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Abstract 

This project aims to explore understandings of óEuropeô and its borders in public discourses in 

Britain, Germany and France. Thereby, it tries to shed light on Europeôs assumed óidentity 

crisisô: scholars have argued that the European Union (EU) is unable to yarn a common thread 

of European identity among its putative citizens.  

In order to investigate these public understandings of Europe, the empirical analysis aims to 

examine newspaper accounts on the migrant boat which sank near the Italian island of 

Lampedusa on the 3rd October 2013. It is estimated that more than 300 migrants, mostly 

believed to be Eritrean, died in the Mediterranean Sea in their attempt to claim asylum in the 

EU. The shipwreck triggered an important media debate on the European border and asylum 

policies in its aftermath. The thesis will show that these media representations are important 

for the study of óEuropeô: they are ñkey to understanding the ways in which people understand 

the world around them and their place within itò as Sharp (2011, 298) has noted. A total number 

of 109 articles, directly relating to the Lampedusa shipwreck in the newspapers The Guardian 

(Britain), Der Spiegel (Germany) and Le Monde (France), have been compiled, coded and 

analysed. 

As I will outline in Chapter 4, each of the analysed newspapers ascribes different meanings to 

the event and thus articulates different understandings of Europe. These findings parallel with 

the argument that ñôEuropeô figures as a differentially articulated concept, vision and project 

within self-defining national narrativesò as Moisio et al. (2013, 744) have noted. I will  argue 

that óEuropeô should therefore be understood as a ñtraveling ideaò (Said: 1983) that changes as 

it traverses from one location or point in time to another since it adapts to the new historical 

and social context. All of three analysed óideasô of Europe, however, are highly critical of the 

European border and asylum policies. The European Union is therefore increasingly under 

public pressure. 

These findings indicate that academic works on the current European border-making are unable 

to explain the articulated óideasô of Europe. By arguing that Europe re-asserts a postcolonial 

identity (see van Houtum: 2010) or is possessed by a óglobalized fearô (Pain: 2009) they draw 

a rather deterministic and essentialized picture of óEuropeô. By doing so, they fail to make 

sense of Europeôs inner differences and negotiation processes and draw an overly pessimistic 

and critical picture of óFortress Europeô ï in effect, they overlook possible starting points for 

future changes and discursive dislocations.  
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1. Introduction  

ñThere will be no peace in Europe if the states rebuild themselves on the basis of national 

sovereignty, with its implications of prestige politics and economic protection [é] The 

countries of Europe are not strong enough individually to be able to guarantee prosperity and 

social development for their peoples. The states of Europe must therefore form a federation or 

a European entity that would make them into a common economic unionò    

        - Jean Monnet1 -    

It was still in the times of the Second World War when Jean Monnet first voiced his vision of 

a united Europe that would enable the peaceful development and cooperation of the states of 

Europe. But what has become of Jean Monnetôs dream today, more than 70 years later? 

Although the European Union (EU) has gone a long and peaceful way of becoming an ever 

stronger economic and political community of now 28 member states, Monnetôs project of 

European unity seems to face an unprecedented crisis. The recent European parliamentary 

elections in May 2014 revealed viably that the European citizens are increasingly at odds with 

the European Union: right-wing and euro-sceptic parties marked a remarkable rise all across 

the European continent. The British óUkipô, the French óFront Nationalô and the German óAfDô 

have attracted more voters than ever before. But how can the publicôs ever greater doubt about 

the aims and benefits of the European Union be explained? 

Scholars in the social sciences have examined this question in light of a óEuropean identity 

crisisô. The American political scientist Francis Fukuyama (2012) for example has argued that 

ñthe EU is undergoing a life-threatening crisis. Itôs not simply a technical matter better left to 

financiers and economists. In many ways, it is really a crisis over the identity of the EU, and 

beyond that, of the identity of Europe and what obligations and responsibilities Europeans will 

have towards one anotherò. The ócrisisô is therefore connected to the question of the identity of 

Europe: what is the ócommon threadô that holds Europeans together and disseminates a feeling 

of European citizenship?  

The search for the European identity, however, appears to be particularly challenging: Jean 

Monnetôs foremost intention for a united Europe was to overcome the trap of ónational 

sovereigntyô. In other words, he sought to overcome the model of the modern nation-state 

which is based around notions of a homogenous culture and the attachment to a clearly defined 

and demarcated territory. The European Union, however, is often criticized for its failure to 

                                                           
1 Published in Monnet (1978) 
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make sense of this ódilemmaô. It is said to establish a European ósuper-stateô which suppresses 

Europeôs inner heterogeneity and, in turn, sparks an ever greater opposition between its 

member states (see Boedeltje, van Houtum: 2008; Murphy: 2013).  

The considerations on the óEuropean identity crisisô have revealed that it is of particular 

importance to assess national public attitudes towards the European identity. On the one hand, 

this could be enabling in order to identify a common thread among European citizens. On the 

other hand, it might help to uncover reasons for the growing public dissatisfaction with the 

working of the European Union and, in effect, propose alternative solutions to the ódilemmaô 

of European identity. How can we thus assess these national public attitudes? 

The influential political geographer Anssi Paasi (2001, 22) has argued that ñidentity and 

boundaries are two sides of the same coinò since identities are always formed through their 

relation to the óotherô. By establishing a demarcation line between óusô and óthemô, meanings 

become ascribed. Following this perspective, questions of European identity are importantly 

connected to the act of border-making for the European Union. In order to uncover public 

understandings of Europe we might thus assess their attitudes towards the European border 

policies.  

An incident at Europeôs external border recently attracted the attention of the European public: 

a boat with more than 500 refugees on board, mainly believed to be Eritreans, sank on the 3rd 

October 2013 in the Mediterranean Sea. The boat caught fire and capsized on its way from 

Libya to Europe just half a mile off the coast of the Italian island of Lampedusa. While only 

150 migrants were rescued by the Italian coast guards, it is estimated that around 300 people 

died in the attempt to reach the European shores and to claim asylum in the European Union 

(UNHCR: 2013). The sinking of the migrant boat triggered a great media reaction in the 

European member states and sparked a general debate on the European border policies. Works 

in critical geopolitics have asserted that this media debate is of crucial importance for the 

analysis of public attitudes. As Sharp (2011, 298) points out: ñthe media are key to 

understanding the ways in which people understand the world around them, and their place 

within it [é] because of the unrivalled power such institutions have in narrating global eventsò.  

The following dissertation therefore aims to analyse the media debate on the migrant boat of 

Lampedusa in order to explore national public understandings of the European identity and 

border. In order to do so, the dissertation examines newspaper articles in three different 

European member states, namely the United Kingdom, Germany and France. These countries 

are often regarded as the most important voices within the European Union since they represent 

the biggest economies and greatest numbers of inhabitants among the European member states. 
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The analysis will focus on one of the leading newspapers in each of these countries, namely 

The Guardian in Britain, Der Spiegel in Germany and Le Monde in France. These newspapers 

have one of the highest readerships in each country and are therefore likely to hold an important 

influence on the public ócommon senseô. 

Based on these considerations, four central research questions arise which shall guide the 

following study:  

 

Á What meanings are ascribed to óEuropeô and its border policies in the three national 

public debates? 

 

Á How do these meanings differ from each other and how can these differences be 

explained? 

 

Á What discontents are expressed with the current status quo of the European Union? 

What alternations are proposed? 

 

Á Can a ócommon threadô of European citizenship be identified? 

 

The thesis will start off by outlining a theoretical framework for the analysis of national public 

understandings of Europe. In the first two sections, the European identity will  be 

conceptualized through its external and its internal borders. In the third section, I will present 

a framework for the analysis of geopolitical storylines in newspaper articles with reference to 

O Tuathail (2002) as well as Edward Saidôs (1983) thoughts on the ótraveling ideaô. The third 

chapter then outlines my methodological approach to the analysis of newspaper articles and 

their óworldlyô context. This will include a discussion on the difficulties I encountered during 

the research process. In the fourth chapter, I will then present and interpret the analysed 

storylines on the Lampedusa shipwreck in the newspapers The Guardian, Der Spiegel and Le 

Monde. In the fifth and final chapter, I will then come back to the introductory remarks by 

pointing out possible starting points that might allow overcoming the assumed óEuropean 

identity crisisô.  
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2. The Theoretical Framework: Europeôs multiple Borders and Public 

Discourses 

 

The introductory remarks have indicated that the European Union is stuck in an óidentity crisisô: 

it is said to be unable to yarn a ócommon threadô of European citizenship that moves beyond 

the logic of national sovereignty with clearly demarcated borders and a homogenous culture. 

