, the impossibility of returning the minors led to discussions 
about the conditions of their reception in Ceuta and the need to move them to the Peninsula. The 
second issue was the diplomatic crisis between the two states. It was well known at the time that 
Ghali’s hospitalisation had been a mere trigger, and that underlying it were territorial matters, namely 
recognition of Morocco’s sovereignty over Western Sahara and its claims to the two Spanish enclaves 
of Ceuta and Melilla.

In fact, this tension over territorial issues explains an earlier decision of the Moroccan government, 
coinciding with the onset of the pandemic, to close its borders with Spain and thus with Ceuta and Melilla, 
both of which are highly dependent on cross-border relations. It also sheds light on what happened two 
years earlier when the Moroccan government was loath to accept deportation flights of immigrants 
who had irregularly entered Spain through Morocco. Finally, it also partially accounts for the increased 
number of arrivals of immigrants in the months both before and after the Ceuta crisis. In January and 
February 2022, arrivals coming through the Canary Islands rose by 116% in comparison with 2021 (El 
País, 19 March 2022). On 3 and 4 March 2022, in the midst of the war on Ukraine, more than 3,000 
sub-Saharan migrants managed to approach the Melilla border fence, while Moroccan police turned a 
blind eye. According to the Spanish well-known journalist Enric Juliana, the Spanish government ‘read 
this episode as a stern warning. The Ceuta moment of May 2021 could be repeated’ (La Vanguardia, 22 
March 2022). 

It is in this context that the Spanish government’s change of position on the Western Sahara conflict in 
March 2022 should be understood. In exchange for Morocco guaranteeing control of migration, respect 
for territorial integrity (with regard to the two Spanish enclaves in North Africa), and a return to normality 
on the Spanish-Moroccan border, Spain supported the autonomy of Western Sahara under Moroccan 
sovereignty. This was specified in a Spanish government communique a few days later: ‘Today we 
embark on a new stage in our relations with Morocco. […] The aim is to guarantee stability, sovereignty, 
territorial integrity, and prosperity for both countries. We reaffirm our determination to deal with shared 
challenges together, especially with cooperation in managing migratory flows in the Mediterranean and 
Atlantic, always acting in a spirit of full cooperation and seeking to re-establish the maximum normality 
in the circulation of people and goods for the benefit of our peoples’ (La Moncloa 2022). In sum, 
under migratory pressures, Spain finally joined the United States, Germany, and France in supporting 
Moroccan aspirations regarding Western Sahara.

2.2 Narratives in mainstream media

When more than 10,000 people arrived in Ceuta in less than 48 hours, the first question was how to 
explain what this was about. No one hesitated to describe it as a crisis. The Spanish Prime Minister, 
Pedro Sánchez, spoke of an ‘exceptional crisis’ while the European Commissioner for Home Affairs, 
Ylva Johansson, referred to it as an ‘unprecedented crisis.’ Starting from this unanimity, the next 
question was to clarify what kind of crisis it was: whether it was a purely diplomatic crisis between 
the Moroccan and Spanish governments; or also a humanitarian crisis on the border; whether lurking 
behind the humanitarian crisis there was a migratory crisis; or whether there was, moreover, a new 
crisis of reception, that is, when the capacity to manage and receive migrants is far exceeded by 
the number of arrivals. With each of these questions came a variety of narratives, with different 
characters, labels and metaphors, settings, and voices. The next few paragraphs will analyse these 
issues which, moreover, were dealt with at different times and covered in various ways by the media 
outlets.

https://www.lamoncloa.gob.es/serviciosdeprensa/notasprensa/presidencia/Paginas/2022/180322-comunicado_marruecos.aspx
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Mundo and El Faro de Ceuta) and TV news (from Televisión Española and Antena3) focusing on 
the migration crisis in Ceuta between the 16 and 30 May 2021. The keyword used for the search 
was: Ceuta. The analysis was done in two phases. In the first phase, all newspaper articles were 
read and TV news visualised and a first qualitative analysis was done by summarising all items. 
In a second phase, a more limited set of newspaper articles and TV news was selected in view 
to a more systematic analysis following the different criteria established for all selected cases. As 
Table 1 shows, this more limited set includes a total of 257 items, 156 from newspapers and 101 
from TVs. While El País and El Faro de Ceuta present a similar number of articles, El Mundo did 
a far more limited coverage. Regarding TV news, the difference in terms of items (30 TVE and 71 
Antena3) results from purely technical reasons, as in the case of TVE different news are covered 
by the same item.

TABLE 1. Coverage dedicated to the Ceuta crisis by news outlet, 16-30 May 2021

NEWS OUTLET NEWS ITEMS
El País 59
El Mundo 38
El Faro de Ceuta 59
TVE 30
Antena 3 71
Total 257

 
a) Diplomatic crisis

Stories about the diplomatic crisis prevailed in all media outlets without exception (see Graph 1). In the 
early hours of the crisis, the Spanish government (a coalition of the Spanish Socialist Workers’ Party PSOE 
and Podemos) emphatically denied that the increased number of arrivals was related with any deliberate 
policy of the Moroccan government and, more specifically, that it was a response to the hospitalisation 
in Spain of the Polisario Front leader Brahim Ghali. In particular, this was the position of the Foreign 
Minister, Arancha González Laya, who declared on the night of 17 May that the Spanish government 
did not believe it was being pressured by Morocco. ‘This is not the result of any disagreement […]. It is 
purely and simply a humanitarian matter. Frankly, I cannot imagine risking the lives of children at sea 
[…] in response to what is merely a humanitarian gesture’ (El País, 18 May 2021). The ‘humanitarian 
gesture’ she refers to was the hospitalisation of Ghali.

One of the first people to explicitly condemn the role of the Moroccan government in the crisis was 
the Mayor-President of the Autonomous City of Ceuta, Juan Jesús Vivas (from the Popular Party) who 
on Tuesday 18 May described the situation as an ‘invasion’ encouraged by the ‘complicit passivity’ of 
Morocco. In another interview, he condemned Morocco’s political use of migration: ‘when Morocco 
doesn’t want it, the border doesn’t exist. Our perception yesterday was that there was no border’ (El 
País, 18 May 2022). The same day, the deputy Prime Minister of the Spanish government, Carmen 
Calvo, spoke of ‘aggression’ against Spanish borders. Two days later, the Defence Minister, Margarita 
Robles, was still more explicit when she directly accused the Moroccan government of subjecting Spain 
to ‘blackmail’. After announcing the deployment of the army at the border, she warned, ‘Spain is not to 
be trifled with. They can’t win against Spain’ and that, ‘we will not tolerate the slightest blackmail. Our 
territorial integrity is not negotiable, and neither is it at issue’ (El País, 20 May 2022). To sum up, despite 
the government’s initial denial, a few days later nobody was in any doubt about the diplomatic nature of 
the crisis.
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GRAPH 1. Topics in the coverage of the Ceuta crisis by news outlet, 16-30 May 2021
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After that, the different versions of the events differed in their assessment of the action of the Moroccan 
government, the role of the migrants, and what should have been the response of the Spanish government. 
In the accounts concerning the Moroccan government, the Spanish authorities, although they spoke of 
aggression and blackmail, abstained from negative references to the Moroccan leadership. Although the 
Spanish Prime Minister, Pedro Sánchez, referred to the need to ‘guarantee borders’, ‘territorial integrity’, 
and ‘security’, he also recalled that Morocco is a ‘partner and friend’, so there was a need for ‘resolving 
the situation as good neighbours.’ The PP, the main opposition party, did not directly attack the Moroccan 
government either. Its view was that the blame lay first and foremost with the Spanish government, which 
had provoked the Moroccan government with its ‘carelessness’ in allowing the hospitalisation of Ghali. It 
also blamed the other party in government (Podemos) for openly recognising Western Sahara’s right to a 
referendum. This blaming of the Spanish government effectively implied to recognise that the Moroccan 
government had reasons for being angry. 

The extreme right-wing party VOX was more radical in its criticism of the Moroccan government with 
expressions like ‘unacceptable conduct’ and ‘planned invasion’ as well as comparing the arrivals in 
Ceuta with the Palestinian Intifada and the 1975 Green March, the mass demonstration led by the 
Moroccan government in its attempt to force Spain to hand over the former province of Spanish Sahara. 
Rather than complaining about the Spanish government’s diplomatic maladroitness, VOX lambasted 
its ‘slackness’, ‘inaction’, and the ‘ineffectualness’ of its migration policies. Embracing VOX’s stance as 
his own, one journalist, Rafa Latorre, writing for the daily El Mundo, commented in the purplest prose, 
‘Morocco has unleashed a human crisis as a blunt way of dealing with a diplomatic conflict. Such is the 
rottenness of a system that uses throbbing flesh as ammunition for a siege, trying to turn compassion 
and fear into self-destructive forces. There would be no chance of coercion if, on one side of the border, 
there were not a regime that is willing to throw children into the sea and, on the other side, a democracy 
that is morally compelled to save them. Perhaps, seeing themselves for once on the side that is subject 
to moral hyper-exigence, some obstinate do-gooders will now understand how diabolical it is to confront 
individuals who have not the slightest qualm about risking the lives of their own people’ (El Mundo, 20 
May 2021).

From the standpoint of the diplomatic crisis, the narratives about migrants had two features in 
common. First, the crisis was caused by the arrival of the migrants, which is seen as an almost natural 
catastrophe. Accordingly, all the media outlets used metaphors drawn from natural phenomena, among 
them ‘avalanche’, ‘inundation’, ‘inferno’, and ‘flood’. Second, migrants were viewed as the means by 
which the Moroccan government continues its ‘attack’ or coercive pressure. These stories differ in 
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23 where they place the emphasis. Some present the migrants as victims of neglect and manipulation by 

the Moroccan government, while others (more than a few) ignore the perspective of the migrants as 
people to present them as a totally biddable instrument of enforcement of the Moroccan government. 
For example, on one occasion, an El País journalist spoke of ‘irregular emigration candidates’ 
‘advancing like ants’ in what was going to be a ‘heedless pilgrimage’ (Francisco Peregil, El País, 
18 May 2021). In another piece, this time in El Mundo, a columnist referred to ‘bees’ and ‘insects’ 
being used as ammunition in some conquests, after which he spoke of a ‘battalion of unarmed naked 
children’ arriving in Ceuta (Raúl del Pozo, El Mundo, 20 May 2021). Oddly enough, though not by 
chance, migrants are totally absent in the discourse of Spanish political leaders about the crisis.

As for the narrative about what the response should be, there was heartfelt agreement, with the exception 
of VOX. On the one hand, everyone involved did not hesitate to opine that the Spanish government had to 
respond forcefully. From the steps of the Moncloa Palace, as already mentioned, Pedro Sánchez repeated 
that it was necessary ‘to defend territorial integrity and security under any circumstances and by any 
means.’ And, as noted above, the Defence Minister insisted that ‘territorial integrity is not negotiable’ (El 
País, 20 May 2021). In its Editorial, El País demanded that the government should ‘make it clear that 
it would not yield’ and that its ‘response would be firm and united’. In this regard, that the state sent 
the army and, in particular, the Legion3 to Ceuta was a clear declaration of principles. The El Mundo 
journalist Alberto Rojas recalled the importance of the army when he wrote that the crisis ended ‘when 
Defence intervened in the disorder of Interior’. A Ceuta resident cited by Rojas added, ‘those of us who 

are from here in Ceuta know how much the Moroccans respect 
the Legion. All it took was seeing the uniform and the rebellion was 
over’ (El Mundo, 20 May 2021). El País also drew attention to the 
symbolic effect of sending the army to the border. ‘In addition to 
its practical function, its presence on the beaches of Ceuta with 
armoured vehicles, helmets, flak jackets, and field uniform has 
had a secondary effect: showing that the government is willing to 
defend Ceuta, whatever it takes’ (Miguel González López, El País, 
20 May 2021).

While no one hesitated when calling for a tough response, it was 
also unanimously agreed that the conflict could only be resolved through diplomatic channels. The 
Minister of Foreign Affairs stated that, while the government would be ‘firm in defending territorial 
integrity and its defences’, it would not embark on ‘an exercise of fuelling escalation’ since the aim 
was to ‘build bridges’ and ‘resolve the situation as good neighbours respecting territorial integrity’ (El 
País, 19 May 2021). This time, the PP supported the government. In an interview with El Mundo, 
the former PP Foreign Affairs Minister, García Margallo, stressed that it made no sense to prolong 
tensions between two countries with such important common interests, adding, ‘I hope that this 
crisis doesn’t affect bilateral relations. This is like a marital tiff. […] What we must try to do in future, 
like a couple that has got through a crisis, is to be infinitely more careful’ (El Mundo, 20 May 2021). 
VOX, the only party that did not support the negotiating position, criticised the ‘Spanish government’s 
defeatism’ and called for breaking relations (and ending any form of financial support) with the 
Moroccan government (El Faro de Ceuta, 26 May 2021).

Another ancillary narrative also came into play, this time emphasising the European character of the 
Spanish border. The Spanish authorities repeatedly wielded this argument to warn the Moroccan 

3. It is the Rapid Reaction Force of the Spanish Army. It was set up in the 1920s to face a major rebellion in the Protectorate of 
Spanish Morocco (led by the Rif leader Abd el-Krim). It was key in the Rif War, in the Spanish Civil War (under Franco’s army), 
in the war against Morocco (in the 1950s) and in defense of the Spanish Western Sahara. In these events, it was historically 
known for its cruelty. 

While no one hesitated 
when calling for a tough 
response, it was also 
unanimously agreed that 
the conflict could only be 
resolved through diplomatic 
channels. 
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government that the conflict was not only with Spain but with the whole European Union. This was 
a key factor in discussions among the various European politicians who unanimously supported the 
Spanish government and repeatedly called for Morocco to honour its commitment. Brussels stressed 
that Morocco is a privileged partner of the EU (after receiving more than €13,000 million in financial 
aid since 2007) and warned that if it did not cooperate, it could end up losing a ‘good business.’ The 
conditionality of outsourced migration policies was thus made more explicit than ever before. Besides 
supporting Spain and warning Morocco, the European Commission also urged Spain to rely on FRONTEX, 
and FRONTEX declared it was ready to help in the crisis. At this point the position of the European 
Commission departed from that of the Spanish government, which turned down the offer, arguing that 
that crisis was more one of a diplomatic and political (than a migration) matter and it therefore preferred 
to respond ‘pragmatically’ and deal with the matter bilaterally.

Another secondary narrative was about the position of the Moroccan government which, although it 
was a key player and apparent instigator of the crisis, was cited only occasionally and out of context. 
While the Moroccan government initially denied its involvement, on Monday 17 May Morocco’s 
ambassador to Spain had already indicated that this was an eminently diplomatic crisis and was 
quoted by all the media. Mustapha Ramid, the Moroccan Human Rights Minister echoed her 
warning when he said that ‘underestimating Morocco has a very high price’, and ‘Morocco has every 
right to pass on the magnitude of the suffering.’ The statements made by the Moroccan government 
spokesman, Mustapha Baitas, reported by the local newspaper El Faro de Ceuta, were even more 
explicit when he suggested that the problem (besides the hospitalisation of Ghali) was decidedly 
territorial. ‘While the issue of our territorial integrity is moving in a positive direction thanks to 
international support, Spain wants to stir up problems, to frustrate Morocco’s efforts to consolidate 
its territorial integrity, and is attempting to pressure the Kingdom in a way that is unbefitting of a 
friendly country that is linked to Morocco by important strategic and economic matters’ (El Faro de 
Ceuta, 28 May 2021). 

To sum up, accounts of the Ceuta crisis as a diplomatic problem focus on two main actors, the 
Spanish government, and the Moroccan government and, to a much lesser extent, the European 
institutions. Migrants barely appear in the discussion at this level, although they are mentioned in 
reports in the media where they are presented as victims or a mere instrument of coercion by the 
Moroccan government. The analysis of who was quoted reveals that the predominant voices are 
those of the Spanish government and the main opposition parties (basically PP and VOX) (see Graph 
2). Podemos, in the coalition government, seemed loath to speak about the diplomatic crisis while, as 
already noted, representatives of the Moroccan govern were hardly cited at all or, if they were, it was 
out of context. On both sides of the dispute, it seems that there was a fairly even gender distribution, 
with the most confrontational statements coming from women (the Moroccan Ambassador to Spain, 
Karima Benyaich, and the Spanish Minister of Foreign Affairs, Arancha González Laya). As for labels, 
the Moroccan government was frequently described as ‘immoral’ and ‘unscrupulous.’ The Spanish 
government was portrayed in more varied terms, with some speaking of its ‘firmness’, others of 
its ‘ineptitude’ and ‘poor performance’ in its relations with Morocco, and still others of its ‘faint-
heartedness’ in its border policies.

As for the media coverage, the diplomatic issue is central in all the outlets, although with some differences. 
In El Mundo this focus, with a substantial proportion of opinion pieces and analysis, is almost total. El 
País and El Faro de Ceuta, as we shall see, discuss this and also other matters. On television, TVE and 
Antena3 refer to the diplomatic crisis but always in combination with images and stories, including those 
of migrants, from the border. In terms of space given to the different viewpoints, El Mundo gives most 
coverage to the Spanish government and opposition parties, while El País and El Faro de Ceuta offer a 
more varied perspective, including a larger proportion of opinions of European leaders. Statements from 
the extreme right-wing party VOX are given prominence in El Mundo and El Faro de Ceuta and are almost 
absent in El País.
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While the diplomatic crisis was unfolding, other stories were also being told, from the very beginning, 
about what was happening on the border. These accounts came from another setting, Ceuta’s El Tarajal 
beach, and with other actors, namely migrants, security forces and humanitarian aid volunteers. 
Here, the leading voices are those of the security forces, humanitarian organisations, and the citizens 
of Ceuta (see Graph 2). Once again, the migrants’ voices go unheard. One El Mundo journalist, Felipe 
Sahagún, compared the situation on the border with an ‘explosion’ or a ‘conflagration’, in which the 
first task was to ‘save the lives of the most vulnerable’ and then to ‘reinforce security.’ The stories 
told from the border adopt the same order, first describing the chaos, second, giving an account of 
the humanitarian response, and third, reporting the restoration of ‘order’ and ‘control’ by the security 
forces.

GRAPH 2. Verbal reactions in the coverage of the Ceuta crisis by topic, 16-30 May 2021
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The accounts of chaos on the border employ the metaphors cited above, among them ‘avalanche’ 
and ‘flood’ as well as ‘assault’ and ‘chaos’. While the migrants are given centre stage in these reports, 
they barely have a voice. They are described in several ways, sometimes as a formless, out-of-control, 
purposeless mass. For example, El Mundo presents them as a ‘terrified’ ‘hodgepodge’ of bodies. On some 
occasions, attention is given to personal dramas, of people who have died in the attempt, of babies that 
have almost drowned, and of migrants who arrive ‘exhausted’, ‘limp’ and ‘desperate’. This approach is 
typical of TV reports, which tended to use an emotional tone, often with dramatic background music. On 
more than a few other occasions, immigrants were depicted as delinquents, breaking laws, and defying 
Spanish security forces. These different portrayals of the migrants were repeated in photojournalistic 
coverage, with pictures of people in the distance, others with broken people (especially women and 
children) and others with people (mainly young men) celebrating their arrival and violently confronting 
security forces (see pictures 1, 2 and 3).
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PICTURES 1 TO 4: Images of arrivals at the border in different media outlets

Picture 1: by Javier Sakona Picture 2: by El País

Picture 3: by Mohamed Siali Picture 4: by Bernat Armangué

 
Stories like these are closely linked with others emphasising solidarity and humanitarianism on the 
Spanish side of the border. There are three subjects in this solidarity. First, are the security forces, 
with a variety of images, from a member of the Guardia Civil saving a baby that is about to drown 
in the sea, and another who stops a man from killing himself hours after reaching Ceuta, through 
to soldiers of the Legion playing with unaccompanied children (see pictures 5). The contrast is 
unvarying: while ‘the Guardia Civil saves lives, Morocco risks the lives of its own people’ (El Faro 
de Ceuta, 18 May 2021). Second, humanitarian organisations also feature under the heading of 
solidarity. The quintessential image is that of Luna Reyes, a Red Cross volunteer woman embracing 
an exhausted young man, a sub-Saharan immigrant who has just entered Ceuta (see picture 6). The 
photo went viral on the social media prompting attacks and expressions of support in equal measure. 
The press referred to Luna as an ‘anonymous hero’, an ‘icon’, and an ‘image of pure humanity’ 
emerging from the ‘avalanche of immigrants’ (El País, 20 May 2021). Here, too, it is difficult not 
to see a racial subtheme in the contrast between Luna’s humanity and the avalanche caused by 
‘others’, between the white subject of solidarity and its helpless black object. The third subject in the 
field of solidarity are the citizens of Ceuta, who are praised by politicians and the media alike for their 
response of helping the most vulnerable people.
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23 PICTURES 5 TO 8: Images of arrivals at the border in different media outlets

Picture 5: by Guardia Civil Picture 6: by Bernat Armangue

Picture 7: by EFE Picture 8: by Jon Nazca, Reuters

As the hours went by, the media reports also described how order was being restored at the border. 
These two narratives took the form of opposing stories. On the one hand, one narrative emphasised the 
re-establishment of control by security forces and portrayed, in particular, the arrival of the army. For 
example, on 18 May, El Faro de Ceuta, described ‘a military deployment worthy of war’. The images, 
whether they took the form of photos, or were broadcast on television, illustrated the ‘taking’ of the beach 
by the army (see pictures 7-8). Voluntary returns or push backs were the most compelling evidence of 
this re-establishment of control (see picture 8). On the other hand, an opposing narrative questioned 
the legality of the Spanish government’s actions on the border. On very few occasions, El Faro de Ceuta 
reported statements by the Association for Human Rights of Andalusia (APDHA) condemning aggression 
against migrants (including the use of rubber bullets) by the Spanish police and army. Much more 
frequently, all the media, except El Mundo, challenged the legality of push backs, especially of minors.

There were major differences in the press coverage. While El Mundo hardly mentioned it, and El País only 
as a secondary matter, El Faro de Ceuta described the situation at the border in some detail and the two 
television stations turned the border into their main focus. If the tone of analysis of the diplomatic crisis 
was more or less analytical, whatever the viewpoint, in this case the emotional tone was predominant, 
emphasising chaos, drama, and confrontation. The issue of the legality of the Spanish government’s 
actions (especially regarding push backs) was raised after the second day and by most of the media. 
This was one of the issues that was to remain central, especially some months later with the illegal return 
of 17 minors and the court ruling against the government’s actions.

c) Root causes

After the third and fourth days, the first accounts of what had impelled the migrants to cross the border 
began to appear. On the one hand, El País and also El Faro de Ceuta analysed the situation on the 
other side of the border, especially in the zone of the town of Castillejos (Fnideq in Arabic). On the other 
hand, and for the first time, the media gave space to the stories of migrants so they could speak in first 
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person about their reasons for leaving. In this latter case, personal stories are the focus, together with 
the emotional (and often compassionate) tone of the reports. Although most of the interviews take place 
in Ceuta, the setting they speak of is, for the first time, Morocco.

When speaking of the situation in Morocco, the media mentioned the country’s unfavourable 
economic situation caused by the pandemic and, in particular, by its unilateral sealing of the border 
in March 2020. The reports pointed out that thousands of people depended on cross-border relations, 
either because they went to work every day in the two autonomous cities of Ceuta and Melilla or 
because they were engaged in porteo (portage), euphemistically known as ‘irregular trade’, in which 
Moroccans transport merchandise from Spain to Morocco, either in cars or on the laden backs of 
women carriers who walk across the border. The closure of the border in an attempt to strangulate 
the Spanish enclaves of Ceuta and Melilla ended up taking its toll on the economy of the Moroccan 
zones near the border. From this perspective, the migration crisis would be explained as the result 
of the ‘ruinous economic situation’ of the zone, which would also have led to such large numbers of 
people being willing to take to the sea. Moreover, it would explain why Fnideq was the only Moroccan 
city with mass demonstrations during the pandemic. According to El País, most of the demonstrators 
were women, who were shouting, ‘What a disgrace! You have killed Fnideq. The people want to open 
the border.’

When the migrants themselves are allowed to speak, three standpoints repeatedly appear. First, most of the 
migrants interviewed concurred that, since the pandemic and even 
more after the border was closed, it is very difficult to survive. Second, 
the media also suggested, but this time indirectly, that many minors 
were deceived into going to Ceuta, some thinking they were going to 
see a football match and others that it was an outing. Third, when 
asked about the future, many migrants said that they did not plan to 
return, that there is no future for them in Morocco, and that they had 
come to work and stay. The press stories even asserted that most of 
the parents of unaccompanied minors wanted them to stay in Spain. 
The migrants who were interviewed are not only from the border zone 
and not only Moroccan. Although some were interviewed in Ceuta, 
others were located after being returned to Morocco, as happened, in particular, in the case of migrants who 
featured in images of scenes from the border that had gone viral. These include Abdou, the Senegalese 
man embracing Luna, the Red Cross volunteer, and Aschraf, a Moroccan teenager who was photographed 
in the water (see picture 2), held afloat by plastic bottles, in tears and begging the Spanish police, ‘Try to 
understand us, for God’s sake! We don’t want to go back’ (El País, 27 May 2021).

In terms of press coverage, El País and El Faro de Ceuta explored the socioeconomic conditions on the 
Moroccan side of the border, as did the Televisión Española correspondent in Fnideq. The stories of 
some migrants were added to these reports. As the days went by, accounts by migrants who explained 
why they had crossed into Spain began to appear in the news outlets, except for El Mundo. Added to 
these testimonies, which were included mostly in decontextualised fragments, there appeared some life 
stories, all of them conveying the degree of desperation of the migrants and their hopes of starting a new 
life in Spain (very much connected with the possibility of being able to work). Like the border stories, the 
tone in these reports was clearly emotional and compassionate.

d) Impact on Ceuta

In addition to the situation on the border (namely the beach), all media outlets described the impact of the 
arrival of the migrants in Ceuta. Some early reports spoke of chaos in the streets. El País described the 
‘alarm and indignation of local residents’, although noting that there were no ‘specific clashes’, while other 
newspapers and television channels reported a situation of ‘chaos’, ‘insecurity’, ‘fear’, and ‘uncertainty.’ For 

The closure of the border in 
an attempt to strangulate 
the Spanish enclaves of 
Ceuta and Melilla ended 
up taking its toll on the 
economy of the Moroccan 
zones near the border.
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23 example, El Faro de Ceuta mentioned, ‘psychosis created in the streets’ with scenes of tension, as well as 

falsehoods and rumours stopping children from going to school and people going out into the streets (El Faro 
de Ceuta, 18 May 2021). El Mundo reported that 90% of the shops stayed closed and that children did not go 
to school. This report took on an almost bellicose tone, reminiscent of invasion: ‘The city has hunkered down 
inside its walls waiting for the situation to start coming under control. Thousands of young good-for-nothings are 
wandering around the squares’ (El Mundo, 18 May 2021). Referring to the situation in the city, spokespeople 
from the local institutions repeatedly stressed the need to go back to ‘normal’.

