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Simone Papale (University of Parma) and Marco Solaroli (University of Bologna)

Post-print version
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Abstract: Russias war on Ukraine had a major political and media resonance in Europe. By
relying on frame analysis, this article investigates the main narratives characterizing the Italian
public debate in the first four months of hostilities. It addresses two major arenas: journalism —
focusing on four Italian newspapers; and politics — focusing on parliamentary records and the
Twitter accounts of Italian political leaders. The article shows that the debate was heterogeneous
and polarized. It identifies five major frames on the causes and consequences of the conflict,
varying in prominence between and within the sources examined. These variations reflected not
only their different orientations, but also how they intercepted deeper socio-political fractures at the
national level. Overall, humanitarian and economic concerns were prioritized over more
ideological reflections on the nature of the Russian invasion. Such findings contribute to the
literature on framing, and to the ongoing study of the impact of the war on European press and
politics.
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Introduction

The Russian invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 awoke major geopolitical concerns among

European states, fueling debates over its nature and potential consequences. As many states began



increasing the provision of military aid to Kiev, different — even contesting — narratives emerged
and gained currency. By relying on frame analysis, this article investigates how the Italian public
debate about the conflict was structured in the journalistic and political narratives consolidating
during the first four months.

Italy represents a relevant case to examine such dynamics. Since the beginning of the
invasion, Rome has been one of the main actors supporting the provision of assistance to Ukrainian
forces. However, Italian support has not been immune from criticism at a national level, also
generating tensions within the political class. Such tensions characterized the short life of the large
coalition government guided by the ex-President of the European Central Bank, Mario Draghi —
established under the auspices of Italian President Sergio Mattarella to address the economic and
healthcare challenges posed by the Covid-19 pandemic — which ruled the country in the period
under study and involved all of Italy’s major parties except for the far-right Fratelli d’Italia, led by
Giorgia Meloni (who then became prime minister of Italy in October 2022).

The article shows that, in contrast to the attempts to forge a unity of purpose at the
governmental level, the Italian public debate on the conflict was heterogeneous and largely
polarized. It developed around five major frames whose incidence varied considerably both
between and within political and journalistic fields. These variations were affected by the roles and
the political orientations of the sources examined, as well as by the way in which they intercepted
deeper socio-political fractures in the country, generating a spectrum of narratives advocating
support for Ukraine or full disengagement. In general, however, the debate tended to prioritize a
‘pragmatic’ focus on the humanitarian and economic consequences of the conflict — particularly in
Italy — over reflections on its nature and trajectory.

Such findings offer an empirical contribution to the emerging scholarship on the effects of
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine on the European public and institutional discourse, shedding light on
the tensions and divergences, as well as the interpretative and argumentative underpinnings,

characterizing the narratives of the war.



The article proceeds as follows. The next section provides a review of the literature on frame
analysis, conflict and the media. Then, after having detailed the methodology of the study, the
article introduces the frames characterizing the Italian public debate and discusses their distribution
and relevance among different journalistic and political sources. The final section presents the

conclusions of the analysis and its implications.

War, media, and framing: A literature review

In the last two decades, a considerable body of research has examined the relationship between war
and media (Cottle 2006; Eskjer et al. 2015). Scholarly work has shown that, among many factors,
the production of war narratives by news media can contribute to determining how ‘war is
understood and interpreted, justified and judged’ by national audiences (Andersen 2006: xvi),
setting in motion interpretative processes that can also reverberate on dynamics of policy-making
(Allan and Zelizer 2004; Frohlich 2018). The mediatization of conflicts has catalyzed growing
research efforts to study the processes through which dialectic repertoires and symbolic meanings
emerge, circulate, and consolidate within hybrid media systems, forging possible understandings of
events increasingly shaped also through social media and ‘war feeds’ (Hoskins and O’Loughlin
2010; Hoskins and Shchelin 2023).

The framing perspective has progressively established itself as a major scholarly approach
for the analysis of the mediatization of conflicts (Al Nahed and Hammond 2018; Vultee 2023).
Rather than being a homogeneous theory or paradigm, the framing perspective has evolved as a
relatively heterogeneous corpus of conceptual frameworks and analytical tools aimed at
investigating how meanings emerge, are reproduced, and can affect public opinion. Drawing upon
early sociological work that conceived frames partly as culturally-given schemata of interpretation
enabling social actors to make sense of the everyday reality (Goffman 1974), such frameworks and

tools have been developed and employed by scholars from different areas of study, particularly



journalism studies and political communication (Borah 2011; D’Angelo and Kuypers 2010; Entman
2008).

In the literature on media and communication, the study of frames has developed around two
major research streams. The first one places emphasis on the mechanisms of ‘selection, emphasis,
and exclusion’ through which communication is organized (Gitlin 1980: 7; see also De Vreese
2005). In a very well-known definition, ‘to frame is to select some aspects of a perceived reality
and make them more salient in a communicating text, in such a way as to promote a particular
problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation for
the item described’ (Entman 1993: 52, emphasis in original). Such major functions performed by
media frames define their structure and contribute to determining their cultural resonance in a given
context (Entman 2003).