These considerations raise three important questions for the analysis of European identity that 

merit further reflection. First, how are the borders around Europe linked to the European 

identity? Second, how shall we make sense of the fractures and borders within Europe? Third, 

how can we assess public attitudes on Europe and its borders? 

In the following chapter, I will reflect on each of these questions in more detail by drawing on 

the academic literature. I will start off by outlining the link between Europeôs external borders 

and its identity in the first section. In the second section, I will then conceptualize Europeôs 

inner fractures and their relation to the European identity. The third section will finally theorize 

a framework for the analysis of public discourses on the European identity and border.  

 

2.1 Borders around Europe: Constructing European Identity through the Encounter with 

the óOtherô 

Borders have found increasing attention in the field of political geography in the past years. 

Rather than as natural givens, they are now conceptualized as being central to the ideas of 

territoriality and identity: only through the establishment of a dividing line between óinsideô 

and óoutsideô or óusô and the óthemô is it possible to define the meaning of a political territory 

(see Soja: 2005). Identities are therefore always constructed against the background of an 

external óotherô.  

Highly influential on this revisited concept of the óborderô has been the work of Anssi Paasi 

(1995, 2001, 2005a). He perceives boundaries as ñsocial, cultural and political constructs that 

are made meaningful and exploited by human beings as part of the institutionalization process 

of territoriesò (Paasi: 2001, 22). Their meaning is never fixed but historically contingent and 

thus continually in the making. Accordingly, the act of óborderingô becomes the central focus 

of academic inquiries (Woodward; Paul: 2005, 239). Moreover, the boundary is seen to hold 

an ñontological dimensionò because ñpeople use emplotted, causal narratives to make sense of 

their position in the world and through this, they construct their identities and experiencesò 
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(Scuzzarello; Kinnvall: 2013, 93). Boundaries therefore become inscribed and enacted in 

everyday social practices and extend beyond the actual border line.  

In light of this conceptualization of the óborderô, the current bordering processes of the 

European Union have found considerable critique in the academic literature. Controversial 

policies include the establishment of the European border agency Frontex, the European 

Neighbourhood Programme (ENP), or the confinement of illegal migrants in detention centres 

(see Vaughan-Williams: 2011; Bibler Coutin: 2010). Scholars have in particular problematized 

the sealed and militarized nature of the European border towards non-Europeans. In effect of 

these bordering practices, the EU would increasingly resemble a ñfortressò (see van Houtum; 

Pijpers: 2007, 292). 

These considerations on Europeôs bordering processes raise an important question: How does 

the fortification of Europeôs borders relate to the European self-understanding? Recent 

academic works have proposed two possible explanations for the link between Europeôs border 

policies and its identity. First, Europe would reassert a postcolonial identity through colonial 

modes of government. Second, the European identity might be affected by a óglobalized fearô 

which was sparked by the 9/11 terror attacks. I would like to turn to each of these conceptions 

in more detail below.  

 

2.1.1 Europe and a Postcolonial Identity 

The first line of argument regards the current bordering practices of the EU as re-asserting a 

colonial identity. This view parallels with work in Postcolonial theory which assumes that the 

cultural legacies of colonialism are still present in the ways the Western world perceives of 

itself and its non-Western óotherô (see for example Said: 1978).  

In this sense, the establishment of a fortified border is seen to reflect and reify notions of 

societal difference and danger (van Houtum: 2010). The world outside of Europe is seen as 

óthreatô from which the European citizens need to be protected. According to the postcolonial 

scholar David Slater (2004, 6) this representation of the non-Western world as óthreatô dates 

back to the colonial encounter: it installed a powerful metanarrative in the Western mind which 

Slater calls óEuro-Americanismô. This mode of thinking asserts the superiority of the Western 

culture and goes hand in hand with negative essentializations of its óotherô, as Slater (ibid. 11) 

puts it: ñThere is an insistent belief in the key historical and geopolitical significance of the 

West as the essential motor of progress, civilization, modernity and development. This is 

coupled with a view of the non-West as passive or recalcitrant recipientò. Van Houtum and 
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Pijpers (2007, 303) argue that the European Union, in effect, increasingly resembles a ñgated 

communityò where the common purpose is ñthe creation of a space in which the nationôs 

affluent wall and gate themselves off from the rest of the world in an enclaveò.  

Balibar (1998) further perceives of the European border policies as reproducing colonial 

technologies of governance. This is said to be particularly visible in the context of the European 

Neighbourhood Policy (ENP) which aims at outsourcing concerns about illegal migrants to 

third states (Jones: 2011). In Jonesô view, the ENP is based on European rules and standards 

which figure as the norm and ideal from which the European óoutsideô differs negatively. This 

means that an asymmetrical power-relation between óEuropeô and its óotherô is established and 

a notion of óEuro-Americanismô becomes re-asserted. Thereby, the ñmyths of Western 

civilizationò are reactivated and ñthe old image of princess Europa as wealthy, free and 

powerfulò is refurbished, as Robins and Morley (1993, 398) argue (see Figure 1).  

 

Figure 1: Refurbishing the old image of princess Europa? 

By establishing such meanings, the EU is said to follow a modernist logic of ordering space, 

namely the division of space into discrete, homogeneous nation-states as ócontainersô of social 

processes (see Brenner et al.: 2003, 1). Through its fortified border policies, Europe creates a 

clear line of separation and difference between the superior and enlightened óselfô and the 

dangerous óotherô. Irregular migration, however, would disturb this understanding of space and 
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is therefore framed as a óproblemô (Heisler: 2001). In consequence, measures are taken to 

exclude the óotherô, what Slater (1997, 59) describes as ñgeopolitical violenceò, since ñthe 

boundary could be seen as a zone of legitimate dialogue and communication, where differences 

could be negotiated, but within the frame of European colonialism boundaries established the 

imposed presence of the Europeans practically and symbolicallyò.  

 

2.1.2 Europe and a óGlobalized Fearô  

The second line of argument regards the current European border policies as outcome of a 

óglobalized fearô which was installed in the Western worldview after the 9/11 terror attacks. 

Following Pain (2009, 469), this powerful metanarrative shifts attention to the issue of ñhow 

to feign control over the uncontrollableò. It produces easy-to-understand and mobilizing 

images of dangers óout thereô that threaten the stability óin hereô, what Debrix (2007) describes 

as óTabloid Imperialismô.  

In light of this óglobalized fearô, terrorist anxieties are said to have become discursively linked 

up with other contemporary social concerns, such as migration. To speak in Derek Gregoryôs 

(2005, 123; emphasis in original) words, terrorism has been made ñpolymorphousò since 

ñwithout defined shape or determinate roots, its mantle can be cast over any form of resistance 

to sovereign powerò. From a similar perspective, Huysmans (2006) argues that Western 

perceptions of migration have been ñsecuritizedò in the aftermath of the 9/11 terror attacks. In 

consequence, a ñpolitics of fearò was installed which structures social relations on the basis of 

distrust (ibid. xii).  

Many scholars have since interpreted the European border policies as direct effect of the 

ósecuritizationô of migration following the 9/11 terror attacks. They are said to be characterized 

by a move away from geopolitics towards the insertion of ñbiopoliticsò (Hyndman: 2012). The 

primary purpose of the new ñbiopolitical borderò is not to territorialize states but rather to 

control the mobility of individual bodies. It assumes that mobility can never be nullified and 

aims to limit, check and regulate the nature and quantity of flows (Kitagawa: 2011, 213).  

This control of mobility would be achieved through the increasing use of technical and 

biometric devices, such as for example the European border surveillance system EUROSUR 

(see Vaughan-Williams: 2011, 192). Amoore (2006) suggests that the use of such scientific 

techniques leads to the óobjectificationô of subjects as they are broken up into calculable risk 

factors. In effect, ñborders are continually (re)inscribed through mobile bodies that can be risk 

assessed, categorized, and then treated as either ótrusted travellersô or óbare lifeôò (Vaughan-

Williams: 2011, 195).  
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The term óbare lifeô refers to the works of the Italian philosopher Girorgio Agamben (1998, 

2005) whose radical conceptualizations have had an important influence on the study of 

Europeôs borders. Agamben understands óbare lifeô as life which has been stripped off of any 

rights of citizenship and has thus been óbannedô from law (Agamben: 1998, 63). In 

consequence, the individualôs existence becomes reduced to mere biological life (see Ek: 2006, 

366). Agamben regards illegal migrants as primary example of óbare lifeô and evokes parallels 

to the ancient Greek figure of óhomo sacerô who could be killed without punishment but not 

sacrificed (Agamben: 1998, 47). 