Reports about reception offer two distinct narratives. Representatives of the Ceuta institutions said they 
were ‘overwhelmed’, that a city of nineteen square kilometres could not take in so many people, that 
they were doing everything they possibly could, but they needed support from the government in Madrid. 
These stories coincided in insisting on the need to send back the new arrivals, including minors, as 
soon as possible, because Ceuta was not able to receive them in the proper conditions. On the other 
hand, some media outlets (especially El País and to a lesser extent El Faro de Ceuta) described the poor 
conditions for reception in the centres that were established, adding that many young people (mostly 
minors) had fled from these facilities to hide in abandoned buildings (including the old Ceuta prison) and 
in the mountains, for fear of being deported.

Another recurring subject in the reports by the various media outlets is the degree of neglect to which 
Ceuta has been subjected as a zone that is geographically distant from the peninsula and bordering 

Morocco. The city’s socioeconomic conditions are mentioned: 
poverty rates of twice the national average; neighbourhoods that 
have sprung up without planning or services; a defunct local 
industry; and that fact that, in recent months, with the crisis 
caused by the pandemic and closure of the border, the portage 
business and direct fish exports have also ended. These accounts 
speak of neglect by the central government as well, saying that 
it did not as much as consider compensatory measures to 
alleviate the process of deindustrialisation, that Ceuta only got 
‘the leftovers from the state budget’ (El Faro de Ceuta 27 May 
2021), that it ‘despised’ such places, let them ‘fall into oblivion’, 
and only ‘came to visit when it had to’. In this regard, El Faro de 
Ceuta ended up wondering, ‘The fact is that this week has been 

the LAST STRAW for this city, for who will invest in Ceuta, who will come to visit us now?’ Likewise, El 
País spoke of Ceuta as a ‘hotbed of stateless people who are invisible to the state’ (El País, 23 May 
2021).

Finally, the migrant crisis sparked a heated discussion about the Spanishness of Ceutans. During his 
two trips to Ceuta, Santiago Abascal, leader of the extreme right-wing party VOX, branded its Muslim 
population (representing 50% of the total) as ‘Moroccan fifth columnists that have infiltrated our 
ranks.’ The reaction was swift. First, there was a demonstration against Abascal, ending with clashes 
with the police and, second, the Government Delegation decided to ban an event organised by 
Abascal for his second visit, and he was declared persona non grata by a plenary session of the Ceuta 
Assembly. All the city’s political groups accused him of inciting ‘fracture and social confrontation’, of 
‘dividing’, and causing ‘confrontation’, ‘friction’, and ‘tension.’ At the plenary session of the Assembly, 
the Mayor-President Juan Vivas pronounced, ‘We want unity to defend harmonious coexistence in 
Ceuta. Because without this coexistence, Ceuta has no future. You (referring to Santiago Abascal) 
want to cause confrontation in Ceuta, set Ceuta alight, want to say that part of Ceuta is unwanted. 
Here, nobody is unwanted. […] Because Spain is not VOX. Spain, fortunately, is a diverse, welcoming 
Spain. This is Spain. Ceuta is Spain. Not just the Ceuta that you like, the Ceuta you want, the Ceuta 
of exclusion, the Ceuta of discrimination, the Ceuta of marginalisation. That Ceuta has no future’ (El 
Faro de Ceuta, 27 May 2021).

Another recurring subject 
in the reports by the various 
media outlets is the degree 
of neglect to which Ceuta 
has been subjected as a 
zone that is geographically 
distant from the peninsula 
and bordering Morocco. 
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In terms of media coverage, the situation in Ceuta was reported, in particular by El País – which, 
as well as having freelance reporters, sent María Martín, its well-known migration specialist to the 
area – and El Faro de Ceuta, obviously because of local concerns. El País and El Faro de Ceuta draw 
attention to the structural neglect of the city, while El Faro de Ceuta and El Mundo, as well as the 
two television stations analysed here, devoted more space to discussing the feelings of insecurity 
and fear among the citizens of Ceuta during the days of crisis, and also to declarations by VOX. El 
Faro de Ceuta reports these uncritically and El Mundo implicitly sides with the VOX leader Santiago 
Abascal when describing the people who demonstrated against him as ‘radicals’ who would ‘be just 
as happy shouting that they want Sánchez for President or yelling the military chant Allahu Akbar, 
which means ‘Allah is great’’ (El Mundo, 24 May 2021). The approach of El País is fundamentally 
different. It barely mentions the incidents concerning VOX but does describe the precarious situation 
of the new arrivals (including minors), as well as frequently denouncing the illegal nature of reception 
conditions.

2.3 Frames

By analysing the media coverage of the 2015 refugee crisis, Anna Triandafyllidou (2018) points out that 
two competing interpretive frames emerged: the moralisation frame and the threat frame. She suggests 
that in the moralisation frame responsibility for the flows lies with wars, conflict, and violence in the 
regions of origin, so that migrants are seen as victims, often deprived of agency. From this perspective, 
it is the flow that moves, not individuals. If any, responsibility (and guilt, we would add) is attributed to 
human smugglers, who put people in unseaworthy dinghies. In contrast, the European authorities get 
little blame despite their dithering and hence key role in the reception crisis. The moralisation frame 
translates into claims of solidarity since it is Europe’s obligation to be true to its humanitarian values. 
In contrast, the threat frame would understand arrivals as a ‘natural disaster’, and thus as something 
unpredictable that cannot be managed. In the more general framework of the ‘risk society’ (Beck 2001), 
migration is seen as a risk and migrants as a ‘them’ opposed to an ‘us’ in a kind of ‘zero sum’ game, in 
which anything migrants achieve comes at the expense of the natives who welcome them.

The Ceuta crisis allows analysis of how these two frames are reconstructed in a context where arrivals 
are seen as a direct consequence of the political use (weaponization) of migrants, this time by the 
Moroccan government. In the moralisation frame, the immigrants are mostly represented as victims 
once again. They are victims of the socioeconomic situation in Morocco (worsened by the pandemic and 
the Moroccan government’s decision to close the borders) and victims of trickery by again the Moroccan 
government which, from this viewpoint, would have ‘cast them out to sea’ in order to win concessions 
from the Spanish government. In the threat frame, the problem is not the immigrants themselves but the 
stance of the Moroccan government which, as shown above, is understood as direct aggression against 
Spain’s territorial integrity and security.

In addition to the threat represented by the Moroccan government’s ‘aggression’, analysis of the media 
coverage enables identification of another threat that would not come from outside but from inside. 
For the Spanish government, but also for the set of political forces in Ceuta (including the PP), this 
internal threat arises from the polarisation caused by the position of the extreme right-wing party VOX. 
The government therefore speaks of concern about VOX’s messages because, ‘The last thing we need 
is to whip up hate’ (El País, 18 May 2021). From Ceuta, it is fundamental to avoid any creation of 
confrontation, division, and friction in one of Europe’s most diverse populations (half of which, as noted 
above, is Muslim). Yet, for the PP, especially in the beginning, the threat comes as well from a (Spanish) 
government that has acted ineptly and has thus caused a diplomatic crisis with a neighbouring country 
and, for VOX, in tune with extreme right-wing messages from the rest of Europe, it is the result of 
indecisiveness in the Spanish government’s border control policies as well as the moralising do-gooding 
of left-wing parties and humanitarian agencies.
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23 The pertinent point in the case of the narratives about the Ceuta crisis is that, by contrast with 

2015, the moralisation frame does not lead to calls for reception and solidarity with the new 
arrivals. Although they are perceived as victims, and thus frequently described with pity and 
compassion, emphasis is mainly given to their role as the Moroccan government’s ‘weapons’ for 
exerting pressure. Accordingly, given this ‘aggression’, the predominant argument, shared by most 
political actors, is that yielding is out of the question. Welcoming means ceding. Deportation, as 
quickly as possible, is a firm response. From this perspective, the identity of migrants, their stories, 
their reasons, and their claims are irrelevant. And this is how the moralisation frame and the threat 
frame end up being reconciled. If, in 2015, they were pushing in different directions (reception 
or rejection), they can now coexist because the response is the same: they might be victims, but 
they must be deported because this is the only possible response to the Moroccan government.

In addition to the moralisation and threat frames, a third frame appears in the present analysis. This 
could be called the humanitarianism frame. In their analysis of the 2015 migration crisis, Greussing 
and Boomgaarden (2017, 1756) describe it as highlighting the host society’s voluntary help, and their 
contribution to a welcoming culture, thus calling for a humanitarian stance in public discourse. In the 
case of Ceuta, this narrative is at the heart of descriptions of events on the border, in which the security 
forces, the humanitarian aid organisations (recall Luna’s embrace), and the citizens of Ceuta in general, 
all play relevant parts. Yet, just as the moralisation frame does not lead to greater solidarity with refugees, 
the humanitarianism frame does not result in calls for better support after the initial reception. Not 

only this. At the same time as humanitarianism is emphasised, the 
response is heavy-handed with the presence of the army, which 
in practice means the return of most of the immigrants, voluntary 
in some cases, and forced in many more. All of this occurs on the 
same beach, at the same time, and in the same newspapers and 
television reports.

Once again, two apparently contradictory frames (the 
humanitarianism frame and the threat frame, with their clearly 
securitarian response) end up being reconciled, not only in 
practice but also in discourse. The argument goes as follows: 
the humanitarian gesture on the Spanish side contrasts with the 
immoral stance of the Moroccan government. In Spain there are 

heroes (sometimes anonymous) who save lives and, in Morocco, a callous, immoral government 
that ‘endangers’ the lives of its own citizens, including minors. The crueller the intransigence shown 
by the other side (the Moroccan government), the more justified the return of all migrants without 
exception seems to be. The argument is not so different from that expressed, especially after 2015, 
regarding anti-trafficker policies: the more evil the traffickers are proven to be, the less guilty the 
EU and its border policy. Saving migrants from being victims of traffickers meant struggling against 
the traffickers. Hence, a humanitarian argument (saving the lives of migrants) was used to justify a 
clearly securitarian policy with reinforced border control and lower numbers of arrivals.

To return to the 2015 migration crisis, Triandafyllidou (2018) refers to what she calls the rationality 
frame, saying that ‘rationality and efficiency in managing the crisis are used as an interpretative frame 
to identify what the problem really is (about the refugee emergency) and what should be done about 
it’. The argument went: there is not sufficient capacity to host the refugees, it would be ‘irresponsible’ 
to accept so many people, so there is a limit to our reception capacity. This limit is justified through an 
interpretative frame of rationality, thus distancing the debate from moral arguments about human rights 
while also, however, refusing to endorse the threat frame. According to Triandafyllidou (2018, 19), this 
is how the moralisation and threat frames could be reconciled, basically because responsibility and 
order become necessary ingredients for solidarity. Consequently, ‘solidarity cannot be irresponsible, too 
idealistic, not taking into account effective constraints.’ In other words, ‘assistance must be provided 

Once again, two apparently 
contradictory frames (the 
humanitarianism frame 
and the threat frame, with 
their clearly securitarian 
response) end up being 
reconciled, not only 
in practice but also in 
discourse. 
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but while making sure that security and order prevail and the rights of ‘natives’ are not impaired by the 
dynamic immigration/refugee situation’ (2018, 20). 

This rationality frame is also present in the Ceuta crisis, in two different ways and, to some extent, with 
conflicting arguments. On the one hand, when expulsions are justified (including those of minors), 
reference is made to Ceuta’s inability to accommodate them in proper conditions. For example, in 
August 2021 – three months after the Ceuta crisis – the Mayor-President of Ceuta, Juan Vivas, justified 
the expulsion of minors as a lesser evil ensuring that they would not live in ‘precarious conditions’, either 
on the street or in ‘provisional’ facilities that do not ‘meet the proper conditions’ (Cadena Ser, 18 August 
2021). His statements were quoted in many media reports that failed to raise the question of whether the 
state is obliged to offer proper accommodation conditions (and still more in the case of minors). Neither 
did they mention the fact that reception of minors did not have to be limited to a city of nineteen square 
kilometres. Yet again, securitisation of borders was presented as the best way of guaranteeing the rights 
of migrants. 

On the other hand, in the case of Ceuta, the rationality frame was also used to condemn VOX for its 
statements accusing the Muslims of Ceuta of being allies of the Moroccan government. To return 
to the debate that occurred in the plenary session of the Ceuta Assembly, it should be pointed out 
that the strongest criticism made of VOX was in terms of protecting social cohesion and avoiding 
polarisation in a highly diverse society. Arguments of the moral type, for example alluding to the right 
to cultural and religious diversity were in the minority. It was precisely this interpretive frame, drawing 
on arguments of rationality and (in this case social) efficiency, which allowed all the political forces 
(including the PP) to reach agreement. As Triandafyllidou noted, ‘This interpretative frame becomes 
almost super-partes, it is not politically or ideologically tainted. It becomes as the obvious, rational, 
responsible thing to do’ (22).

Finally, the analysis of the Ceuta crisis presents a fifth frame, which would cover the government’s 
actions in border spaces and its (non-)compliance with the law. It could be called the legality frame, and 
it would not be understood if, to begin with, there were not a state that was willing to break its own laws 
at the border. This is nothing new and it has been amply documented for some years now. What is new 
is the fact it is now done in broad daylight with cameras recording it. While the state makes no attempt 
to hide things (for example, it acknowledges the push backs of minors) it does not recognise that this 
is illegal. The argument is that efficiency is needed in responding firmly to the Moroccan government 
(threat frame) and in restoring normality (rationality frame) and also guaranteeing the rights of immigrants 
which, in Ceuta, would be limited by the highly precarious conditions (humanitarian frame). Countering 
this reasoning, all the media outlets analysed (except El Mundo) report the views of actors (mostly from 
social organisations and human rights associations) who question the legality of these actions and say 
that the state should be held accountable for everything that happens on the border.
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FRAME DEFINITION IN CEUTA

MORALISATION

It puts the responsibility of the flows 
to wars, conflict and violence in 
the regions of origin and therefore 
migrants are seen as victims, often 
deprived of agency

Due to socioeconomic conditions in 
Morocco

Due to the manipulation by the 
Moroccan government

THREAT

It understands arrivals as a ‘natural 
disaster’, migration as a risk and 
migrants as a ‘them’ opposed to ‘us’ 
in a kind of ‘zero sum’ game

By the territorial aggression by the 
Moroccan government (external)

By polarisation by VOX; by 
malfunctioning policies by Spanish 
government and the left (internal)

HUMANITARIANISM

It highlights the host society’s 
voluntary help, and their contribution 
to a welcoming culture, thus calling 
for a humanitarian stance in the 
public discourse

By Spanish security forces

By humanitarian organisations

By Spanish citizens from Ceuta

RATIONALITY

It recalls solidarity cannot be 
irresponsible, too idealistic, not taking 
into account effective constraints’. 
Assistance must be provided but 
while making sure that security and 
order prevail

It justifies return (even of minors) 
because the limited and poor 
reception capacity in Ceuta

It justifies sanctions against VOX, as 
this may produce polarisation and 
therefore alter social coexistence in 
Ceuta

LEGALITY It recalls the state must comply with 
national and international legislation

It mainly refers to push backs, 
particularly of minors

 
 
2.4 Narratives in the social media

In addition to 257 items that appeared in newspaper and TV reports, we also reviewed the hundred 
most retweeted messages on Twitter containing the keywords Ceuta and border, Ceuta and migrants, 
Ceuta and immigrants, Ceuta and Morocco and Ceuta and minors in the hashtag or text, over two 
separate periods between 16 and 30 May 2021 (short period) and 16 May and 30 August (long 
period). Also included in the analysis were the hashtags #crisisMorocco, #Ceuta, #GraciasLuna, 
#LunaReyes. In the long period, most interactions happened between May 18th and 20th and, in the 
short period, engagement—in which the number of retweets of each message was considered—
ranged between 8,170 retweets for the most circulated message and 575 for the least. The highest 
number of retweeted messages was concentrated on 20 May (see Graph 3). If analysis of the 
traditional media revealed several narratives and frames, in the social media, the stances shown in 
the most retweeted messages basically boiled down to two.
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GRAPH 3. Distribution of retweets (16 May-30 August)
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In 31 of the 100 tweets analysed, the position of representatives of VOX and its sympathisers is clear. 
In fact, the most-retweeted tweet was from the extreme right-wing leader Santiago Abascal who, on the 
night of Monday 17 May, posted the following: 

‘Morocco is invading #Ceuta with thousands of assailants thanks to the cowardly criminal inaction 
of the government, which has ceded our southern border. We demand deployment of the army and 
expulsion of the invaders. Tomorrow I’m going to Ceuta to support our compatriots.’

Here, as with his statements in the traditional media, he refers to his two key ideas: the invasion by 
Morocco and the Spanish government’s inaction. Unlike the other political representatives, Abascal 
presents himself as the only defender of the motherland and his forsaken compatriots in Ceuta. In a 
second tweet, he specified that the migrants are not ‘refugees fleeing tyranny’ but ‘soldiers obeying 
their government.’ The rest of these 31 tweets express other views, for example that migrants are 
‘terrorists’ and ‘delinquents’, and that in Spain there is better COVID-19 monitoring than border control 
in Ceuta, and it would be better if the government let the ‘armed forces act directly’ (with all the historical 
reminiscences entailed with this). Finally, there is also a series of tweets that underscores the alleged 
‘inhumanity’ of the Moroccan and Spanish governments with regard to unaccompanied minors. A tweet 
posted by Jorge Buxadé — head of the VOX delegation in the European Parliament and State Counsel 
— is most revealing here: 

‘Morocco takes children out of school and sends them to Ceuta without their parents’ knowledge. 
Left-wingers want to consummate the mass abduction of minors with the humanitarian fallacy. The 
humane thing would be to send them home. If they don’t do this, the judges will decide.’

Among 27 of the hundred tweets analysed are those which congratulate Luna for her humane 
gesture (embracing Abdou, the Senegalese migrant) and lash out at those who attacked her in the 
social media, to the point that she closed her account. These were messages written by some political 
representatives (like the First Deputy Prime Minister Nadia Calviño) but especially by well-known 
personalities from the domains of television, and culture. In general, they are simple messages. 
They praise Luna for her ‘love and dedication’, for her ‘gesture of humanity’, for representing ‘the 
best of the country’, for having ‘soul, heart, and life’, for her ‘empathy’, and for being ‘our banner 
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23 and motherland’ and ‘hope’. They show ‘support and admiration’ for her with sentiments like ‘We 

love her without knowing her.’ They simultaneously condemn the people who attacked her online for 
her ‘humanity.’ They are described as the ‘bad guys’ who, though fewer, ‘make more noise’ and ‘set 
the agenda.’ They are like ‘playground bullies’, ‘emotionally frigid’ people who ‘claim to be Christian 
but who can insult a young woman who puts into practice the teachings of the Christ they say they 
respect’, who ‘spew hatred’, and represent the ‘fury of neofascism.’

In addition to the message of VOX and the people who rallied to defend Luna, there were also messages 
that directly criticised VOX for picking on minors, for trying to disturb peaceful coexistence, and drew 
attention to personal matters of the party’s representatives (for example Abascal’s calling for the army 
to intervene when he never did military service). There is also criticism of the government for not 
giving sufficient explanation about the violence at the border or the illegality of the deportations. Another 
recurring theme was the unaccompanied minors. On the one hand, as noted, VOX kept repeating that 
they had been ‘deceived’ and ‘bussed in from schools and places near Ceuta’ and that, therefore, the 
most humane response was to send them back to their parents. However, there were also messages 
from political representatives, from example from the Valencian Community (the leftist regional party 
Compromís) and from Galicia (from the PP), announcing that their autonomous communities were 
willing to receive minors from Ceuta.

Generally speaking, three key issues should be noted. First, is the polarisation of what ended up (almost 
exclusively) being two opposing positions: that of those who talked about invasion and demanded 
a tough response from the government, and that of those who felt proud of and represented by the 
humanitarian response on the border, which was symbolised by Luna’s embrace. The tone of both 
sides is clearly emotional, using big words like humanity, motherland, solidarity, and inhumanity and 
presenting few arguments. Second, the dispute is marked out to a significant extent by the declarations 
of the leaders of VOX and their supporters, to which their opponents respond. In this regard, VOX is 
not only more present in Twitter (than in the mainstream media), but it is also much more assertive in 
determining the bounds of the debate. Third, while a certain consensus (except for VOX) prevails in the 
mainstream media, especially among overrepresented political leaders, what Twitter conveys instead is 
clamorous confrontation. As shown above, this consensus in the mainstream media about the Moroccan 
government’s ‘aggression’ (threat frame) and the need for order (rationality frame) ends up aligning 
positions around a tough government response (securitarian frame). In the social networks, by contrast, 
positions seem irreconcilable, and the discussion is couched in Manichaean terms of good and bad.

2.5 Narrative building and success

WHEN: In which contexts and circumstances do certain narratives obtain a competitive edge? The 
literature on framing highlights the fact that crises are disruptive events which, essentially conflicted 
by nature, have the potential to alter dominant narratives. Over the course of a crisis, media and 
public attention broadens to a variety of perspectives, causes, and solutions (Keinnijenhuis et al. 
2015). As an event reaches its highest intensity, frame repertoires tend to proliferate. In other 
words, media and public attention facilitates the use of more and wider frames (Muschert and Carr 
2006). However, at a second stage, only a limited number of frames seem to persist. This leads 
several authors to conclude that, once the crisis is over, a new consensus on its interpretation and 
understanding is reached, resulting in a kind of ‘frame crystallisation’ (Greussing and Boomgaarden 
2017, 1753).

The Ceuta crisis clearly led to this construction of new consensus and crystallisation of frames. Before 
the crisis, discussion about and interpretations of the border, in both public and political arenas, were 
different. Each increase in the numbers of undocumented immigrants reaching Spanish shores led to 
debates as to whether Spain should accept them or return them immediately and, obviously, this was 
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related with talk about the nature of the flows or, in other words, whether they were refugees or not. 
Another crucial issue was that of deaths at the border. As rescue operations were scaled down, there 
were discussions around the extent to which these deaths were the underside of Spanish and European 
border policies. Finally, with each new crisis, the conditions of reception were also discussed with 
questions being asked about whether the government was duly meeting its obligations of guaranteeing 
at least the minimum reception standards.

During the Ceuta crisis, however, the dominant frame changed. After the second and third days, there 
was general agreement that the Moroccan government was to blame, because it had used the migrants 
as a weapon to pressure the Spanish government. It is true that other viewpoints, for example the 
humanitarian and rationality frames, persisted but this consensus over ‘guilt’ influenced interpretation of 
the facts and the response to them which, no one doubted, was to restore order as swiftly and directly 
as possible. Otherwise, it would be impossible to understand why the Spanish government not only 
disregarded the proper legal procedures and set about push backs of the new arrivals but also explicitly 
claimed that its action was legitimate. This new consensus persisted after the crisis, which also explains 
the fact that, months afterwards, exceptional measures were still being rubber stamped. These included 
hot returns of minors in August 2021 and, in March 2022, the decision of the Spanish government to 
capitulate to Morocco and its claim to Western Sahara. Thus, with the 2021 Ceuta crisis the unthinkable 
became possible.

WHAT: What are the features of dominant narratives in traditional 
and social media? According to Jones and McBeth (2010, 239), 
‘a narrative is a story with a temporal sequence of events unfolding 
in a plot that is populated by dramatic moments, symbols, and 
archetypal characters that culminates in a moral to the story’. It 
follows, then, that a narrative must have the following qualities: 1) a 
setting or context; 2) a plot with a temporal dimension that sets out 
relationships between characters, settings, and identifiable causal 
mechanisms; 3) heroes, villains, and victims; and 4) a moral of the 
story and implied solutions. In the case of the Ceuta crisis, there is 
no doubt that the dominant narratives were the ones that identified 
a guilty party in the international arena, as well as those that clearly 
established victims, villains, and heroes in the border setting and 
in the city of Ceuta itself.

Unlike earlier crises, that of Ceuta led to the singling out of a culprit. For the first time, the causes were 
no longer said to be socioeconomic conditions in countries of origin or distant conflicts. The Moroccan 
government was clearly labelled as being ‘to blame’. It was risking the lives of its own citizens, so few 
commentators shied away from describing it, more or less explicitly, as immoral. As noted above, the 
more ruthless and guilty the Moroccan government was said to be, the more the Spanish and European 
side was presented as a guarantor of rights and good conduct in international relations. The search for 
a culprit also occurred within Spain. For the main opposition forces, the Spanish government was also 
‘at fault’, either because it had failed in terms of relations with the Moroccan government (according to 
the PP) or because its border policy was incapable of managing the problem of irregular arrivals and of 
responding forcefully to external ‘aggression’ (according to VOX).

With this blaming, the figures of victims, villains, and heroes were automatically delineated. The first 
to be identified as victims were obviously the migrants who, crushed by socioeconomic conditions and, 
moreover, misled by the Moroccan government, had decided to leave everything behind and cross 
the border. In this rendering, there is no doubt that the villains were the Moroccan government and its 
security forces which, to make matters worse, treated the immigrants with extreme violence. At the other 
end of the spectrum, and now in Spanish territory, were the Spanish security forces and humanitarian aid 

After the second and 
third days, there was 
general agreement that 
the Moroccan government 
was to blame, because it 
had used the migrants as 
a weapon to pressure the 
Spanish government. 
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23 organisations that were saving the lives of the desperate people who landed on their shores. They were 

perceived as the real heroes who, moreover, were portrayed as an example of the purest humanitarianism. 
However, if the focus shifts from the border to the city of Ceuta, the figures change. Here, the migrants 
were both victims because of the situation in their countries of origin and conditions of their reception, 
and villains because they had allegedly frightened the city’s inhabitants and put them at risk. VOX also 
appeared in ambivalent form. For some, its representatives were heroes because they denounced the 
situation in Ceuta before the Moroccan ‘invasion’ while, for others, they were villains because they put 
the city’s fragile coexistence at risk. In contrast, the other political groupings in Ceuta (starting with the 
city’s PP government) were presented as heroes who, first condemned the situation and the central 
government’s neglect and, second, confronted VOX in defending Ceuta’s unity.