The second research stream approaches frames as ‘organizing principles’ (Reese 2001: 11)
providing meaning to specific events and circumstances by connecting segments of ideas, values
and beliefs (Van Gorp 2007). Here, framing implies the presence of symbolic components
structuring the process of social construction of reality by ‘suggesting what is at issue’ (Gamson and
Modigliani 1989: 3). Such an approach is epitomized by the concept of ‘frame package’, that is, ‘a
cluster of logically organized devices that function as an identity kit for a frame’ and trigger its
evocation in the news message (Van Gorp 2007: 64). Framing devices work as ‘indicators of the
frame’ (Van Gorp 2010: 91), enabling its identification. Over time, various framing devices have
been identified, including metaphors; exemplars (historical examples); catchphrases; word choices;
depictions; as well as visual materials and images (Gamson and Modigliani 1989; Van Gorp 2005).
On this basis, aiming at investigating the complex interplay and meaningful associations between
the textual and visual dimensions of framing, visual news framing has emerged as a specific area of
research (Fahmy 2010; Parry 2011; Manor and Crilley 2018; Rodriguez and Dimitrova 2011).

The framing perspective has often been used to examine political and news media narratives

of crisis. For example, several studies have analyzed the frames permeating news media
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representations of post-9/11 Western military interventions in Afghanistan and Iraq (Dimitrova and
Strombéack 2005; Entman 2003). Scholars have also explored the framing of intra-state conflicts,
investigating how they have been portrayed in Western and non-Western media outlets. For
example, Kothari (2010: 221) shows that the framing of the Darfur crisis by the New York Times
during the early 2000s ‘largely reflect[ed] support and justification for the enforcement of US
foreign policies in Sudan’, prioritizing a narrative centered on US security efforts and the spread of
violence on the ground over an examination of the underlying causes of the conflict.

Since the Euromaidan and the Russian annexation of Crimea, increasing scholarly attention
has focused on media representations of Ukraine (Boyd-Barrett 2017; Mortensen and Pantti 2023),
even from an international, comparative perspective (Thussu 2024), with a growing body of
literature relying on frame analysis (Liu 2024; Tschirky and Makhortykh 2024). In particular, the
research showed how, facing political upheavals in Ukraine since 2014, some European newspapers
tended to prioritize a ‘new cold war’ narrative antagonizing Russia and presenting the crisis as ‘a
theatre for the clash of seemingly irreconcilable East-West divisions’ (Ojala and Pantti 2017: 52).
Similar mechanisms of antagonization are detected by Bjerge and Kalnes (2021) in the first pages
of Norwegian newspapers, which resorted to an ‘enemy’ frame to describe Russia’s policy in
Ukraine during the late 2010s, as well as by Locoman and Lau (2024) in Russian state-run TV
narratives, which consistently framed the ‘special operation’ in Ukraine in WWII terminology,
attempting to deflect blame onto the West. Even if such dichotomies could be interpreted as
oversimplifications (Sun 2023), these research results support what claimed by Zelizer (2018: 140):
‘The enemy formation of “us” versus “them” draws from a centuries-old dichotomy between “East”
and “West” that easily mapped onto Cold War notions of “the United States” and “USSR,” and then
reproduced itself in subsequent conflicts.’

On this basis, in its frame analysis of the Italian public debate on Russia’s invasion of
Ukraine, this article addresses key challenges recently identified in the literature on the framing of

wars and conflicts. The aim of identifying and interpreting the frames that emerged in the national
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public debate is pursued through a theoretical framework and research design that consider issues
such as the relationship between media frames and broader configurations of social power and
political ideology (Al Nahed and Hammon 2018); the increasingly hybrid and fragmented nature of
media environments, which necessitates exploring the process of framing across a variety of
traditional and more recently established (social) media outlets as well as through pervasive framing
devices such as (digital) images (Kniipfer and Entman 2018; Manor and Crilley 2018); the
significance of historical context as well as quantification for understanding the meaning and
specific ‘weight’ of particular frames in a given national context (Hammond 2018).

This article addresses these challenges also by contextualizing frame analysis within a wider
consideration of the structural relations between political and media systems. The influential work
of Hallin and Mancini (2004) placed Italy within the ‘Mediterranean or polarized pluralist model’,
which is characterized by a wide political spectrum, sharp political differences, the clear legacy of
the strong party press developed in the twentieth century, and high political parallelism. In Italy
‘commentary-oriented journalism has survived the shift toward a stronger market orientation in the
Italian press. Indeed it could be argued that partisanship has been particularly intense in the Italian
press,” and it has ‘increased in recent years’ (Hallin and Mancini 2004, 102-104). These issues will
be examined in greater detail during the discussion of the frame matrix that emerged from the

empirical analysis.

Methodology

To identify the narratives on Russia’s war on Ukraine in the Italian public debate, this study focuses
on the journalistic and political arenas. It relies on the four framing functions presented in Entman’s
definition (1993) — problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and treatment
recommendation — as a guiding framework to classify emerging frames, along with five categories
of framing devices — metaphors/stereotypes; (historical) exemplars; catchphrases; keywords; and

images — operating as indicators of the frames (Gamson and Modigliani 1989; Van Gorp 2005).
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As regards journalism, the study focuses on the articles emanating from the first pages' of
four of the most widely read and politically representative Italian newspapers in the four months
following the Russian invasion (24 February 2022): il Giornale (right-wing); Corriere della Sera
(liberal-conservative); il Fatto Quotidiano (left-wing/populist); and i/ manifesto (far-left).? All paper
or digital copies of the print editions of the newspapers were collected. To get a representative
sample of the material retrieved, systematic random sampling was used, selecting articles released
every eighth day of the period under analysis. Overall, 16 days were selected, resulting in 706
newspaper articles on the war. The article also considers the institutional political discourse
stemming from parliamentary questions and interpellations, as well as the personalized political
discourse captured from the Twitter (X) accounts of the leaders of the main Italian political parties
in the four month period. A total number of 193 parliamentary questions and interpellations were
identified as dealing with the conflict.> Such material was integrated with 244 tweets released by
five political leaders, selected to provide a representative overview of the Italian political
parliament: Giorgia Meloni (Fratelli d’Italia, far-right); Matteo Salvini (Lega, right-wing/populist);
Matteo Renzi (Italia Viva, liberal-conservative); Enrico Letta (Partito Democratico, left-wing); and
Giuseppe Conte (Movimento Cinque Stelle, left-wing/populist).*