Following Agambens conceptions, the distinction between life that is worth living and óbare 

lifeô is the central pivot of sovereign power (Agamben: 1998, 100). This would find its 

expression in the creation of a ñspace of exceptionò, what Agamben calls ñThe Campò (ibid. 

95). This space hosts ña population of sub-humans to whom, precisely for that reason, anything 

and everything can happen, ostensibly, in the name of law, justice and the defence of freedom 

in the world outside its wallsò (Minca: 2005, 409; emphasis in original). Historically, óthe campô 

has found its uttermost expression in the concentration camps of Nazi Germany. In the post 

9/11 era, Minca (2007, 79) argues, the camp has returned and a permanent óstate of exceptionô 

has become inserted. This has been illustrated by the establishment of detention centres for 

illegal migrants which have often been discussed in light of Agambenôs conceptions (see 

Papastergiadis: 2006). Kitagawa (2011, 210) asserts that ñmigrants arriving at the camp [the 

detention centre] were reduced to a mass without names, voices and individuality, and were 

unconditionally deported; in Agambenôs terms, rendered as bare life and abandoned into a zone 

of indistinction between citizen and non-citizenò. 

From this perspective, the European identity is not formed through the creation of a clear 

demarcation line between the óselfô and its óotherô, as postcolonial approaches argue. Instead, 

óEuropeô is seen to be importantly formed through an abstract fear which became installed in 

the aftermath of the 9/11 terror attacks. Paasi (2005b, 581) for example notes that ñthe óenemyô 

in current images does not lie beyond any specific border: rather it is the abstract notion of 

terrorism that is everywhereò.  

The preceding paragraphs have presented two conceptualizations of the link between the 

current border policies of the EU and the European identity. In the introductory remarks, 

however, I have noted that the European Union is often criticized for being unable to make 

sense of its inner heterogeneity. Furthermore, the European citizens appear to be increasingly 

sceptical about the policies of the European Union. The above conceptions, however, are 
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unable to make sense of these differences and fractures within Europe. In the following section, 

I would therefore like to turn to the borders within Europe. 

 

2.2 Borders within Europe: Constructing European Identity through the Nation-State 

Although the Schengen Agreement formally abandoned Europeôs inner borders by 1995, the 

imagined boundaries between the different member states seem to be much more rigid and 

long-lasting. The persistence of national identities within Europe is in line with Paasiôs (2001, 

14) view that ñregions are political arenasò whose meaning is subject to constant negotiation 

processes. I would therefore like to conceptualize the link between the European identity and 

the national identities within Europe in the following section. 

The differences between the European member states are often said to hamper the progress of 

Europeanization since they would impede a common political approach (see Jones, Clark: 2011; 

Scott: 2009). This line of argument regards the European identity and national identities as 

conflicting and contradictory entities. A progress of European unity could thus only be 

achieved through a furthering of Europeanization, i.e. the erasure of national differences and 

the centralisation of power within the EU. 

Bickerton (2011), however, argues that this reasoning is misleading since it would only 

reinforce the discordances between the member states: they compete over the influence on and 

content of European policies. Murphy (2013) further suggests that the process of 

Europeanization is untenable since it implicitly follows the logic of the nation-state. He argues 

that this was aptly demonstrated by the introduction of the Euro as a common currency. The 

move towards Monetary Union would have only furthered the differences between its member 

states as was illustrated by the European debt crisis in 2009: it uncovered the fractures between 

the seemingly óhomogenousô Euro zone. Murphy (ibid. 719) concludes: ñgiven the continuing 

significance of national loyalties, it will take more than centralization to produce a 

commonality of visionò. These arguments indicate that the European identity and national 

identities cannot be considered mutually exclusive. Instead, the European identity must 

integrate the nation-state. 

This assumption is supported by Boomgaarden et al. (2011, 260) who identify a positive 

correlation between the attachment to the nation-state and the identification with Europe. In 

other words, if people feel attached to the nation-state and its policies they seem to be more 

likely to be in favour of the European project. This argument suggests that the European 

identity and national identities are importantly linked to each other. Such a perspective is also 
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taken up by Waever (2005, 59) who argues that ñEurope has become increasingly powerful, 

not as an alternative polity out-competing the nation-states but as a concept increasingly 

embedded in these nation-statesò. Accordingly, the European Union has reshaped national 

identities and should therefore be understood as integral part of national visions.  

These conceptions follow the understanding that national identities as continually changing. 

This is in line with the view of Brenner et al. (2003, 16) who argue that  ña critical engagement 

with state space must always relate even the most dominant scale(s) to the broader inter-scalar 

processes through which political geographies are continually constituted and reconstitutedò.  

The European identity and national identities therefore appear to be highly dependent on each 

other. This is summarized by Moisio et al. (2013, 744) as follows: ñEuropean integration is a 

social and political process in which óEuropeô figures as a differentially articulated concept, 

vision and project within self-defining national narrativesò. National identities should therefore 

be understood as the political and cultural framework for different óreadingsô of the European 

identity (see also Paasi: 2005a, 18).  

The major problem for the European Union might therefore be the fact that there is not just one 

Europe but many competing and overlapping óEuropesô, as Paasi (2005b, 581) suggests. Since 

the European identity is dependent on national narratives, different and even contradictive 

óreadingsô of Europe could exist in different places. These differences merit further reflection, 

as Waever (2005, 59) argues: ñWe have to operate in a perspectival mode, understanding the 

different ways the meaningful worlds are constructed which all include óEuropeô but in 

different forms. The internal dynamics of each of these narrative struggles, as well as their 

mutual relations, have to be grasped to understand the stability and fragility of the complex 

constellation called Europeò.  

Robins and Morley (1995, 399) argue that a collective identity is, however, based on a certain 

coherence. They thus emphasize the importance of investigating how different óEuropesô enter 

into dialogue. Since the future of the European Union depends on a common ground, it is 

necessary to not only pay attention to the different narratives on óEuropeô but also to the 

similarities and links between them.  

These considerations have suggested that the European identity cannot be understood as 

homogenous. It should rather be regarded as a ópolitical arenaô which is characterized by inner 

fractures and boundaries. The European identity and national identities might be importantly 

intermingled and dependent on each other. In order to examine the European identity, it is 
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therefore of particular importance to assess how óEuropeô is framed within different national 

narratives and, beyond that, what commonalities and differences exist between them.  

 

2.3 Public Discourses on Europe and its Borders  

As has been noted in the introductory chapter, the European public is said to be increasingly 

sceptical about the European policies. In the following section, I would like to sketch out how 

these public understandings can be grasped in the media. In the first subsection, I will outline 

the role of the media in framing public views. In the second subsection, I will then 

conceptualize a framework for the analysis of geopolitical storylines in newspaper articles.  

 

2.3.1 The Media and Public Discourses  

The analysis of media representations has been commonly applied in research on popular 

geopolitics (see for example Sharp: 1996; Dittmer: 2005). This is based on the idea that the 

media are key to understanding the ways in which people make sense of the world around them 

(Dittmer; Dodds: 2008, 441). Silverstone (1999, 6), for example, argues that ñthe media filter 

and frame everyday realities through their singular and multiple representations, producing 

touchstones, references, for the conduct of everyday life, for the production and the 

maintenance of common senseò. In other words, the media create our taken-for-granted 

understandings of the world and our place within it and thereby determine what counts as 

ócommon senseô. 

Such a perspective is premised on the idea of the ñtextuality of geopoliticsò (O Tuathail: 1996, 

63) which understands geopolitics as discourse. The media are seen as powerful institution in 

the construction of such discourses since they provide ñthe language through which 

understandings of the world are communicated, understood and contestedò (Sharp: 2011, 298). 

In order to deconstruct such discursive patterns, we need to investigate how they systematically 

organise knowledge within them or, so to say, how they delimit what can and what cannot be 

said about a topic. Chouliaraki (2005, 277) describes such patterns as ñpolitics of truthò which 

ñauthorize the meaning horizon within which the topic of debate is understood [é], what it 

includes and what it excludes as possible knowledgeò. 

However, I do want to acknowledge academic accounts that emphasize the importance of 

understanding discourses as language and practice (see Mueller: 2008). Such perspectives call 

for the need to complement media analyses by ethnographic work on audiences in order to 

understand how media discourses are interpreted and performed (Dittmer; Dodds: 2008). 



18 
 

Although I agree with this view ï and do not want to re-assert a notion of structural determinism 

ï the investigation of geopolitical practice will not be the purpose of my study. Instead, I aim 

to assess the broader patterns of the geopolitical discourses which are offered by the media. 

How these offered storylines are performed should then be investigated in the scope of future 

enquiries.  