In this regard, it would seem that the dominant narratives during the Ceuta crisis had a deeply moralising 
value as it pointed out the culprits and distinguished good guys from bad guys. While these approaches 
were presented in the newspapers in a neutral or even analytical tone, the television presentation was more 
emotive, with images from the border and stories of the migrants themselves, frequently with music to 
heighten the sense of drama. In the social media, however, the most outstanding feature was confrontation 
between two sides, with defenders of order calling for tougher border policies ranged against advocates of 
the humanitarian response, especially those who saw in Luna a paragon of humanity. Oddly enough, in 
Twitter, the bad guys and guilty parties were not the same. Rather than trying to lay the blame on one side 
or the other (e.g., on the Moroccan and Spanish governments), people’s moral judgements in this domain 

were aimed at those who understood the events differently.

WHO: Who gains access to the public arena and which structural 
positions and strategies allow them to shape prevailing narratives? 
In the case of Ceuta, the political representatives, who were cited 
when they spoke at press conferences, or gave interviews, or 
appeared in parliament, clearly dominated in the traditional media, 
although they were much less prominent in the social networks. It 
is hardly surprising, therefore, that they were the ones who laid the 
foundations of the prevailing narratives and frames, especially with 
regard to the diplomatic crisis with Morocco and the responses of 
the Spanish government and European institutions. With VOX it was 
different. In El País, VOX was conspicuously absent while El Mundo 
and El Faro de Ceuta assiduously quoted the declarations of its 
representatives and even embraced some of their views as their own. 
In contrast with the rest of the political forces, these were statements 

made outside of formal political contexts, especially in public appearances on the border, or in the streets 
of Ceuta when an unauthorised demonstration was about to begin. VOX also appeared in television reports, 
once again linked with disturbances in Ceuta resulting from the presence of its leader, Santiago Abascal, in 
the city.

If political representatives, together with experts and analysts, took centre stage with narratives about 
the political crisis, the voice of journalists was a key element when it came to analysing the causes in 
the countries of origin, the situation at the border, and the effects on the city of Ceuta. When the factors 
at origin were analysed, the tone was more analytical and drew attention to the socioeconomic, political, 
and social factors that drove so many people to emigrate. In fact, after a time, the stories of migrants, 
who explained in their own words why they had decided to leave, also began to appear. When accounting 
for the situation at the border, journalists drew on statements made by members of the security forces 
and humanitarian aid workers. Sometimes, these were stand-alone comments cited within a text and, on 
other occasions, they were part of more extensive interviews. The media described the situation in the 
city of Ceuta, either by citing the views of local citizens or reporting the experiences of new arrivals who 
described minimal or wretched conditions of reception. 

Oddly enough, in Twitter, 
the bad guys and guilty 
parties were not the same. 
Rather than trying to lay 
the blame on one side 
or the other (e.g., on the 
Moroccan and Spanish 
governments), people’s 
moral judgements in this 
domain were aimed at 
those who understood the 
events differently.
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The mainstream media also included, although to a lesser extent, the views of other actors including 
lawyers, representatives of social organisations, and human rights defenders. Generally speaking, these 
were critical standpoints denouncing the treatment of migrants at the border, the illegality of push backs, 
and the inadequate reception conditions of those who remained in Ceuta (mostly minors). Finally, different 
opinions were expressed in the social media, where extreme right-wing views prevailed, decrying the 
crisis at the border and attacking the Spanish government and humanitarian aid organisations for their 
‘do-gooding’. In fact, in this forum, it was the far right that set the themes and terms of the debate. 
Nevertheless, there were many responses disagreeing with these stances (the most successful of them 
coming from the domains of the media and culture), defending aid at the border and devoting a good 
part of their discourse attacking the far right.

WHERE: Where do narratives emerge and what path do they take among the various social actors, 
media, and platforms? In the case of Ceuta, it is possible to speak of three parallel spheres: the political 
arena, the mainstream media, and the social media. In the political arena, the messages were almost 
exclusively aimed at the media. While parliamentary debate on the matter was minimal, the members 
of both government and opposition parties were keen to speak to the media, so most of the statements 
quoted came from press conferences or interviews with journalists. Hence, the media ended up being 
the space where the different political forces took up positions and confronted each other. In Spain, 
this is nothing new, at least with regard to migration. For example, during the 2015 refugee crisis, 
confrontation between the political parties and the different levels of administration mainly occurred in 
the press (Garcés-Mascareñas and Amat 2017).

It is not surprising, then, that the mainstream media ended up as the preeminent space of the 
public arena since this was where the conflicting positions of the various political representatives 
were played out, as well as where the narratives and frames were shaped, in some cases by 
politicians and in others by journalists who quoted the main actors involved, including migrants. 
In this sense, the mainstream media played a key role. Finally, the debate took its course in the 
social media as a separate world. The dominant voices in the social media do not coincide with 
those that prevail in the mainstream media. It is not possible to speak of remediation, which is to 
say representation or re-combination of the contents of one medium in another medium (Bolter 
and Grusin 1999; Conway-Silva et al. 2018). Although it is true that the story of the Red Cross 
volunteer, Luna, unfolded first in the social media and was then taken up by the press, this was 
more of an exception that proved the rule. Broadly speaking, the mainstream and social media took 
parallel paths with little connection between them, either through the voices they cited or through 
the dominant narratives and frames.

Pervasiveness and transformativity: two further dimensions to assess narrative success: The 
previous reflections lead us to conclude that Migration Narrative Success (MNS), as defined in 
BRIDGES concept note (Garcés-Mascareñas and Pastore 2022), is very much circumscribed within 
the mainstream and social media. Therefore, narrative pervasiveness – i.e. the capacity of a certain 
narrative to colonise the communication sphere – takes place in the form of intra-media (rather 
than cross-media) diffusion. If we consider MNS in the realm of politics, distinguishing between 
the policy and political spheres, this case seems to suggest that the space where different political 
actors struggle to impose one’s narrative (to each other and to the general public) is eminently the 
traditional media. As said before, this is where the battle of narratives by different political actors 
takes place. In terms of transformativity, our analysis – as it focuses exclusively on media and social 
media – does not allow to stress any conclusion. However, being aware of later developments on 
border politics and policies, we dare to say that the blaming of the Moroccan government (and 
thereby turning any migration crisis into a security threat) allowed the Spanish government to 
justify any tough response to irregular immigration, even when the Moroccan government was not 
anymore behind the arrivals (as in Melilla in June 2022).
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3. The political use of unaccompanied minors 
by the extreme right-wing party VOX
 
3.1 Introduction and contextual background

Last 20 April 2021, during the electoral campaign of the regional government of Madrid (Comunidad de 
Madrid), the extreme right-wing party VOX placed a poster in the crowded and central train station of Sol, 
in which you could read ‘one mena4 4,700€ per month; your grandmother 426€ of pension per month; 
Protect Madrid, vote safe’. This poster had a broad echo in the media and created much political and 
social controversy, giving rise to a wide variety of narratives. It was also taken to court for a potential case 
of hate speech, but after some months, in July 2021, it was finally dismissed. 

PICTURE 9. Poster of VOX on the cost of unaccompanied minors and pensions

This action must be contextualised within the rise of VOX in Spain since its birth in 2014. The 
emergence of this party broke what has been called by scholars ‘the Spanish exceptionality’ for 
having been among the few EU countries without an extreme-right wing party until very recently 

4. Mena is the Spanish acronym for ‘menor extranjero no acompañado’ (unaccompanied foreign minor). While the origin 
of this concept is legal, it has become highly stereotyped around delinquent Moroccan youth, mainly due to its po-
litical use by right wing and extreme-right wing parties and some media outlets (Col·legi de Periodistes de Catalunya 
2021). For the sake of the analysis in this report, we will keep the word ‘menas’ in Spanish when it is used as such 
by politicians/journalists in order to distinguish it from ‘menores no acompañados’ (unaccompanied minors) which is 
more neutral. 
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(Rubio 2019).5 VOX entered the Assembly of Madrid (regional government) for the first time in 
the elections of 2019 as the 5th political force with 12 seats. Two years later, in May 2021, they 
managed to get one more seat (13) and became the 4th most voted party after the disappearance of 
the centre-oriented party Ciudadanos (Cs). Yet, in the national Parliament, VOX currently stands for 
the third political force since the last national elections in 2019, which shows a clear overall trend 
towards an increasing support from the civil society (González and Rinken 2021). 

The emergence of VOX occurred in a context of favourable opportunities, dominated by the 
relevance of the Catalan conflict around independence, as well as by factors of cultural change 
derived from post-materialist values (e.g., rise of feminism and LGBT movements, animalism, 
cosmopolitanism) (Fernández 2021). Before VOX gained political representation, a feeling of 
discomfort with immigration was already present among the public opinion in Spain. However, the 
loudspeaker effect once they started occupying positions of power legitimised their open and direct 
stance against immigration and may have contributed to a more negative public opinion (González 
and Rinken 2021). 

A key ideologic characteristic of VOX, as of many other extreme right-wing parties across Europe, is 
nativism, by placing nationals and the Spanish national identity in a hegemonic position (Fernández 
2021; Cheddadi 2020; Col·legi de Periodistes de Catalunya 2021). This brings in the criminalisation of 
migration by reinforcing the social boundaries of ethnic groups, based on the dichotomic construction of 
‘us’ (autochthonous people) and ‘them’ (migrant people). As part of 
this ‘them’, VOX has been especially virulent with unaccompanied 
minors, together with Muslims and ‘illegal migrants.’

In the poster at stake, unaccompanied minors are portrayed as a 
racialised, dangerous and violent group, where the young boy with 
his covered face seems to be involved in a ‘barricade’, representing 
the threat.6 In opposition, the old lady looking downwards is 
represented as the victim, who can only get a low pension due 
to the high cost of unaccompanied minors’ sustenance. The 
message of ‘protect Madrid’ also urges citizens to vote for a party 
that brings security and protection. The idea where less privileged 
social groups perceive immigrants as their competitors for limited 
social welfare resources clearly feeds the concept of ‘welfare 
chauvinism’ (Kymlicka 2015), creating a false debate of having to 
choose between ones (‘us) or the others (‘them’). Moreover, the opposition between the old woman and 
the young boy contributes to build a link between immigration and gender, where autochthonous women 
may be potentially assaulted or sexually harassed by a Muslim young man. As Fernández (2021) argues, 
under this social construct, Muslim men are perceived as enemies of the gender equality achieved by 
Western civilization in a way that sexism is racialised. 

5. There is a discussion on the terminology used to tag the political ideology of VOX. In the political and public debates in Spain, 
it is most often referred to as ‘extrema derecha’, which we have translated into ‘extreme right-wing’. Yet, it must be consid-
ered that the academic literature also uses other terms like ‘radical right-wing’ (e.g., Fernández 2021), ‘radical right-wing 
populism’ (Berning et al 2018) or ‘right-wing populism’ (e.g., Maurer et al 2022) to refer to VOX or to its analogous versions 
across Europe. At the same time, other authors (e.g., Forti 2021) refuse to tag VOX as a populist party, despite sharing some 
characteristics with populism and prefer to ascribe it within the transnational political family of  ‘extreme right 2.0’ highlighting 
new elements, such as the proficient use of technology and social networks. 

6. This image is consistent with others used in the general coverage of unaccompanied minors. A study of the Col·legi de Perio-
distes de Catalunya (2021) shows how they often come from archives and have a low resolution. In turn, minors are depicted 
in groups, reinforcing a despersonalised and gregarious perception, in urban settings with the involvement of the police, or 
around reception centres with a provocative attitude. 

The idea where less 
privileged social groups 
perceive immigrants as 
their competitors for limited 
social welfare resources 
clearly feeds the concept 
of ‘welfare chauvinism’ 
(Kymlicka 2015), creating 
a false debate of having to 
choose between ones (‘us) 
or the others (‘them’).
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attempts to criminalise migration can be found in a discourse led by Rocío Monasterio (candidate of 
Vox in Madrid) in front of a centre of unaccompanied minors in Sevilla which was also taken to court 
as a case of hate speech (though it was finally dismissed) within the framework of General Elections in 
2020 (La Hora de la 1, RTVE, 22.04.21). Similarly, VOX also launched the campaign #stop Islamisation 
against Muslims in the last elections of Catalonia in February 2021 (El Mundo, 21.04.21). Outside 
Spain, we can find other examples where the radical right has also used migration with an electoral end. 
The most similar is probably the ad of the party Sweden Democrats which showed a retiree hobbling 
forward while Muslim women in burqas run to win money from the national budget.7 It also included 
the following message: ‘On Sept. 19 [date of national elections in 2010] you can choose to cut money 
from immigration budgets, or from pensions.’ The Swedish television network TV4 decided not to air 
the spot because of concerns it would break the country’s hate-speech laws and a private radio station 
banned an audio version of the same ad, causing much controversy around censorship, hate speech, 
and freedom of speech. 

3.2 Narratives in mainstream media

For this case study, we selected all the newspaper articles and TV news focused on the events related to 
the poster of Vox and the debate around unaccompanied minors between 20 April and 5 May, comprising 
the days of the electoral campaign plus one day after the elections (4 May 2021) to include the first 
analysis of the results. The keywords used in the search to select the articles were: ‘mena’, ‘menores 
no acompañados’ (unaccompanied minors), ‘menores’ (minors), VOX, and Madrid. As we can see in 
the table below, the press covered the issue more widely than the TV, although the appearances in the 
TV were relatively long, including not only factual news but also debates with journalists and experts. 
As regards the press outlets, it is clear that this topic was far more covered by El País, not only in terms 
of national news, but also of op-eds, news analysis, editorials and interviews, whereas El Mundo and 
Libertad Digital only produced national news and a few op-eds. This shows the relevance attributed by 
El País to issues of hate speech and discrimination with the will to provide more context and foster a 
critical debate. 

TABLE 3. Coverage dedicated to the poster of VOX (20.04.21 - 05.02.21)

NEWS OUTLET NEWS ITEMS
El País (press) 49
El Mundo (press) 29
Libertad Digital (press) 14
Antena 3 (TV) 12
RTVE 12
Total 116

In the analysis of traditional media of this event, seven main topics have been identified, ordered by 
coverage: a) the use of unaccompanied minors with electoral purposes; b) the legal process of the 
poster; c) the debate on how to act against the extreme-right; d) political battles in the context of the 

7. See more info about the ad here: https://www.france24.com/en/20100828-swedish-tv-channel-refuses-broadcast-anti-
burqa-ad-sweden-democrats-election and here: https://www.spiegel.de/international/europe/racist-political-ad-reject-
ed-by-swedish-tv-danish-politicians-call-for-election-observers-in-sweden-a-715107.html 

https://www.france24.com/en/20100828-swedish-tv-channel-refuses-broadcast-anti-burqa-ad-sweden-democrats-election
https://www.france24.com/en/20100828-swedish-tv-channel-refuses-broadcast-anti-burqa-ad-sweden-democrats-election
https://www.spiegel.de/international/europe/racist-political-ad-rejected-by-swedish-tv-danish-politicians-call-for-election-observers-in-sweden-a-715107.html
https://www.spiegel.de/international/europe/racist-political-ad-rejected-by-swedish-tv-danish-politicians-call-for-election-observers-in-sweden-a-715107.html
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electoral campaign; e) the contextualisation and manipulation of the data in the poster; f) the policy 
and legal frameworks related to migration and childhood; and g) the situation of minors and reception 
centres. Each topic has been coupled with several narratives, which will be analysed more in-depth 
together with the next section of frames. 

TABLE 4. Topics in the coverage of the poster of VOX. Absolute values

TOPICS PRESS TV NEWS ITEMS
Use of accompanied minors with electoral purposes 25 16 41
Legal process of the poster 18 9 27
Political battles in the context of the electoral campaign 24 24
Debate on how to act against the extreme right 19 2 21
Contextualisation and manipulation of data 7 1 8
Policy and legal frameworks related to migration and childhood 3 2 5
Situation of minors and reception centers 2 1 3
Total 98 31 129

Starting with the first one, the use of unaccompanied minors with electoral purposes came into the debate 
when the poster of Vox was made public on 20 April, three days after the start of the campaign. 21 April 
was marked by the first reactions of politicians in several official statements and in a plenary session in 
the national Parliament. VOX showed the sources from which they had taken the data of the expenses of 
minors and affirmed that ‘while there is no money for many things there is money to sustain menas and 
illegal migrants’; and continued: ‘VOX does have compassion with children since we would never bring 
unaccompanied minors; you [the national government formed by PSOE and Podemos] should be ashamed 
of submitting these children to such risks’ (Ivan Espinosa de los Monteros, El País, 21 April 2021). These 
declarations signalled two main narratives: one around the deservingness of social protection and another 
around unaccompanied minors as victims of the socialist government’s (too permissive) policies. 

Among the opposition, there was a unanimous stance against the poster by all parties from the very 
beginning. Yet, the arguments used throughout the campaign were different. The centre-left (Socialist Party 
- PSOE) and left-wing parties (Podemos and Más Madrid, a split of Podemos) expressed their rejection 
and condemnation for promoting hate and ‘fascism’ (Jose Luís Ábalos), as well as their ‘commitment with 
minors’ human rights arriving to Spain’ (Vice-president Carmen Calvo, El País, 21 April 2021). The centre-
right party Ciudadanos affirmed that ‘they wanted to avoid extremes by feeding hate from the government’ 
(Sara Giménez, El Mundo, 21 April 2021). The right-wing People’s Party (PP) adopted an ambivalent stance, 
as we will see throughout the report.  

The debate which had started at the Parliament continued that night in a talk show in TeleMadrid. In this 
program, Rocío Monasterio who was the candidate of VOX in Madrid, showed the audience the poster and 
affirmed that ‘inequality is that a pensioner gets 426€, while the Government of Madrid pays 4,700€ for each 
mena every month; In Spain it seems that telling the truth is a hate crime’ (Rocío Monasterio, El Mundo, 
21 April 2021). Then she showed another poster with the hashtags #menas #batan, a neighbourhood in 
Madrid that hosts a minors’ reception centre, inviting the audience to check in social media the episodes 
of violence and conflict in it (National News, Antena 3, 21 April 2021). The answer of Isabel Ayuso, the 
President of Madrid and candidate to the re-election representing the PP, was that ‘in Madrid there are only 
269 minors in a population of 7 million; we are obliged to assist them and integrate them’ (Isabel Díaz Ayuso, 
El Mundo, 21 April 2021). In this sense, the PP tried to minimise the issue by stressing the little number 
of unaccompanied minors in Madrid. Yet, they also used legal arguments to justify their obligations linked 
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the national government). The centre-left confirmed their full rejection and condemnation, basing their 
arguments in favour of human rights.  

Aside from the political debates, the Socialist Party (PSOE), Podemos and Más Madrid filed a claim against 
VOX for promoting discrimination and hate speech to the court of instruction and the provincial prosecutor’s 
office specialised in hate crimes and discrimination (Fiscalía Provincial de Madrid) the same day (21 April). 
Other NGOs such as CEAR also filed a claim to the prosecutor’s office. The news that followed the claim 
are related to the second topic mentioned above: the legal process of the poster. The claim urged the 
Electoral Board (Junta Electoral) to withdraw the poster from the train station and Rocío Monasterio to 
stop using xenophobic and racist expressions. On 22 April, the court of instruction denied withdrawing 
the poster arguing that the language did not incur in any danger that justified the use of violence. The 
prosecutor presented an appeal on 27 April, but the judge dismissed the file without prejudice (provisionally) 
on the premise of VOX having exercised their right to freedom of speech on 30 April. The following day 
the prosecutor presented another appeal, which was finally dismissed on 19 July by the Provincial Court 
(Audiencia Provincial de Madrid).

As for the news related to the legal process, they are all quite factual. However, El País tended to be more 
supportive in the claim of the left-wing block to report the poster as a case of hate speech and discrimination, 
with some news analysis on VOX’s strategy applying Nazi propaganda techniques (e.g., El País, 25 April 
2021 and 1 May 2021). This is also reflected in the use of vocabulary (e.g., less mentions to menas) and 
in the orientation of op-eds. In the topic of the legal process, El Mundo tended to be more neutral in the 
national news, yet a bit more critical with the claim in some op-eds. For instance, in the op-ed written on 22 
April, the journalist questioned the legitimacy of filing a claim, arguing that ‘hate is part of human beings’, 
whereas ‘nothing is done when Podemos criticises rich people’, ignoring that hate speech involves a power 
relationship between the alleged victim and the perpetrator. In a similar line, Libertad Digital tended to 
express their criticism to the claim by supporting VOX. In a piece of news reporting the appeal presented by 
the prosecutor, the journalist discredited her for being ‘a left-wing activist’ (Libertad Digital, 27 April 2021). 
As for the TV news, it is noteworthy that while Antena 3 reported the news by explaining that VOX had put 
the poster in the Sol train station, the piece of news of RTVE was not so much on the poster itself, but on the 
criticisms of all parties against it (RTVE, 20 April 2021). In a similar line, RTVE tended to be more respectful 
with the use of the acronym menas than Antena 3, which is generally more sensationalist. RTVE even 
produced a QR code with information to debunk the fake data of the poster. 

Quite linked to the legal process, there is the topic of contextualisation and manipulation of the data. 
Especially at the beginning, right after the announcement of the poster, there was a bunch of news aimed 
to explain where do the €4,700 for menas come from and whether this data was true or false. Although the 
amount of news in the table 4 seems to be little, there were more news in which this was not the central 
topic, but they still referred to it. El País produced several news with clear headlines and statements warning 
readers against falseness and manipulation, like ‘Vox lies around the €4,700 that Madrid pays for each 
unaccompanied minor’ (El País, 21 April 2021), ‘The cost of unaccompanied minors, again in the spotlight’ 
(El País, 22 April 21), or ‘The poster of Vox is the description of a party with dangerous postulates’ (El País, 
22 April 2021). The official voice to contextualise the data came from the Social Policies and Family Ministry 
(Consejería de Políticas Sociales y Familia), which argued that the poster compared apples and pears, since 
the €4,700 does not equal to a direct benefit for unaccompanied minors, but only to the cost of a public 
service, whereas the €426 of pension is a direct benefit. They also claimed that the figure of €4,700 was not 
accurate, as it is not related to the nationality of minors, but to the cost of minors’ needs and these may vary 
from case to case, as well as depending on the centre of minors and on the region in which they are placed. 
In a talk show in RTVE, the academic Borja Barragué also reminded that unaccompanied migrant minors 
in Madrid represented only 7.3% of the total of unaccompanied minors (269 out of 3700) (RTVE, 21 April 
2021). One day later, another journalist added that Madrid only hosts 2% of all unaccompanied minors in 
Spain (RTVE, 22 April 2021). 
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Libertad Digital did not produce any news for this topic, and El Mundo only produced two, in which the 
voices of PP and VOX were given quite a lot of space. While the PP affirmed that the poster represented 
a form of ‘deceitful publicity’ and ‘Madrid is not xenophobic’, it also pointed out that ‘it is compatible to 
guarantee the citizen security with being solidary with the countries of origin and stop mafias’ (Pablo Casado, 
El Mundo, 21 April 2021). These statements point out the ambiguous condemnation of PP, where solidarity 
is combined with security. VOX, on their side, appeared as truth-claimers affirming that ‘we can make the 
documents [sources of information] public in Twitter so that people can prove the delight we are paying’ 
and ‘it is not fair that the person who has paid contributions for 40 years receives a pension of €400 and the 
person who has arrived illegally jumping the fence of Melilla has [instead of costs] €4,700 per month’ (Rocío 
Monasterio, El Mundo, 21 April 2021). 

A couple of days after the appearance of the poster, the electoral campaign was very much affected when 
the leader of Podemos and former Vice-President of Spain (Pablo Iglesias), the Ministry of Interior (Fernando 
Grande-Marlaska) and the Director of the Civil Guard (María Gámez) received letters with life threats and 
bullets. After these events, Rocío Monasterio made some declarations in which she questioned the threats 
for being potentially fake. In the next debate which took place on 23 April in the radio SER, Pablo Iglesias 
asked Monasterio to withdraw her declarations; otherwise he would leave the studio. ‘We cannot normalise 
the extreme right and their nonsenses; yesterday it was bullets, tomorrow who knows what it will be’ (Pablo 
Iglesias, El Mundo, 23 April 2021). Rocío Monasterio declined to do so and told Pablo Iglesias to leave 
the room, which he did. The candidate of VOX affirmed that they suffered from ‘violence in the streets 
and the dictatorship of the media’, since they received attacks in 
some electoral speeches and accused Podemos to be behind them’. 
She continued: ‘they want to silence VOX’ (Rocío Monasterio, El 
Mundo, 23 April 2021), appearing as the victim of the system and 
the mainstream media. 

This event meant a turning point in the campaign and brought about 
many news which have been included under the topic of political 
battles. From that moment, the left-wing block decided not to 
participate in any other event with VOX and the debate became totally 
polarised between two ideological stances: ‘fascism or democracy’. 
This is highlighted, for instance, in the headline ‘the campaign 
becomes toxic’ (El País, 27 April 2021) or in the reflections around 
‘the return of ideologies’ (El País, 2 May 2021). These ideological 
debates were in turn criticised for neglecting the discussions around the management of the ‘real daily 
problems’ with specific proposals (El País, 3 May 2021). 

Although in this topic the issue of unaccompanied minors is often just mentioned as background information 
within the context of polarisation, towards the end of the campaign, the PP made some statements to 
approach its position close to VOX’ stances. This was a strategy to make some concessions in case the PP 
did not achieve enough support and needed VOX to form a coalition and keep governing. In this sense, 
based on the budget negotiations that took place just before the elections, the PP offered to revise the cost of 
reception of minors and assess its effectiveness, opening the door to reduce the financial aids to migrants in 
the future (El País, 2 May 2021). Yet, this contradicted other statements of the PP affirming that they would 
increase the educational offer in the centres of minors ‘to improve their social integration and employability’ 
(El País, 5 May 2021). 

