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Abstract 
By comparing European and US newspaper debates on the 2003 Iraq War, this 
working paper empirically tests whether a European public sphere exists regarding 
the contested issue of war and peace. This component of foreign and security policy 
represents a hard case for the evolution of European communication and looking for 
it empirically leads into nearly uncharted territory, as most studies have not yet 
addressed this particular policy field. The data set includes more than 400 articles 
from six respected newspapers in Germany, Great Britain, and the US, which serve in 
this case as a non-European control group. One interesting finding of the frame 
analysis is the fact that one can identify a European community of communication 
that relates to the legal dimension of the Iraq-debate and to discourses in two 
European countries. Opinions related to the question whether or not the use of 
military force complies with international law vary widely in all three countries. 
However, in contrast to the discourse prevalent in the US, both the German and the 
British discourses show a strong preference for upholding the rule of international 
law. 
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Introduction1 

For the past several years, scholars investigating the possibility of a European public 
sphere have intensely engaged in theoretical debates on the possibility of 
transnational communication in Europe. While some claim that the emergence of a 
European public sphere remains wishful thinking, as Europeans are too different with 
regard to language, identity and media infrastructure to engage in transnational 
discourse, others have convincingly argued that these obstacles are only pseudo 
problems that do not necessarily impede a common understanding across national 
borders (Kantner 2004). Compared to theoretical debates, empirical research seems to 
be one step ahead: Over the last years, the results of a number of studies have shown 
that common, transnational communication in Europe is already a reality and that 
Europeans do not necessarily talk at cross-purposes. Thus, empirical scholarship does 
not as much engage in questions regarding the existence or non-existence of a 
European public sphere but rather in questions regarding the identification of policy 
fields and issue blocs characterized by common understanding as well as those 
regarding the characteristics and content of a European public sphere. Until now, 
empirical indications that communication occurs across national borders have been 
found relating to a number of subjects. For example evidence of this phenomena has 
surfaced in debates on European enlargement (van de Steeg 2003) on policy-making 
of the European Union (EU) in the year 2000 (Trenz 2004) or during the ‘Haider 
debate’ in 2002, when the EU commission considered interfering with Austrian 
domestic policy after Haider´s right-wing party came into power (van de Steeg and 
Risse 2007). 
 
However, one ‘hard case’ for the emergence of a European community of 
communication has not been addressed yet by empirical resarch: This is the field of 
foreign and security affairs, within which the use of armed force represents one 
especially contested issue. It is traditionally considered in connection with decision-
making processes in sovereign nation-states and discussions regarding military 
strikes and troop deployment can lead to intense debates on its normative and moral 
implications. The primary objective of this paper therefore is to investigate whether or 
not a European public sphere2 exists in relation to precisely this policy field. 
 
But why, one might sceptically ask, should we bother about looking for a 
Europeanized public sphere in foreign and security issues? Is this search not simply 
an academic exercise where there it is now the turn for security policy to demonstrate 
its ‘Europeanness’ in communication? And what difference does a European public 

                                                 
1 This working paper was written within the framework of a large-scale, comparative, quantitative and 
qualitative media analysis that is currently being carried out at the Free University Berlin and which is 
directed by Prof. Dr. Thomas Risse and Dr. Cathleen Kantner. We are grateful to the German Research 
Foundation (DFG, contract no. RI 798/8) and the European Commission’s Sixth Framework Programme, 
within which our study is supported as part of RECON (Reconstituting Democracy in Europe, Integrated 
Project, contract no. CIT4-CT-2006-028698), for their funding of this project. For comments and support I 
would also like to thank Cathleen Kantner, Ingo Peters, Thomas Risse, Helene Sjursen, and Wolfgang 
Wagner.  My thanks also go to John-Thomas Eltringham for helping me with the language-editing. 
2 In this study, a public sphere is defined as a forum of political communication where people can 
publicly debate an issue of common concern, knowing that they are observed by a public which can 
participate through the mass media in these discussions (cf. Eder 2003: 85; van de Steeg 2003: 178f). 
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sphere make for political outcomes and their legitimacy? There are several answers 
but two seem especially important to me: One derives from the well-known and 
classic argument from democracy theory that a public sphere is ultimately linked with 
the enhancement of accountability and thus, a functioning political order. Both the 
above quoted sceptics and optimists on the possibility of European communication 
agree about the importance of public support from the people in ensuring that 
political institutions can exercise legitimate power. In modern democratic systems, be 
them nation states or transnational political units like the EU, a mass public sphere as 
an intermediary sphere, then, provides an interface between private players and 
social groups on the one hand and representatives of the political system on the other. 
And this interface might be notably crucial in the case of the EU being a political 
order still under way and therefore relying even stronger on the evolution of a public 
sphere.  
 