In line with existing studies on political and news media framing (e.g. Al Nahed and
Hammond 2018; Van Gorp 2010), data analysis developed around a two-phase process, based on
mixed qualitative-quantitative methods. The study firstly relied on an inductive approach, carrying
out a qualitative investigation of the 235 articles collected from the newspapers released in the first
four days under examination (February 24; March 3; March 12; March 20). Such material was
examined alongside all parliamentary records and the tweets released by Italian political leaders
during the whole four-month period.

Open coding of political and journalistic data was initially conducted by one researcher,
identifying frames and their framing devices. Each source (article, tweet, parliamentary record) was

approached as potentially containing more than a single interpretative orientation, allowing multiple
7



frames to be coded for the same unit. To ensure reliability, a second researcher recoded the data
during the inductive phase, with minor discrepancies systematically addressed throughout the
process (see O’Connor and Joffe 2020; Pantti 2019).

The emerging frame matrix, including Entman’s framing functions and the framing devices,
was turned into a codebook for the second phase of analysis, which relied on ‘principles of doing
quantitative content analysis’ to determine ‘the extent to which inductively reconstructed frame
packages...[were]...actually applied in a representative sample of texts’ (Van Gorp 2010: 99). Here,
a deductive approach was used, focusing on framing devices (and the meaningful association
between them) as indicators for the identification of the frames evoked in the 471 newspaper

articles published in the other 12 days under examination.

Results

The analysis led to the identification of five frames (see Figure 1 below). Two of them, named
‘ideological conflict frame’ and ‘co-responsibility frame,” deal with the conflict itself, proposing
antithetical narratives on its origins and potential horizons. The other three, named ‘greater good

frame,” ‘economic interest frame,” and ‘humanitarian frame,” focus on the repercussions of the war.

Ideological conflict frame

The ideological conflict frame identifies Russia’s imperialist project and expansionist strategy as the
main cause of the invasion of Ukraine. Russia’s military attack is described as an ideological threat
against the political and moral value of democratic freedom and the principle of (national)
sovereignty and security. As a solution to the crisis, the frame therefore proposes to provide military
support to Ukraine and to increase pressure on Moscow to end the conflict, without closing the door
to potential negotiations. A newspaper article from early March 2022 makes the point: ‘the

imperialist plan of Putin has been evident for decades: his neo-tsarist despotism, based on violence,



oppression, and a circle of corrupt oligarchs, is clearly in conflict with democratic values.’> This
confrontational perspective is reiterated in tweets of Italian political leaders emphasizing that
‘democracies are stronger than Putin believes. Democracies will prevail.’®

The ideological conflict frame mobilizes a series of associated framing devices that
reinforce a culturally rooted narrative dichotomy of ‘good’ vs. ‘evil.” A frequently evoked historical
exemplar is the fight against Nazism during World War I, highlighting the profound moral weight
of the contemporary threat. This narrative construction is evident in the choice of recurrent
keywords within newspaper articles and political statements, such as ‘dictator’ referring to Putin,
contrasted with ‘resistance,” ‘liberty,” ‘free world,” and ‘our values’ — which emphasize the
ideological character of the frame. The visual dimension features a marked use of photos mainly
produced by professional photojournalists depicting the resistance of the Ukrainian population,
portrayed in heroic and dramatic situations, emphasizing the urgency of supporting a country

defending its freedom against invaders.

Co-responsibility frame

Despite acknowledging Russia’s military responsibilities, the co-responsibility frame places
emphasis on the implications of Western policies for the outbreak of the war, interpreting the latter
as part of a broader conflict between superpowers. NATO and the West, often understood to mean
the US, are criticized for the adoption of aggressive policies towards Russia, seeking to extend their
influence over Eastern Europe regardless of Moscow’s security demands. Such a course of action,
associated with the provision of military support to Ukraine after the beginning of the invasion, is
deemed to deteriorate local security, provoking Russia’s military reaction and causing a higher
number of civilian casualties. As one of the articles examined clarifies, ‘Russian guns were
loaded...by NATO,” as Moscow ‘felt encircled and threatened in a vital strategic interest.”” Hence,

the co-responsibility frame calls for a withdrawal of Western military aid and a greater focus on



non-violent means to achieve a peaceful resolution of the conflict. Indeed, as another article
stresses, ‘weapons are not aimed to stop a war, but to win it.’®

This interpretative orientation is characterized by the use of devices highlighting the role
played by Western actors in the escalation of the crisis. Catchphrases such as ‘no to Putin’s war, but
also to NATO’ contribute to evoking the co-responsibility narrative, tracing parallels between the
negative implications of Russia’s measures and US policies. Such parallels are further highlighted
by the frequent reminders of US-led initiatives in Afghanistan and Iraq during the early 2000s,
which operate as historical exemplars de-exceptionalizing the Russian invasion and downplaying
interpretations of the war as an attack against sovereignty, freedom, and democracy. Keywords such
as “‘WWIII’ and ‘nuclear’ stress the potential repercussions of increasing tensions on the East-West
axis, while the recurring term ‘pacifism’ points the way forward for a de-escalation of the conflict.