 

2.3.2 A Contextual Framework for the Analysis of Geopolitical Storylines in Media Articles 

The preceding considerations have indicated that public attitudes on Europe and its border 

policies are importantly formed by the media. The empirical analysis will therefore examine 

the media coverage of the Lampedusa migrant boat in Britain, France and Germany. In order 

to assess and compare the three media debates, I aim to conceptualize a framework for the 

analysis of newspaper articles in the following paragraphs.  

In a case study on the United Statesô response to the war in Bosnia, O Tuathail (2002) fruitfully 

proposes a conceptual framework for the analysis of geopolitical reasoning. I would therefore 

like to shortly sketch out O Tuathailôs conceptions.  

According to O Tuathail, media images and representations form the foundation of the political 

process (see Figure 2 below). He argues that the mass media ñcreate and condition how 

international crises erupt and are represented as a mini-series of repetitive and occasionally 

spectacular images and as a constantly updated archive of storylinesò (ibid. 607). The produced 

óarchive of storylinesô then informs political leaders and their performed ógeopolitical scriptsô. 

O Tuathail understands of the storyline as a set of arguments which ties different meanings 

together into a coherent and convincing narrative (ibid. 617). The production of such storylines 

in the media follows certain rules which he calls the ñgrammar of geopoliticsò (see Figure 3 

below). This includes the ñcategorizationò and ñparticularizationò of meanings, as well as the 

use of analogies, images and metaphors.  

He further identifies five questions which form the building blocks of a storyline and are 

therefore of particular importance for their analysis:  

 

Á WHERE? Location Specification 

This question refers to the specification of different locations as well as to the ways in 

which different scales, i.e. the local, regional and global, are related to each other (ibid. 

610). 

Á WHAT? Situation Descriptions 
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This refers to ñhow foreign policy actors classify the drama under consideration and 

construct scenarios and analogies to render it meaningfulò (ibid. 612). 

Á WHO? Actor Typifications 

This refers to the ways in which different actors are identified and positioned in relation 

to each other, often closely connected with blame strategies (ibid. 614). 

Á WHY? Attributions and Imputations of Causality (Blame Strategies) 

This refers to the ñways in which actors construct causal relations and explanations of 

eventsò (ibid.). The attribution of causality is also closely connected to the assignment 

of blame on the protagonists. 

Á SO WHAT? Strategic Calculation 

The last question refers to how the geostrategic significance of a political issue is 

calculated (ibid. 616). 

 

Figure 2: A framework for the analysis of practical geopolitical reasoning  

(O Tuathail: 2002, 608) 
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Figure 3: The 'grammar of geopolitics' (O Tuathail: 2002, 609) 

O Tuathail (ibid. 617) further acknowledges that most events are characterized by different and 

competing storylines existing side by side in the public arena in the óarchive of storylinesô. 

Accordingly, each newspaper produces its own storyline by ascribing different meanings to an 

event. Nevertheless, his framework does not offer any explanation on how these different 

storylines arise. This, however, is of particular importance for the subsequent empirical 

analysis since I aim to compare the storylines produced in different national newspapers. How 

can we then explain how different storylines ï and different national public attitudes 

respectively ï come into being?  

In order to indicate a possible explanation, I would like to turn to Edward Saidôs thoughts on 

the óworldlinessô of texts (1983). Said (ibid. 4) argues: ñMy position is that texts are worldly, 

to some degree they are events, and even when they appear to deny it, they are nevertheless a 

part of the social world, human life, and of course the historical moments in which they are 

locatedò. Following this perspective, texts ï and newspaper articles respectively ï do not exist 

in a ócultural vacuumô. Instead, they are part of the órealityô of the world and should therefore 

always be read in their social, cultural and political context (see also Burney: 2012, 117). 
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Based on these thoughts, Said (1983, 230) conceptualizes the ñtraveling theoryò. He argues 

that a theory or idea changes as it travels from one location or point in time to another. As it 

transverses different contexts, it gets modified by and adapts to the new circumstances. In 

consequence, ñno reading is neutral or innocent, and by the same token every text and every 

reader is to some extent the product of a theoretical standpointò (ibid. 242). However, I would 

like to note that I do not assume that there is an indefinite number of readings or theoretical 

standpoints. Rather, we should think of groups of people responding similar to óideasô ï or, in 

Fishôs (1976) words, of ñinterpretive communitiesò. These communities can be understood as 

ñsocial collectivities that imbue similar meanings to texts, largely because they have acquired 

specific cultural competencies as a consequence of their particular social locationò (Dittmer; 

Dodds: 2008, 446). 

These considerations allow us to refine O Tuathailôs framework for the purpose of this study. 

Saidôs conceptualizations on the ótraveling ideaô offer a potential explanation for the production 

of different geopolitical storylines on the same event. This indicates that media representations 

cannot be seen as the foundation of the political process, as proposed by O Tuathail. Rather, 

they themselves could be conditioned by their óworldlinessô, i.e. the social and historical 

context of their production. Accordingly, the readership as well as the journalists of a particular 

newspaper might form an óinterpretive communityô which ascribes similar meanings to 

óEuropeô. What follows from these considerations is that óEuropeô itself might be understood 

as a ótraveling ideaô whose meaning changes as it is inserted in different óworldlyô context. 

This, however, needs further investigation in the empirical analysis. 

 

The theoretical considerations in this chapter have important implications for the subsequent 

empirical analysis. The first section has illustrated the relevance of assessing public attitudes 

towards Europeôs border policies since they might be importantly connected to public 

understandings of Europe. The purpose of this study is therefore to examine public views on 

the Lampedusa migrant boat which sank at the European border. Moreover, I have proposed 

two possible explanations for the link between the European border policies and the European 

identity which should be investigated in the empirical analysis: the re-assertion of a 

postcolonial identity and the powerful metanarrative of a óglobalized fearô.  

The second section of this chapter has then indicated that the inner fractures within Europe are 

important for the examination of the European identity. It might be inextricably connected with 

national identities. The purpose of the following analysis is therefore to assess how óEuropeô 

is embedded in national narratives in Germany, Britain and France.  
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In the third section, I have then outlined the role of the media in framing public views. The 

subsequent analysis will t hus assess newspaper articles in order to uncover public 

understandings of óEuropeô. Saidôs considerations on the ótraveling ideaô have further indicated 

that the peculiar storylines produced in each newspaper might be importantly influenced by its 

óworldlinessô. Based on these conceptions, I aim to analyse the storylines on the background 

of their social and historical context of production. 
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3. Methodological Considerations: Analysing Newspaper Articles and their 

óWorldlinessô  

 

The aim of this study is to assess national public understandings of Europe and its borders by 

analysing articles on the 3rd October 2013 Lampedusa shipwreck in the three newspapers The 

Guardian (Britain), Der Spiegel (Germany) and Le Monde (France). Before presenting the 

findings of the empirical analysis in Chapter 4, I would like to outline and discuss my 

methodological approach in the following paragraphs.  

First of all, I want to emphasize that I do not attempt to present a complete picture of public 

understandings of óEuropeô. Due to the limited scope of this study, the research process 

involved different selection processes which I would like to acknowledge. First, the analysis 

focused on the understandings of Europe in the member states France, Germany and Britain. 

The meanings articulated in the remaining 25 member states have thereby been excluded. In 

addition, the three selected countries might all be considered as óCentral Europeanô and as 

presenting an important position in the European Union. Eastern or Southern European states, 

however, might articulate a completely different storyline on the Lampedusa shipwreck what 

merits investigation in future research.  

A second selection process unavoidably reduced the diversity of public understandings of 

Europe. This study focused on one newspaper in France, Britain and Germany what means that 

the analysis cannot be considered representative for the plurality of different views present in 

each of these countries. Nevertheless, I selected newspapers that appear to be particularly 

influential on the national public view and are comparable to each other. Both, the British daily 

newspaper The Guardian and the French daily newspaper Le Monde (literally óThe Worldô), 

have one of the highest circulations in the respective countries and consider themselves to 

articulate a centrist/left-of-centre political view (see Audit Bureau of Circulation: 2013; Le 

Monde: 2009). The weekly news magazine Der Spiegel is the biggest of its kind in Germany 

and considers itself as independent of any political party (Spiegel-Gruppe: 2014a). In addition, 

each of the three newspapers operates the leading online news platform in the respective 

country, namely óSpiegel Onlineô in Germany (Spiegel-Gruppe: 2014b), ótheguardian.comô in 

Britain (see The Guardian: 2012) and ólemonde.frô in France (see INA Global: 2010). Due to 

their national importance, the newspapers are thus likely to mirror what counts as public 

ócommon senseô and do not articulate extreme views.  
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Furthermore, I have already acknowledged that I agree with approaches that emphasize the 

importance of regarding discourses as language and practice (see Mueller: 2008). Nevertheless, 

I do understand the meanings produced in the media articles as a framework for concrete 

practices since they determine the ñstorehouse of common senseò (O Tuathail: 2002), as was 

discussed in Chapter 2. Their performativity, however, should be investigated in the scope of 

another inquiry.  