Secondly, one can argue from a constructivist perspective that the question whether 
Europeans ‘speak with one another in times of war’ can lead us to a better 
understanding of the scopes and limitations of a common European foreign and 
security policy. As defined in this study (ch. 2, p. 7f), a European public sphere is 
about shared interpretations among Europeans when they debate an issue of common 
concern. Public discourses can therefore be considered a forum where one can 
observe and ‘measure’ meaning structures and thus learn about commonly shared but 
also about diverging viewpoints and convictions of a community. However, such 
discourses do not emerge out of the blue but can develop in the course of debating 
critical events, issue of war and peace are a prototypical example, that then can lead to 
mass public debates (Risse and Kantner 2004: 5). This study therefore concentrates on 
public discourses during the 2003 Iraq War as an exemplary case to look for the 
emergence of a European public sphere in the field of security policy.  
 
As indicated above, foreign and security policy is a difficult and unlikely case for the 
development of European communication and it would therefore be all the more 
interesting if this study could demonstrate the development of a European public 
sphere in this particular policy field. With regard to the particular case of this study, it 
can be assumed on the one hand that the 2003 Iraq War represents a model case in 
which Anglo-American public spheres confront continental Europe ones´. In this case, 
the specific characteristics of respective the nations and regions would very much 
shape the framing of the Iraq debate and this finding would point to rather 
nationalized than Europeanized communication. On the other hand, it could also be 
assumed that ideological cleavages (conservative vs. liberal) are the more salient 
feature in European newspaper debates. This finding, however, would indicate some 
form of European communication, as similar viewpoints are shared across national 
borders. 
 

The case: The debate on ‘Iraq resolution 1441’ in European and US-
American mass media 
Questions regarding the development of a European public sphere can be answered 
by examining a time period that covers five months of intense and heated discussion 
and that took place before the actual begin of the Iraq War. The starting point of this 
study is 8 November 2002, the date on which Resolution 1441 (2002) was 
unanimously passed by the UN Security Council. By this point in time, the political 
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debate on how to respond to the Iraqi regime was already well underway. The public 
debate, however, began in earnest with the discussion of how this Resolution was to 
be interpreted. ‘1441’ gave the UN inspectors the power to resume their work 
immediately and with an expanded mandate. It furthermore threatened Iraq with 
‘serious consequences’ if it failed to fulfil its disarmament obligations (Resolution 
1441 of 08.11.2002, paragraph 13). The wording was ambiguous, leaving open the 
question as to whether or not the possible use of military force required further 
resolutions. Therefore it was feared that the American government would use this 
unclear formulation as a licence to use military force (cf. Gareis 2003: 50). In the 
months following the adoption of Resolution 1441, the public debate grew 
increasingly volatile. There were intense discussions in the newspapers, on television 
programmes and on the radio concerning the normative and moral implications of a 
possible use of force in Iraq. 20 March 2003 is the date marking the end of the period 
under review. This was the day on which American and British troops, with the 
symbolic participation of soldiers from Poland and Australia, commenced military 
operations against Iraq, an event which necessarily marked the end of the public 
debate on the possible use of military force in Iraq. 
 

Methodological and theoretical background 
Methodologically, this study conducts a comparative content-analysis of leading print 
media in two European countries (Germany, United Kingdom) and the US, which 
serves as a non-European control case. In more detail, frame analysis is used, as it can 
provide insights on the structure of arguments used in mass public debates and on 
argumentative linkages between different national discourses. Theoretically, this 
study draws on Jürgen Habermas´ concept of a discursive public sphere (Habermas 
1995) and the Eder-Kantner criteria of transnational communication (Eder and 
Kantner 2000) that can be empirically tested. Thus, Europeans can be said to speak 
with one another when they firstly discuss an issue at the same time and when they 
secondly refer to similar interpretation and common viewpoints. However, as 
explained later in chapter two (p. 7f), this study adds a third empirical indicator for 
European communication, namely the emergence of a discourse relating to a 
collective European identity. 
 

Structure 
In this working paper, I proceed as follows. After briefly presenting the state of 
theoretical and empirical research on a European public sphere, chapter two then 
clarifies indicators and hypotheses upon which this study is based with regard to the 
measurement of transnational communication in Europe. On the basis of a 
comparative frame analysis of four European and two American newspaper 
discourses, the third part will finally give an empirical answer to the question 
whether a European public sphere developed in the run-up of the 2003 Iraq War.  
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On optimists, sceptics and pragmatists: 
A brief summary of current state of research 

Theoretical controversy over the possibility of transnational 
communication in Europe 
Much of the theoretical discussion concerning the subject of a European public sphere 
begins with the question of whether it is possible at all to envisage the emergence of 
European communication. Many academics are sceptical about whether there will be 
a European public sphere in the foreseeable future because, as they argue, European 
citizens are too different (cf. Gerhards 1993, 2000; Grimm 1995; Kielmansegg 1996, 
2003; Schlesinger 1995). One of their justifications for this belief is the absence of 
common European media, which means, in turn, that there is no media infrastructure 
for a common public opinion-forming and decision-making process (cf. Gerhards 
1993: 108; Grimm 1995: 41; Schlesinger 1995: 25f). A further problem that they 
highlight is the fact that the people of Europe speak a multitude of different 
languages. Without a common language, it is impossible to consume common media 
(cf. Gerhards 2000: 292; Grimm 1995: 41f). Finally, academics in this group argue that 
European topics are frequently discussed from national viewpoints, but that there is 
no European identity which could lead to a common, that is to say transnational, 
perspective on European issues (cf. Gerhards 1993: 99).  
 