At a visual level, articles featuring the co-responsibility frame are characterized by a marked
reliance on anti-war protest photos (and cartoons), criticizing both Russia’s and Western military
policies in Ukraine, and emphasizing the wide popular support to the pacifist cause. Central to these

depictions are peace marches, rainbow flags, and anti-war slogans.

Greater good frame

Differently from the previous two frames, providing explanations for the outbreak of the conflict,
the greater good frame focuses on its consequences, considering the use of sanctions against Russia
by Italy and other European countries.

The name given to this interpretative orientation comes from the fact that, despite
acknowledging the potential implications of the use of sanctions, stemming from the deterioration
of European energy relations with Moscow, the frame highlights the importance of pursuing the
greater good, prioritizing the weakening of Russian military capabilities over the economic welfare
of European societies. As one of the articles evoking the frame complains, ‘if in 1939 Europeans

wondered whether it was worth “dying for Danzig,” today they do not seem willing to even sustain
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a weekend of austerity for Kiev.”” Sanctions are deemed to be an appropriate and effective
instrument to undermine Russia’s activities in Ukraine, disrupting economic networks sustaining
Moscow’s military efforts on the ground. Accordingly, the frame calls for greater cohesion among
European states to withstand the economic repercussions of sanctions while seeking to diversify the
energy supply. Tweets of Italian political leaders highlight how ‘we cannot hesitate’ on sanctions, '°
also stressing that ‘it is no longer acceptable to do business with the Russians.’!!

The greater good narrative arises from framing devices highlighting the capability of
European states to address security challenges cohesively. Historical exemplars, such as the defeat
of the Covid-19 pandemic, along with catchphrases stressing how ‘Europe is made in crises,’ elicit
underlying ideas of resilience and perseverance in the face of emerging threats, invoking renewed
efforts to resist Russia’s policy of energy blackmail. These ideas are conveyed even at the visual
level, which is dominated by photos of Italian and European leaders shacking hands, smiling
confidently and posing for group photos, providing a (reassuring) representation of institutional and
political stability. Keywords such as ‘unity,” ‘firmness’ and ‘solidarity’ contribute to evoking such a
representation, while ‘diversification” and ‘regasification’ indicate the measures to implement to

increase Europe’s and Italy’s energy resilience.

Economic interest frame

Similarly to the greater good frame, the economic interest frame focuses on the implications of the
use of sanctions by Italy and other European states. However, this interpretative orientation
provides a less optimistic and reassuring narrative, depicting the deterioration of economic and
political relations with Moscow as having major negative effects on Western actors. Sanctions are
portrayed as damaging the European economy more than weakening Russian military capabilities.
This is due to the vast amount of resources on which Moscow can rely to sustain efforts in Ukraine,
along with the presence of major trading partners such as China, which are framed as capable of

filling the void left by European states in the Russian system. Europe lacks such a wide range of
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resources and income sources, depending heavily on Russian oil and gas. Consequently, it is more
exposed to the effects of the sanctions regime. These effects are deemed to be more acute in
peripheral and economically vulnerable states like Italy, identified as the main victims of a potential
crisis. Along these lines, the economic interest frame advocates the need to rethink the European
sanctions policy, calling for more sustainable measures ensuring greater protection of economic and
energy interests. As emphasized in a parliamentary question by a member of the Italian Chamber of
Deputies, ‘sanctions do not only penalize targets, but also those who inflict them.’ !

Stereotypes of Russia as a powerful and rich country and of Italy as a peripheral state paying
the price of Western/European initiatives are among the most frequent framing devices used to
evoke this frame. Keywords such as ‘energy crisis,” ‘dependence’ and ‘divisions’ emphasize
Europe’s vulnerability to the Kremlin’s policy of energy blackmail, while the recurrent catchphrase
‘Russia turns off the taps’ resonates like a warning for the Italian and European economies. This
warning permeates the visual level, which is dominated by generic (stock) images of pipelines,
valves and workers closing valves on pipes. These images contribute to the framing process by
providing a visual representation of the ‘closure of the taps,” fueling a rhetoric that contrasts

Europe’s/Italy’s economic weakness with the success of the Russian invasion.

Humanitarian frame

The humanitarian frame addresses the consequences of the conflict in terms of violence, pain, and
death. The moral evaluation of the problem elicits a sentiment of empathy towards the victims of
the war, particularly the civilians. The proposed solution urges to stop the hostilities and ensure the
safety of the local population.

The protagonists of this interpretative orientation are the civilians who are suffering,
escaping from the country, or dying. Historical exemplars recall the Holocaust, contributing to the

moral evaluation of the conflict by working as a ‘bridge metaphor’, that is,—‘a metaphor that social

12



groups of uneven power and legitimacy applied to parse ongoing events as good and evil in real
historical time’ (Alexander 2003: 67).