This constant ambivalence is reflected in the piece of news titled ‘neither with you nor without you’ (El 
País, 30 April 2021) and leads to the following related topic on the debate on how to act against the 
extreme-right. The poster of VOX was perceived by the left-wing block as a red line for democracy. 
They stressed the need to isolate the extreme-right without acting in any common event and urged 
PP not to make any coalition with VOX. In an editorial, El País stated that ‘the isolation of these ideas 

The poster of VOX was 
perceived by the left-wing 
block as a red line for 
democracy. They stressed 
the need to isolate the 
extreme-right without 
acting in any common 
event and urged PP not to 
make any coalition with 
VOX.
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the journalist affirmed that VOX used ‘a fascist rhetoric which dates back to the 1930s’ and ‘there 
is no possible conversation’ with the extreme right (El País, 25 April 2021). In an interview with Más 
Madrid, the candidate highlighted that the way the extreme right could be isolated was by refuting their 
arguments, getting out of the frame of constant confrontation and discussing ‘real things where they 
have no discourse or solutions’ (Mónica García, El País, 2 May 2021). 

In contrast, the position of the centre-right party Ciudadanos was equidistant by marking a distance 
with VOX, but without echoing the need to isolate them: ‘in democracy there is nothing so serious as to 
leave a debate’ (Edmundo Bal, El País, 27 April 2021). On their side, the PP justified VOX and blamed 
Podemos, by affirming that they ‘cannot be equidistant between Podemos and VOX; Pablo Iglesias is the 
one starting violence; it would be disloyal to attack a party that has allowed me to govern’ (Isabel Díaz 
Ayuso, El País, 30 April 2021). 

As displayed by the quotes and the references, this debate was covered by El País much more than by 
El Mundo and Libertad Digital. The two latter tended to include voices that compared VOX and Podemos 
as two extremes with similar strategies and actions, and VOX was portrayed as the victim of the ‘radical 
and violent left’. A clear example of differences between outlets regarding who gives voice to whom is 
the following: whereas El País published the headline ‘Sánchez [President of Spain] affirms that VOX 
represents “a threat to democracy and coexistence”’ (El País, 26.04.21), El Mundo published ‘Abascal 
[President of VOX] questions the threats to Marlaska and Iglesias, and denounces that the left “does 
not want us to vote in peace since the 11-M [terrorist attacks in Madrid in 2004]”’ (El Mundo, 24 April 
2021). In a talk show in RTVE, several journalists also discussed how to isolate the extreme right and 
put the example of Germany, where in many municipalities the CDU left the Council as not to govern 
with the Alternative for Germany, whilst they criticised the ambiguity of PP in their relationship with VOX 
(RTVE, 23 April 2021). 

Finally, there are two topics that have received very marginal attention, although they refer to structural 
and institutional elements regarding the situation of unaccompanied minors: the policy and legal 
frameworks related to migration and childhood, and the situation of minors and reception centres. As 
for the first topic, we have seen how the PP used legal arguments stating that protecting minors was a 
legal obligation and criticised PSOE for creating a pull effect with its migration policies. They also urged 
the government to ‘arrange a state agreement in matters of citizen security against irregular immigration 
and human trafficking’ (Pablo Casado, El Mundo, 21 April 2021). However, there was no deep analysis 
of migration or childhood policies. 

As for the second topic, it is striking that there is almost no news around existing problems derived 
from the increasing arrival of minors to Spain and the deficiencies of reception centres. Some studies 
(e.g., Arnal 2021; Arnal and Garcés-Mascareñas 2021) point out the tensions arising from the lack 
of coordination with local councils in the opening of new places of reception and emergency centres, 
and from the lack of adaptation of spaces to the needs of minors (e.g., overcrowding, lack of privacy, 
inadequate hygienic conditions, risk of criminal victimisation, social isolation). Whilst it is true that VOX 
touched upon a reality that is received with concern by some sectors of the society, the mainstream 
media did not seem to make an effort to analyse it more in-depth. The exception was an article of El 
País, which criticised the campaign for not discussing any proposal linked to the management of minors’ 
centres (e.g., how to better distribute the proportion minors among regions). Also, for not questioning 
the ‘illegal proposal of VOX of dropping out minors out of Spain’ or the ‘difficulties to return them to their 
countries of origin’ (El País, 22 April 2021). This is also clear in the total absence of news with stories of 
unaccompanied minors during the period of analysis, except for an op-ed of El País titled ‘I am a child 
of a mena’ (2 May 2021), although it referred to the Spanish emigrants during the dictatorship. In this 
sense, the controversy around the poster was left to a superficial level around numbers and polarised 
ideological stances amid a tense electoral campaign. 
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In relation to the characters involved in the news, we can see that political actors were the clear 
protagonists, whereas unaccompanied minors remained in the shadow as passive objects. Legal actors 
(prosecutors, judges) had also importance, especially in the news linked to the judicial process of the 
poster, and public officials (e.g., Social Policies and Family Ministry, Council for the Elimination of 
Racial or Ethnic Discrimination) were voiced in relation to the contextualisation of the costs of minors’ 
sustenance. Individuals only appeared in a couple of occasions (acts of vandalism by young people 
reacting against the poster). The same goes for the public trains’ company (Renfe), explaining that it had 
no competences to withdraw the poster since it was placed in an advertising space managed by a private 
company. NGOs were mentioned as active agents in filing claims against the poster and the trade union 
Solidaridad appeared once as the executing arm of VOX in the production of the poster. Finally, there 
was one declaration from the clergy criticising the poster: ‘we cannot balance some poor against others, 
some needs against others’ (Luis Argüello, El Mundo, 23 April 2021). 

The labels of these actors tend to be quite neutral. However, in some cases the journalists used some 
linguistic expressions that reflected a position of support or critique to the voices they echoed. And this 
again is usually dependant on the political orientation of the outlet. In this regard, it is interesting how 
journalists referred to unaccompanied minors. Broadly speaking, El País tended to be more respectful 
with the use of menas, explaining that it is an acronym and admitting that it is highly connotated (e.g., 
El País, 27 April 2021), and used other concepts like ‘minors’ or ‘unaccompanied minors’, though not 
always. In the case of El Mundo, and especially Libertad Digital, however, the use of menas was more 
extensive and journalists sometimes took it for granted without specifying where it came from (e.g., 
Libertad Digital, 26 April 2021).8 

The appearance of actors is straight related to the types of voices included in the articles. As we can 
see in the following diagram, political actors’ voices represent more than three quarters of the sample, 
followed by 10% of voices from legal actors and 7% of individuals (including some journalists in TV 
news). The rest of actors (group, NGOs, trade unions, companies, and clergy) only represent 1% for 
having appeared just once. Within the category of political actors, there is a clear representation of 
members from VOX (40 verbal reactions), followed by PSOE (25), PP (15), Podemos (13), Más Madrid 
(6) and Ciudadanos (3). 

GRAPH 4. Percentage of verbal reactions reported by the media

Individuals

Public officials

Group

Legal actors 

NGO

Trade unions

Political Actors

Company 

Clergy

3%

1%
1%
1%

1%
1%

10%

76%

7%

8. Another study on the coverage of unaccompanied minors in several press outlets between 2016 and 2021 undertaken by the 
Col·legi de Periodistes de Catalunya (2021) confirms this trend: the word mena does not appear ‘alone’ in El País (without 
explaining what the acronym means), while in El Mundo appears 57 times.  
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spaces, the Parliament, TV shows and radio studios. The train station of Sol was also recurrent for 
hosting the poster and some working-class neighbourhoods (e.g., Batán, Hortaleza) were used by VOX 
to make speeches around insecurity due to the presence of minors and minors’ centres. The square of 
Colón in the centre of Madrid was also mentioned as the predilect place where VOX gathers its electorate.  

3.3 Frames 

In the analysis of this case, five main frames have been identified, where each one has one or a couple 
of subframes and several associated narratives. The first frame, the neutral, is the most representative in 
all media outlets, except for Libertad Digital which outstands for the security and humanitarian frames. 
Within the neutral frame, the factual and the objective subframes have been distinguished. The first 
one presents the information with pure facts and there are no judgements by journalists (specific labels, 
connotated vocabulary). Many of the news within this subframe are related to the legal process of 
the poster with narratives like ‘the poster of VOX is subject to a judicial process for promoting hate 
speech’, ‘the justice dismisses the case of hate speech of VOX’, or ‘the poster of VOX has precedents 
in the elections of Catalonia’. Moreover, it includes narratives in relation to the development of the 
political campaign such as ‘the campaign becomes polarised between VOX and the left-wing block 
(either democracy or fascism)’. 

On the other hand, the objective subframe is adopted especially for the news dedicated to proving the 
fake data in the poster, by providing more context around the €4,700 of minors’ costs sustenance. The 
more outstanding narratives here are: ‘VOX manipulates the data in relation to the costs of unaccompanied 
minors’ or ‘VOX lies’, by gathering the official declarations mainly from the Social Policies and Family 
Ministry. The narrative promoted by Isabel Díaz Ayuso (PP) of ‘there are 269 minors in a population of 
seven million, they do not represent any problem in Madrid’ is also a powerful argument to outweigh the 
importance of the topic. As it is clear in the table below, El País was the outlet that published more news 
under this subframe. 

TABLE 5. Frames in the coverage of the poster of VOX. Absolute values

FRAMES EL  
PAÍS

EL  
MUNDO

LIBERTAD 
DIGITAL

ANTENA  
3 RTVE TOTAL

Neutral 
Factual 25 12 1 7 7 52
Objective 5 1 1 7

Security 
Security and welfare 4 8 2 2 16
Security and solidarity 1 2 3

Legality Legality and welfare 3 2 1 1 7

Humanitarian
Human rights 11 7 3 4 25
Moralist 1 7 2 10

Ideological 
Leftist 7 7
Right-wing 4 4 8
Centrist 2 2 1 5

The frame of security is linked to the portrayal of unaccompanied minors as a threat, for being associated with 
violence, crime, and sexual harassment, especially in the public space and in working-class neighbourhoods 
that host a minors’ centre. As we can see in table 5, the conservative press outlets (El Mundo and Libertad 
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Digital) tend to adopt the security frame to a wider extent, which is also related to the greater participation of 
right-wing politicians as actors that produce conservative verbal reactions. This frame in turn embraces two 
subframes: one related to security and welfare, and the other to security and solidarity. 

The security and welfare subframe combines arguments that have to do with the perception of minors 
as a problem of security, creating a social alarm, and a problem for the welfare state. The narrative here 
is ‘menas are a problem for the Spanish society: they cost too much, and they are violent’. As Cheddadi 
(2020) points out, these assumptions are based on the social construction of ‘us’ and ‘them’, where minors 
are not legitimate subjects of social protection because they do not belong to ‘us’. This is also linked to 
the war to universal welfare assistance in defence of a nativist social state promoted by the extreme right 
(Anduiza 2018). Under this view, VOX argues that there is no rationality in the design of policies and blames 
the government for not being able to plan well how to distribute public resources efficiently. 

The labelling of minors as ‘dangerous’ and ‘violent’ is built through the political strategy of making universal 
arguments based on particular episodes. For instance, a conflict circumscribed in a neighbourhood is 
turned into a general conflict in the whole region. This is also combined with the strategy of using 
personal stories to refer to a general feeling of boredom among citizens (Cheddadi 2020), which can 
only be changed with the arrival of VOX into power (‘VOX as the saviour to disenchanted people’). This 
is clear in the following declarations of Santiago Abascal: 

‘I live in a popular neighbourhood of Madrid, Hortaleza [where there is a minors’ centre], and every 
time I go out in the street, I meet women who come and tell me that the police tell them not to go 
out with jewellery, there are worried mothers for their daughters who arrive at night and are afraid 
of being mugged’ (Santiago Abascal, Libertad Digital, 20 April 2021). 

The labelling of minors as ‘sexual harassers’ has been used by VOX on several occasions too. During 
the campaign, Rocío Monasterio reported an attack against a female youngster by a group of menas 
(manada de menas) in Parque del Oeste, although El País proved that among the 13 male youth involved 
in the attack there were only four minors and two of them were Spanish (El País, 27 April 2021). In 
this sense, minors are not only an object of racialisation but also of sexualisation, where there is a clear 
intersection between age, ethnic/racial origin, and gender. In fact, as announced in the introduction, 
this side narrative is part of a strategy of racialisation of sexism (Fernández 2021), where Muslim boys 
(especially unaccompanied minors) represent a threat not only to the integrity of white women, but also 
to Western values such as gender equality. 

The subframe of security and solidarity has to do with the political stance of the PP, where there is a 
combination of the need to be solidary with unaccompanied minors in need of protection and at the 
same time, guarantee citizens’ security. Even if it is a less frequent frame, it brings some nuances 
to the frame of security. In a piece of news published by El Mundo (21 April 2021) Pablo Casado 
affirmed that ‘we must be solidary and at the same time try not to create a pull effect’. Isabel Díaz 
Ayuso, on her side, talked about ‘charity’ when referring to the need to protect minors (El País, 22 
April 2021). 

Another frame that has been used is that of legality. The political parties that have circumscribed 
more to it are the PP and the PSOE, defending that ‘attending minors is a legal obligation’. Yet, the 
PP has also used it to excuse the region of Madrid from any responsibility in the arrivals of minors 
affirming that migration policies are not a regional competence (Antena 3, 21.04.21). On the other 
hand, there is a legal argument brought forward by a journalist which surprisingly is not used by any 
other journalist or politician, although it could contribute to discredit VOX’s proposal to expel minors. 
She recalls that ‘the law does not allow to expel minors and their return depends on the collaboration 
with the countries of origin’, stressing that it is not fully on the government to decide (María Martín, 
El País, 22 April 2021). 
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that the debate should not be so much around numbers, but on whether it is legitimate to discuss 
on the expenditure of minors in a democracy. ‘The problem is that we buy the framework of VOX, 
and we start talking about how much they [minors] cost. I am not even going to discuss on the rude 
manipulation of data because then they have already won. Even if they costed the triple, what kind 
of nonsense is this?’ (Mariela Rubio, RTVE, 21.04.21). These arguments establish a link between 
legality, legitimacy, and morality, where taking care of minors is not only a legal obligation but also a 
legitimate and moral one. 

As for the humanitarian frame, it stands out as the second most used in all media outlets and it generally 
treats minors as victims. However, the two subframes within it portray the opponent differently: whereas 
the human rights subframe has VOX as the perpetrator of discrimination, the moralist subframe has the 
government as the key opponent for creating a pull effect and adopting irresponsible migration policies. 
These policies would put minors in danger of human trafficking on their way to Spain and of falling into 
drug addiction and crime once they arrive. 

Going a bit more in detail, the human rights subframe embraces the narratives mostly by the left-
wing block in favour of migrants’ rights and against the poster as it fosters hate speech, racism, and 
discrimination. During the campaign, some journalists made an analogy between the poster and the 
material of propaganda conceived by Goebbels during the Nazi regime. ‘We saw it in the Republic of 
Weimar with a young Nazi party that campaigned with the cost of children born without a leg or disabled 
people and they indicated how many Marks this costed’ (Mariela Rubio, RTVE, 22 April 2021). Pablo 
Iglesias posted the same message in Twitter when he was associated with a hunched rat by Macarena 
Olona (the spokesperson of VOX in the Parliament), the same label used to tag the Jews (El País, 25 
April 2021). 

PICTURE 10. Tweets of Podemos and Pablo Iglesias responding to the attacks and the 
poster related to the Nazi propaganda (20 April and 23 April)

(Translation: This only has one name: Fascism. We cannot allow these criminals to rule in Madrid. We are going to 
denounce your Nazi propaganda to the Electoral Board. On May 4 we risk everything. You have to stand up. Let no one 
stay home. #LetTheMajoritySpeak) 
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The moralist subframe is used solely by VOX and is echoed mostly by Libertad Digital. Santiago Abascal 
stated that ‘minors would be better with their families in the home countries and in prisons if they are 
delinquent’ (Santiago Abascal, Libertad Digital, 20 April 2021). This subframe has clear parallels to the 
security and welfare one, but whereas in the latter minors are guilty for the crimes they commit (active 
agents), in the moralist subframe they are victims (passive agents). This is coherent with the multiple tensions 
that are embedded in the figure of minors: the line that separates the vulnerability of minors as victims or 
as crime perpetrators is very blur and can be instrumentalised into one side or the other depending on 
the context and the party interests. As Arnal (2021) puts it, they are treated as children (when they are 
protected by institutions), but seen as adolescents, so the discourses are polarised between vulnerable 
kids and criminal youth. And this again has to do with the portrayal of minors between adults and children. 
Adults because they go out of their home countries with the responsibility of contributing to the household 
incomes, and children because they must remain in centres with strict norms and face great difficulties to 
access the labour market.9 The moralist subframe also blames the government for creating a pull effect and 
for adopting ‘irresponsible’ immigration policies that put minors in danger. 

Finally, there is the ideological frame which has been used in relation to the debates on how to act against the 
rise of the extreme-right and the self-perception of the extreme right in the context of increasing polarisation, 
having three subframes representing the left-centre-right political spectrum. While El País has echoed more 
the voices of the left-wing block, El Mundo and Libertad Digital have included more the stances from the 
extreme right. The ambivalence of the PP towards VOX has been catalogued as a centrist stance, since from 
a discursive point of view, they do not align with VOX directly, same as Ciudadanos, although they may share 
many of the political views with them. The TV news do not seem to have echoed so much this discussion or 
at least it did not appear as linked to the issue of unaccompanied minors in the search. 

From the leftist subframe, the PSOE, Podemos and Más Madrid built a strong narrative around the need 
to apply a cordon sanitaire against VOX and put pressure on the PP to avoid a potential coalition with 
them. Some news analysed different strategies implemented by parties in other European countries to 
contain the extreme right, reaching the conclusion that cordon sanitaires might be licit, but not always 
effective, since they are very much context-dependant. 

At the other side, from the right-wing subframe, VOX appeared as a dam to the spread of ‘communism’, 
which is portrayed as the ‘evil’. They were especially virulent with Pablo Iglesias for being the representative of 
communism, even if Podemos is not officially catalogued as a communist party. Such rhetoric is often used in 
the discourses of VOX. During the campaign, Rocío Monasterio used her Cuban background to ascribe herself 
as a victim and witness of communism to attack Podemos. Moreover, they applied the reversal blaming, which 
could be defined as: ‘attack the others using the same labels that the others use with you’. In this regard, if they 
(VOX) were accused to promote hate speech, they argued that telling the truth in Spain is a hate crime. If they 
were accused to be violent, they portrayed themselves as victims of violence, using the attacks they received 
in an electoral event and accusing Podemos to be behind them. The context of polarisation thus promotes the 
construction of ‘the other’ with the same parameters and even the same language. 

Within the centrist subframe, in various occasions the PP equals VOX and Podemos to be the same to 
distance themselves from VOX and claims against the strategy of polarisation of PSOE for not contributing 
to mobilise the electorate. In this sense, the PP appears to be the ‘sensible’ option that does not fall into 
such extreme positions. 

Below there is a summary of all frames and subframes with their key characteristics and the core topics 
and narratives to which they are associated. 

9. A recent modification of the regulation of the Foreigners’ Law last October 2021 has allowed unaccompanied minors from 
16 years to access the labour market and prevent the sudden irregularity once they end up being under the protection of the 
public administration.  
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FRAMES SUBFRAMES KEY 
CHARACTERISTICS TOPICS CORE NARRATIVES 

Neutral 

Factual

Description of facts, 
no judgements by 
journalists, inclusion 
of plural voices 

Legal process 
poster; 
development of the 
political campaign

‘the poster of VOX is involved in a 
judicial process for promoting hate 
speech’; ‘the justice dismisses the 
case of hate speech of VOX’; ‘the 
campaign becomes polarised between 
VOX and the left-wing block’

Objective Use of data to counter 
fake news 

Contextualisation 
and manipulation of 
the data

‘VOX manipulates the data in relation 
to the costs of unaccompanied 
minors’; ‘VOX lies’; ‘there are 
269 unaccompanied minors in a 
population of 7 millions’ 

Security 

Security and 
welfare

Portrayal of migrants 
as a threat and an 
economic problem 
(welfare chauvinism 
and nativism), use of 
war language

Use of 
unaccompanied 
minors with 
electoral purposes 

‘menas are a problem for the Spanish 
society: they cost too much, and they 
are violent’

Security and 
solidarity

Portrayal of migrants 
as a threat combined 
with arguments 
around solidarity

Use of 
unaccompanied 
minors with 
electoral purposes

‘we must be solidary and at the same 
time try not to create a pull effect’

Legality Legality and 
welfare

Legal approach to 
problems derived 
from migration 
(references to 
immigration law), 
debates around 
legality and legitimacy, 
use of legal terms 

Policy and legal 
frameworks related 
to migration and 
childhood

‘assisting minors is a legal obligation’; 
‘the law does not allow to expel 
minors and their return depends on 
the collaboration with the countries 
of origin’; ‘immigration law is not a 
regional competence’; ‘the debate 
is not around numbers, but around 
whether it is legitimate to discuss the 
cost of minors in a democracy’

Humanitarian 
Human rights

Portrayal of 
migrants as victims 
and references 
to discrimination 
and human rights, 
opponent: VOX 

Use of 
unaccompanied 
minors with 
electoral purposes

‘the poster fosters hate speech, 
and discrimination’; ‘VOX applies 
Nazi propaganda techniques’; 
‘unaccompanied minors are not 
sexual harassers’ 

Moralist
Portrayal of migrants 
as victims, opponent: 
government 

Use of 
unaccompanied 
minors with 
electoral purposes

‘minors should be with their families 
or in prisons of their home countries if 
they commit crimes’ 

Ideological 

 

Leftist

Ideological statements 
in relation to the 
extreme right-wing, 
prominence of voices 
from the left-wing 
spectrum 

Political battles in 
the context of the 
electoral campaign; 
debate on how 
to act against the 
extreme-right

‘a cordon sanitaire must be applied to 
VOX’; ‘VOX does not have a political 
response to real problems’ 

Right-wing

Ideological statements 
in relation to the 
extreme right-wing, 
prominence of voices 
from the right-wing 
spectrum

Political battles in 
the context of the 
electoral campaign; 
debate on how 
to act against the 
extreme-right

‘VOX is a victim of the radical left’; ‘in 
Spain telling the truth is a hate crime’; 
‘VOX tells the truth’; ‘VOX is the 
saviour to the spread of communism’ 

Centrist

Ideological statements 
in relation to the 
extreme right-wing, 
prominence of voices 
from the centre 

Political battles in 
the context of the 
electoral campaign; 
debate on how 
to act against the 
extreme-right

‘PP equals the extreme-right with the 
extreme-left to distance itself from 
VOX’; ‘the strategy of polarisation of 
the left feeds the victimism of VOX’
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3.4 Narratives in the social media  

Several studies have showed the extended use of social media platforms by VOX, including Twitter, Instagram 
and YouTube (Col·legi de Periodistes 2021, Casquero 2021, Cheddadi 2020, Aladro and Requeijo 2020). 
As scholars remind, social media appear as ‘an extraordinary device of electoral attraction and construction 
of impactful and effective discourses’ which generate networks of political trust (Moya and Herrera 2015 
in Cheddadi 2020, 60). For instance, the study of the Col·legi de Periodistes de Catalunya (2021) on the 
coverage of unaccompanied minors in Twitter shows the increasing trend of tweets from 2017 to 2020. 
As we can see in the graph below, the rise is especially notable since 2018, coinciding with the arrival 
of VOX in the Government of Andalucía. The hashtags with a greater prominence are: #mena, /#menas 
and #stopmenas. The first tweets with the hashtag #mena linked to VOX date back to August 2019. From 
January to May 2020 there was an average of 7.2 tweets per month, while from June to November, this 
increased to 30.3. In fact, the graph shows not only the greater engagement, but also the rising number of 
negative tweets (grey line) since 2018 and the decrease of positive and neutral ones from 2019 (red and 
orange lines). Another relevant data is that already in 2020, Madrid was the autonomous community in 
whole Spain with more derogatory messages with the hashtag #stopmenas. 

GRAPH 5. Evolution of tweets related to unaccompanied minors (2017-2020)
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Source: Col·legi de Periodistes de Catalunya (2021, 81)

The same study shows that the narrative in the poster of the elections in 2021 is not new. In August 2019 
there was a tweet that opposed the cost of pensions with an alleged benefit to unaccompanied minors 
with the following message: ‘a government that prefers to protect those that come from outside than their 
elderly who have worked hard to build the country does not deserve any respect. A widow: €426/month 
of pension. Mena: €664/month + housing + food’. This data was proved to be wrong, since the €664 are 
for youth who used to be under the tutorship of the state (either Spanish or foreigners) and come over 
age, and they only stand for Catalonia (not all Spain).10   

10. Source: https://maldita.es/malditobulo/20190822/no-los-menores-extranjeros-no-acompanados-mena-no-reciben-664-
euros-ni-cobran-mas-que-una-viuda/ 

https://maldita.es/malditobulo/20190822/no-los-menores-extranjeros-no-acompanados-mena-no-reciben-664-euros-ni-cobran-mas-que-una-viuda/
https://maldita.es/malditobulo/20190822/no-los-menores-extranjeros-no-acompanados-mena-no-reciben-664-euros-ni-cobran-mas-que-una-viuda/
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This case study has examined the 100 most retweeted messages on Twitter with one or several of the 
following hashtags: #Vox, #menas, #mena, #stopmenas, #menores, #ProtegeMadrid (slogan of Vox in 
electoral campaign), #VotaSeguro (slogan of Vox in electoral campaign), #VoxEnSol (Sol is the train 
station where the poster was placed), #EleccionesMadrid, #VoxEsFascismo, and the following keywords: 
VOX and menas, VOX and menores, VOX and menores no acompañados, @exmenas (profile), Madrid, 
cartel, and elecciones. 