On the other hand, however, there are a small number of academics who believe that 
an arena for European communication on European subjects is possible and already 
exists. Particularly in recent years, a number of academics have been engaged in 
examining the relationship identified by sceptics between language, media and 
identity on the one hand and a European public sphere on the other (cf. Eder and 
Kantner 2000; Kantner 2003, 2004; Risse 2002, 2003; Trenz 2004; van de Steeg 2002a, 
2003). They explain the emergence of a public sphere via the dynamics of public 
debate. In this context and with reference to Habermas´ response to Dieter Grimm (a 
European public sphere is ‘a political public sphere which enables citizens to take 
positions at the same time on the same topics of the same relevance’ Habermas 1995: 
306), Cathleen Kantner and Klaus Eder formulated two criteria that can be empirically 
tested. According to the ‘Eder/Kantner-criteria’, a public sphere is created when 
players from different European countries discuss the same subject together by using 
the same criteria of relevance (Eder and Kantner 2000). These can be considered a 
minimum requirement in the measurement of transnational communication: others 
have added further criteria such as interdiscursivity, which can be confirmed by 
checking for co-citation (van de Steeg 2002b, 2003), or references to some form of 
European identity discourse (Risse 2002) in order to have a more dense (and reliable) 
set of indicators for measuring argumentative linkages between different national 
public spheres.3  

                                                 
3 For the discussion on indicators for transnational communication in Europe cf. Eder and Kantner 2002 
and Kantner 2003.  
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Empirical findings on a European public sphere to date 
In contrast to the theoretical debates, the main conclusion of empirical research 
studies is that it is impossible to confirm the non-existence of a European public 
sphere on the basis of available research findings. There are a number of studies that 
show that common viewpoints with regard to the relevance of issues and consensual 
interpretations of problems develop beyond national borders when subjects relating 
to Europe are reported in the mass media: Risse and van de Steeg (2007; also Risse et 
al. 2003 ; van de Steeg 2006) studied the 2000 ‘Haider debate’ when the question of 
possible sanctions against the right-wing government in Austria caused quite a stir in 
the European public, Esser (2005) and Meyer (2007) investigated the debate on the 
ratification of a European constitution, 4 Pfetsch et al. (2004) analysed the issue of 
European integration in newspaper editorials in six EU countries and Switzerland, 
Tobler (2002) studied the news reporting on tax competitions, Trenz (2004) found 
European communication in news reporting on issues of EU governance and policy 
making, and van de Steeg (2003) studied debates on the issue of EU enlargement in 
Dutch, Spanish, German, and British news magazines.5 However, there are only two 
studies known to me that examine the question of a European public sphere in 
relation to foreign and security politics. One is a case study of the Kosovo war by 
Grundmann et al., who found out that newspaper discourses in France, Great Britain, 
and Germany more or less corresponded to each other in terms of references to 
institutions and keywords related to events in Kosovo (Grundmann et al. 2000: 303). 
The second study is a media analysis by the team of Ruud Koopmans which analyses, 
among other things, the share of claims in relation to European institutions in 
European newspapers reporting on troop deployment (Koopmans and Erbe 2003). 
Methodologically, both studies proceed in a rather quantitative way by word count, 
for example; however, there is no empirical study that looks for European 
communication in foreign and security issues in a more qualitative way by examining 
structures of meaning, i.e. common viewpoints and consensual interpretations. This 
study, therefore, attempts to fill this research gap. 
 

Theoretical and methodological underpinnings: 
Indicatiors and hypotheses related to the measurement of 
European communication during the Iraq war 

Conceptually, this working paper takes the optimists’ point of view that the 
emergence of a European public sphere is theoretically possible and that the 
minimum requirements of European communication are twofold: the simultaneous 
communication of the same subjects that secondly represents similar viewpoints with 
respect to relevance (Eder and Kantner 2000). Moreover, in line with for example 
Risse (2002: 21), I add a third criterion and assume that the existence of a European 
public sphere also requires at least the vestiges of a common European identity in 
order to differentiate between the emergence of distinctly European communication 
                                                 