Metaphors depicting Ukraine as a theater of humanitarian tragedy, along with vivid
descriptions of war-torn buildings and civilian casualties, provide narratives of conflict supported
by empirical evidence and a heightened sense of urgency. Recurrent keywords such as ‘terror,’
‘massacre,” and ‘bombings’ emphasize the civil impact, often invoking an imagery of ‘rubble,’
‘bunker,” ‘refugees,” and ‘tears,” while denouncing issues of ‘violence,” ‘rape,” and ‘war crimes.’ In
this context, women and children are frequently portrayed as helpless, contributing to their
perception as ‘ideal victims’ of the hostilities (Hoijer 2004). Photos of families leaving the country,
rubble and corpses highlight the brutality of the war, providing a visual representations of its effects
on the Ukrainian civil society. This framing process encourages policymakers to act accordingly,

assuming that missions and policies characterized as ‘humanitarian’ and rooted in political and

moral imperatives are more likely to garner public support (Liu 2024; Maxey 2020).

13



Frame structure

Framing devices

Frame
name Problem Causal Moral Proposed Metaphors / Catch .
... . . . . Exemplars Keywords Visual
definition interpretation evaluation solution stereotypes phrases
- Providing War as a fight Fight freedom, Pictures of
O The invasion is mlhtary. support | between democracy agalpst . Putin VV,IH resistance, resistance
| to Ukraine and and Nazism in not stop’ / . Ukraini
= an attack . . L . heroes, dictator, | (Ukrainians
Z . increasing authoritarianism WWIL does not . Kine t
o . against . . , | WWII, Hitler, seeking to
Russian . pressure on Ukraine as Europe | Iron curtain | want peace . . tain th
o o . security, . ) . .| Nazi, empire, contain the
| invasion Russian Moscow to end | Russia as a threat and Soviet Democraci . advance of
< . .. freedom, . L. . autocracies,
S of Ukraine | expansionism the conflict for the West totalitarianis | es will . Russian forces)
= democracy, and . . . . - communism, our ussian Iorces
@) . without closing Putin as a cynical m prevail
) the principle of . . values, free
2 . the door to and warmongering | Russian
sovereignty . . . world,
8 potential dictator empire ,
Q negotiations Ukrainians as the soverelgnt}.l,
= . . #FreeUkraine
heroic resistance
Russia has
military
responsibility. . Pictures of
P 4 . Atlanticism, .
However, NATO Russia . protests against
Western 1 pacifism,
and the West . . NATO/the US as providing . . war
Y . policies are Condemning the . . No to warmongering, .
E (mainly the US) . . the main actors aid to Italy , (demonstrations,
= exacerbating conflict and . . weapons nuclear,
5 have . . shaping Western during the . . murals)
- - security in seeking to .. . No to Russophobia,
=) . .. | responsibility for . policies Covid-19 .,
7 Conflict in Ukraine, promote a ] L . Putin’s war | WWIIL, neo-
Z . the . L Atlanticist’ West pandemic . .
o) Ukraine . . causing a negotiations . . . and to Nazi, neutrality,
implementation of | . . silencing the Maidan ,
B ) higher number | without . . NATO eastward
a aggressive and . . oppositions revolution .
I~ . of victims and | providing . There are enlargement,
; provocative . . . Russia as not a US-led wars .
o .. a deterioration | military aid to . no just lethal weapons,
O policies towards . . threat for the in , .
. of relations Ukraine . wars mainstream
Russia and for the . . Western world Afghanistan . .
with Russia media/ narrative,
support of and Iraq .
Ukrainian escalation
measures in the
Donbass
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Regardless of
their potential
economic

Russia as a divided
and economically

Pictures of
Western military
and political

states like Italy

] Maintainin . The EU .

repercussions . & fragile country . ‘Europe 1s leaders (EU
a Use of for ltaly and cohesion in the Europe as an defeating made in Unity. firmness lead d
@) sanctions Y face of the crisis, u p ) the Covid- . Y ; ’ ca .ers an. .
< against Willingness to end Europe, withstandin effective policy 19 eTISes community, ltalian political
v Rgussia b the Ru%sian sanctions are otential ¢ actor andemic “This is the | diversification, leaders shaking
5 y . an appropriate p . Italy as an p hour of re-gasification, hands, having
= Italy and aggression . economic ) Europe , ) i
< E and effective . ¢ important actor defeati Europe default, meetings, posing
= uropean repercussions o hin th efeating S
= states measure to sanctions while within the Nazism solidarity, for group
&) weaken i . EU/NATO embargo photos)

. diversifying .

Russian and I Italy as a united and

end the CNCTgY Supply economically

aggression resilient country

Sanctions risk Vfliialtﬂ.letorif ¢
= undermining . Energy crisis, ol the triumph 0
& Specter of the Russian
4 . European Rethink th . L energy shock, ) ) )
~ Risk of eCOnOmY more ethink the Italian economy as sanctions dependence invasion (generic
E economic/ | Use of sanctions than 4 European a vulnerable target Sanctions ‘Sanctions divisions ’ images of
4 energy and deterioration . sanctions policy, | Italy as a peripheral . are a ’ pipelines, valves
-l L . . weakening . against export, ’ ’
&) crisis in of relations with . promoting more | country that pays .. dangerous . and workers
— Russia. The . . Russia in s austerity, .
= Italy and Moscow L effective and the price of weapon . closing valves
5 main victims of . 2014 . . businesses and .