With these considerations in mind, I would now like to outline the concrete process of 

analysing articles in the three newspapers. In a first step, I aimed to assess the óworldlyô context 

in which the Lampedusa shipwreck was inserted in each of the three newspapers. This 

functioned as the fundament for the subsequent analyses of storylines on the Lampedusa 

shipwreck. Said (1983) has argued that texts ï and newspaper articles respectively ï do not 

exist in a ócultural vacuumô but form part of the historical and contemporary context of their 

production. This suggests that each of the three storylines has to be analysed jointly with its 

distinctive social and historical context.  

Yet, it is crucial to note that I do not claim to provide a full picture of the complex social and 

historical context in each of the countries. This would not only exceed the scope of this thesis 

but is also never possible since it can only ever be considered incomplete. The following 

contextual analyses therefore only aim to provide possible starting points that might be of 

importance for the purpose of this study. The examination of the óworldlyô context thus 

unavoidably involved the reduction of complexities. In order to reduce the subjectivity 

involved in this process, I tried to move back and forth between the contextual analyses and 

the analyses of newspaper articles on the Lampedusa shipwreck. This allowed filtering the 

contextual factors in compliance with the meanings ascribed to the migrant boat. The analysis 

of the contemporary context was based on a skim reading of articles in the weeks preceding 

and following the sinking of the migrant boat on the 3rd October 2013. This helped to identify 

recurring topics and events which were of particular importance in the news coverage in the 

respective time frame. The identified contextual patterns were then supplemented by academic 

works on the historical geopolitical reasoning in each of the countries in order to acknowledge 

historical factors that appear to be of importance.  

In the second step of the research process, I then assessed the geopolitical storylines on the 

Lampedusa shipwreck in each of the three newspapers. This analysis covered all articles which 

were directly related to the incident in the printed and online versions of the newspapers. In 

order to compile the relevant articles, I skim read all printed editions published in the weeks 

following the 3rd of October. In addition, I made use of the archival search function on the 
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online news platform what allowed to compile articles published online. In effect, a total 

number of 109 articles were pooled for the analysis (for a full list see index in viii.). 

The analysis of newspaper articles was based on the central questions proposed by O Tuathail 

(2002). These questions were used for a coding of the compiled articles. Respectively, the 

following five codes were deployed: WHERE?, WHAT?, WHO?, WHY, and SO WHAT?. 

Repeatedly articulated meanings were then compiled to each of the five codes (see Appendix). 

This process allowed the deconstruction of the three storylines in a comparative manner. 

The coding and subsequent compilation of meanings, however, appeared to be particularly 

challenging since it involved the reduction of information through the establishment of neat 

categories. Quotes and meanings were unavoidably detached from their context. This process 

of extracting meanings is therefore subjective and involves a certain danger of re-asserting pre-

established hypotheses. In order to diminish these biases, I aimed to identify repeatedly 

recurring patterns. As Sharp (2000, 50) has argued, it is only through constant repetition that 

meanings are consolidated and become ócommon senseô. The search for recurring patterns also 

allows the exclusion of óoutliersô which might only be the product of an individual authorôs 

opinion. Special attention has also been paid to the headlines of the articles since they condense 

meanings into a convincing catchphrase in order to spark the attention of the reader.   

In the third step of the analysis, I then drew the meanings affiliated to the five codes back 

together in order to describe and interpret the articulated storyline. I will present these 

storylines in the second subsections of chapter 4. In order to interpret the identified patterns, I 

aimed to connect the articulated meanings back to the contextual analysis. This process, 

however, appeared to be particularly challenging since it ran in risk of re-asserting contextual 

characteristics. In order to diminish this bias, I tried to move back and forth between the 

contextual analysis and the analysis of newspaper articles. Connections thus emerged and 

changed with the progress of the research process. Nevertheless, the presented links can only 

be understood as tentative. For their validation, further research that investigates the presumed 

relationships is needed. Moreover, it is important to note that I do not want to re-assert a notion 

of historical determinism, i.e. the perception of contemporary patterns as historically 

predetermined. Such a view would be deterministic and unable to explain change. I tried to 

avoid this error by relating the articulated storylines not only to historical patterns but also to 

the contemporary social and political context identified in the contextual analyses. 

Finally, I want to acknowledge that the findings presented in the following chapter might still 

be influenced by my own subjectivity and personal background. Scholars have often 

emphasized that the research process can never be value-free and objective (see England: 



26 
 

1994). My positionality as a óGermanô might thus have had important bearings on the analysis. 

This background allowed me, on the one hand, to have a special understanding and sensitivity 

for the óworldlinessô of the German newspaper articles. On the other hand, my German 

standpoint could have distorted my understandings of the storylines in The Guardian and Le 

Monde since I do not form part of the respective óinterpretive communitiesô. A person who has 

grown up in Britain or France might thus interpret the storylines and their articulated meanings 

differently.  
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4. The Empirical Analysis: Geopolitical Storylines on the 2013 Lampedusa 

Shipwreck in Britain, Germany and France 

 

The central aim of this project is to assess national public understandings of óEuropeô and its 

borders in Britain, Germany and France. For this purpose, I analysed the geopolitical storylines 

in one of the most important newspaper in each of the respective. I will present these storylines 

in the following three sections. In each of the first subsections, I would like to shortly sketch 

out contextual characteristics that might be of importance for the storylines on the Lampedusa 

shipwreck. In the second subsections, I will then present and discuss the geopolitical storylines 

on the migrant boat in each of the respective newspapers. In the fourth section, I will finally 

summarize the findings of the analyses and suggest that Europe should be understood as a 

ótraveling ideaô. 

 

4.1 Britainôs Abstention: The Geopolitical Storyline in The Guardian  

 

4.1.1 The óWorldlyô Context of Production  

Edward Saidôs considerations on the óworldlinessô of texts have indicated that we need to assess 

the social and historical context of the newspaper articles in order to understand the peculiar 

storyline on the Lampedusa shipwreck. In the following paragraphs, I would therefore like to 

sketch out contextual factors that seem to have a bearing on the articulated storyline. This will 

be based on the national and international news coverage in The Guardian in the weeks 

preceding and following the sinking of the migrant boat. I will then complement the identified 

patterns by academic works on the historical geopolitical discourse in Britain.  

The national news coverage of The Guardian in the weeks preceding and following the 3rd 

October 2013 tends to describe the economic and social situation in Britain with a rather 

pessimistic and critical undertone. Articles report on the rising living costs in the country (The 

Guardian: 25/09/2013a), the decreasing level of education in the society (The Guardian: 

08/10/2013) or the drastic decrease in economic productivity (The Guardian: 18/09/2013a). 

Questions of migration or integration, however, do not seem to be of great importance in the 

national news section since only a handful of articles report on this topic. Almost all of these 

articles focus on the efficiency of the British border control (see The Guardian: 25/09/2013b; 

The Guardian: 04/10/2013). One article, for example, debates the effectiveness of the UK e-
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border scheme in order to stop terror suspects and criminals from entering the UK (The 

Guardian: 09/10/2013a). This could be seen as a first indication for a discursive connection 

between terrorism and migration and the insertion of a óglobalized fearô (Pain: 2009) as has 

been described in the theoretical framework.  

Moreover, relatively few articles report on the European Union what suggests that it is of minor 

importance for the news coverage in The Guardian. Almost all of these articles describe the 

EU with a negative undertone. An article for example reports on the austerity in Europe which 

is seen to push it into social and economic decline (The Guardian: 10/10/2013). It is argued 

that ñwhilst other continents successfully reduce poverty, Europe adds to itò (ibid.). The British 

role in the EU is also described with a pessimistic tone. One article problematizes the economic 

situation in Britain and asks: ñIs Britain back to being the sick man in Europe?ò (The Guardian: 

18/09/2013b).  