4 For a non-comparative media analysis on the Europeanization of Polish newspaper discourse on the 
issue of the EU constitutional treaty cf. Kutter 2007. 
5 Díez Medrano (2003), however, found out that frames on Europe vary much in British, German, and the 
Spanish public. Similarly, did the study of Meyer (2003) show that the debate on the fall of the Santer 
Commission in 1999 was framed significantly different in Spain and Germany. 
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and other instances of simultaneous discourse and similar interpretations. In the 
literature, however, it is unclear and a point of contention whether a common ‘we-
feeling’ exists at the very outset, meaning the assumption of a European identity a 
priori that is there before the emergence of a public sphere (cf. for example Eriksen 
2005: 343 ff). I cannot elaborate on this discussion here in detail and thus simply draw 
attention to the notion of some constructivists that making a strong collective identity 
a precondition for a European public sphere means putting the cart before the horse 
(van de Steeg 2003: 176, also Risse 2002). Instead, they argue that a collective identity 
develops discursively, via the interaction of individuals participating in a specific 
discourse. Theoretically, this study takes up the stance that a discursively constructed 
European identity is an important component of European communication. However, 
with regard to the empirical examination of collective identity, some confinements 
had to be made: Considering that searching for the construction of collective identity 
in mass public discourses is not a focus of this study, I therefore had to keep its 
definition simple and its empirical operationalization to a modest scope. A collective 
European identity is defined as a sense of community on the part of players with 
respect to ‘Europe’ as a collectivity (cf. Wagner and Hellmann 2003: 586; Risse 2003: 
8).6 With regard to operationalization, this study looks for indications for collective 
identity constructions in the form of references that correspond to characteristics 
ascribed to Europe, the EU or Europe’s Common Foreign and Security Policy.  
 
In sum, the three key criteria that will be empirically tested are as follows: 

1. Simultaneity of discussion: the same subject is discussed at the same time in 
different national public spheres.  

2. Similar interpretations of reference: meaning that an issue is interpreted from 
similar viewpoints in terms of what issues are relevant. 

3. Transnationalness of references to a collective identity: meaning that a subject 
is set in the context of a European identity. 

 

A frame analytical approach 
In order to look for similar interpretations of reference, i.e. common viewpoints and 
consensual problem interpretations, in pieces of texts, a number of media studies use 
frame analysis (cf. Diez Medrano 2003; Meyer 2003; van de Steeg and Risse 2007). This 
content-analytical tool provides a means of collecting and evaluating references 
expressing an interpretation of a problem or identity construction in the form of 
frames. One central assumption of the rich literature on frame analysis is that frames 
are communicative devices for selecting, emphasizing and presenting an event, a 
situation or an issue in a specific context; this general characteristic is largely 
uncontested and shared by a large number of academics (Entman 1993: 52; Gamson 
and Modigliani 1989; Gamson et al. 1982, Gitlin 1980: 6; Reese et al. 2001; Snow et al. 
1986; Snow and Benford 1988). Thus, framing implies a constructivist perspective, 
meaning that the presentation of events is shaped by the interpretations that are used 
and those that are not. Thus, a frame can be understood as a carrier of meaning, an 
‘‘interpretative package’ with an internal structure organized around a central idea’ 
(Gamson and Modigliani 1989 2f., in Ferree 2003: 308, also Oliver and Johnston 2000). 

                                                 
6 For in-depth theoretical discussion on a European identity see, for example, Kantner 2006, Hermann et 
al. 2004, also cf. Biegons case study (2006) on the emergence of a European identity in Poland. 
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The task of this study is therefore to find and identify the frequency of such 
‘interpretative packages’ used in mass media discourse in two European countries 
(Germany and Great Britain) and the US.  
 
Some might depict this approach as ‘media centric’ – and they are correct. This study 
deliberately chose mass media discourse - and not discourses of political elites, for 
instance - as one but not the only possible forum where a public sphere can develop. 
The main argument for concentrating on mass media is that in modern democratic 
states opinion-forming with respect to issues of common concern, in which politicians, 
civil society and media can engage as active speakers, and interested citizens as – at 
least - passive observers, can no longer function without recourse to the mass media 
(cf. Habermas 2001: 119). Thus, mass media have a most significant and essential 
function in mediating these debates and consequently the term ‘European public 
sphere’ as used in this study means first and foremost a European public media 
sphere.  Another possible, twofold objection to this approach has to do with the 
particular logic of news reporting in mass media. One argument is that mass media 
tends to focus on news issues with a national dimension. Granted that news with a 
national framing tend to be more salient than news with a European one, the question 
arises how one can measure European communication in mass media that leaves a 
smaller chance for issues with a European dimension to make the news? As I consider 
this question not only a theoretical but also an empirical one, I thus want to leave the 
answer to empirics. In this respect, the findings presented in chapter three (p. 12ff) 
may come as striking. Contrary to the theoretical supposition, the findings of this 
media analysis do not point to a dominant national but transnational framing of the 
run-up of the 2003 Iraq War. As will be shown in more detail later, four out of the five 
most frequently used and visible frames in national newspaper discourses are used 
similarly in a transnational dimension whereas only one frame seems to be a 
characteristic of a national, in this case the British, discourse. So, addressing the issue 
of a possible data bias from the empirical perspective of this small study, a 
predominantly national framing cannot be confirmed. A second problem that might 
arise of the particular logic of mass media is the argument that news reporting in 
mass media is biased towards crises, problems or ‘negative’ news in general. This 
assumption may be correct but in my view, it might not pose a particular problem for 
the research design of this study. The issue of war and intervention was deliberately 
chosen: Because of its generally contested character, public debates on this issue 
might exactly lead to the types of debates this study is particularly looking for. 
Therefore, the argument that news reportage might show a bias towards ‘negative’ 
events may be correct but not necessarily problematic for this particular study – even 
the contrary might be the case. To put it simplistically, one could maybe even argue 
that the stronger public discourse focuses on crises and conflicts, the more ‘beneficial’ 
effects this might have for the purpose of this study as it raises the likelihood that 
debates of a more general kind come up that also contain discussions on shared and 
diverging view points and problem definitions, interpretations of reference, with 
regard to the issue of war and peace. 
 