Both the hashtags and the keywords were selected having done a previous search of which ones caused 
a greater engagement, including some that are more used by the (extreme) right-wing (e.g., menas), 
others more neutral (e.g., menores) and others more echoed by the left and the civil society (e.g., 
#VoxEsFascismo). However, the keywords more attached to VOX prevail over the rest, which affects 
in a greater representation of tweets by this party, as we will see. As for the periods under analysis, 
there was a short period (18.04.21 - 05.05.21) which coincides with the electoral campaign and a long 
one (18.04.21 - 25.07.21) that goes until a few days after the final resolution by the Provincial Court 
(Audiencia Provincial) dismissing the poster as a case of hate speech. From the sample of the 100 most 
retweeted tweets, 27 tweets were removed because they were not related to unaccompanied minors 
even though they used one or several of the aforementioned hashtags.
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GRAPH 6. Distribution of 505,494 retweets on the poster of vox and the controversy 
around unaccompanied minors’ sustenance (18.04.21 - 25.07.21) 
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As we can see in the Graph 6, the distribution of retweets among the long period is linked to the evolution 
of the legal case. The appearance of the poster on 20 April generated a peak of engagement reaching 
more than 50,000 retweets and then it progressively scaled down to a few hundreds. The peak at the end 
of April is when the judge dismissed the file without prejudice (provisionally), which caused reactions of 
approval and disapproval, and the prosecutor decided to appeal the decision the following day. On 4 May 
is when the elections took place and the high engagement in mid-May is related to the crisis in Ceuta 
analysed in this report, where VOX posted virulent messages against unaccompanied minors, as also 
shown in the report of OBERAXE (2021). Finally, the peaks in early and mid-July are associated with the 
first and final announcements of the decision of the Provincial Court to dismiss the case. 

Going into the analysis of the 73 tweets, the majority (47) were written between April and July 2021 
(and especially during the electoral campaign), but others were posted in 2020 (6) and in 2019 (9), 
although they caused engagement until 2021 (in the rest of tweets no date could be found). Concerning 
the actors, we can clearly see in the graph below that the majority of tweets come from political actors 
(55%). Actually, 98% (39 out of 40 tweets) belong to VOX, where about half (21) have been posted from 
the party’s account @VOX_es, and the rest from local branches of VOX or different members including its 
leader Santiago Abascal and the candidate Rocío Monasterio. Among the journalists, the majority posted 
tweets to denounce the spread of hate speech by VOX, whereas among individuals (some of whom are 
influencers and/or activists) there is a greater diversity of opinions. All in all, this shows that VOX appears 
to be the actor that causes greater engagement in relation to unaccompanied minors in the social media. 
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As for the topics, the majority of tweets are linked to exclusionary reactions from political actors (namely 
VOX), VOX as a victim of the violent left, and to inclusive reactions by the society (see graph 7). The 
negative opinions from the society (including journalists) are not so common, whereas the voice of leftist 
political parties with positive messages is almost absent. On the other hand, we also find some tweets 
associated with the discourse of VOX as a victim of the left for being publicly attacked and fearing a ‘too 
cosmopolitan’ model of society. In relation to the legal process of the poster, the reactions go in both 
directions: VOX stood by as a truth-teller (and arguing that telling the truth is not a crime), whereas 
the majority of individuals and journalists condemned the decision of the judge. In this sense, the 
International Human Rights Foundation made the following tweet: 

‘The Spanish Justice does not meet international standards of respect for the rule of law or human 
rights. We observe with astonishment how #racism and #xenophobia permeate the essence 
of its Executive, Legislative and Judicial branches. #MENAS #Vox #HateSpeech’ (5 July 2021, 
International Human Rights Foundation) 

The topic of contextualisation and manipulation of data is underrepresented in comparison to the 
mass media, with only a couple of tweets. In this sense, the tweets that try to debunk false data from 
independent media such as Maldita or Newtral have not caused a high engagement. However, it is 
astonishing how VOX has used them to reaffirm their ideas and keep spreading fake news:  

‘We thank Newtral for confirming that each mena costs Spaniards at least €4,700 per month’ (21 
April 2021, Official account of Vox)

Finally, there are some tweets where VOX opposes to LGBT rights, by defending the traditional gender 
roles and the biological feminism where non-binarism is not accepted. 
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GRAPH 8. Percentage of tweets by topics
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The narratives in the exclusionary reactions from VOX are very aligned with the discourse identified in 
the mass media: ‘menas are a problem for the Spanish society: they cost too much, and they are violent, 
so they need to be expelled from the country’, and ‘to protect minors it is better to send them back 
with their families or to the prison if they commit crimes’. At the same time, we find tweets promoting 
the racialisation of sexism by attributing the role of sexual harassers to unaccompanied minors: ‘two 
Moroccan menas have been arrested for a sexual assault in Cordoba’ (21 May 2021, Official account of 
Vox). 

As mentioned before, VOX blames the government to be responsible for a pull effect and for ‘kidnapping’ 
minors, as well as the leftist parties and the mainstream media for remaining silent when there is an 
attack perpetrated by a minor. These narratives are circumscribed within the moralist subframe (where 
they even use the term ‘humanity’) and the legality frame stressing that ‘we are not obliged to call them’ 
(20 April 2021, Santiago Abascal). They also appear to the public eye as victims of the censorship of the 
mass media arguing that they do not want to listen to ‘the truth’. 

‘Not collaborating with the kidnapping of minors or feeding the call effect, so that they risk their lives 
and get away from their parents, is not political childishness but a gesture of political responsibility 
and humanity’ (21 May 2021, Official account of Vox) 

‘The manada of the Parque del Oeste that the left and the media do not want you to talk about: 
they are menas, squatters, murderers and criminals. What else is needed for them to be deported 
and serve their sentences in their countries? On 4 May choose Spain and security.’ (12 April 2021, 
Official account of Vox)

On the other side, among the inclusive reactions from the civil society, there are a few non-white 
individuals and journalists that use their personal story to counter the stereotypes spread by VOX. 

‘Hello @Santi_ABASCAL, my name is Omar, I was a #MENA (a kid) and although my experience 
is worth a book, I will only tell you four things; I’ll be quick. You won’t believe it Santi, but You and 
I have similarities, despite enormous differences. I open THREAD.’  

Others claim the obligations of the State in the protection of minors, and there is also a tweet in which 
a group of people make a video to disprove the feeling of insecurity in the neighbourhood of Macarena 
where there is a reception centre of minors. 

In terms of engagement, the previous tweet is the second in the list with more positive interactions (23,204 
heart icons), following a tweet by the journalist Javier Gallego working in the radio programme Carne Cruda 
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used by Isabel Díaz Ayuso in relation to the low number of unaccompanied minors in Madrid. 

‘Do you know how many unaccompanied minors there are in Madrid? 269. The biggest problem in 
a community of 7 million inhabitants are 269 kids without parents, according to Vox. This data will 
be useful when you have to shut mouths’ (26.04.21, Carne Cruda, journalist) 

Finally, in relation to the frames, there is a prominence of the ideological right-wing which is often 
combined with the security and welfare, and the moralist. This is aligned with the majority of tweets 
from VOX. The inclusive reactions from the civil society normally adopt the human rights subframe, 
whereas the factual frame includes some tweets that mainly inform about the legal process and the 
resolution of the case. 

TABLE 7. Number of tweets by frames 

NEUTRAL 
Factual 5
Objective 3

SECURITY 
Security and welfare 20
Security and solidarity 0

LEGALITY Legality and welfare 1

HUMANITARIAN 
Human rights 13
Moralist 8

IDEOLOGICAL 
Leftist 0
Right-wing 22
Centrist 0

N/A (OTHER TOPICS) 4
TOTAL 76

3.5 Narrative building and success 

The poster of VOX appears as a paradigmatic example of how the extreme right achieves to set 
the political and public agendas with exclusionary narratives that, although the majority of the 
society perceives them as inaccurate and provocative, end up succeeding and becoming salient. 
It is an uncontroversial fact that the presence of minors and reception centres in Madrid in April 
2021 was very low. As the candidate of the People’s Party Isabel Díaz Ayuso pointed out, there 
were 269 minors in a population of 7 million people. However, VOX managed to place a marginal 
topic at the centre of the debate. How was this possible? Some elements of VOX’s strategy point to 
the construction of general arguments from particular episodes, the manipulation of data, and the 
employment of an emotional tone and very simplistic messages to describe a complex reality. Yet, 
there are other key ingredients related to when, what, who and where narratives are produced that 
help us in better comprehending why and how some narratives end up permeating the political 
and social realms. 

WHEN: In which contexts and circumstances do certain narratives obtain a competitive edge?

Regarding the circumstances in which the narratives spread by the poster became dominant, it is 
clear that the context of the elections appeared as an ideal scenario to disseminate them, thanks to 
the loudspeaker effect of the media and the social media. However, these narratives did not appear 
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out of the blue. They were rather the continuation of a strategy adopted by VOX since their arrival 
into power in December 2018. As explained in the previous sections, there are several precedents 
in which the extreme right-wing party blamed unaccompanied minors. Some key examples include 
a tweet in August 2019 where VOX compared the benefits of unaccompanied minors and pensions 
with fake data, and a defamatory speech in front of a minors’ reception centre in Sevilla in November 
2020, for which VOX was taken to court to foster hate speech. Such precedents and the lack of 
juridical consequences by dismissing the case paved the way to undertake a major action: a poster 
placed in the most central and visited train station of Madrid. 

The echo of this poster was much higher than the previous tweets or the public speeches, and this was 
deliberate. Some studies conclude that media attention to radical right-wing populist parties is pivotal for 
the fortune of such parties (e.g., Berning et al. 2018). Yet, in this case the media felt obliged to cover it, 
even if it was just to counter disinformation. As a journalist of El País explains, their outlet usually tries 
not to report ‘small’ provocative or fake news of VOX in order not to amplify their messages, but this time 
the high visibility of the poster and the legal actions undertaken by the Socialist Party (among others) 
made it impossible to miss it. 

‘The situation forced the press to cover it. When the PSOE denounced the poster for [an alleged 
hate] crime, we had to cover the news. This also forces you to follow the case. Since they [VOX] 
were proved right, they came out stronger.’ (Patricia Blanco, El País) (SP_I_2)

WHAT: What are the features of dominant narratives in traditional and social media?

The first key feature is the reinforcement of unaccompanied minors as a threat. Using the terminology 
of Jones and McBeth (2010), unaccompanied minors are portrayed as ‘the villains’: they commit 
crimes, they cost too much, and they assault women. By opposing two disadvantaged social groups, 
VOX created the false dilemma of having to choose between sustaining minors or elderly people, 
since the too high expenditure of minors would be the causing factor of the low pensions of the 
elderly. Pensions of €426 that – by the way – do not represent the majority (although the media did 
not enter this debate), since they only apply to those who never contributed to the Social Security in 
their life. This form of welfare chauvinism (Kymlicka 2015) is aligned with the defence of a nativist 
social state (Cheddadi 2020), where minors would not deserve welfare benefits because ‘they’ do 
not belong to ‘us’. 

At the same time, following the quote of a lawyer, another effect of the poster has been the greater 
racialisation of the menas acronym, as this is uncritically reduced to a specific nationality (Morocco). 
Although it ‘perfectly works as a strategy of marketing because it is short’ (Patricia Blanco, El País), it 
also homogenises a group in which there is no variety in terms of gender and age. This reduction is also 
part of a strategy of moral panics (Cohen 2002), where the threat is simplified with a symbolic rhetoric, 
creating an ‘evil’ in need of social control. 

‘this acronym invisibilises, it does not include girls and there are adolescents too. It is an overly 
simplistic acronym and one that has facilitated hate speech. […] For many years now, “MENA = 
delinquent” has been repeated. Many people think that they are the Moroccans who enter through 
the border, without thinking that the Ukrainians who have arrived alone are also menas. They 
[VOX] have managed to associate the acronym with a group: Moroccans or North Africans who 
commit crimes.’ (Sidi Talebbuia, lawyer and activist) (SP_I_4)

Nonetheless, following the terms of Jones and McBeth (2010), being ‘the villains’ is not irreconcilable 
with being ‘the victims’. The narratives of VOX accusing the ‘socialist-communist’ coalition of a lack of 
rationality on how to spend public resources, and for ‘calling’ minors into Spain and endangering them 
to fall into networks of trafficking end up depicting minors as victims of the current government under 
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the blaming of the government for bringing minors to Spain. Finally, the side news of sexual assaults 
committed by a group of menas during the same days of the electoral campaign adds another label to 
those of villains and victims: sexual harassers, by racializing sexism. 

How have the media positioned to explain the key features of these narratives and the associated declarations 
of VOX? The results point out that conservative outlets like El Mundo, Libertad Digital or Antena 3 amplified 
the narratives of VOX by adopting the security and ideological frames to a greater extent, employing 
confrontational and stigmatising language including the word menas (sometimes without explaining what it 
stands for), giving more voice to members of the (extreme) right, and by producing less critical op-eds. In 
contrast, El País, produced almost double the news than the two other newspapers, and generally under a 
more critical stance, making use of the human rights and legality frames. 

The combination of two apparently contradictory frames (security and moralist) stands out as an 
interesting conclusion of this research. The question here is in which contexts one prevails over the 
other one, to serve what purposes and to reach what audience. While we would probably need more 
fieldwork to answer this question, we could hypothesise that the security frame may be more overtly 
used as a ‘hard power’ strategy to boost restrictive migration policy decisions and harsher measures 
against unaccompanied minors, while the moralist frame would be used as a ‘soft power’ strategy to 
show a more humanitarian and ‘caring’ approach to minors in front of the general public, by blaming the 

government for their vulnerable situation. 

WHO: Who gains access to the public arena and which structural 
positions and strategies allow them to shape prevailing narratives?

In this case study, t is clear that politicians are the protagonists, 
especially with regard to the topics of the use of unaccompanied 
minors for electoral purposes, the political battles or the debates 
on how to act against the extreme right. This is manifested in the 
high percentage of verbal reactions from political actors (76%) in 
all news and TV outlets, where VOX represents 40%. The same 
happens in Twitter, where there is a prominence of tweets with a 
high level of engagement from VOX, and astonishingly just one from 
a leftist party. In relation to the legal process, the prosecutor and 
the judges were obviously relevant figures, however their voices 

were not much included once the case was being investigated or finally dismissed. The data provided – 
mostly – by the Social Policies and Family Ministry was utilised in relation to the contextualisation of the 
costs of minors’ sustenance. 

While it is unsurprising that politicians’ voices prevail considering that the case is circumscribed in a 
period of elections, it is surprising that unaccompanied minors are portrayed as passive agents with 
no voice at all. The only space where we can find some witnesses is in Twitter, although they are 
scarce and do not create such a high engagement as political actors who count with a communication 
infrastructure behind. As this member of the Comisión Española de Ayuda al Refugiado (CEAR) 
affirms, more voice should be given to migrants in order to strengthen their autonomy and minimise 
the risk of victimisation. 

‘Empowering approaches must be the basis, migrants are human beings, with autonomy, with the 
ability to get ahead, we cannot fall into victimization. And the same with children, it is important to 
make life stories visible where children have been the protagonists of their change’ (Núria Díaz, 
CEAR) (SP_I_3)

The combination of two 
apparently contradictory 
frames (security and 
moralist) stands out as an 
interesting conclusion of 
this research. The question 
here is in which contexts 
one prevails over the 
other one, to serve what 
purposes and to reach what 
audience.
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The little presence of minors and actors who work for their wellbeing and social protection (NGOs, 
reception centres, public administration…) conditions the lack of a more profound debate on the 
structural causes lying behind the problems around minors’ reception (e.g., overcrowding, inadequate 
conditions, criminalisation). The following quote of an unaccompanied minor reveals the problems in the 
reception centre in Hortaleza (Madrid) where he lived: 

‘They treat you like shit in the centers, especially in Hortaleza, I slept on the floor, I didn’t have a 
bed. There was no good relationship with educators. Also at Primark [shop] with some Moroccan 
colleagues, we wanted to enter and we had money and they didn’t let us in, “you come to steal” 
and they said “shitty Moors, go to your country, thieves”’ (unaccompanied minor) (SP_I_5)

It is clear that VOX responds to a reality that is perceived with concern by some neighbours, especially 
those who live close to reception centres. Yet, if the media (and the society) does not tackle this issue 
openly and just sticks to the ideological confrontation, it may end up in a war of polarised narratives 
which are disconnected from facts, as it has quite happened in this case. And as this lawyer points 
out, we should be able to discuss any challenges involved in the minors’ reception and appeal to our 
responsibility as a society to boost their integration. 

‘We cannot burden minors with what happens to them in their future. If they fail in their education, it 
is our fault as a society, and if they fall into delinquency it is also our responsibility.’ (Sidi Talebbuia, 
lawyer and activist) (SP_I_4)

WHERE: Where do narratives emerge and what path do they take among the various social actors, 
media, and platforms? 

In relation to the spaces where narratives emerge and evolve, there seems to be some travelling 
across platforms, but this is unbalanced. In short, social media echoed the news from the 
traditional media to a greater extent than the other way around. Yet, we can observe efforts from 
the press to report the debate in the social media, especially from El País. For example, this 
outlet referred to critical tweets once the poster was made public, either from individuals or from 
leftist political representatives. It is the case of an intervention of Íñigo Errejón (member of Más 
Madrid) in the parliament denouncing the campaign of VOX against unaccompanied minors which 
got viral. El País also reported the clash between VOX and Podemos after VOX compared Pablo 
Iglesias with a hunched rat (Nazi insult), and a post of VOX in Instagram with the bus they used 
during the campaign, which was fully covered with words that synthesise their ideology (e.g., 
‘menas’, ‘migratory invasion’, ‘gender ideology’, ‘multiculturalism’…). A few days after, the same 
outlet published a news analysis on the evolution of the campaign and its polarisation, and the 
controversy around menas was mentioned as one of the key trending topics. 

In contrast, El Mundo included a tweet from Santiago Abascal tagging minors as delinquents and another 
from Europa Press where he insulted Jose Luís Ábalos (member of PSOE) for having affirmed that his 
party would try to take the poster out. The same newspaper also published a tweet in which some youth 
destroyed an electoral poster of VOX in the metro. Finally, Libertad Digital also mentioned Twitter on one 
occasion where Rocío Monasterio revealed that VOX had been attacked by Podemos. Summing-up, we 
can see how the two conservative outlets echoed more the voices of the extreme right in Twitter, whereas 
the progressive one tended to included critical voices against it. 

As for the travelling of news from the TV and the press, there seems to be an influence among each 
other in the sense that both covered more or less the same topics. The press covered the only TV 
debate of the whole campaign that took place in TeleMadrid, in which Rocío Monasterio showed 
the poster in front of the camera. Once again, whereas El Mundo decided to include a snapshot of 
the candidate with the poster in her hands, El País avoided it. 
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independent and mainstream newspapers. The majority of these relate to the legal case, but they 
are used differently to support or criticise the resolution. For instance, VOX referred to the decision 
of the judge to confirm and justify their arguments, whereas posts by leftist journalists, NGOs or 
activists emphasised the impunity of the law and other occasions where the justice had dismissed 
cases of hate speech. Other news mentioned by representatives or supporters of VOX relate to 
attacks by the left, sexual assaults by minors, and LGBT issues. 

As part of the analysis of narratives’ success, it is worth mentioning two main direct effects of the 
poster that will influence the ongoing production of narratives about unaccompanied minors in the 
next future. First, the word ‘mena’ and its associated imaginary around violence and crime reached 
a wider sector of the society, even if not everyone knows that it stands for an acronym. As both 
interviewees point out, this does not only affect people who were already hesitant to migrants, but 
also others who were not previously concerned and from a wider range of the political spectrum. In 
this sense, VOX met the double objective of permeating the public opinion and polarising it through 
the use of emotions and false data. 

‘This message has permeated and has possibly confirmed a rejection towards unaccompanied 
children from a certain sector of the population and has worried another sector of the public 
opinion that was not before worried before.’ (Núria Díaz, CEAR) (SP_I_3)

‘It is a message that achieved its function of polarising, appealing to emotions and fear, to the poor 
grandmother and the immigrant. This message permeated public opinion. The poster not only caught 
on with VOX voters but also with other parts of the society, it convinced voters from different political 
spheres, from the PP and Ciudadanos and some votes from the left.’ (Patricia Blanco, El País) (SP_I_2)

Second, the dismissal of the case by the justice endorses VOX to keep spreading hate speech and opens 
further questions around the limits of freedom of speech and the potential harm on vulnerable groups. 
In this regard, NGOs working in the field highlight the importance of preventive work so that when fake 
news arrive, citizens are able to assess them critically. Because the first one who drops the message 
will be the one exerting more influence on individuals, whereas the messages that try to counter the 
exclusionary ones will inevitably have a smaller impact. 

‘We have to transform our way of communicating, we must fight prior to this type of messages. Instead 
of going into disproving (which generates the doubt as to whether we are contributing to spread the 
messages), the question is how to do it so that this knowledge is prior and it is the same people who 
say “it is not so”, with clarity about false information’. (Núria Díaz, CEAR) (SP_I_3)

Pervasiveness and transformativity: two further dimensions to assess narrative success

Finally, we can draw some conclusions in relation to the two key dimensions of migration narratives’ success 
analysed in the concept note of BRIDGES (Garcés-Mascareñas and Pastore, 2022): pervasiveness and 
transformativity. As regards pervasiveness, we have observed how the narrative of ‘menas as a problem or a 
threat’ has colonized the communication sphere for which it was originated, namely the elections, and it has 
contributed to feed other spheres, like the political and societal ones. First, in the media sphere, we observe 
elements of both intra-media and cross-media diffusion. As for intra-media diffusion, even if the topic was not 
in the front page of newspapers like the two other events (Ceuta and the Barcelona and Cambrils attacks), 
the poster of VOX was widely covered in the main newspapers and TVs (measured with the 116 news items 
in a period of 15 days), and caused high engagement in the social media, with more than 50,000 retweets 
around the date of the poster’s publication (20 April 2021). As for cross-media diffusion, results also show the 
travelling of media news to social media platforms. 
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Second, following the distinction of Schmidt (2008) between the political and policy spheres, it is 
clear that political leaders have been central in the presentation, deliberation and legitimation of 
narratives to the general public, as these are produced within the context of elections. In contrast, 
individuals and groups have been less protagonists in the policy sphere. Yet, the role of NGOs in 
endorsing the discourse of left-wing political parties around the manipulation of data and the fostering 
of hate speech by VOX must be acknowledged. On the other hand, the fact that VOX managed to 
place the topic in the centre of the debate, even if the rest of political parties tried to diminish its 
importance, shows a certain degree of pervasiveness, measured by the diffusion of narratives to the 
general public. As for the cross-diffusion between the political and policy spheres, further fieldwork 
should be done to unravel how the politicization of unaccompanied minors has affected the adoption 
of policy decisions and outcomes. 

What is clear, however, is that persuasiveness has been articulated around both normative terms by 
trying to resonate with individuals’ emotions and feelings, and cognitive terms by trying to provide an 
apparent coherence in the disparity of social expenditure for old people and unaccompanied minors. 
As Hajer (1995) and Schmidt (2006) argue, ambiguity may be key for narrative success as different 
parties can interpret ideas in a different way. In this case, the fake data in the poster was deliberately 
used to cause ambiguous interpretations fuelled by a sense of mistreatment towards old pensioners. 

As for the dimension of transformativity, interviews show how the 
poster contributed to spread the concept of menas to a wider 
audience and promote its association to a homogenised and 
stereotyped group (young Moroccan males). Yet, more research 
should also be done to measure more accurately the degree of 
persuasiveness and the extent to which the belief of minors as a 
dangerous and violent group may have led to concrete actions, 
which is the other parameter to operationalize transformativity. 

In the last years, there is evidence of the growing attacks and 
manifestations against minors’ reception centres (Arnal 2021, 84-
87). Although it remains impossible to establish a direct causal 
relationship between the poster and such actions, we could argue 
that it has made its own contribution to building exclusionary 
narratives against minor migrants. On the other hand, it seems 
quite unlikely that in the current political scenario VOX could lead actions to deport minors as they 
suggest the socialist government should do. First, because they stand in the opposition and such a 
measure would probably not get the necessary support to push it forward and second, because they 
would face many limitations by the international law of minors’ protection. In this sense, judging by the 
analysis within this WP, there seems to be an asymmetrical configuration of narrative success: whilst 
there is a high degree of pervasiveness, the degree of transformativity seems to be reduced, at least in 
what concerns policy outputs.  

Persuasiveness has been 
articulated around both 
normative terms by trying to 
resonate with individuals’ 
emotions and feelings, and 
cognitive terms by trying 
to provide an apparent 
coherence in the disparity 
of social expenditure for old 
people and unaccompanied 
minors.
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4. Terrorist attacks in Barcelona and Cambrils 
(17-18 August 2017)
 
4.1 Introduction and contextual background 

In January 2015, the massacre of 12 people at the French satirical magazine Charlie Hebdo followed 
by the hostage-taking at a Jewish supermarket in Paris have sparked a new wave of terrorist attacks in 
Europe inspired by jihadist groups such as Al Qaeda and the Islamic State organisation (IS). In 2017, 
after dozens of attacks were perpetrated in Belgium, Denmark, France, Germany, Sweden and the 
United Kingdom, Spain became the eighth European country targeted. On 17 and 18 August 2017, 
two terrorist attacks were carried out in two cities located in Catalonia: Barcelona and Cambrils. IS 
claimed responsibility for both attacks, which resulted in the death of 14 people and the wounding of 
over 100 others. Thirteen years after the Madrid train bombings (11 March 2004), the deadliest terrorist 
attack in Europe since 1988, the Barcelona and Cambrils attacks became the second and third attacks 
committed in Spanish soil. 

On 16 August, a huge explosion ripped through a country house in Alcanar, a coast residential town 
located in the Southern part of Catalonia. The house happened to be the headquarter of a terrorist 
cell made of nine youngsters – all of which were first or second-generation descendants of Moroccan 
immigrants – and led by Abdelbaki Es Satty, a 44-year-old Moroccan man who was the imam of a 
mosque in the pre-Pyrenean village of Ripoll. Several members of the terrorist cell, including the leader, 
were killed in the explosion. Their initial plans, which aimed to carry out massive terrorist attacks in 
crowded places such as Barcelona’s Sagrada Familia church, were thus frustrated. 

In this context, the remaining members of the terrorist cell improvised two attacks. First, on 17 of August, 
a van ploughed through the crowds in Las Ramblas – Barcelona’s most iconic boulevard –, killing 13 
people and wounding over a hundred people. The author of the attack, Younes Abouyaaqoub, a 22-year-
old man of Moroccan origin raised in Ripoll, managed to escape. Second, on 18 August, the last five 
members of the terrorist cell executed a vehicle-ramming attack in the coastal town of Cambrils (100 
kilometres south of Barcelona). The attack left one woman dead, and the attackers were shot dead by 
the police.