The articles in The Guardian thus appear to articulate a rather sceptical attitude towards the 

EU. This parallels with academic works on the historical geopolitical discourse in Britain 

which trace the relatively isolated course in Europe back to the 19th century. During this time, 

Dijkink (1996, 38) argues, the British foreign policies were primarily directed towards its 

colonies overseas whereas its European neighbours were perceived to be of minor importance 

for the state. According to Taylor (1993, 76), this geopolitical discourse continued after the 

Second World War: Britain has importantly oriented itself towards the U.S. what allowed the 

British to uphold the illusion of a global hegemonic position despite the loss of their colonial 

Empire. A similar view is put forward by Dijkink (1996, 44) who argues: ñFor the British, the 

new-Anglo-American partnership meant the continuance of the illusion of separation and 

difference with regard to Europeò. This is said to be aptly illustrated by the political approach 

under former Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher who pursued an anti-common market strategy 

with the EU (see van der Wusten, Dijkink: 2002, 31). The political course of action in the 

recent past seems to suggest the continuance of this isolationist position on the European 

continent. The United Kingdom does neither form part of the Schengen Agreement nor the 

European Monetary Union. Moreover, it was critical of the European Eastern enlargement in 

2004 and 2007 and, in effect, posed restrictions on the access of Romanians and Bulgarians to 

labour markets since it feared a ómigration waveô (Light, Young: 2009).  

The international news coverage of The Guardian extensively debates the budget dispute in 

the US-American congress and the subsequent óshutdownô (see for example The Guardian: 

01/10/2013a). Moreover, the international news coverage is dominated by reports on the 

deteriorating situation in the Arab world. Articles for example report on the firing of rockets 
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and car bombs in Pakistan (The Guardian: 26/09/2013), the killing of protesters in Cairo (The 

Guardian: 07/10/2013) or the oppression of women in Arab countries (The Guardian: 

29/09/2013; 09/10/2013b). Moreover, the exploitation and ill-treatment of construction 

workers in Qatar hits the front pages for several days in early October (see for example The 

Guardian: 01/10/2013b).  

This emphasis indicates the special importance of the U.S. for the British word view, as has 

been argued by works on the historical geopolitical discourse in Britain (see Taylor: 1993). On 

the one hand, this is illustrated by the assumption that American issues, such as the óshutdown, 

seem to hold a special place in the news coverage in The Guardian. Moreover, the Arab world 

seems to be regarded as the global ótrouble spotô what resonates with the assumption that 

Islamist countries represent the primary óenemyô in the American geopolitical discourse (see 

Debrix: 2008). However, this image might also be connected to the special relevance of 

terrorism in the British context since it was directly affected by Islamist terror attacks. In July 

2005, bombings in the London underground killed 53 people what, subsequently brought the 

question of public safety on the top of the political agenda in Britain.  

The contextual analysis revealed several important aspects for the subsequent analysis of 

newspaper articles on the Lampedusa shipwreck. On the one hand, Britain seems to hold a 

relatively sceptical and isolated position towards the European Union. On the other hand, a 

special importance appears to be attributed to the U.S., the Muslim world and the issue of 

terrorism.  

 

4.1.2 The Geopolitical Storyline on the Lampedusa Shipwreck 

In order to uncover British public narratives on Europe and its border, I analysed the 

geopolitical storyline on the Lampedusa migrant boat in the British newspaper The Guardian. 

A total number of 26 newspaper articles was compiled, coded and analysed. An overview of 

the coded meanings is presented in Table 1 at the end of this subsection. In the following 

paragraphs, I would like to present the analysed storyline on the Lampedusa shipwreck as well 

as to interpret my findings by resorting back to the theoretical framework and the contextual 

analysis.  

Immigration as a Matter of National Sovereignty: 

The articles clearly connect the Lampedusa migrant boat to the European Union. They locate 

the incident at ñItalyôs southern shores, a key entry point to the European Unionò (The 

Guardian: 03/10/2013b). The Italian border is seen as the ñpromised land for thousands of 
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Africans fleeing war and poverty who aspire to new lives, usually in northern Europeò (The 

Guardian: 06/10/2013b). Nevertheless, the articles do not conceive the migrant boat primarily 

as a European óproblemô. Rather, it becomes foremost an Italian concern and is directly 

attributed to the Italian border policies. As the above quotes indicate, a notion of the Italian 

island of Lampedusa as a óweak pointô in the European border is evoked. This is further 

emphasized by the extensive reporting on the Italian political debate in the aftermath of the 

shipwreck. All articles except a few discuss the responses of Italian government officials as 

well as the legal situation in Italy. The political debate which was sparked within the European 

Union, in contrast, is only randomly mentioned.   

Moreover, the Italian government is repeatedly blamed for its harsh immigration policies which 

are seen as primary cause for the drowning of hundreds of migrants. The former Berlusconi 

administration, for example, is criticized for its agreements with the Libyan government under 

Gaddafi, its push-backs of refugees in need of protection, as well as for a law which turns 

migrants into criminals (see The Guardian: 04/10/2013b). In effect, the Italian government is 

said to encourage ñtrafficking by criminal organisations, while discouraging open water rescue 

for fishermen, who fear being accused of aiding and abettingò (The Guardian: 04/10/2013b).  

These articulated meanings parallel with the patterns identified in the contextual analysis. It 

was indicated that the European Union is of relatively low importance for Britain. Moreover, 

Britain does not form part of the Schengen Agreement what means that immigration is still first 

and foremost a matter of national politics. This understanding of immigration as a matter of 

national sovereignty seems to be transferred to the Italian state in the articulated storyline. In 

this regard, the Italian state is seen as primarily responsible for the shipwreck and thus for 

securing its own borders rather than the European Union. 

 

A sceptical view on the European Union: 

The responsibility of Europe, in contrast, is regarded from an ambivalent stance. In a handful 

of articles, Europe is seen as complicit in the deaths since it does not show any solidarity for 

the Italian government. One author seems to be particularly critical of the European Union and 

argues that ñthe EUôs attitude to migrants will be its own undoingò and ñthe EU itself has 

become barbaricò (The Guardian: 10/10/2013b). Other articles, however, repeatedly devalue 

the call of Italian government for help from the European Union. Italyôs claim for a fairer share 

of migrants, for example, is said to be unjustified since the country takes in only a small amount 

of asylum seekers in comparison to northern European states (The Guardian: 09/10/2013). Such 

a line of argument evokes the notion of a cynical Italian government that tries to take advantage 
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of the Lampedusa shipwreck in order to manipulate the European Union for its own advantage. 

The EU is therefore perceived as a political entity which is mobilised by its member states for 

their own ends. This pattern seems to strengthen the assumption of a euro-sceptical view among 

the British public.  

The low identification with the EU is further illustrated by the fact that the Lampedusa migrant 

boat is not perceived as a direct concern for Britain. Only one author directly relates the 

shipwreck to Britain in a short paragraph. He argues: ñIf the Lampedusa boat had landed safely, 

the next wave of stories would have warned of the hordes now heading across Europe; 

destination Britainò (The Guardian: 04/10/2013c). Further feelings of a British responsibility 

or affection are not evoked by the storyline. This indicates that the British public does not 

identify itself with European problems or policies and, in effect, that it does not consider itself 

as a part of óEuropeô. I have noted that scholars such as Waever (2005) argue that European 

and national identities are inextricably connected. This view, however, seems to not be 

paralleled by the storyline articulated in The Guardian.  

 

The Lampedusa shipwreck as ótragedyô: 

The sinking of the migrant boat is further framed as a dramatic and horrific event. This is 

demonstrated by the frequent use of metaphors such as ódisasterô, ótragedyô or óshameô. Five 

articles directly feature the metaphor of a ñtragedyò in their headlines (see for example The 

Guardian: 08/10/2013b). This notion is furthered by pictures that portray hundreds of coffins 

lined up in a hangar (see Figure 4 below). Moreover, articles repeatedly assert that the ñboat 

sinking was no accidentò (The Guardian: 04/10/2013b) and frame it as a ñslaughter of 

innocentsò (The Guardian: 03/10/2013a). This evokes the notion that the deaths could have 

been prevented if only a better border management was in place. 

The illegal migrants who lost their lives at Lampedusa are therefore presented as helpless and 

innocent victims of political inadequacies (see Figure 5). Through the frequent use of eye 

witnessesô reports and the narration of migrant stories, compassion and pity for the destiny of 

the illegal migrants is generated. An article for example describes the ñhellish journeyò which 

Villa and his friend had to go through in order to reach Europe (The Guardian: 06/10/2013b). 