Selection of Countries 
As already indicated before, this study investigates common and diverging meaning 
structures used in European newspaper debates, Germany and Great Britain, and in 
US print media that serves as a non-European control case. The European set of 
countries has been selected in order to record possible sources of inter-country 
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variance: First, in the dimension of foreign policy attitudes, Germany represents a 
pro-European nation while Great Britain displays a more sceptic attitude towards 
farer-reaching steps of integration. Second, both countries also vary with regard to 
their governments´ ideas on how to deal with Iraq´s poor record of cooperation to 
verify its disarmament of weapons of mass destruction. While the then administration 
of Tony Blair considered the use of armed force in Iraq as one possible option, the 
military option was clearly ruled out by the German government. Both behaviour 
patterns in the run-up to the Iraq War fit descriptions in the literature with Great 
Britain at least considering military orientations as one possible option (Krause 2004, 
2005) and Germany, more or less, following the model of a civilian power (Duchệne 
1972; Maull 2001). A final source of possible variation in reporting on the Iraq War 
refers to the political right-left difference between newspapers. In order to control for 
ideological cleavages, two newspapers with differing political perspectives are chosen 
in each country, one that adheres to a more liberal line and a second one that features 
a more or less politically conservative style of news coverage (cf. table 1, p. 
appendix).7 
 

Three hypotheses 
As part of the research design, the question of the development of a European public 
sphere is examined with reference to three hypotheses relating to the understanding 
of a European public sphere. Evidence supporting the first criterion, ‘simultaneous 
discussion of a subject’, is already provided by the compilation of the data (cf.. 
footnote 8, p. 11) and therefore has to be separately examined. The criterion ‘similar 
relevance criteria’ was investigated on the basis of the convergence and difference 
hypotheses.  

1. The convergence hypothesis relates to the question of whether the debate in 
British and German newspapers predominantly involves common viewpoints 
with respect to the prospective use of force in Iraq. This hypothesis will be 
proved false if it emerges that the debate focuses mostly on national problem 
interpretations. In order to identify whether newspaper debates in Germany 
and Great Britain converge, I use a relational indicator that places two 
variances in relation to one another. Viewpoints with respect to relevance are 
assumed to match if the variance in the frames in British and German 
newspapers is less than the variance between conservative and liberal 
newspapers within a country.  

 
Even if the convergence hypothesis can be confirmed, however, there is not enough 
evidence to be able to speak with certainty about a European discourse. Therefore, in 
the case that there is a common debate involving consensual viewpoints with respect 
to relevant issues, the second step involves examining whether the discussion is 
‘typically’ European or western in a more general way. This question can only be 
answered by including in the investigation of an additional western, but non-
European country along with Germany and Great Britain. To test the second 
hypothesis, the examination also includes debates in two American newspapers.  

                                                 
7 The reason two American newspapers were included in the analysis was because the difference 

hypothesis can be examined only in comparison with a non-European but western country. 
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2. The difference hypothesis assumes that the public debate in European and 
American newspapers represents different viewpoints with respect to relevant 
issues. In this case it would be assumed that different relevance criteria, 
viewpoints and problem interpretations were being used in European 
countries and the USA if the variance between newspapers in the European 
countries was less than the variance between American and European 
newspapers.  

 
The final stage of the study involved the examination of whether it was possible, 
during the course of the debate, to observe the emergence of a common European 
identity: 

3. The identity hypothesis was formulated on the basis of the definition of 
European identity used in this study (p. 8) which describes foreign policy 
features as substantive aspects of a European identity. All references 
expressing a feeling of belonging or the description of a characteristic in 
relation to Europe were recorded in the ‘Europe’ identity frame. These 
characteristics were then assumed to reach beyond national borders if the 
variance of these ‘Europe’ frames between the newspapers of the different 
European countries was less than the variance between politically 
conservative and liberal newspapers. 

 

Empirical findings: The debate on the 2003 Iraq War in 
European and US-American Newspaper 

Data overview and the testing of hypotheses 
Whereas the previous part two helped to theoretically clarify the state of the art and 
assumptions on a European public sphere in this study, the following chapter three 
now turns to empirics. After commenting briefly on the overall datastructure, the 
following part will then answer the question whether the data refutes or verifies the 
three hypotheses. 
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Figure 1: Relative frequency of articles from liberal and conservative newspapers in national 
comparison (Ntotal = 432, NGermany =154, NUK= 160, NUS =118). 
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In total, my database includes a fully-sampled selection of 870 articles from six 
newspapers from three countries over a time period of five months of intense 
discussion on the 2003 war in Iraq. I chose every second article for manual coding. As 
a small number of articles proved to be sampling errors, the findings generated by the 
qualitative coding and descriptive statistics refer to a manually coded data set of 432 
articles (table 2, appendix). 8  Figure 1 shows that, on the aggregate level of the 
national discourse, the number of articles is divided more or less equally between 
conservative and liberal print media. However, conservative newspapers in European 
countries reported slightly more frequently than those in the US. 
 