Europe . sustainable European/ Western Russia . on pipes)

Z this process are . families, tap,
o . measures decisions turns off the
o peripheral and , war economy,
= tap .

vulnerable raw materials
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Human
costs of
the war
(physical
and
psychologi
cal
violence
and pain,
deaths,
loss of
significant
others,
forced
migration)

HUMANITARIAN CRISIS

Russian military
policies

Empathy
towards
civilians and
the victims of
the conflict

Ensuring the
safety of
civilians and
stopping the
hostilities

Ukraine as the
theatre of a
humanitarian
tragedy

Women and
children as the face
of the crisis
Russian forces as
ruthless and
bloodthirsty
‘Humanized’
Russian soldiers
(soldiers deceived
and sent to the
front)

Battle of
Grozny
(1994-1995)
Battle of
Aleppo
(2012)
Jihadist
violence
(Isis in Iraq)
Holocaust

‘The worst
is yet to
come’

‘No to war’

Bombing, terror,
rape, hell,
rubble, bunker,
refugees, tears,
lies, massacre,
tragedy, dead
bodies,
humanitarian
emergency,
repression,
victims, crimes

Pictures of the
effects of the
war on the
Ukrainian civil
society (war-torn
buildings, people
walking through
the rubble,
women and
children
escaping from
Ukraine, victims
of the war)

Figure 1. Frame matrix of the Russian invasion of Ukraine in the Italian journalistic and political discourse, February-June 2022.
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Ideological conflict 17%
Newspapers 24%
Political leaders 27%

Humanitarian 39%
Newspapers 35%

Political leaders 48%
Parliamentary records 35%
Co-responsibility 12%
Newspapers 19%
Political leaders 17%

Economic interest 25%
Newspapers 10%
Parliamentary records 65%

Greater good 7%
Newspapers 13%
Political leaders 8%

Figure 2. Total distribution of the frames of the Russian invasion of Ukraine in the Italian

journalistic and political discourse, February-June 2022.

Frame recurrence
Source Ideological Co- Economic | Greater Haiiaitaiag
conflict responsibility | interest good
il Giornale i 0 15 21 i
(33%) (13%) (17%) (38%)
Corriere 71 5 6 33 72
Newspapers della Sera (38%) (3%) (3%) (18%) (39%)
(articles) il Fatto 1 56 24 0 26
Quotidiano (1%) (52%) (22%) (24%)
il manifesto 3 33 2 2 27
(6%) (41%) (8%) (11%) (34%)
Giorgia 5 0 0 0 4
Meloni (56%) (44%)
Matteo 0 18 0 1 32
T 0, 0, 0,
Political Salvini - (35%) (2%) (636 %)
leaders Matteo Renzi (40%) 0 0 0 (60%)
{fweioct) 30 g 8
Enrico Letta (54%) 0 0 (14%) (32%)
Giuseppe 0 7 0 2 9
Conte (39%) (11%) (50%)
Parliament (records) 0 0 ( 6;;3) 0 (;;2 %)

Figure 3. Recurrence of the frames of the Russian invasion of Ukraine in the Italian journalistic and

political discourse, February-June 2022. Percentages shown per source.
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Discussion

The analysis reveals a heterogeneous public debate that prioritizes a focus on the social and
economic effects of the conflict. As Figure 2 shows, taken together, the three frames dealing with
the consequences of the Russian invasion (humanitarian, greater good, and economic interest)
account for more than 70 percent of all frames evoked in the political and journalistic arenas. This is
partly due to their greater transversality compared to the ideological conflict and the co-
responsibility frames. At the same time, however, it provides a picture of a country reflecting on
how to rapidly address the material implications of the crisis, whether in terms of humanitarian
assistance, economic repercussions, or support to migrants. Still, while the humanitarian frame finds
substantial recurrence in all data sources, constituting between 30 and 50 percent of the
interpretative orientations evoked by newspapers, parliamentary records and political leaders, the
incidence of the other frames varies significantly across these categories.

As regards the two frames dealing with the nature of the war, the ideological conflict frame
presents a slightly higher frequency than the co-responsibility frame (17 to 12 percent), which is
observed both among party leaders and in the journalistic field. Both the frames, however, are
absent in parliamentary records, where concerns about economic implications and the use of
sanctions dominate the debate. Such concerns disappear from the everyday use of Twitter by party
leaders, which instead registers a sporadic use of the greater good frame in support of economic
measures against Russia. This signals a discrepancy between social media and political narratives,
with public-oriented individual forms of communication addressing value-based issues and
institutional arenas concentrating on more pressing and technical aspects of the crisis.

A degree of heterogeneity persists within the single categories, being associated with a high
tendency towards the polarization of discourse (see Figure 3). Within Italian journalism, each of the
four newspapers prioritizes a specific narrative. The political orientation of the sources examined

plays a role in shaping differences, with editorial lines leaning to left-wing/hard left being
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sympathetic towards pacifism and non-intervention, and the liberal-conservative/right-wing press
aligning with interventionist positions centered on ideas of sovereignty and democracy promotion.
However, as more evident in the case of political leaders, deeper fractures characterizing the Italian
socio-political environment have also influenced the structure of the debate.