Such reports also evoke a feeling of identification with the dead migrants what is best illustrated 

by the quote of a diver who laments a dead child with the words ñit could have been my sonò 

(The Guardian: 07/10/2013).  
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Figure 4: The notion of a 'tragedy' 
 

 

Figure 5: The image of the innocent and helpless migrant 

These meanings indicate that neither postcolonial views on the European identity nor notions 

of a óglobalized fearô seem to be able to explain the articulated storyline. As has been outlined 

in chapter 2, a postcolonial perspective assumes that the European identity is constructed 

through an antagonistic relationship and a clear demarcation line with an inferior and dangerous 

óotherô (see for example Slater: 2004). This assumption, however, appears to be deliberately 

subverted in the articulated storyline. The illegal migrants are portrayed as helpless and 
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innocent and identification with their destinies is sparked. In effect, the boundary between the 

óselfô and the óotherô is blurred and the modernist logic of ordering space into discrete 

containers (Brenner et al.: 2013) undermined.  

Moreover, a postcolonial perspective assumes that óEuropeô is portrayed as the ñessential motor 

of progress, civilization, modernity and developmentò, as Slater (2004, 6) has argued in his 

conceptions of óEuro-Americanismô. In the context of the Lampedusa shipwreck, however, the 

European governments are presented as incompetent and their policies as failed. This further 

questions a postcolonial view on the European identity since it indicates that óEuropeô is 

portrayed as faulty instead as superior.  

The conception of a óglobalized fearô (Pain: 2009) also appears to be unable to explain the 

articulated meanings. Scholars such as Huysmans (2006) and Paasi (2005b) argue that the topic 

of migration became discursively linked up with an abstract fear of terrorism in the aftermath 

of the 9/11 attacks. In the articulated storyline, however, the illegal migrants are presented as 

helpless and innocent rather than as potential terrorists who spark fear and danger. Moreover, 

the generation of identification and compassion questions perspectives on the ñbiopolitical 

borderò (Hyndman: 2012). Kitagawa (2011, 210), with reference to Agamben, has argued that 

ñmigrants arriving at the camp were reduced to a mass without names, voices and 

individualityò. The storyline in The Guardian, however, does not parallel this view. Articles 

repeatedly recount the migrantôs stories, such as Villaôs (The Guardian: 06/10/2013b) and 

generate individuality.  

The notion of a óboat people crisisô: 

Moreover, the Lampedusa migrant boat is repeatedly interpreted as part of a ñboat people 

crisisò (The Guardian: 13/10/2013b). Around a third of the articles invoke notions of a 

ómigration waveô of thousands of Africans trying to reach Europe (see Figure 6 below). The 

urgency of the perceived ócrisisô is emphasized by the repeated use of statistical numbers and 

figures (see The Guardian: 03/10/2013c). A renewed sinking of a migrant boat on the 11th 

October is framed as a stark confirmation for the fact that ñboats continue to arrive in a wave 

that has not relentedò (The Guardian: 12/10/2013b). Moreover, an article reports on the 

situation in Libya by arguing that ñthere are so many African migrants in Libya wanting to 

make the dangerous trip to Europe that Tripoli zoo has been turned into a processing centre for 

themò (The Guardian: 13/10/2012a). These meanings parallel with Debrixô (2007) conceptions 

of a óTabloid Imperialismô. He argues that this discourse was installed in the aftermath of the 

9/11 terror attacks and produces mobilizing images of dangers óout thereô that threaten the 
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stability óin hereô. In effect, the notion of a óglobalized fearô would be sparked. The articulated 

storyline also appears to produce such an image by asserting that thousands of migrants would 

be waiting óout thereô to soon óoverrunô the European continent. The might spark feelings of 

fear and danger among the public. The notion of a ómigration waveô could also present a 

justification for the securitization of the borders of óFortress Europeô. This, however, is 

regarded from an ambivalent stance: a handful of articles also emphasize the need for a less 

restrictive asylum policy (The Guardian: 04/10/2013b). 

  

 

Figure 6: "Migrants dock at Lampedusa...13,000 have arrived there so far this year" 

Such images of a óboat people crisisô seem to parallel the argument of a ñsecuritizationò of 

migrant issues in the aftermath of the 9/11 terror attacks. This might be connected to the 

empathy with the U.S., the notion of the Muslim world as ótrouble spotô as well as the 

experience of terrorist attacks in Britain, as was indicated in the contextual analysis.  
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 The Shipwreck in The Guardian 

WHERE? Lampedusa as a óweak pointô in the European border; 

A matter of Italian importance 

WHAT?  A ñtragedyò, ñdisasterò and ñshameò; 

Part of a ñboat people crisisò; 

WHO? The illegal migrants as innocent victims; 

The Italian state as culprit which is unable to put in place a fair approach 

to asylum; 

The EU is mobilised for Italyôs own ends / The EU is complicit in the 

deaths (ambivalent) 

WHY? Failure of the Italian government to secure its borders; 

The EU refuses help to the Italian state (ambivalent) 

SO WHAT? Part of a ómigration waveô; 

An óemergency situationô that demands urgent action 

Table 1: The Analysed Geopolitical Storyline in The Guardian 

 

4.2 Germanyôs Guilt: The Geopolitical Storyline in Der Spiegel  

  

4.2.1 The óWorldlyô Context of Production 

The preceding analysis has indicated that contextual factors play an important role for the 

meanings ascribed to the Lampedusa shipwreck in The Guardian. This eschews the question 

of whether the storyline in Der Spiegel differs and whether these differences could be explained 

by their distinctive óworldlyô context. I would thus like to shortly sketch out the peculiar context 

of the storyline in Der Spiegel in the following paragraphs. 

In the weeks preceding and following the sinking of the migrant boat on the 3rd October 2013, 

the national news section of Der Spiegel was dominated by a discussion on the German federal 

election held on the 22nd September as well as the coalition talks in its aftermath. With 42% of 

all votes, the liberal-conservative party CDU saw its greatest victory since 1990. In 

consequence, Chancellor Angela Merkel was re-elected for the next legislative period. These 

results have generally been discussed with a positive undertone in the articles in Der Spiegel. 

Angela Merkel was regarded as the strong and powerful ómotherô of Germany (Der Spiegel: 

21/09/2013a). Her policies are said to have led to a ñbrilliant economic situation in Germanyò 

(Der Spiegel: 21/10/2013). Merkelôs victory is also linked to her special role in the European 
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Union, as she is seen as being able to shape the direction of European politics and as holding a 

powerful position in Europe (Der Spiegel: 28/10/2013a). Another article attributes this special 

power to her role of an óintermediaryô which is said to have led to a strong Euro and a common 

European financial and economic policy (Der Spiegel: 21/10/2013). 

These patterns seem to parallel academic works on the historical geopolitical discourse in 

Germany. Scholars such as Waever (2005) have argued that óEuropeô plays an important role 

in the German world view. This is often traced back to Germanyôs historical óSonderwegô 

(óspecial pathô) which involved the initiation of two world wars. In the aftermath of the Second 

World War, the newly formed Federal Republic of Germany distanced itself importantly from 

the mistakes of the past. Politicians emphasized that never again a war would start from German 

territory. They rejected any notions of a German óspecial pathô by binding the state to every 

possible international institution, such as the European Economic Commission and the NATO. 

In effect, óWestintegrationô and a feeling of guilt came to be at the heart of German politics as 

Bach and Peters (2002, 5) argue. This is supported by the notion that German politicians 

showed a special ambition for the progress of European integration. For instance, the former 

German chancellor Helmut Kohl fundamentally contributed to the enactment of the Schengen 

Agreement which abandoned Europeôs internal borders. Moreover, Germany is said to have 

played an important part in many other European advancements such as the Monetary Union 

(Siebold: 2013).   

Moreover, the self-confident German perception of its role in the European Union seems to 

parallel Bach and Peters (2002, 10) view that Germany now ñconsiders itself adult and mature, 

yet reasonable and sensitiveò. They argue that Germany has regained its full sovereignty and 

confidence with its reunification in 1990. The German self-perception as an óintermediaryô in 

the EU is further said to be connected to the German óMittellageô (ómiddle positionô) during 

the Cold War as it was directly affected by the East-West divide (ibid. 11). Thus, Germany did 

not only pursue its political óWestintegrationô but also a dialogue with the Soviet Union. This 

became implemented in the óOstpolitikô which aimed for the political rapprochement with the 

East over several decades. As the articles above indicate, this óintermediaryô position has 

continued to characterize the German self-perception. 

Of particular importance in the news coverage of Der Spiegel further appear to be questions of 

immigration and integration which represent a repeatedly discussed topic. The major issue in 

this context seems to be the extent to which migrants should assimilate to the German society. 

An article, for example, debates whether Turkish public servants should be allowed to wear a 

headscarf at their workplace (Der Spiegel: 26/09/2013). Another article discusses the question 
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of whether the government should introduce the dual citizenship for Germans with a migrant 

background (Der Spiegel: 28/10/2013).  