As a main criterion for the presentation of findings, I chose visibility of a frame. In his 
study on media framing, William Gamson suggests a threshold of ten per cent 
prominence in a media sample (Gamson 1992: 197). I therefore restrict the following 
analysis to the most frequent and visible frames of reference – those interpretations 
that appear in at least one European newspaper with a frequency of around ten per 
cent or more (table 3, appendix). 
 

Converging interpretations in European and US print media 
The evaluation showed that four of the five most frequently appearing frames were 
used similarly in the German and British newspapers. In both countries, the 
discussion of a military invasion of Iraq relates predominantly in terms of viewpoints 
regarding relevant issues to the frames ‘International Law matters’, ‘United Nations 
matter’,’US foreign policy is problematic’ and ‘Iraq poses a threat’. The frequency with 
which these patterns of interpretation appear in German and British newspapers 
hardly varies at all. Almost 60 per cent of all the coded references belong to these four 
frames. On average, the most frequently found frame in every newspaper is ‘United 
Nations matter’ collecting those interpretations that highlight the significance of the 
UN in tackling international conflicts and putting it at the core of a multilateral 
international order. A fifth frame that I termed ‘Gap between Blair and the public’ 
appeared particularly frequently in British newspapers. It recorded a specifically 
British debate reflecting strong criticism among the British public of Prime Minister 
Tony Blair’s war policy. Since this frame referred exclusively to a domestic policy 
issue in Great Britain and did not reflect a different attitude on foreign policy on the 
part of the British public, the frame was not evaluated as a source of inter-country 
variance. For the four above mentioned frames, the convergence hypothesis could 
therefore be confirmed. 
 

Diverging interpretations 
The finding of converging interpretations was taken as a first indication of the 
emergence of a European public sphere. However, another step was needed to 
ascertain that the convergent frames really did represent a typically European 
                                                 
8 In order to compile a set of relevant newspaper articles from the online database LexisNexis, I used the 
term “1441”. It represents the number of the controversial Iraq-Resolution 1441 (November 2002) whose 
ambigious wording led to intense debate on the Iraq War. “1441” proved to be an efficient and useful 
search term, as it generated a data set that mostly dealt with the 2003 Iraq War and only three sampling 
errors. Tests have shown that alternative search terms such as “UN-resolution” were not nearly as 
efficient, as they generated a wider set of articles that also addressed different UN-issues. 
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discourse. In order to test the difference hypothesis, two American newspapers were 
included along with the European newspapers. The evaluation demonstrated that the 
assumption of diverging interpretations in transnational comparison could only 
partially be confirmed. In other words: in the case of three frames, namely ‘Iraq poses a 
threat’, ‘United Nations matter’ and ‘US foreign policy is problematic’, it was impossible to 
provide evidence of a typically European discourse. These interpretations appear 
with similar frequency in German, British and American media debates, although 
with small differences. For instance, there seemed to be a more intensive discourse on 
the subject ‘Iraq poses a threat’ in the American and British press than in German 
newspapers, while the critical discourse 9 on ‘Iraq poses a threat’ was in turn stronger in 
the British and German papers. ‘United Nations matter’ was the frame that appeared 
most frequently. Only in relation to the frame ‘US foreign policy is problematic’ did the 
paper’s political affiliation play a significant role: in all of the countries, criticism of 
the United States was reflected more intensely in liberal newspapers. For all the above 
mentionend three frames, the difference hypothesis could not be proved. However, 
the interesting finding was that it could be verified for the ‘International Law matters’ 
frame. Seemingly, this frame reflects a specifically European aspect of the debate on 
the use of military force in Iraq. Although this interpretation type was indeed found 
in American newspapers, the frequency with which the legal dimension of the debate 
was highlighted varies quite considerably between American and European 
newspapers. In the American press, particularly the conservative Washington Post, this 
viewpoint plays a very insignificant role. 
 

Findings related to a European identity discourse 
Finally, the quantitative evaluation of the identity frame ‘Europe’ provides only weak 
corroboration of the construction of a common European identity but nevertheless it 
does confirm it. Furthermore, no salient, transnational cleavage can be found: In Great 
Britain, the construction of a European identity can be identified most strongly in the 
conservative The Times, whereas in Germany it is more apparent in the liberal 
Sueddeutsche Zeitung. Detailed analysis shows that a range of characteristics is 
ascribed to ‘Europe’ and/or European foreign policy which are interpreted as 
substantive aspects of a collective identity. References which express a feeling of 
belonging to Europe as a collectivity were found both in the newspapers of Germany 
and Great Britain.  
 