Corriere della Sera and il Fatto Quotidiano present the most polarized narratives, calling
for a full commitment and a total disengagement of Western actors respectively. In the case of
Corriere della Sera, there is a significant reliance on the ideological conflict frame to explain the
underlying causes of the Russian invasion (38 percent of the frames on the conflict), identifying the
provision of military support to Ukraine as the most effective way to defend freedom and enforce
peace agreements. Such an interpretation is associated with the promotion of a proactive approach
towards the use of sanctions against Russia. The greater good frame (18 percent) is highly
prioritized over the economic interest frame (3 percent), especially during the first month of
hostilities. Furthermore, it is frequently evoked in combination with the ideological conflict frame,
reinforcing an interventionist orientation to the conflict.

il Fatto Quotidiano shows a clear preference for the co-responsibility frame (52 percent),
which recurs in more articles than all the other frames combined, making the newspaper the least
heterogeneous of the four examined. Articles highlight NATO and US political responsibilities for
the outbreak of the crisis, recommending a rapid withdrawal of military support to avoid the
outbreak of a nuclear conflict. This orientation, reflecting the editorial line of the newspaper, is
associated with a greater focus on the effects that the deterioration of relations with Moscow may
have on the Italian and European economies. The greater good frame is never evoked by il Fatto
Quotidiano, which instead relies significantly on the economic interest frame (22 percent). Russia is
depicted as a strong superpower with a resilient economy. In contrast, European states, particularly
Italy, are identified as the most likely victims of the sanctions regime, underscored by warning

images of pipelines and valves dominating the visual level.
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1l Giornale and il manifesto present less polarized narratives. The former relies heavily on
the ideological conflict frame to describe the root causes of the Russian invasion and promote
Western intervention in support of Ukraine (33 percent), dedicating several articles to the clash of
values (democracy vs. authoritarianism) underlying the conflict. In line with its right-wing
orientation, the newspaper never evokes the co-responsibility frame. Still, when it comes to the
issue of sanctions, I/ Giornale adopts a more cautious approach, showing considerable attention to
their potential repercussions at the national level. The economic interest frame (13 percent) appears
almost as frequently as the greater good frame (17 percent), with frequent references to the turning
off of the gas taps by Russia and stereotypes of Italy as a vulnerable and peripheral country paying
the price of Western politico-economic decisions.

Similarly, while calling for non-intervention by Italy and other European countries, i/
manifesto relies on both the greater good frame (11 percent) and the economic interest frame (8
percent). The newspaper prioritizes a focus on the co-responsibility narrative (41 percent), often
using stereotypes of NATO and the US as the main actors shaping Western measures in Ukraine.
Pictures of peace flags, anti-war demonstrations and protesters characterize articles on the war in
Ukraine, highlighting the popular support to the pacifist cause. However, unlike i/ Fatto
Quotidiano, such symbolic repertoires are not accompanied by opposition to the use of sanctions.
While concerns related to the Italian/European economies resonate throughout the pages of i/
manifesto, its articles highlight the benefits of disrupting Russia’s financial architecture to stop the
hostilities.

Divisions are also present within Italian politics. Here, beyond the political orientation of
leaders, deeper socio-political fractures contribute to shaping differences among the narratives
endorsed. Since the Cold War era, Italy has been exposed to an anti-Atlanticist rhetoric, whose
elements have often resonated at the far ends of the national electorate. In recent years, such a
rhetoric has increasingly intertwined with pro-Russia stances, fueling frictions between segments of

the society. Members of the Italian political class (e.g. Silvio Berlusconi and Matteo Salvini) forged
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close links with the Kremlin before the conflict in Ukraine, contributing to the propagation of a
positive image of Vladimir Putin’s Russia in the country (Makarychev and Terry 2020). The
consequence of these processes has been the progressive consolidation of a fragmented mélange of
political views critical of NATO and Western policies which, regardless of conventional political
affiliations, have frequently been intercepted by anti-establishment agendas.

This is evident in the debate on Twitter. Despite presenting different orientations, political
leaders adopting more institutional positions, such as Letta (Partito Democratico), Renzi (Italia
Viva), and Meloni (Fratelli d’Italia), favor a proactive approach towards the war, prioritizing the
ideological conflict frame. Differently, leaders historically manifesting more populist inclinations
and anti-establishment attitudes, such as Salvini (Lega) and Conte (Movimento Cinque Stelle),
express opposition to sustained intervention. However, they evoke the co-responsibility frame
primarily in terms of proposed solutions, without addressing the causes of the conflict or making
moral judgments.

As mentioned, the economic interest frame does not find resonance in the tweets of Italian
leaders. The few times they discuss sanctions, it is usually within the context of the greater good
narrative. In contrast, financial issues are at the heart of the parliamentary debate, where the
economic interest frame is the most recurrent, accounting for 65 percent of all frames evoked by
Italian representatives. Questions and interpellations highlight the risks that sanctions against
Russia may imply for Italy’s economy, calling for urgent measures to support vulnerable sectors
and consumers.

The humanitarian frame is the most frequent and transversal one. Except for i/ Fatto
Quotidiano, it characterizes 35 percent of frames on Ukraine evoked by the newspapers. It is
prevalent in articles focusing on the humanitarian impact of the conflict, providing reports of
violence on the ground, stories of Ukrainians facing the advance of Russian military forces, as well
as insights into the experiences of refugees who escaped from the country. However, the

humanitarian narrative also recurs in combination with other frames, especially the ideological
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conflict and co-responsibility frames. Such a combination reinforces the diagnostic and prescriptive
character of the frames, emphasizing the implications that a failure to support Ukraine (ideological
conflict) or the provision of weapons to combatants (co-responsibility) have from a humanitarian
perspective.