As is the case with most terrorist attacks of this kind, the details about the terrorist cell, its members and 
its plans were unknown when both attacks were executed. As a matter of fact, the police investigation 
linked the Barcelona attacks to the explosion of Alcanar only on 18 of August, that is to say a few hours 
before the second attack was committed in Cambrils. On 19 August, the progress made by Catalan 
security bodies shed light on the authors of both attacks and their leader. On 21 August, Catalonia’s 
autonomous police forces – the Mossos d’Esquadra – identified all the members of the terrorist cell. On 
the 22 August, the author of the Barcelona attack Younes Abouyaaqoub was shot dead by the police after 
a four-day manhunt. On the same day, the police investigation disclosed the initial plans of the terrorists: 
if properly used, the material they accumulated in Alcanar (TATP, gas canisters, acetone, etc.) could 
have killed over one thousand people (Reinares and García-Calvo 2018). 
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PICTURE 12. El País, August 2017, online version. “The terrorist attacks in Catalonia 
in detail”

In the days that followed, police and journalist investigations disclosed more details about the terrorists, 
their trajectory before and during the attacks and the reasons why the Spanish and Catalan security and 
intelligence bodies had not prevented such attacks. Their very young age, the lack of criminal records 
for most of them and the absence of clear warning signs of radicalisation led to one main question: why 
did these “well-integrated” youngsters commit such terrible attacks?

4.2 Narratives in mainstream media

For this case study, we took a two-phase approach. First, we selected all the newspapers articles and TV 
news focused on the events related to the Barcelona and Cambrils attacks and their authors (hereafter, 
17A) between 18 and 28 August 2017. For newspapers articles, we used two news search engines -Factiva 
and ProQuest- and collected articles which contain one or several of these keywords: “Barcelona attacks”; 
“Barcelona and Cambrils attacks”; “attacks” and “Barcelona”; “attacks” and “Cambrils”; “imam”; “attacks” 
and “Ripoll”; “Ripoll” and “Las Ramblas”. To ensure we collected all the articles of interest, a systematic 
Google search was done for each day of the analysed period using the same keywords. This helped to 
complement the collected material with articles from the online version of the newspapers analysed: El País 
(national); El Mundo (national) and La Vanguardia (local and national). For TV pieces, the search engines of 
the two TV channels analysed – Antena 3 (private, national) and TV3 (public, local) – were used to gather 
the material. Then, after a first reading and viewing of the material collected, we decided to exclude three 
categories of news to focus on the events themselves and their authors: (1) news items published on the 
same day as the Barcelona attack without knowledge of its authors; (2) news items dealing with the victims 
of these attacks without referring to the attacks and/or the attackers; and (3) news items dealing with the 
internal political situation in the light of these events without addressing the attacks.

Once the second phase has been completed, we constituted a corpus of analysis made of 282 new 
items (see table 8). Newspapers articles represent exactly two thirds (66%) out of the total of the news 
items examined. However, not all newspapers outlets are equally represented: out of the total number of 
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a third (32,4%) come from El País (centre left) while the remaining articles from La Vanguardia account for 
about a fifth (19,4%) of the corpus analysed. The overrepresentation of articles coming from El Mundo is 
mostly due to its greater number of op-eds, news analysis and editorials focused on the 17A throughout the 
period of study. In contrast with newspapers articles, TV news are quite balanced with a slight predominance 
of news items from the Catalan TV channel TV3 (53,6%) and a small difference in terms of airtime in favour 
of Spanish national TV channel Antena 3 (51% out of the total).

TABLE 8. Coverage dedicated to the Barcelona and Cambrils attacks by news outlet, 
18-28 August 2017. Absolute values

News outlet News items Airtime (in seconds)
El País 89
El Mundo 60
La Vanguardia 36
Antena 3 45 7057
TV3 52 6730
Total 282 13787

Over the 9 days of media coverage examined, as the media and police investigation gradually disclosed 
new information about the events and their authors, five narrative stages have come one after another. 
Each of these stages is analysed in the following subsections.

a) From the who to the why(s) (18 August)

The first narrative phase emerged on 18 August, one day after the Barcelona attack and the same day 
as the second attack carried out in Cambrils. During the first two days covered, newspapers and TV 
channels devoted considerable attention to the identification of the authors of both terrorist attacks. 
As the identification process unfolded, a few news items – especially from newspapers – were also 
concerned by the reasons why Spain has been targeted. Thus, the complementary question to who 
was responsible for these attacks was: “Why was Spain targeted?” On 18 August, a communiqué 
published the terrorist group IS claimed responsibility for the attacks (Javier Oms, El Mundo, 18 
August 2017). 

In reaction to that, the three newspapers outlets offered some space for several news analysis and op-
eds written by experts on terrorism to assess the terrorist threat posed by jihadist groups in Spain. They 
all presented Spain as a target of jihadist groups because of its Islamic past (al-Andalus) and because 
of its involvement into counterterrorism efforts against such group (e.g., participation in the global 
coalition against IS). Interestingly, the analysis provided by right-wing newspaper El Mundo and centre-
right newspaper La Vanguardia identified another reason: the correlation between the jihadist threat in 
Spain, the high presence of Salafist communities in Catalonia and, by extension, the high proportion of 
Muslims living in Catalonia (see the picture below). La Vanguardia underlined that Catalonia is home 
to the ‘largest number of people of Islamic faith in Spain’ and considered that ‘radical international 
groups (…) such as the Salafists’ used mosques to ‘amplify their messages’, recruit and radicalise 
people (Enrique Figueredo, La Vanguardia, 18 August 2017). Likewise, El Mundo referred to ‘radical 
Islamism’ which ‘took hold in Catalonia (…) until it became a state within a state, a system of its own 
medieval-style rules that ignores and scorns not only Western customs and practices, but also the 
Constitution’ (Ángeles Escrivá, El Mundo, 18 August 2017). It also urged Catalan authorities to rethink 
their migration policies for which ‘electoral interests, linked to pro-independence movement, have 
sometimes prevailed’ (El Mundo, 18 August, 2017).
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PICTURE 13. La Vanguardia, August 2017, print version. “Catalonia concentrates most 
radical Islamic activity of Spain”

In the news items analysed, conservative Islam was thus made indirectly responsible for the attacks while 
Muslims in general, and Moroccan migrants in particular, were framed as a group that is vulnerable to 
radicalisation for different sets of reasons such as identity issues, socioeconomic conditions, or the 
feeling of marginalisation. In right-leaning media, traditionally opposed to Catalan pro-independence 
movements, local authorities were also made accountable for this situation as we may see later.

According to Moha Gerehou (SP_I_6), an activist – former President of SOS Racism in Spain – who was 
then also working as journalist for the Spanish online news website Eldiario.es, ‘right after the attacks the 
media started to sow doubt on the migrant population in general and Muslim in particular regarding their 
potential radicalisation. For instance, several media published apparently objective indicators such as 
the percentage of migrant population in certain areas (Catalonia), the number of detentions, indicators 
about the integration of Muslim migrants, handbooks to detect radicalisation or the number of mosques.’ 
While the aim was supposedly to understand the reasons why these attacks took place, Moha Gerehou 
affirms that this ‘coverage criminalised Muslims’ by depicting them as at-risk individuals.

Interestingly, TV channels hardly dealt with the origins of the threat: they rather focused on the police 
investigation which concentrated on the first person to be detained: Driss Oukabir, whose passport 
has been found in the van used for the 17A. Although Driss Oukabir went himself to the police station, 
several news items published by El Mundo and Antena 3 detailed information about him, referring to his 
Moroccan origins, his criminal records, his problems with his girlfriend, and his posts on social networks 
(e.g., rap music) which make him ‘extremely suspicious’ (Antena 3, 18 August 2017).

On 19 August, most members of the terrorist cell were identified: the cell was made of a group 
of brothers and relatives raised in the same Catalan village (Ripoll). Besides, all of them were of 
Moroccan ascent (first and second-generation) and their leader, Abdelbaki Es Satty, a Moroccan 
national, was the imam of one of the two mosques in Ripoll. The labels used often refer to the fact 
that all terrorists were Moroccans or of Moroccan origins, thus overlooking the fact that most of them 
were either born or raised in Spain. In addition to that, labels such as ‘terrorists’, ‘jihadists’ or ‘soldiers 
of the caliphate’ to refer the members of the cell in the same news items contributed to conflate 
the Moroccan origin with jihadist terrorism (Bourekba 2018; Rodríguez-Martínez and Ramon-Vegas 
2017). 
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other labels such as ‘youngsters’, ‘a group of friends’ or ‘Ripoll boys’ were used more often. This change 
reflects the beginning of the second narrative phase from 19 August onwards: one marked by disbelief, 
dismay, and stupefaction.

b) “No one saw them coming”: shock and consternation (19 August) 

How come that this bunch of brothers and cousins, of a very young age and without any criminal record, 
have become the authors of such atrocious acts? As soon as the police has confirmed their identity, this 
second narrative phase marked by dismay and stupefaction tried to make sense of a scenario described 
as unbelievable for the friends, relatives, and neighbours of the terrorists: that of these apparently 
“normal” youngsters who suddenly turned into terrorists. For example, Younes Abouyaaqoub’s parents 
were convinced that he was not involved in any attack of this kind and that was purely a mistake done 
by security bodies (see image 3 below). 

PICTURE 14. El País, 24 August 2017, online English version. ‘“When we saw his face 
on the tv we couldn’t believe it”: father of van driver in Barcelona attack’

Beyond Abouyaaqoub’s case, the police investigation, the feedback from intelligence services and the 
reactions from friends and relatives of the terrorists all led to the same bitter observation: nobody was 
expecting them to be behind the attacks. Some telling headlines such as ‘Younes Abouyaaqoub was 
a very shy guy, he always stayed out of trouble’ (Oriol Dotras, La Vanguardia, 18 August 2017), ‘The 12 
invisibles’ (El País, 19 August 2017) or ‘Nobody saw them coming’ (José María Irujo, El País, 20 August 
2017) illustrate the overall reaction at this stage. All media outlets pointed out four characteristics which 
gave credit to this idea: their very young age, their apparent normality, their integration into local 
community, and the absence of criminal records for most members of the cell. While this perspective 
could serve certain interests (e.g., explaining why they escaped the radar of intelligence services) it did 
not seem to be sufficient to explain the tragedy.

To make sense of this apparent contraction, the media attention mostly followed one direction: 
accumulating as many details as possible about the authors of the terrorist cell by relying on a) the 
police investigation; b) testimonies from family members and acquaintances and c) testimonies from 
members of the Muslim communities from Ripoll, Catalonia and elsewhere in Spain to try to understand 
the behaviour of their fellow-believers. Nacho Carretero, a journalist at El País who covered the 17A 
(SP_I_8), recalls this period as ‘a moment marked by a huge level of competition between journalists 
because in such a situation, after a terrorist attack, all media want the same thing: getting new information 
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about the authors of the attack and communicate about it as soon as possible. Back then, Ripoll was 
literally taken over by herds of journalists.’ 

This explains why the three most prominent characters during the period covered were: (1) the terrorist 
cell; (2) the family members and acquaintances; and (3) Muslim individuals and public figures. Together, 
they account for 84% of the characters that appeared in all news items displaying at least one character 
during the whole period (see graph 9). In fact, we observe a correlation between the main characters 
that appear in the news reported and the most frequent topics. As table 9 shows, the most frequent 
topics were: the attacks and their authors (with a focus on Younes Abouyaaqoub and the imam) (50%); 
the reactions from society and from acquaintances of the terrorists (26%) and the responses from 
security bodies (17%). Interestingly, they appear in the same order for all media. 

TABLE 9. Topics in the coverage of the Barcelona and Cambrils attacks, 18-28 August 
2017. Absolute values11

TERRORIST ATTACKS AND AUTHORSHIP: 145
Terrorist attacks and their authors 92
Abdelbaki Es Satty (the imam of Ripoll) 33
Younes Abouyaaqoub (author of the 17A) 20

TERRORIST THREAT IN SPAIN (CAUSES AND ORIGINS) 20
REACTIONS TO THE ATTACKS: 74

Exclusionary reactions (racism, Islamophobia) 10
Inclusive reactions (solidarity, calls for unity) 30
Reactions from Muslim communities 21
Reactions from family members of the terrorists 13

SECURITY RESPONSES TO THE ATTACKS: 49
Police investigation 19
Actions of security bodies 21
Prevention of radicalisation  9

TOTAL 288

Under this second narrative stage, news items displayed several dozens of testimonies from their 
neighbours, co-workers, former classmates, football teammates and social workers which described 
the ‘youngsters from Ripoll’ as ‘educated persons’, ‘good students’ and ‘quiet neighbours’. Apart from 
a few news items in El Mundo and Antena 3, the journalists’ attitude towards the testimonies was 
predominantly neutral. Under this narrative stage, labels are also different: they do not refer to the 
authors only as ‘alleged terrorists’, ‘Moroccans’ or ‘people of Moroccan background’, but they also 
emphasise their apparently ‘normal’ character and profile. Abouyaaqoub and other members of the 
cell are described as ‘shy’, ‘of a young age’, ‘a group of youngsters’, ‘resident in Ripoll’, ‘apparently 
integrated’, ‘extrovert’, etc. Regardless of the media analysed, these labels often coexist with those 
of ‘material author of the massacre’, ‘terrorists’ or ‘members of the jihadist cell’, thus strengthening 
the feeling that their appearances hardly fit with their involvement into the tragic events. Put simply, 
despite being portrayed as ‘well integrated’ first or second-generation migrants, these individuals 
are also those who committed terrorist acts against their fellow citizens.

11. There are more topics than news items because some news have more than one topic.
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the media analysed during this narrative stage: the ‘children’ or ‘youngsters from Ripoll’ have undergone a 
process of violent radicalisation which turned them into terrorists. While all the examined media seemed 
to agree on that initial narrative, this observation begs the question as to how have these people become 
radicalised? This question initiated a third narrative stage marked by the prominence of one central character: 
the imam of Ripoll who was portrayed as a radicalising agent, thus becoming the cornerstone behind the 
radical change of the ‘apparently integrated’ youngsters. 

c) From “normal boys” to “radicals”: the imam as a radicalising agent (19 August -22 August)

Without any doubt, the irruption of the imam constitutes a turning point in the narratives about the attacks. 
While all stories have hitherto focused on the authors of the attacks (especially the van driver Younes 
Abouyaaqoub), the appearance of Abdelbaki Es Satty is a defining feature of the whole story about the 17A. 
It opened a third narrative phase concentrating on the radicalisation of the members of the terrorist cells. 
A formidable number of news items from 20 August onwards resorted to the concept of radicalisation to 
explain how members from the Barcelona and Cambrils terrorist cell have become terrorists. 

GRAPH 9. Types of characters by news outlet, 18-28 August 2017. Absolute values
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The confirmation by the police of Es Satty’s role in the attacks was immediately followed by the 
narrative about his key role in setting up a terrorist cell by radicalising several tandem of siblings 
(Daniel Somolinos, El Mundo, 19 August 2017; Jordi Pérez et al., El País, 20 August 2017). Such a 
narrative heavily relied on dozens of testimonies from the parents and relatives of the terrorists and 
from members of the Muslim communities residing in Ripoll who exclusively blamed the imam for the 
atrocities committed. This explains why the four main characters under the period examined were (1) 
the terrorist cell as a group; (2) Muslim communities, individuals and public figures; (3) the imam of 
Ripoll; and (4) family, neighbours and acquaintances of the terrorists (see graph 9). 

On the side of the family members of the terrorists, the overall narrative was that nobody expected these 
youngsters to commit such atrocities as none of them spotted any significant change in their behaviours 
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before the attacks. Verbal declarations from Muslims residing in Ripoll went in the same line: according 
to them, these youngsters were not used to go to the mosque and no suspicious activity was reported 
before the attacks. Their declarations implicitly rejected the accusation of hiding information following 
two arguments: (1) We, as Muslims, unconditionally condemn terrorism; (2) We, as Muslims, are also 
victims of terrorism because of its direct (attacks) and indirect consequences (Islamophobia and racism). 
Interestingly, Muslims are almost constantly portrayed as members of one same community: the terms ‘the 
Muslim community’ or ‘the Islamic community’ are repeatedly used, which has two main effects on the 
narrative. On one hand, it distinguishes between native and foreigners: Muslims do not seem to belong 
to the national community as news items do not talk about “Spanish Muslims or Muslim citizens”, thus 
othering the other (Durán 2020). On the other hand, it helps to differentiate between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ 
Muslims, the good ones being the majority which condemns terrorism and the bad being the terrorists. 
In the words of Moha Gerehou, interviewed for this case study (SP_I_6), ‘Muslims in Spanish media had 
to make it clear that they were not terrorists or sympathisers of the terrorists and to emphasise that they 
were good [i.e., law abiding] migrants’. This phenomenon was observed in similar studies about the media 
coverage of these attacks in Spain (Al Najjar and Arévalo 2020; Cervi et al. 2021; Duran 2020).

Besides, most verbal declarations from relatives and members of Muslims communities assumed 
the imam is the main explanation to why ‘normal’ youngsters have become terrorists and why their 
radicalisation went unnoticed. They often referred to how the imam ‘brainwashed’, ‘manipulated’, 
‘indoctrinated’ and ‘radicalised’ them. The imam was thus framed as a dissimulator and a manipulator 
while the youngsters were framed as vulnerable individuals.

While such statements could be considered ambiguous (one could 
expect that families and acquaintances would spot any change in 
behaviour), the journalists’ attitude was mostly neutral. Only a few 
news items published by in El Mundo and Antena 3 insinuated that 
certain relatives and friends might be aware that something was 
going on before the attacks but did not want to report it to protect 
them (Lucas de la Cal, El Mundo, 26 August 2017). Interestingly, 
except the imam, any member of the terrorist cell has spent a 
significant number of years in Morocco: most of them left their 
country of birth in their early childhood. Despite that, pieces concentrating on Morocco were presented 
as attempts to understand the “roots” of their radicalisation: they referred to (visible) religious practices 
in their place of birth, cultural practices and the behaviour of some family members. Testimonies from 
neighbours of their relatives and from the Moroccan authorities were also collected to shed light on 
possible stories or anecdotes which may provide a bundle of evidence about their radicalisation.

The testimonies from family members and Muslim residents in Ripoll were in line with the progress of police 
investigation, which depicted the imam of Ripoll as the “mastermind of the terrorist attacks” one day after the 
17A. Drawing on these testimonies and statements from the police, the media frequently referred to labels 
such as ‘imam of Ripoll’; ‘Muslim cleric’; ‘manipulator’; ‘indoctrinator’; ‘mastermind of the terrorist attacks’; 
‘leader of the terrorist cell’ to refer to Abdelbaki Es Saty. He was described as a ‘discreet’, ‘mysterious’ and 
‘charismatic’ person who managed to radicalise, in the greatest secrecy, the future members of the terrorist 
cell. El País underlined that ‘everyone in [Ripoll] wonders how the imam managed to inoculate the virus of 
jihadism in a handful of young people from Ripoll who were apparently fully integrated in Catalonia’ (Nacho 
Carretero, El País, 22 August 2017) (SP_I_8). Hence the frequent use of the Dissimulation frame by all 
news outlets when describing his role in radicalising the future terrorists. 

Put simply, Abdelbaki Es Satty is the perfect incarnation of the evil. He is the main explaining factor 
behind the radicalisation of all the members of the terrorist cell. He performs this function for the 
three key characters in this story under this narrative stage: police, parents of the authors of the attacks, 
and Muslims. Firstly, his discreetness, his high sense of secrecy and the fact that he preached in a small 

Muslims do not seem to 
belong to the national 
community as news items 
do not talk about “Spanish 
Muslims or Muslim 
citizens”, thus othering the 
other.
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the radar of security bodies. Secondly, his role as a leader of the terrorist cell immediately led several 
parents of the terrorists to accuse the imam of having manipulated and brainwashed their sons and to 
blame the police for not spotting him on time. Thirdly, the figure of the imam is used by several Muslim 
characters – both public figures and acquaintances of the terrorists – to dismiss any link between 
Islam and terrorism and talk about the events as a tragedy planned by one man who manipulated, 
indoctrinated and radicalised a bunch of young Muslims. 

In this context, the use of the concept of radicalisation consolidates the narrative of passive youngsters 
radicalised by one single active character: Abdelbaki Es Satty. This way, the imam of Ripoll is 
behind the attacks committed while the other members were on stage. Thus, the radicalisation 
narrative somehow denies that the executers may have had any active role (agency) in this story: 
they are primarily depicted as passive instruments at the mercy of the imam. This is confirmed by a 
correlation between the use of the Dissimulation frame in stories focusing on the imam and the use 
of the Protection frame (vulnerable youngsters) in stories concentrating on the terrorists, at least 
under this narrative stage.

Therefore, putting the imam at the centre of the intrigue helps to explain not only why these youngsters 
were converted into terrorists but also, and more significantly, why nobody had noticed any warning 
sign of radicalisation. Yet, the publication of videos of some members of the Cambrils commando a few 
hours before the attacks had seriously questioned the image of innocent youngsters that characterised 
this narrative stage.

d) Humanising the inhuman: the paradoxical effects of the fourth narrative stage (23 August - 26 
August)

On 23 and 24 August, two Catalan news outlets published two videos of the authors of the Cambrils attack 
a few hours before the second attack. On the first video, three members of the commando were buying 
some food in a gas station. They looked particularly relaxed as they are recorded laughing and joking at 
each other. Reports from the journalists about this first video are torn between incredulity and fear as they 
are recorded only four hours before the Cambrils attack was perpetrated. The news items dealing with 
this video insisted on the fact that they looked ‘relaxed’, ‘cool-blooded’ and ‘calm’, which highlights their 
complete indifference and cool-bloodedness before the attack.

PICTURE 15. Screenshot of the video published by the Catalan daily newspaper ARA 
(left) and the pictures published by La Vanguardia

Source: Lara Bonilla, Diari Ara, 23 August 2017; Mayka Navarro, La Vanguardia, 24 August 2017.
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Given its nature, this news received more coverage on TV than on newspapers: the video was played 
several times a day on both Antena 3 and TV3, with a very detailed analysis of each character. In 
one of these pieces, while the video is played the journalist comments: ‘The way they chat and even 
smile in the gas station is astonishing (…) nothing makes us think that a few hours later they would 
ram into several people and stab a woman in Cambrils’ (Antena 3, 23 August 2017). Overall, the 
audience’s emotions for news related to this video oscillate between fear and anger. 

Another video was published by La Vanguardia one day later (Mayka Navarro, La Vanguardia, 24 
August 2017). This time, several members of the commando were recorded while buying a hatchet 
and several knives. As happens with the first video, the news reported elaborate on the material 
bought by the terrorists and their subsequent use and insist on the fact that all of them looked 
relaxed. 

These two videos marked a turning point in the narrative as they break with the image of innocent 
and vulnerable youngsters being manipulated by the imam (third narrative stage). With the 
publication of these two videos, the ‘youngsters from Ripoll’ are framed as a threat and as individuals 
dissimulating their terrible plans, thus contrasting with the initial frame of ‘vulnerable youngsters’ 
used in the previous narrative stages. This narrative stage puts an end to the narrative of passive 
brainwashed youngsters: in the moment of the recording, they appeared as active members of the 
cell preparing their backup plan after their leader died in the explosion of the house in Alcanar. 
Finally, the fact that they looked like any other youngster of their generation added to the feeling of 
fear and dismay. The journalist at El País, Nacho Carretero (SP_I_8), identified this moment as the 
main turning point in the narratives about the 17A and described it as the moment of ‘normalisation 
or humanisation’ of the terrorists before adding: ‘When you see the videos, one immediately thinks 
“Wow! Those are youngsters you can meet one million time a day!” They are young, they wear football 
t-shirts, and they are calm”.’ 

Therefore, the publication of these videos created some sense of contradiction about the attacks: 
on one hand, they showed that the terrorists looked like any average youngster of their age while, 
on the other hand, their apparent calmness tend to indicate their terrible indifference before the 
attack or, even worse, their capacity to dissimulate their plans. In other words, these videos helped to 
humanise the terrorists, putting faces to their names, and, at the same time, they contributed to 
show their lack of humanity. Against this backdrop, a fifth and last narrative stage emerges: that of 
the need to reflect on why these attacks happened and how to prevent this from happening again.

e) Never again: unity, coexistence, and prevention as antidotes to terrorism (26 August - 28 
August)

Once all agreed on the main narrative – youngsters underwent a process of radicalisation led by an 
imam –, this fifth and last narrative about the attacks focused on two key questions: what accounts for 
the radicalisation of these youngsters? And what lessons can be drawn to avoid the iteration of such 
a tragedy? This narrative phase is characterised by three main topics: (1) responses from society; 
(2) ways to overcome the attacks; and (3) understanding what led to the attacks to prevent terrorist 
attacks in the future. The main frames used under this phase are common to the five media outlets: 
they primarily resort to the Coexistence frame and the Protection frame (vulnerable youngsters).

Under this stage, a significant number of news items concentrated on responses from society since 
several protests were organised throughout Spain, especially in Barcelona and Ripoll, to condemn 
terrorism. The main protest covered by all media was the massive demonstration against terrorism 
organised in Barcelona (26 August 2017) in which half a million people – including the King of 
Spain – participated under the slogan “I am not afraid” (No tinc por, in Catalan). Across the media 
examined, the coverage was similar: under the Coexistence frame, most news items included verbal 
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coexistence to defeat terrorism. A same observation can be made regarding the second topic: most 
media paid attention to the failures from Spanish and Catalan security apparatuses in dealing with the 
terrorist cell. El País and La Vanguardia made references to such mistakes, but they mostly attributed 
them to a lack of coordination between state and autonomous security bodies. By contrast, El Mundo 
tended to attribute much of the responsibilities to Catalan security bodies (Mossos d’Esquadra) and 
political leaders because of their pro-independence stance. Half a dozen items from this news outlet 
framed the pro-Catalan independence movement either as a threat to the required unity to face 
terrorism or as a threat to national security, or both.