Stressing the rule of International Law 
As already indicated, an interesting result of this study refers to the frame 
‘International Law matters’. It is remarkable because this frame seems to be a form of 
interpreting the 2003 Iraq War that clearly leaps out of the otherwise enmeshed 
discourse - with regard to the interpretions used, that could be observed in American 
and European newspapers. It was only for ‘International Law matters’ that the 
hypotheses could be verified; meaning that in contrast to the otherwise visible types 
of framing such as ‘US foreign policy is problematic’, ‘United Nations matter’, and ‘Iraq 

                                                 
9 The coding procedure showed that many articles contained critical representations of a frame. Often, 
frames were used to express distance to or criticism of a specific interpretation. For the purpose of 
classification, I counted these critical representations separately within a subframe. 
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poses a threat’, it is ‘International Law matters’ that seems to point to some typically 
European aspect of the discourse. However, before turning to a more detailed 
analysis of this frame, we should keep in mind that ‘European’ in this study refers to 
two European countries only, the United Kingdom and Germany. 
 
By definition of the codebook, ‘International Law matters’ is a frame that records all 
passages in newspaper articles which discuss the legal aspects of the use of force in 
Iraq. These include, for example, statements discussing the legal basis for military 
intervention, whereby the discussion takes two different directions. Some statements 
argue that military intervention is difficult if not nearly impossible to reconcile with 
applicable international law. Others advance the position that the serious 
consequences threatened in UN Resolution 1441 (Resolution 1441 of November 08, 
2002, paragraph 13) permit military intervention. In the end, it is irrelevant for this 
frame whether the use of military force is interpreted as being in compliance with or 
breaching international law. These references merely illustrate a spectrum of opinions 
within the ‘International Law matters’ frame; however, decisive for coding this frame 
was the fact that the use of military force is discussed from a legal perspective at all. 
As figure two shows, ‘International Law matters’ was found far more frequently in 
British and German newspapers than in American papers. 
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Figure 2: Relative frequency of ‘International Law matters’ in each newspaper10 
 

It is notable that the frequency with which statements are assigned to this frame does 
not exceed the 10 per cent threshold in either of the American newspapers. In the 
European newspapers, the frequency is somewhat higher in the liberal papers 
Guardian and Sueddeutsche Zeitung. From the perspective of ‘International Law matters’, 
                                                 
10 These percentages relate to the number of coded references for ‘International Law matters’ in each 
newspaper in relation to the total number of coded references per newspaper: NSZ=32/249, NFAZ =35/363, 
NGuardian= 72/504, NTimes=36/344, NNYT =17/287, NWP=13/291). 
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passionate positions were taken in German and British newspapers with respect to 
the use of military force in Iraq. The following quotes are examples:  
 

SZ: The end of international law? Simma: At any rate, this is a fateful hour. But 
you also have to see that the concern of the world public for international law 
has never been so pronounced as it is today!  

(SZ 01.02.2003) 
 

For this reason alone it is impossible to comprehend the position of a number of 
politicians who interpret the serious consequences referred to in Resolution 
1441 as an immediate starting gun for war. 

(FAZ 06.02.2003) 
 

No, Mr. Blair, there is absolutely no justification whatsoever for an invasion of 
Iraq. The attempt by the US and UK governments to finesse us into support for 
a war that is illegal and immoral leaves us with no confidence in our leaders. 

(Times 12.02.2002) 
 

Britain and the United States are on the verge of launching a ‘19th-century 
gunboat war’ in the Gulf which will be illegal and immoral, the former defence 
minister Peter Kilfoyle warned the House of Commoms yesterday.’  

(Guardian 19.03.2003) 
 
In the New York Times and the Washington Post, by contrast, there are far fewer 
references to the legal dimension of the Iraq debate. Barely six per cent of all coded 
references in the New York Times relate to “International Law matters’, while the 
equivalent figure for the Washington Post is only just above four per cent. It was 
particularly noteworthy that not one single reference was found in the Washington 
Post reflecting the opinion that the use of military force was not compatible with or 
was difficult to reconcile with international law. The overwhelming opinion emerging 
from German and British newspapers, on the other hand, was that there was no legal 
basis for the use of military force in Iraq:  

 
Russia sees no ‘legal basis’ for a military strike on Iraq in the current UN 
resolution, said Foreign Minister Ivanov on Monday evening in reaction to 
Great Britain’s and America’s decision. Resolution 1441 gives ‘nobody the 
automatic right to use force’, said Ivanov. 

(FAZ 06.03.2003)  
 
And the then former British defence minister Peter Kilfoyle warned: 

 
Attacking Iraq without a fresh UN Security Council resolution would be illegal 
and immoral, Mr Kilfoyle said. ´I am satisfied that without that second 
resolution we are getting into extremely dangerous ground and setting 
extremely dangerous precedents.’  

(Guardian 19.03.2003) 
 
The opinion that there could possibly be a legal basis for the use of military means is 
reflected in the two following extracts from European newspapers: Law professor 
Malcolm Shaw writes in the Guardian: 
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There´s is a good arguable case. It´s a bit simplistic in my view to say you can 
only use force in self defence or where there´s a clear Security Council 
resolution. If you take the run of the resolutions all the way from 678 to 1441, 
then I think there´s an arguable case. (...) Of course, 1441 was not a clear call like 
678 was, but I still think you can interpret ‘serious consequences’ so as not to 
preclude the use of force. 