Several contextual factors that might be of importance for the storyline on the Lampedusa 

shipwreck in Der Spiegel have been identified in this subsection. In contrast to Britain, 

óEuropeô seems to be of major importance for German politics. Moreover, articles on the role 

of Chancellor Angela Merkel in Europe indicate that the German position in the EU is viewed 

with a high level of self-confidence.  

 

4.2.2 The Geopolitical Storyline on the Lampedusa Shipwreck 

The analysis of the storyline on the Lampedusa shipwreck in the news magazine Der Spiegel 

aimed to investigate understandings of Europe and its borders among the German public. It 

covered a total number of 42 articles. For a summary of the coded meanings see Table 2 below. 

In the following paragraphs, I would like to present and interpret the analysed geopolitical 

storyline. 

Immigration as a European matter:  

In contrast to the storyline in The Guardian, the articles in Der Spiegel immediately debate the 

sinking of the migrant boat as of primary importance for Europe. The island of Lampedusa is 

regarded as the ñgate to Europeò (Der Spiegel: 03/10/2013a) and ñEuropeôs southernmost 

outpostò (Der Spiegel: 03/10/2013c). The incident is therefore framed as a concern for Europe 

as a whole what the following quote aptly demonstrates: ñEntire Europe is shocked about what 

has happenedò (Ibid.). In effect, not the Italian political debate but the European Union and its 

immigration and border policies come to be the primary focus of attention in almost all articles.  

The deaths at sea are thus framed as direct outcomes of political inadequacies within the 

European Union. This is demonstrated by the fact that the incident is repeatedly interpreted as 

a symbol for the ñfailure of Europeò (Der Spiegel: 03/10/2013c). The European leaders are 

directly blamed for the incident and the EU is presented as the óculpritô of the deaths. Most 

articles therefore openly criticize the nature of the European immigration and border policies. 

Around ten articles blame the inability of the European countries to enact a common European 

asylum policy. In this context, the Dublin Regulation ï which identifies the country responsible 

for processing asylum claims as the one through which a person first entered the European 

Union ï is highly problematized. It is seen as an excuse for Central European countries to 

refuse help to countries most affected by illegal immigration, such as Italy (see Der Spiegel: 
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09/10/2013b). In addition, the ñfiction of Fortress Europeò (Der Spiegel: 03/10/2013c) is also 

repeatedly criticized (see Figure 7 below). The European Union is blamed for its lack of 

receptiveness, its unwillingness to provide legal means of entry to people in need, and its 

disrespect for the right to asylum (Der Spiegel: 08/10/2013a; Der Spiegel: 03/10/2013a).  

 

Figure 7: Critique at t he óFiction of Fortress Europeô 

These meanings indicate that the migrant boat becomes importantly linked to the European 

Union and its immigration policies in Der Spiegel. The identified patterns suggest that in 

Germany, in contrast to Britain, questions of asylum and immigration are not regarded primary 

as a matter of national sovereignty but instead as responsibility of the European Union. This 

appears to be in line with the assumptions of the contextual analysis which indicated that 

óEuropeô is of great importance for Germany. 

A visionary identity of óEuropeô: 

The shipwreck also eschews farer-reaching questions on the design and values of óEuropeô. 

The European leaders are repeatedly presented as stubborn and unwilling to show solidarity 

for each other (see Der Spiegel: 08/10/2013d). This notion is aptly illustrated in the following 

quote: ñOutside of the conference room, it becomes clear what the actual construction failure 

of the community of states is ï no matter if it is about the Euro or about human beings, the big 

picture splits up into the fussy national too quicklyò (Der Spiegel: 08/10/2013d). Based on this 

critique, the fundamental need for a European solidarity and a better co-operation between the 

member states is asserted.  
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The European Union is further blamed for not implementing its fundamental values, as the 

following quote indicates: ñto look the other way and to let people sail into their death 

disregards our European valuesò (Der Spiegel: 04/10/2013b). These European values appear 

to mainly be understood as the protection of human rights what is illustrated by the notion that 

ñrespect for human dignity, which is the fundamental mission of the EU, would demand us not 

to talk about numbers but to help these peopleò (Der Spiegel: 14/10/2013c).  

These meanings suggest that a vision of óEuropeô does exist in the German context. The 

imagined óEuropeô is a space which is characterized by the protection of human rights, its 

receptiveness for people in need of help and solidarity between the European states. The status 

quo of the EU, however, is criticized for not being in line with this vision. These assumptions 

support the argument that the German public, in contrast to the British, importantly identifies 

itself with óEuropeô (see Waever, 2005; Bach, Peters: 2002). 

The German responsibility for the European Union: 

In the articles in Der Spiegel, the migrant shipwreck does not only become a European 

óproblemô but is also interpreted as being of major relevance for Germany. Around a half of 

the articles discusses the responsibility of the German government for the deaths and reports 

on the domestic political debate which was sparked in the aftermath of the sinking (see Der 

Spiegel: 09/10/2013e). Moreover, the shipwreck is discussed as a major issue for the coalition 

talks of the governmental parties in the aftermath of the German federal elections (see for 

example Der Spiegel: 10/10/2013a). This importance for Germany is reinforced by the fact that 

the shipwreck triggers large protests and demonstrations in Hamburg and Berlin from October 

15 onwards (see Figure 8 below). An article, for example, reports on the protests in Berlin by 

arguing that: ñthe drama of Lampedusa has consequences for Germany: via the Italian island, 

refugees move to Berlin and Hamburgò (Der Spiegel: 16/10/2013). Four articles also report on 

the ñLampedusa Groupò, a group of striking refugees in Hamburg, who trigger major public 

demonstrations for immediate changes in the German and European immigration policies (see 

Spiegel: 17/10/2013).  

This perception of the shipwreck as European and simultaneously German óproblemô supports 

the assumption that the German public importantly identifies itself with óEuropeô. European 

problems are framed as German problems and vice versa. This parallels with the view that the 

German and the European identity are inextricably connected and that óEuropeô can only be 

understood through national narratives (see Moisio et al: 2013; Paasi: 2005a). 
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Figure 8: "Asylum protest at the Brandenburg Gate:  

Debate on the reception of more refugees" 

The articulated meanings further suggest that Germany considers itself as playing an important 

role in the European Union. This is supported by the following quote: ñwe are the richest and 

a political strong country in the European Union, our government needs to implement its claim 

for leadershipò (Der Spiegel: 14/10/2013c). These assumptions seem to support the notion that 

Germany has regained its self-confidence on the international stage as for example Bach and 

Peters (2002) have argued. In effect, óEuropeô seems to play an important role for the German 

national vision.  

This notion of a newly refurbished German self-confidence, however, is importantly 

undermined through a feeling of German óguiltô. Most of the articles which debate the 

relevance of the shipwreck for Germany blame the German government for being complicit in 

the deaths. An article for example asserts that ñrefugees are not welcome in Europe. Especially 

not in Germanyò (Der Spiegel: 07/10/2013a). Similar to the European Union, the German 

government is presented as stubborn and unwilling to change its position by holding on to the 

Dublin Regulation. In this context, a need to unburden other member states is emphasized (Der 

Spiegel: 05/10/2013b). These findings indicate that the feeling of German óguiltô, which is said 

to have become installed after the Second World War, is far from gone. A German self-

criticism thus seems to play an important role in debates on its position in the EU.  

 

The Lampedusa shipwreck as ótragedyô:  
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Similar to the storyline articulated in The Guardian, the sinking of the migrant boat is described 

with a high degree of empathy. A total number of 15 articles make direct use of metaphors such 

as ódisasterô, ótragedyô or ódramaô in their headlines in order to describe the incident (see for 

example Der Spiegel: 03/10/2013a). Moreover, the illegal migrants are portrayed as innocent 

victims of political inadequacies and as being in need of help. One article, for example, asserts 

that ñrefugees are particularly vulnerable peopleò (Der Spiegel: 09/10/2013d). In effect, 

compassion and empathy for their destinies is evoked. Other article pictures reminiscential 

photographs of friends and families of the drowned migrants what sparks identification with 

their histories (see Figure 9 below) (Der Spiegel: 07/10/2013b).  

 

Figure 9: ñDumb witnesses of an unbelievable tragedyò 

Such photographs seem to deliberately undermine Amooreôs (2006) arguemnt of the 

óobjectificationô of subjects in effect of biopolitical ways of governing. The storyline in Der 

Spiegel, however, portrays the illegal migrants as subjects and their individual histories are 

told. As was already discussed in the context of the storyline in The Guardian, these meanings 

also seem to question postcolonial views on the European identity as well as the metanarrative 

of a óglobalized fearô.  

 

A softening of the European border as solution:  