The humanitarian frame is prominent even within the political discourse (48 percent). With
the exception of Letta (Partito Democratico), the leaders relying more on this frame are those
prioritizing the co-responsibility interpretation of the conflict. Particularly, the leader of the right-
wing/populist party Lega, Matteo Salvini, emphasizes the negative repercussions of the conflict in
the Ukrainian society, invoking the end of the hostilities and urging more initiatives to aid
Ukrainian refugees. This latter aspect finds considerable attention in parliamentary records, where
nearly a quarter of questions and interpellations exhort Italian government to intensify measures to
support Ukrainians arrived in Italy. However, a small portion of the political discourse, generally
promoted by the Italian right, associates such a supportive and empathetic approach with a less
welcoming attitude towards other types of refugees and migrants. The emerging picture is that of an
Italian hospitality system which is worn out by migration flows and cannot sustain unnecessary
efforts beyond those required by the conflict in Ukraine. Along these lines, Salvini calls for greater
efforts to distinguish refugees on the basis of their presumed ‘authenticity,” aligning the
humanitarian narrative with a ‘real’ vs. ‘false’ dichotomy on migration that is central in his party’s
political rhetoric. He draws a line between refugees escaping from ‘real wars’!® and ‘false
refugees’!* entering Italy illegally. The latter are usually identified with migrants reaching the
Italian shores on boats from North-African countries. This suggests the existence of a symbolic
distinction shaped also along racial hierarchies — as recent analyses are showing in different
countries (Shmidt and Jaworsky 2022; Prieto-Andrés et al. 2024) — that would benefit from further

empirical research.

Conclusion
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This article has investigated the main narratives characterizing the Italian public debate on the war
in Ukraine in its first four months. As it emerged from the analysis, the debate was largely
heterogeneous, with five major frames about the causes and consequences of Russian invasion
varying between and within different arenas. However, it generally prioritized a focus on
humanitarian and economic repercussions, addressing the immediate challenges posed by the crisis,
especially for Italy.

The debate was highly polarized, with media and political sources calling for continuous
support to Ukraine or full disengagement. Such perspectives are influenced by longstanding
political orientations in the respective arenas, and they reflect the political parallelism identified by
Hallin and Mancini (2004) as a feature of countries belonging to the ‘Mediterranean or polarized
pluralist model” of relations between the media and the political system. At the same time, however,
they are affected by deeper socio-political fractures, which have widened over the last few years,
when some Italian politicians have maintained strong links with Russian political elites. While the
outbreak of the conflict has seen the large majority of Italian representatives criticizing Moscow and
calling for a withdrawal of Russian forces from the Donbass region (Bordignon et al. 2022), pro-
Russia narratives have continued to reverberate in the country, intertwining with (older) narratives
concerned with the role of NATO and its enlargement (Krouwel et al. 2022). Such processes
became particularly evident in the co-responsibility frame, which, far from being their direct result,
could nonetheless represent the byproduct of segments of society and journalism that critically
consider the scope and implications of certain ideological cornerstones of Western politics (Zollman
2023).

The prominent role of the co-responsibility frame in two influential Italian newspapers
raises questions about issues of national specificity that might be relevant to explore from an
international comparative perspective (both within and outside Europe). Future research projects
might analyze and explain differences, changes, and effects of political and media framing

concerning the development of the conflict, and of Western relations with Russia.
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Notes

1. Articles “emanating from the front page” are those articles a) whose title appeared in the
front page of the newspaper, or b) that were present in the pages of the newspaper highlighted in the
front page as focusing on the conflict in Ukraine. The choice to focus on such material stemmed
from the willingness not to limit the analysis to the front page as the sole container of relevant
information on the conflict, while, at the same time, appreciating its role both as “a powerful
indicator of the importance of a given story and [as] a key mechanism for driving attention across
all media platforms” (Costanza-Chock and Rey-Mazon 2016: 2321). In many cases, the number of
articles on the war emanating from the front page coincided with the total number of articles
covering it within the newspaper.

2. While first three newspapers are among the most distributed and read in Italy according to
official statistics (e.g. Audipress), il manifesto records lower data. However, it has been included in
the sample for reasons of political balance, i.e. based on its historical role of representation of the
political spectrum of the (extreme) left-wing .

3. Parliamentary records were retrieved through the online database of the Italian Chamber of
Deputies through the keywords ‘Ukraine,” ‘Russia,” and ‘war.’

4. Tweets of Italian political leaders dealing with the conflict were retrieved through the
Twitter timeline,

5. Scurati A. ‘L’Indifferenza.” Corriere della Sera, March 4, 2022. Translated from Italian by
the author.

6. Letta E. Tweet, February 24, 2022. Translated from Italian by the author.

7. Arlacchi P. ‘Ucraina Neutrale: Ora I’UE si Impegni.’ il Fatto Quotidiano, March 4, 2022.
Translated from Italian by the author.

8. Perna T. ‘Il Re ¢ Nudo. In Campo il Movimento per la Pace, come fu per Comiso.” i/

manifesto, April 5, 2022. Translated from Italian by the author.
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0. Polito A. ‘L’Idea di Europa che Ora ¢ in Bilico.” Corriere della Sera, February 24, 2022.
Translated from Italian by the author.

10.  Conte G. Tweet, February 25, 2022. Translated from Italian by the author.

11.  Letta E. Tweet, February 27, 2022. Translated from Italian by the author.

12.  Parliamentary question 3/02808, presented by Barelli Paolo on March 8, 2022 in session
number 652. Translated from Italian by the author.

13. Salvini M. Tweet, February 27, 2022. Translated from Italian by the author.

14. Salvini M. Tweet, March 25, 2022. Translated from Italian by the author.
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