Under this narrative stage, the main discrepancies were about the causes of radicalisation. The 
analysed outlets dealt with the same factors of radicalisation, which were by order of importance: 
a) the role played by the imam; b) the presence of a radical ideology, c) Islamophobia, and d) the 
mistakes committed by security and intelligence bodies. However, we observed differences in their 
approach to radicalisation, especially regarding the importance of each factor. While there was an 
overall agreement over the fact that a) the imam played a central role in the process of radicalisation; 
b) Islamophobia contributes to radicalisation as it feeds the feeling of exclusion and that c) rigorist 
readings of Islam (namely, Salafism) contribute to radicalisation, the main difference between news 
outlets was on the relationship between integration and radicalisation. 

On one hand, La Vanguardia and El País offered several news analyses and op-eds with voices 
from different experts to sustain a rather inconvenient opinion: the idea that one can be perfectly 
integrated into society and, at the same time, become a terrorist. Under this perspective, the 
youngsters from Ripoll were indeed integrated and their radicalisation resulted from two main 
elements: the psychological manipulation done by the imam (vulnerable youngsters) and the 
adoption of an ideology which heavily relies on dissimulation. This approach helps to solve the 
inextricable plot since it includes in the same narrative the idea that the authors of the attacks were 
a) vulnerable youngsters, b) dissimulators and c) terrorists. Such a narrative can be seen as coherent 
provided that integration is understood as a set of objective characteristics (residing in Spain, being 
enrolled at school, being documented, working, etc.) (Penninx and Garcés-Mascareñas 2016). 
Under this perspective, one missing characteristic of integration appears as an explaining factor of 
radicalisation: the feeling of belonging. An interview with Lorenzo Vidino, expert on jihadist terrorism, 
published by El País summarises well this view: ‘“It is natural to think so, to believe that someone 
who has grown up in a community and is part of society, who plays football, speaks Catalan, etc., will 
not become radicalised. But most radicalised people in Spain and Europe are well integrated. This is 
the paradox. Forty per cent of those arrested for links with IS in the US are converts. It has nothing to 
do with integration, but rather with a personal feeling of not belonging to society and in that you find 
whites, African Americans, Hispanics, Jews... And in Europe, you will find jihadists who live on the 
margins of society, who don’t speak the language, who live in bad neighbourhoods... But many are 
very well integrated. Bad integration doesn’t help, but it’s not just that. That idea is not supported by 
the data”.’ (Amanda Mars, El País, 27 August 2017).
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PICTURE 16. El Mundo, 27 August 2017, online version. “Young people are manipulated 
with a radical interpretation of religion”

Source: Guillermo Gabarda, El Mundo, 27 August 2017.

By contrast, El Mundo opted for a rather opposed narrative: several news items published by this 
outlet denied that these youngsters were integrated and rejected the idea that they should be seen 
as vulnerable. According to this view, radicalisation arises from the lack of integration of migrant 
Muslim communities in Spain which translates into a ‘radical interpretation’ of their religion (see 
image 4). To support this argument, El Mundo gave large space to Muslim voices – of those who 
participate in protests against terrorism and Muslim residents in Ripoll – which insist of the fact that 
Muslims do not feel integrated into society and that Muslim communities call for more control in 
mosques. 

4.3 Frames

In our case study, we identified six main frames which focus on the reasons why the attacks took place, 
provide accounts for the reasons why this tragedy happened and suggests ways to overcome terror. We 
decided to concentrate on these three dimensions as they feed most of the news items analysed in a 
transversal manner.

TABLE 10. Frames in the coverage of the Barcelona attacks, 17-28 August 2017. 
Percentages. N=27012

FRAMES PERCENTAGE
Neutral 22,2
Coexistence 24,8
Threat 18,9
Dissimulation 16,7
Protection 9.6
Security 7,8
TOTAL 100

12. This does not correspond to the number of news items analysed as some news items did not have a specific frame.
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Threat, Dissimulation, Protection, Coexistence, and Security. In the Neutral frame, we included fact-
based news which heavily rely on police investigations related to the attacks and their authors. Under 
this frame, we mostly find the arguments used by security bodies to justify the terrorist dimension 
of these attacks, attribute responsibility to a series of individuals (i.e., terrorist cell) and explain why 
the attacks have not been prevented. The Threat frame comprises the news items which intend to 
explain what has happened and why it has happened. It includes news which display several types of 
arguments with regards to the main reasons, triggering factors and events that allowed such attacks 
to take place. This includes not only arguments related to the biographical trajectory of the members 
of the terrorist cell but also to other root causes behind the attacks: for instance, the ideological, 
cultural, political and/or religious reasons, the relevance of Spain as a target of terrorist groups, etc. 
Under the Dissimulation frame, we included all the stories which emphasise the sense of secrecy 
of the terrorists or the use of dissimulation techniques to carry out their plans. We called it this way 
not only because dissimulation is somewhat seen as a strategy, but also because the ideology that 
guided the terrorist cell, jihadist Salafism, insists on the “art of dissimulation” (taqya) to surprise and 
outwit the enemy. In the Protection frame, we classified news that give prevalence to the human 
dimension of the tragedy over other considerations. Here, the “bad” (i.e., the terrorists) are rather 
framed as individuals or groups vulnerable to the process of radicalisation. This approach often relies 
on a public health-inspired approach to violent radicalisation and resorts to arguments focusing on 
vulnerability to violent extremist ideologies (“breeding ground of radicalisation”) (Harris-Hogan et al. 
2015). The Protection frame also includes news items focusing on the potentially “bad” and the 
“good” characters; the former being suspects detained by the police during and after the attacks, 
and the latter being the “heroes” who helped to put an end to the tragedy. In the Coexistence frame, 
we included stories focusing on different calls for unity and coexistence expressed by society, Muslim 
communities and political actors. Under this frame, news items highlighted the need to defeat the 
arguments and objectives of terrorism (sowing division, hatred, terror, etc.) and to distinguish between 
the “bad” (terrorists) and the “good” (peaceful Muslims). Finally, the Security frame concentrates on 
stories that give priority to security-oriented measures to prevent terrorist attacks (e.g., cooperation 
with third countries, stricter control of mosques).

GRAPH 10. Frames in the coverage of the Barcelona attacks, 17-28 August 2017. 
Percentages. N=270

Threat

Dissimulation

Protection

Security

Neutral

Coexistence

8%

9%

22%

25%

17%

19%

As table 10 shows, three main frames include roughly three quarters of all the news items analysed: 
the Coexistence frame, the Neutral frame and the Threat frame. The two most dominant frames 
– with almost equal proportions – are the Coexistence and the Neutral frames, while the Threat 
frame is slightly less prevalent. The Coexistence frame includes reactions from society – protests 
against terrorism, testimonies, etc. – which are portrayed as ways to oppose and defeat terrorist 
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groups. According to Nossek (2008, 327), these reactions are a ‘symbolic ritual’ in which society 
and journalists become one with the aim to ‘defuse the threatening and alarming message of the 
terrorists, assuage society’s anxiety and shock. facilitate returning to normality, bolster the country’s 
resilience in the face of terror, and confirm that conflicts can only be resolved through the application 
of democratic values.’ The prevalence of this frame coincides with the share of voices as can be seen 
in graph 11. Most verbal declarations coming from politicians and public figures (17% of all verbal 
declarations) and members of the Muslim communities (31% of all verbal declarations) are aimed at 
calling for coexistence in society.

GRAPH 11. Voices in the coverage of the Barcelona attacks, 17-28 August 2017. 
Percentages. N=23513
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In the Coexistence frame, two protagonists play a central role: on one hand, society and, on the other 
hand, Muslim individuals, communities and public figures. Reactions from society are widely covered 
through this frame, especially in the wake of protests against terrorism, especially those which took place 
on 19 August under the motto “I am not afraid” and the massive protest on 26 August. Little differences 
exist across media as most news items under this frame insist on the unanimous condemnation of 
terrorism, calls for coexistence and unity to defeat the terrorists’ narratives. In reaction to what Dayan 
and Kats (1992) termed a ‘negative media event’ (in this case, the terrorist attacks), the media perform 
a ritual which consists in helping society address the perceived threat. News under the Coexistence 
frame have been nurtured by calls for coexistence, social and political unity against terrorism. Calls for 
coexistence also include Muslims, who systematically appear in the media using one or several of the 
following three arguments: (1) terrorism has nothing to do with Islam/Muslims are not terrorists/terrorists 
are not Muslims; (2) Muslims are also victims of terrorism and (3) Muslims are willing to peacefully 
coexist with non-Muslims. As can be seen in the graph below, Muslims who are given a voice in the 
news items analysed mainly come from three categories (by order of importance): (1) family members, 
friends, acquaintances and neighbours of the terrorists; (2) Muslim leaders and public figures; and (3) 
individuals who self-identify or are identified as Muslims (e.g., people participating in protests against 
terrorism). 

13. The number of pieces that include voices is lower than the total number of news items analysed.
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2017. Percentages. N=8814
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In terms of the coverage, left-leaning media collected dozens of testimonies seem to insist on Muslims’ 
wish to live together while right-leaning media also use this frame to highlight that Muslims ask for 
more support from the State and security bodies to prevent radicalisation in “their communities” or to 
control the imams. Regardless of the media, Muslims are constantly presented as members of one single 
community (‘the Muslim community’) but they are hardly references of them as individuals, citizens or 
common members of society. In other words, they are depicted in terms of ‘their sameness to each other’ 
and their difference with the national community (Baker et al. 2013, 355 cited by Cervi et al. 2021). The 
Neutral frame mostly consists of details provided by the police and journalist investigations. The main 
characters here are security bodies – especially the Autonomous Catalan police Mossos d’Esquadra –, 
the terrorist cell and the victims. Stories are essentially fed by statements and data provided by security 
bodies to explain the reasons why the terrorist attacks took this shape, to provide details about the 
structure of the terrorist cell and the way these attacks were prepared. A significant proportion of the 
news under this frame are related to the four-day manhunt of Younes Abouyaaqoub (the van driver) 
and the role played by the imam in planning these attacks. The information provided by public officials 
– especially the police – is presented in an objective manner. In the case of newspapers, this frame is 
dominant during the first days covered, whereas its prevalence in TV outlets is evenly distributed across 
the whole period.

Although slightly less prevalent, the Threat frame is the third most frequent frame. It represents one fifth 
of all the news items examined. Under this frame, we observe an equal distribution of the news focusing 
on the direct and indirect authors of the terrorist attacks. On one hand, news items focus on all the 
members of the terrorist cell and more specifically on two figures which are portrayed as negative heroes: 
the imam and Younes Abouyaaqoub. In contrast with the Neutral frame, news items focusing on the 
terrorist cell highlight the magnitude of the initial terrorist plans and their potentially destructive effects 
on society (the lethality could have been a hundred times higher). On the other hand, the Threat frame 
includes a series of elements identified as root causes of the 17A, namely the Islamic State organisation, 
jihadist ideology, violent radicalisation, rigorist Islam and a series of attributes given to Islam (relation 
to violence, relation to extremism, etc.), which are depicted as severe threats to coexistence, peace 
and stability of Spanish society which should be fought through political, military and social means. An 
additional element is persistent in the coverage of El Mundo: pro-independence Catalan leaders, which 
are portrayed as a threat to the urgent sense of unity that is needed to overcome terrorism. As said 
earlier, the divergence between media regarding the root causes of radicalisation is also reflected in the 
use of the Threat frame: right-leaning media such as El Mundo and La Vanguardia tend to resort to this 

14. The number of pieces that include Muslim voices is lower than the total number of news items analysed.
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frame when dealing with certain Islamic currents (especially Salafism) or practices. By contrast, social 
and psychological drivers of radicalisation are more present in El País and TV3, which explains why the 
issue of radicalisation in these media is addressed not only through the Threat frame but also through 
the Coexistence and Protection frames.

Although it is not as dominant as the three main frames, it is worthy to underline the use of a 
Dissimulation frame by all news outlets. As explained in the previous section, this frame was primarily 
applied to the imam of Ripoll to understand why nobody expected the authors of the 17A to be the 
“youngsters from Ripoll”. It refers to the imam’s art of dissimulating his plans and his capacity to 
manipulate a bunch of young boys vulnerable to radicalisation. As a matter of fact, this frame is often 
used concomitantly with the Protection frame (vulnerable youngsters) in the first half of the period 
analysed. After the videos of the terrorists in the gas station were published, the Dissimulation frame 
is also applied to the whole terrorist cell: the authors tend to be seen more as dissimulators and less 
as vulnerable youngsters.

GRAPH 13. Frames in the coverage of the Barcelona attacks by news publication, 18-28 
August 2017. Percentages. N=270

120

100

80

60

40

20

0
El Mundo El País La Vanguardia TV3 Antena 3

Threat

Protection

Neutral

Dissimulation

Coexistence

Security

The use of frames per news outlets shows differences between the types of media and across the same 
categories of media. The three main frames are the same for all media outlets – Coexistence, Neutral 
and Threat – except for Antena 3. In the right-leaning private TV channel, the Coexistence frame is 
much less used than the Dissimulation frame. The Protection frame is more present as this channel 
dealt extensively with the “heroes” of the 17A (e.g., policeman in Cambrils). El País, La Vanguardia and 
TV3 display similar rates of news using the Coexistence, the Neutral and Threat frames. By contrast, El 
Mundo’s second most used frame is the Threat frame. 

A possible explanation for that lies in the number of op-eds and news analysis published by this outlet 
to deal with the root causes behind the terrorist attack. Unlike El País and La Vanguardia, El Mundo 
published several articles dealing with rigorist Islam in Catalonia and its (presumed) relation with terrorism, 
the jihadist ideology, the presence of Muslim migrants (often framed as a vulnerable group) or the role 
played by Gulf monarchies in exporting terrorism. Titles of some news pieces such as ‘Catalonia, a 
jihadist enclave’ (Ángeles Escrivà, El Mundo, 18 August 2017), ‘Allah in Barcelona’ (Fernando Palmero, 
El Mundo, 19 August 2017), ‘The ideology of IS: the hatred that came from the desert’ (Lluís Miquel 
Hurtado, El Mundo, 19 August 2017) are telling examples of this trend. Interestingly, El Mundo’s political 
line permeates in the use of the Threat frame: not only the threat comes both from outside and within, 
from Muslim countries and from Muslims living in the country, but also from Catalan pro-independence 
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d’Esquadra and Barcelona’s Mayor) who bear responsibility for the attacks. Finally, although the other 
outlets mention the mistakes committed by security bodies in addressing the attacks, the high number 
of articles dealing with the 17A in the light of the political situation (extremely tense situation between 
the Catalan pro-independence government and the central government) published by El Mundo shows 
a politicisation of the coverage of the attacks. 

Another interesting difference has been observed in the use of the Coexistence frame between the Catalan 
public and the Spanish private channels. The Coexistence frame is used almost four times more by TV3 
than Antena 3. TV3 coverage has given much importance to the issue of coexistence and produced a great 
number of reportages focusing on the impact of the attacks, especially in Ripoll where coexistence has 
been put to test. In this respect, the fact that TV3 is a Catalonia-based public channel may explain such a 
coverage. Testimonies from Ripoll-based residents, Muslims and non-Muslims, shed light on a great sense 
of integration of the terrorists within the local community and coexistence. The terrorists are often labelled 
as ‘boys’ or ‘youngsters’. By contrast, Antena 3 produced an important number of fact-based news (Neutral 
frame) and used more often the label “terrorists” to refer to the authors of the attacks. Antena 3, like El 
Mundo, also insisted more on the Moroccan nationality and origins of the members of the cell. As a matter 
of fact, Antena 3 used the Dissimulation frame in one of every four news items analysed.

4.4 Narratives in the social media

Besides the newspapers and TV news items analysed, we looked at the 100 most retweeted messages 
on Twitter with one or several of the following hashtags: #Barcelona, #PrayforBarcelona, #Cambrils, 
#StopIslam, #17A, #Ripoll, #Oukabir, #Abouyaaqoub, #Imam, #islam, #Es-Satty, #Mossos, #CIA, #moros, 
#yihadistas. A previous search has been done for the periods considered to identify these hashtags. One 
period was considered: from 17.08.17 to 1.09.17. Out of this sample of 100 most retweeted tweets, 19 
tweets were removed because they were not related to the terrorist attacks even though they used one 
or several of the aforementioned hashtags.

GRAPH 14. Daily number of retweets on the Barcelona and Cambrils attacks and their 
aftermath between the 17 august and 30 November 2017. N=81
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In the 16 days considered for the qualitative analysis, the engagement – i.e., number of retweets – 
ranged between 19,576 and 774 retweets (and 55,129 favorites for the most retweeted tweet). The most 
retweeted messages were concentrated on 17 and 18 August 2017, with a significant difference between 
these two days. This corresponds to the two days during which the Barcelona and Cambrils attacks were 
perpetrated. On the 17th, the attacks took by surprise Barcelona and its inhabitants, and no information 
was available with regards to their authors. Information about the balance was made available gradually 
on the traditional media through their websites and official Facebook and Twitter account. The social 
media accounts of the Autonomous Catalan police and the General Direction of the Civil Protection 
(affiliated to the Catalan government) also played a key role in disclosing information about the attacks 
and the victims. The Mossos d’Esquadra confirmed the terrorist dimension of the attack less than two 
hours after it occurred. According to a source from the Catalan police (SP_I_7), ‘at this moment, the 
events took another dimension: our main mission was to be the main providers of information about the 
attacks, to debunk rumours of further attacks, and to tell citizens the situation is under control.’

In this context, Twitter was home to huge numbers of messages of solidarity with the victims and 
empathy with Barcelona. The conversation mainly focused on a) expressing solidarity and empathy; 
b) commenting on reactions from security bodies and society in general, c) calls for political unity and 
coexistence and d) the need to reject exclusive discourses and reactions which conflate Islam, migrants 
and refugees with terrorism.

GRAPH 15. Main topics in the tweets about the Barcelona and Cambrils attacks and 
their aftermath between the 17 august and 30 November 2017. N=81.
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The analysed corpus shows that more than 61% of the tweets analysed (50 out of 81) were reactions 
to the attacks. For our study, we displayed the three main types of reactions expressed: in line with the 
categories established for newspapers and TV, we mostly find (1) inclusive reactions from society, (2) 
inclusive reactions from political leaders and (3) exclusionary reactions expressed by individuals and 
political leaders. 

The majority of reactions on Twitter, which also generated the highest level of engagement, were reactions 
of solidarity with the direct and indirect victims of the attacks (41% of all the tweets analysed). These 
reactions generally express empathy and call for coexistence to defeat terrorism. Most of their authors 
are influencers of different kinds (humourists, artists, football players, etc.), journalists and activists 
followed by several dozens of thousands or even millions of followers. The second category of reactions, 
almost one in ten tweets, came from political leaders, a majority of which works for the Spanish or 
Catalan government. These tweets tend to perform three functions: condemning the use of violence, 
mourning the victims and calling for unity in response to the threat posed by terrorism. 
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those who blame Muslims/migrants/refugees for being responsible for the terrorist attacks:

‘Saying that terrorist attacks are committed by Muslims almost without exception is not called 
Islamophobia: it’s called truth. #Barcelona’ (17 August, 20:30, Agustin Laje, writer)

Interestingly, a majority of these tweets come from political leaders and influencers who are either 
affiliated to or sympathisers of the extreme right-wing Spanish party Vox. Another half of these tweets is 
made of activists and individuals who denounce those who conflate terrorism with Islam, migrants and 
refugees (see screenshot below). 

Another strand of this corpus is related to the responses by security bodies (13%). This includes 
several tweets made by the autonomous Catalan police (Mossos d’Esquadra) to give details about the 
ongoing police investigation and persecution, tweets with pictures of the suspects and calls for citizens’ 
collaboration to find the suspects. Under this same category, we also found a few tweets that denounce 
the mistakes made by security and intelligence bodies. Part of these tweets reflect the context of political 
tensions between Madrid and Barcelona: for instance, an account of a sympathiser of Vox accused 
the Mossos d’Esquadra of impeding the Spanish police to intervene while a pro-Catalan independence 
account blamed the Spanish government for not preventing the attacks from happening:

‘Confirmed: TEDAX (Technician Specialist in Deactivation of Explosive Artifacts) for the Civil Guard 
has asked for access to the house in Alcanar on two occasions, but the Mossos refused’ (20 
August, 20:07, Cristina Segui, influencer)

‘I curse @marianorajoy, the entire Spanish government and their cronies for their irresponsibility in 
the BCN attack…’ (17 August, 23:32, @Jordinador, influencer)

Although it accounts for a fifth of the most retweeted tweets, the “Other” category comprises a wide 
series of topics related to the terrorist attacks: from criticism to the way the media cover the events 
(e.g., publicising highly shocking content) to conspiracy theories, including tweets about the heroes and 
victims of the attacks.

GRAPH 16. Main frames in the tweets about the Barcelona and Cambrils attacks and 
their aftermath between the 17 august and 30 November 2017. N=81

Threat

Security

Protection

Other

Neutral

Coexistence

9% 13%

6%

16%

50%

6%

In terms of the reactions to the tweets, calls for coexistence tweeted by individuals were generally met 
with positive comments made by other individuals showing their solidarity and empathy with the victims 
of the attacks. However, different dynamics were observed for the other two types of reactions. On the one 
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hand, inclusive reactions and calls for unity made by politicians were often met with virulent comments 
from individuals in the opposition: in these cases, comments either accused the Spanish government 
of being responsible for the attacks or referred to other political disputes (left-right and Catalan pro-
independence vs unionist mostly). On the other hand, tweets denouncing reactions that conflate Islam 
and migrants with terrorism also provoked a series of highly polarised reactions between those who state 
the Islam and/or migration is responsible for terrorism and those who reject such a statement.

With regards to the frames, it is worth underlining that the three main frames used in the social media 
platform appear in the same order, albeit with different percentages, as in traditional media: Coexistence, 
Neutral and Threat.

In line with the most frequent topics, the primary frame used in most of the tweets (exactly 50%) is that 
of Coexistence. Tweets under this frame include calls for coexistence in general, calls for political unity 
and resilience, and a very few reactions from people who identify as members of Muslim communities 
and who condemned terrorism. As indicated earlier, these inclusive messages were often tweeted by 
influencers, journalists, activists and political leaders. Overall, tweets resorting to this frame were met 
by high levels of engagements and low levels of polarisation in the comments made by other users. 

The second most used frame is the Neutral frame (16%). In most cases, the tweets under this frame 
were either made by security and emergency bodies (Mossos d’Esquadra and the Catalan emergency 
service) or by official news accounts. Regardless of their authors, tweets under this frame played an 
informative role: communicating about the progress of the police investigation and the consequences of 
the attacks and calling for citizens’ vigilance and collaboration. 

Finally, the third most used frame is the Threat frame (13%). Tweets using this frame dealt with the direct 
threat posed by the perpetrators of the attacks and, in very few instances, the threat posed by Islam. 

In other words, only a tiny part of the most retweeted tweets proposes an account for what happened, 
why it happened and who were the authors. Under the period analysed, we observed an overall 
consensus amongst the most retweeted accounts on the need to condemn the attacks and to call 
for unity and coexistence. In this case, Twitter has been essentially used as a tool to show solidarity 
(reactions), to communicate on the handling of the events by the administration (political reactions 
and security responses) and, on a few occasions, to express anger against terrorism and the 
perpetrators of the 17A. Whether they conflated Islam and/or migrants with terrorism or denounced 
such a confusion, narratives on the whys and the wherefores of the attacks on Twitter only accounted 
for 10% of the corpus analysed.

4.5 Narrative building and success

WHEN: In which contexts and circumstances do certain narratives obtain a competitive edge? 

As underlined earlier, the Barcelona and Cambrils attacks were part of a wave of terrorist attacks initiated 
in 2015 which targeted several European and non-European countries. In this context, as mentioned in 
many news items published on the day of the Barcelona attacks (17 August 2017), there was a sense 
that Spain could be targeted as any other European country. The Spanish Counter-Terrorism Alert Level 
was at its highest level since 2004 (4 out of 5). 

After the terrorist dimension of the attacks was officially acknowledged, the immediate reactions reported 
in the media consisted in asserting the mobilisation of society and its representatives against terrorism 
(Coexistence frame: society united against terrorists), and parallels with other attacks in Spain and other 
EU countries started to be drawn. As often happens with terrorist attacks, the 17A was followed by a ritual 
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call for unity, and urge to fight against the evil forces to safeguard the core values of the society (Nossek 
2008). Political reactions reported by the media went in the same direction in the first hours and days 
following the attacks: calls for unity were voiced by all national and autonomous (Catalan) political parties. 

As the members of the terrorist cell and the mastermind were identified, the narrative unfolded 
through different, consecutive, and overlapping stages as explained earlier. Questions and even 
debates started to emerge as information about the terrorists was disclosed by security bodies and 
several journalists’ investigations. In particular, the unusual profile of the attackers, who were young, 
without criminal record for most of them and apparently integrated did not seem to match with the 
atrocities they committed. To make sense of it, the narratives focused on the key role played by the 
imam, portrayed as the mastermind of these attacks. In other words, after wondering why these 
attacks happened and why Spain was targeted, the examined media focused on one key question: 
how a group of apparently well-integrated youngsters ended up carrying out acts of terror? In this 
context, two key explanations have shaped the subsequent narratives about the attacks: the role 
played by the imam of Ripoll (the imam as a radicalising agent) and the process of radicalisation 
(vulnerable youngsters vs the imam as a manipulator). This radicalisation narrative, framing the 
imam as the villain (manipulator) and the terrorists as vulnerable youngsters seem to have prevailed 
over the period analysed with a relatively high degree of consensus between and across the media.

Our hypothesis is that the predominance of this narrative is due to 
three main factors: firstly, the quick availability of information about 
the past of the imam and its involvement into criminal and terrorist-
related activities. Secondly, the characteristics of the terrorist cell, in 
particular the fact that the members were very young and without 
criminal records. Thirdly, the fact that such a narrative could fit 
with the interests of many actors involved: framing the imam as the 
villain help to justify why he has not been spotted on time (security 
bodies); why the youngsters became terrorists (media, experts) 
and why neither the family nor the Muslim community and Ripoll 
spotted their radicalisation (they thought the youngsters were in 
good hands). More importantly, it helps to evacuate other questions 
related to the nexus between violent radicalisation and integration in 

society (e.g., feeling of belonging); questions which are extremely complex as they do not provide a simple 
and logical account for what happened. 

It is worthy to underline that the initial consensus, which consisted in avoiding any politicisation of this 
event, started eroding a few days after the attacks. As more and more information was published about 
the imam and the handling of the terrorist attacks, one main controversy arose in this context: the lack 
of coordination between state-level and autonomous security bodies could explain why these attacks 
happened. This controversy unfolded in a context marked by a very high level of polarisation between the 
Spanish and the Catalan capitals as the Catalan government – led by pro-independence leaders – was 
planning to hold a “binding referendum” on the independence of Catalonia on 1 October 2017 (6 weeks 
after the attacks) against the will of the central government, who considered it an “illegal consultation”. 
In this context, the politicisation of the 17A followed the Madrid (anti-independence) vs Barcelona (pro-
independence) axis just like the politicisation of the 2004 Madrid attacks followed the right vs left axis 
(Garcés-Mascareñas 2018).

WHAT: What are the features of dominant narratives in traditional and social media? 

More than the executers themselves, Abdelbaki Es Satty, the imam of Ripoll, is the main culprit and the 
main responsible of this tragedy. Although he was not amongst the executers of the attacks (he died 

This radicalisation 
narrative, framing the imam 
as the villain (manipulator) 
and the terrorists as 
vulnerable youngsters seem 
to have prevailed over the 
period analysed with a 
relatively high degree of 
consensus between and 
across the media.
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in the explosion in Alcanar one day before the 17A), the imam of Ripoll has been constructed as the 
villain in this story. Given the nature of the events, we can even say that he was portrayed as the evil: 
the imam was depicted as a Moroccan migrant who spent several years in jail for trying to smuggle 
drugs from Morocco to Spain, then turned into imam, joined a terrorist organisation (Islamic State), 
strategically chose a group of siblings, radicalised them and surreptitiously developed a terrorist plan 
which could have killed over a thousand people (Gutiérrez-Sanz 2019). The constant use of the Threat 
and Dissimulation frames in news items focusing on him and the persistence of labels such as ‘leader 
of the terrorist cell’, ‘mastermind of the attacks’ or ‘radical imam’ strengthen this perspective. In other 
words, the imam is the guilty in this story: he is behind the attacks, and he is the one without whom 
nothing would have happened. 

Interestingly, the other members of the terrorist cell – who are the actual executers of the attacks – are 
not considered through the same lenses. As a matter of fact, we observe a certain correlation between 
the use of the Dissimulation frame to talk about the imam and the use of the Protection frame (vulnerable 
youngsters) to talk about his disciples. Given their apparently irreproachable behaviour, the youngsters 
from Ripoll are primarily seen as originally good persons who embraced the forces of the evil. To make 
sense of such an abnormal situation, the media resorted to the radicalisation narrative. Such a narrative is 
more than functional in this context given that the concept of radicalisation is often used to explain ‘what 
goes on before the bomb goes off’ (Neuman 2008: 4). Despite its conceptual ambiguities, radicalisation 
is frequently invoked ‘to serve a narrative that explains transitions to terrorism, much like the invocation 
of dark matter is theorised into existence to fill holes in existing theoretical physics’ (Heath-Kelly, 2013: 
4). In this respect, the “evil” (the imam) made a group of ‘good people’ embrace the evil forces. The use 
of this concept is perfectly coherent with the use of the Protection frame for the terrorists to the extent 
that the imam is the main radicalising agent (guilty) while the terrorists are the radicalised individuals 
(victims). In other words, what seems to make this case unique is that the radicalisation narrative serves 
to victimise the perpetrators. Not only their victimisation strengthens the construction of the imam as the 
guilty, but also it helps to avoid raising much more sensitive questions about the process of radicalisation 
(e.g., discussing their integration in society and, by extension that of Moroccan/Muslim migrants). Bearing 
in mind that there was little discussion about these sensitive questions, and following Nossek’s ‘News-
media’ media event theory, we can hypothesise that the media have adopted the ritual calling for patriotic 
coverage by suspending their “normative professional frame, especially criticism of the government, until 
the storm passes and the country regains its sense of control and security.” (2008, 327).

This way, removing the first- and second-generation youngsters’ agency in the preparation and execution 
of the terrorist attacks consolidates the idea that the double terrorist attack was the work of one single 
Moroccan man.

An interesting finding is that an initial consensus exists with regards to the causes: the media outlets 
analysed agree on the fact that the 17A is the outcome of a group of individuals radicalised by an. Yet, 
as details emerged about the terrorists and their role in the attacks (especially the last videos of them 
prior attacks) this initial story seemed also to slightly change: even though the media still recognised that 
all members of the cell underwent a process of radicalisation, there was an increasing sense that these 
youngsters also dissimulated their plans from their parents, friends, and acquaintances. 

While there was an overall consensus on their radicalisation, the subsequent discussion about the 
root causes of radicalisation (how did they turn into terrorists?) revealed differences between and 
across media. The main differences were between left-leaning and right-leaning media. On one 
hand, right-leaning media seemed to relate radicalisation to the impossibility of living together for 
cultural, political, and religious reasons while, on the other hand, left-leaning media tended to refer to 
radicalisation as a process triggered by identity-related and psychological issues. The former insisted 
on ideological, religious, and cultural reasons related to the origins and religion of the terrorists 
but also to the management of migrant and Muslim communities in Spain. The fact that these 
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this Autonomous community adds to the sense of threat as political unity is seen as the antidote to 
terrorism (security approach). Under this perspective, right-leaning media tended to depict the imam 
as the first and foremost responsible but not only. Issues related to migration policies in Catalonia 
were connected to the rise of radicalism in this Autonomous community and pro-independence 
Catalan parties were blamed for the lack of coordination between Catalan and Spanish security 
bodies. In this regard, many news items maintained that Catalan authorities are the first to be blamed 
for such a tragedy. Hence the prevalence of the Threat frame in right-leaning media when dealing 
with the root causes of these terrorist attacks. This way, the threat comes not only from outside 
(Morocco being depicted as an exporter of terrorism) but also from within (Catalan leaders being 
descripted as a threat to unity, including in the field of security).

By contrast, left-leaning media seem to have understood radicalisation as a sort of passive process 
triggered by a radicalising agent and experienced by vulnerable individuals. They attributed this process 
to a set of socio-economic conditions, social, psychological, and cultural issues. In this case, the 
combination of the Threat frame (imam) and the Protection frame (youngsters) is recurrent in explaining 
the whys and the wherefores of the attacks.

Nevertheless, in one way or another, the authors of the attacks are considered as Muslim: either as “poor” 
manipulated Muslims (victims) or as “bad Muslims” (guilty). The first reading considers them as members of 
society, but rarely as members belonging to the national community despite the fact that most of them were 
born or raised in Spain. The second reading tends to see them as the tragic consequence of mismanaged 
migration policies which allowed the rise of Salafism in Catalonia, and as the outcome of several mistakes 
made by security bodies; two sets of issues for which local authorities were blamed. The first reading 
characterised more left-leaning and local media while the second reading was more present in right-leaning 
national media. Under this perspective, we can say that the process of othering Muslims is common to the 
media analysed, albeit the intensity, intentionality and form of such process varies across media. 

In the corpus analysed from social media, such discussions about the causes of the attacks did not take 
place. Apart from a small number of tweets blaming migration and Islam for the attacks, the reactions 
that generated more engagement were not so much about what happened but rather about how to 
respond collectively, as a society. 

WHO: Who gains access to the public arena and which structural positions and strategies allow them 
to shape prevailing narratives? 

In this story, the main actors are first and foremost the authorities – public officials and political leaders – 
whose role was to condemn the use of political violence, assert their determination to defeat the terrorists 
and called for unity to avoid further attacks. In this setting, the Mossos d’Esquadra – in charge of the 
police investigation – played a key role: not only they consolidated the narrative that the situation was 
under control and that appropriate measures were taken to put an end to terror, but also they were the 
main sources disclosing details about the authors and the attacks in an objective manner. In the words of 
a policeman who was in charge, they acted as ‘a virtual spokesperson wearing the uniform of the police 
to build trust with citizens in a critical moment’ (SP_I_7). Although they were not featured as characters 
of the stories reported, journalists also played a role in shedding light about the whys and the wherefores 
of the attacks. Their role was indeed key to report on reactions from the authorities, disclose details about 
the attacks and further investigate them, and cover the reactions from society. 

Once the main characteristics of the attacks and their authors were known, the coverage of reactions 
from society have put the Muslim community as such at the centre of the stage: in the framework of the 
ritual performed by society and journalists to disrupt the terrorists’ narratives and reaffirm union, Muslims 
mainly appeared to condemn terrorism, to voice their willingness to be part of society and to urge the 
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authorities to prevent members of their community from embracing political violence. Paradoxically, 
in an effort of calling for national union, Muslims were almost systematically portrayed as members of 
a community and almost never presented as members of society as such. Therefore, we cannot talk 
about an invisibilisation of the minorities, but we can affirm that certain segments of the population were 
otherised despite of being members of the same society. 

Even though radicalisation played a key role in articulating the dominant narratives about the attacks, the 
number of appearances of experts in terrorism and radicalisation was strikingly low. We can rather say that 
security bodies acted as experts on these issues by providing accounts of who radicalised the members 
of the terrorist cell and how. Their voice was complemented with journalist investigations, testimonies 
from friends and acquaintances of the terrorists and from Muslim leaders. On social networks, a wide 
array of actors – from celebrities to public figures including activists – managed to amplify calls for 
solidarity and coexistence to overcome this calamity. But they did not contribute to shape the narrative 
about the attacks, at least under the period analysed.

WHERE: Where do narratives emerge and what path do they take among the various social actors, 
media, and platforms? 

Throughout the period covered, we observed great similarities between newspapers and TV channels 
regarding the main topics covered, characters and frames, albeit with some differences between and 
across media. While the overall coverage seemed to go in the same 
direction at the initial stage (identifying the authors and victims), 
newspapers seem to have paid more attention to discuss the root 
causes of these attacks than TV channels. On TV channel, priority 
was given to reactions from the authorities and to human stories 
(victims, testimonies from acquaintances of the terrorists, etc.). On 
social networks, Twitter essentially filled three missions: allowing 
official bodies and journalists to live reporting on the events; giving 
space to citizens to express solidarity and empathy with the direct 
and indirect victims, and amplifying calls for coexistence made 
by political leaders and society at large. From this perspective, 
we cannot affirm that the narratives travelled between traditional 
media and social media given that the former dealt with the what, the why and the how while social 
media mostly concentrated on the after.

Pervasiveness and transformativity: two further dimensions to assess narrative success

To conclude, following the Migration Narrative Success established by Garcés-Mascareñas and Pastore 
(2022), we can say that, under the emergency provoked by an attack such as the 17A, the narrative 
articulated around the figure of the imam as the first and foremost responsible for the Barcelona and 
Cambrils attack has proven to be successful given the overall consensus over this story across the 
traditional media analysed. This success can be attributed to two main characteristics: on one hand, it 
proved to be convincing in cognitive terms given the composition of the terrorist cell (an elder experienced 
mastermind versus vulnerable youngsters who were radicalised), on the other hand, the nature of the 
event analysed made the narratives heavily dependent on information disclosed by Catalan intelligence 
bodies. Its apparent coherence, the framing of radicalisation as a process initiated by one main actors 
(the imam), and the credibility of the actors at stake (security bodies endorsed by political elites) help to 
understand the highly pervasiveness of such narrative. 

However, three elements nuance the success of this narrative: its prevalence in the whole period 
analysed, the lack of spill over to social media sphere and the context in which it developed. Regarding 
the first element, beyond the initial agreement over the role of the imam as a radicalising agent, 
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accounts for the reasons why the group of brothers and siblings were radicalised. As for social media, 
while this narrative seemed to be pervasive in traditional media, our analysis of social media showed 
that discussions on Twitter were somehow disconnected from the ongoing debates and discussions in 
traditional media. However, the very nature of the attacks may explain why discussions on social media 
were more about the reactions to the attacks than the attack themselves. Further research is needed 
to assess whether this narrative also managed to become predominant in social media in the medium 
and long-run. Finally, the high level of polarisation in Spain and Catalonia had a clear influence in the 
attribution of responsibilities for the tragedy. In this respect, there is a clear fault line between Catalan 
and Spanish political elites when it comes to blame a party for what happened. The discussion was 
not so much about the process of radicalisation itself but rather about the lack of coordination between 
state-level and autonomous security bodies, and the different opinions reported on this issue heavily 
relied on the political stance of the political actors who were given a voice. Therefore, although this 
narrative was successful in terms of its pervasiveness, the same cannot be said for its transformativity 
given the polarised context in which these attacks took place.

5. Conclusion
 
WHEN

Following the BRIDGES concept note (Garcés-Mascareñas & Pastore 2022), narratives’ success 
depends on the timing of narrative development, namely when narratives originate, spread and affirm 
themselves. In this regard, the three cases analysed in this report are different in nature: while the 
cases of Ceuta and 17-A are related to events that occurred suddenly and unexpectedly, the case of 
VOX took place as part of an electoral campaign. This difference has two main implications. The first 
implication has to do with narrative purposes. In the first two cases a sudden and unexpected event 
urges explanations about the what, the who, the where and the why. These explanations are not static 
but rather develop in time following the course of the events and the media coverage, as well as the 
level and kind of engagement in social media. In contrast, in the case of VOX the discussion took 
place as part of a political campaign, where there was no event to be explained and the main purpose 
of political parties was to gain visibility in view to attract new potential voters.

This first implication leads to the second one, which has to do with narratives outcomes. As media 
scholars have noted (among others, Figenschou & Beyer 2014; Horsti 2008) crises have the potential 
to alter journalistic conventions and routines. In this regard, they can be seen as ‘critical moments’ or 
‘critical junctures’ that open a window of opportunity in which collective memories are made or changed 
and public debates serve to reframe how countries come to terms with their past or think of their future. 
Both the arrivals of migrants in Ceuta and the terrorist attacks in Barcelona constitute moments of crisis, 
where new consensuses are being created about irregular arrivals (from now one perceived as a national 
threat) and on who the terrorist are vis-à-vis to us. 

Indeed, at the end of the Ceuta crisis, there was general agreement that the Moroccan government 
was to blame because it had used the migrants as a weapon to pressure the Spanish government. This 
consensus over ‘guilt’ explains consensus over the response which, no one doubted, was to restore order 
as swiftly and directly as possible. In this context, exception measures (by the Spanish government) 
became possible and legitimate: from illegal push backs at the border to the decision to capitulate to 
Morocco and its claims over Western Sahara. As most terrorist attacks, the 17A generated a wave of 
shock across the country and Europe. Interestingly, neither this attack nor the previous one (the 2004 
Madrid bombings) were followed by the expected reactions (Canel 2012). In 2004 the narratives insisted 
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on the government’s repeated lies about the authors of the attacks while in 2017 state-level authorities 
and local authorities (led by pro-Catalan independence parties) blamed each other for the tragedy. In 
both cases, the terrorist attacks led to a political crisis.

In contrast, the case of VOX is very different in nature as it was not unexpected and there was nothing 
urgent that needed to be explained. Here, once again an extreme-right party used a topic related to 
migration as a means to gain visibility and therefore votes. In this regard, the discussion was deliberately 
created, and the different narratives unfolded as a huge performance by the different political parties. 
It is therefore no surprise that the narratives hardly changed. In this case, the research question shifts 
from how a particular event is explained by the different parties (and how this ends up creating new 
consensuses) to how the anti-immigration card is used by an extreme-right political party and how 
the rest of the political forces and the media (which often face the dilemma whether to become a 
loudspeaker of exclusionary narratives or not) react to it.

WHAT

In the three cases, migrants are objectified and blamed for problems, and presented as villains and 
victims, depending on several factors, such as who produces the narrative, the context, the target 
audience or the orientation of the media outlet. First, in the case 
of Ceuta, migrants are presented as victims in the hands of the 
Moroccan government (which uses them to put pressure on the 
Spanish government) and, once in Spain, as victims of poor 
reception conditions. At the same time, particularly regarding 
the impact of arrivals in the city of Ceuta, they are also presented 
as villains because they had allegedly frightened the city’s 
inhabitants and put them at risk. 

In the second case, unaccompanied minors are portrayed as 
villains for causing too much welfare expenditures and for risking 
citizens’ security, but at the same time they are considered 
victims of the Spanish government for ‘calling’ them and putting 
them at risk of human trafficking. In the third case of the terrorist 
attacks, while the dichotomy between villains and victims 
initially opposed the imam of Ripoll (villain) to the authors of the attacks (victims), the terrorists are 
increasingly seen as villains and victims at the same time. Beyond the initial agreement over the 
fact that the imam is the main responsible of the attacks, the indirect responsibilities are attributed 
differently according to the media. Here, we observe two fault lines: the first one opposes the political 
forces that polarise the political spectrum (Madrid anti-Catalan independence forces vs Barcelona 
pro-Catalan independence forces), with the former accusing the latter of having failed to prevent the 
attacks and vice versa. The second fault line opposes right-leaning to left-leaning media: the former 
relates these events to issues mostly related to migration and Islam while the latter explores a series 
of social, cultural and psychological issues.

Although the simultaneous use of two apparently opposing labels (villains and victims, which are 
endorsed mainly by the security and humanitarian frames) may seem a contradiction, this research 
has proved that they are compatible and that they can be used together to follow the same end, 
be it the control of the borders, the weaponisation of migration or the criminalisation of migrant 
groups. Yet, this does not mean that both frames would always go hand in hand; they could be used 
alternatively, according to the producers and receivers of the narratives, and the context in which 
they are formulated. For instance, the narratives under a humanitarian frame coming from NGOs 
claiming for the need to protect minors in Ceuta or in Madrid are not the same as those from right-
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In the second one, the humanitarian approach is more closed to moralist stances, whilst the first one 
is more associated with a human rights’ perspective. 

On the other hand, we observe a process of racialisation in both VOX and 17-A cases: a conflation 
between delinquency and the Moroccan origins in the first case, and a conflation between the Moroccan 
origins or Islamic faith and terrorism in the second one. This racialisation is also visible in the deliberate 
use of stereotyping concepts through the use of acronyms such as menas, which reduces a whole 
group to young Moroccan males.  This is in turn related to another finding: the presentation of Morocco 
as the direct or indirect culprit in the three cases, be it through the media emphasis on the diplomatic 
dimension of the problem or on the origins of the villains. In the first case, the country is clearly held 
responsible for irregular arrivals while in the second and third cases the characters at the centre of 
the story (unaccompanied minors and terrorists) can be seen as phenomena whose roots come from 
Morocco. 

Finally, in relation to the two dimensions used to operationalise narrative success (pervasiveness and 
transformativity), we can draw some conclusions, especially regarding the first one, as it is the most 
directly related to the media and social media analysis. We could argue that the level of pervasiveness 
in the three cases is high, both in cognitive and normative terms, especially in what regards the 
narratives from political actors, who are the predominant ones in the Ceuta and VOX cases, and from 
police forces in the case of 17-A. In normative terms, they appeal to individuals’ emotions (especially 
the 17-A and VOX cases), whilst in cognitive terms they try to fit ‘ideational legitimacy’ (Schmidt 2008) 
and be (apparently) coherent. The hug of Luna (the Red Cross volunteer) in the case of Ceuta also 
endorses a humanitarian narrative which presents an element of success due to its resonation with 
the public audience. 

In terms of transformativity, whilst further research should be undertaken to assess the impact of 
the media narratives in other spheres (e.g., policy, politics), we may hypothesise that the degree of 
success is more questionable. In the case of VOX, no tangible policy outputs related to the harshening 
of measures and conditions of unaccompanied minors’ reception seem to have taken place, partly 
because VOX stands in the opposition and there is no critical mass to support their measures. Yet, in 
a more indirect way, VOX has managed to make their own contribution in feeding the social imaginary 
around menas as a violent and threatening group, which relates more to the sphere of attitudes and 
beliefs. In the case of the terrorist attacks, the high level of polarisation in Spain and Catalonia also 
made it difficult to come up with unified policy responses between the two governments and their 
law enforcement bodies, despite sharing the same narrative of condemnation. Finally, in the case of 
Ceuta the degree of transformativity seems to be much higher as it served to legitimise an increasing 
securitarian approach to irregular migration, even when the Moroccan government has not been (or 
is not) involved (as in Melilla in June 2022).  

WHO

In terms of the dominant voices that shaped the narratives, we observe important differences between 
the first two cases (Ceuta and VOX), on one hand, and the third case (17A), on the other hand.

In the cases of Ceuta and VOX the dominant voices were political representatives. In both cases they 
used the media to position themselves and confront each other. However, the purposes were different: 
while in the case of Ceuta there was a double dimension (at the international level, towards Morocco; 
at the national level, among the different political parties), in the case of VOX the context was part of 
an electoral campaign. This had also consequences in terms of how narratives evolved. In the case of 
Ceuta, their multiple declarations under different formats (press conferences, interviews, appearances 
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in Parliament) constantly fed the media coverage and had an impact on the narratives and frames used, 
which contributed to frame the story as a diplomatic crisis. In the case of VOX, the predominance of 
political representatives in traditional media and social media led the media and political leaders to shift 
the focus away from the situation of unaccompanied minors and to concentrate on how to deal with the 
extreme right in Spain. 

In these two cases, the judiciary and legal actors also played an important role: questioning the legality 
of either the government’s response at the border (Ceuta) or VOX’s electoral campaign. In the first case, 
the Courts sentenced in favour of those who denounced the Spanish government for not guaranteeing 
legal procedures at the border while in the case of VOX the Courts endorsed VOX’s electoral campaign 
arguing the right to freedom of speech. 

By contrast, the prominence of Spanish and Catalan political leaders did not seem to have the same 
shaping effect on the narratives about the 17A. Firstly because these actors were mostly prominent in 
the first moments after the attacks to firmly condemn them and call for unity. And secondly because the 
key character in shaping the narratives were the Catalan police forces as they were the main providers of 
information regarding the attacks and their authors. In a setting where both traditional and social media 
are heavily dependent on such information, security bodies occupied a central position as they were able 
to define the main features of the story: the imam as a radicalising agent, the youngsters radicalised, the 
initial plans frustrated, etc. 

The second difference between the first two cases and the third 
relate to migrants’ voices. In the first two cases, such voices are 
rather absent. In the case of Ceuta, migrants are given a voice to 
explain why they migrated and detail their living conditions once 
in Ceuta. In the case of VOX, minors were seldom interviewed. 
They do not appear as a subject in the stories reported but rather 
as pure objects of a discussion about the electoral contest, which 
is disconnected from their own situation. The little presence of 
minors and actors working for their wellbeing and social protection 
has also to do with the lack of a deeper debate on the structural 
causes behind minors’ reception. 

The same cannot be said for the third case. In the coverage of the Barcelona and Cambrils attacks, 
members of the Muslim communities were amongst the main characters in the news items analysed. 
Three categories of actors were present under this category: Muslim individuals directly or indirectly 
related to the terrorists (family members, friends and acquaintances), Muslim community leaders (e.g., 
religious figures, CSOs leaders, etc.) and Muslim individuals not related to any of the main protagonists 
of the attacks (e.g., people protesting). The reported reactions from these actors consisted of testimonies 
about the terrorists and the mastermind of the attacks, unequivocal condemnations of terrorism and calls 
for coexistence. Despite the diversity of voices, they were almost systematically presented as members of 
one single community, which denotes a subtle othering process, regardless of the intentionality behind 
such process. 

WHERE

Pervasiveness related to the setting where narratives are produced can be assessed in terms of intra- 
and cross-sphere diffusion. As for intra-sphere diffusion, judging by the results of this WP focused on the 
media analysis, there seems to be a mutual influence among several media in the publication of news 
of the three cases. The three topics, especially the crisis in Ceuta and the terrorist attacks, were highly 
covered in the traditional media, being often in the frontpage or in the headlines of TV news, as displayed 

In the case of Ceuta, 
migrants are given a 
voice to explain why they 
migrated and detail their 
living conditions once 
in Ceuta. In the case of 
VOX, minors were seldom 
interviewed.
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with around 200,000 retweets in the case of 17-A, over 80,000 in the case of Ceuta and around 50,000 
in the case of VOX, during the peak days. Regarding the cross-media dimension, there seems to be 
some travelling of news across platforms in the case of VOX, especially because many of the analysed 
tweets came from the accounts of this party, whilst in the case of Ceuta and 17-A the mainstream and 
social media took rather parallel paths with little connection between them. In the case of VOX, social 
media echoed the news from the traditional media to a greater extent than the other way around, though 
some efforts from the press were made to report the debate in the social media. In the case of Ceuta, 
there was an exception: the case of the Red Cross volunteer Luna unfolded first in the social media and 
was then taken up by the press.

The cross-sphere dimension, i.e. the extent to which the news from the media sphere circulated 
to other spheres (e.g., political, policy, legal, societal), is hard to analyse with the results of this 
WP. Yet, we can make some interesting observations which point to some degree of pervasiveness 
motivated by the travelling of narratives across spheres. In the three cases the media ended up 
being the space where the different political forces took up positions and confronted each other. 
While this is logic for any electoral campaign (case of VOX), it is more striking regarding the case of 
Ceuta, where most debates among political representatives took the form of statements to the press 
(press conferences or interviews with journalist) while parliamentary debates on the matter were very 
scarce. It is also interesting to see (in the three cases) how Court sentences brought the issue back 
to the media. In other words, media attention did not only respond to particular events (Ceuta and 
17A) or electoral campaigns but also to Court decisions, which became key also in the processes of 
narrative production.
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Appendix: List of interviewees

CODE GENDER PROFESSION  ORGANISATION/INSTITUTION CASE STUDY 
SP_I_1 Woman Journalist El País Ceuta 

SP_I_2 Woman Journalist El País VOX and  
unaccompanied minors

SP_I_3 Woman Lawyer Comisión Española  
de Ayuda al Refugiado (CEAR)

VOX and  
unaccompanied minors

SP_I_4 Man Lawyer 

Lawyer at TaxLegem and 
President of the Asociación 
Profesional de Abogados 
Saharauis en España (APRASE)

VOX and  
unaccompanied minors 

SP_I_5 Man Unaccompanied 
minor Anonymous VOX and  

unaccompanied minors

SP_I_6 Man Activist and 
journalist Freelance Barcelona  

and Cambrils terrorist attacks

SP_I_7 Anonymous Anonymous Mossos d’Esquadra Barcelona  
and Cambrils terrorist attacks

SP_I_8 Man Journalist El País Barcelona  
and Cambrils terrorist attacks

SP_I_9 Man Journalist El Mundo Barcelona  
and Cambrils terrorist attacks
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