(Guardian 18.03.2003) 
 
And the Sueddeutsche Zeitung writes:  

 
Furthermore, US President Bush has always stressed that, if necessary, 
Resolution 1441, which was ratified unanimously, would be sufficient to 
legitimize a war. This threatens the Iraqi government with serious 
consequences if it violates its obligations with regard to disarmament.  

(SZ 18.03.2003) 
 
The assessments of the legality of military action may vary – it is irrelevant what 
opinion is represented for the purposes of coding references for this frame, whether 
the use of military force complies with or contradicts international law – but what 
matters is that the legal aspects of a possible military intervention in Iraq are 
discussed at all. The analysis shows that the ‘International Law matters’ frame brings 
together controversial opinions on a common interpretation, namely the view that 
legal norms have a role to play in assessing the question of military intervention. 
Evaluation of the three hypotheses revealed that this frame was characteristic of the 
discussion in German and British newspapers. In this respect there is a clear 
distinction from the discussion in American newspapers. In some places this 
separation is even explicitly referred to, as the following quote shows: ‘The only 
nation standing in the way is America. If we don't do this now, we'll allow the law of 
the jungle to pervade for the next million years’ (Guardian 27.02.2003). The fact that 
‘International Law matters’ is part of a ‘European’ debate does not mean, however, that 
it plays no part at all in the American discourse.  It merely means that it is, 
comparatively speaking, insignificant. 
 

On speaking terms in times of war? Europe as a community of 
communication pointing out the rule of International Law 
How can these findings be evaluated in relation to the evolution of a European public 
sphere? Were Europeans, who are in this study represented by participants in the 
British and German discourse, on speaking terms during the discussion of a military 
invasion of Iraq? I would like to make three points: 
 
Firstly, the findings point to the existence of a transatlantic debate in which certain 
ideas are shared: a common perception of the problem ‘Iraq poses a threat’, a very 
critical view of America’s war policy, expressed in the frame ‘US foreign policy is 
problematic’, and, finally, the demand that the conflict be resolved by leaving the 
decision to respond to the Iraqi regime to the United Nations (‘United Nations matter’). 
With regard to the latter, most frequently used interpretation, the findings imply that 
references to UN multilateralism as a principle to tackle international conflicts is not 
restricted to discourses in the four European newspapers but go beyond and thus rule 
out the possibility that there is something particular European about this way of 
interpreting the Iraq War. This empirical finding corresponds with assessments in the 
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EU literature on foreign and security policy conceptions accordingly it is not 
multilateralism ‘as the core defining feature of ‘normative’ power’ that makes the EU 
‘unique or particular in the international context’ (Sjursen 2006: 246). In sum, 
regarding the above mentioned three frames, the assumption of a typically European 
discourse had to be disproved. Rather, these three frames indicate a pattern of 
interpretation which is also used comparatively regularly in non-European debates, in 
this instance in American newspapers. In most cases, it is impossible to demonstrate 
that the political direction of a newspaper influenced the framing of the debate. One 
exception, however, is the frame ‘US foreign policy is problematic’. This highly critical 
representation of US foreign policy appears considerably more frequently in liberal 
newspapers in all three countries.  
 
The second point refers to a collective identity discourse. Though the examination of 
the identity hypothesis did not yield strong confirmation of the construction of a 
common European identity, it could still confirm it. The variance between countries 
regarding the ‘Europe’ identity frame was relatively slight in comparison with the 
right-left variance of the papers and a more detailed analysis furthermore revealed 
that references expressing a feeling of belonging to Europe as a collectivity were 
found in both German and British newspapers. Examined as a whole, I therefore 
assume a weak manifestation of a collective European identity. With regard to its low 
salience, also methodological reasons come into consideration: As collective identities 
do not develop overnight but in the long run and, one might object that the time 
period of investigation might be too short to give a fully reliable and complete picture 
of its development. However, though the frequency of references is low, references to 
a collective indentity discourse are still identifiable and considering that in modern 
societies the emergence of strong identity is generally a rare thing (Kantner 2006: 5), 
the observation of ‘only’ an ‘identity light’ (Risse 2003: 8)  was not too surprising. 
 
Thirdly, and coming to the clearest finding of this study, one can identify a 
transnational community of communication within the ‘International Law matters’ 
frame. In terms of the frequency with which this interpretation was salient in German 
and British newspapers, one could observe a clear separation from the debate in 
American newspapers. The more detailed analysis then showed that a substantial part 
of the public debate in Germany and Great Britain was conducted from the viewpoint 
of legal norms used to justify the use of military force. In these countries, a common 
discourse is about the emphasis of Europe’s shared legal principles. Opinions on the 
question of whether the use of military force complies with or contradicts 
international law may vary, but there is agreement in one point, namely that the 
European Union is a nexus of communication and action based on the principle of 
law, that is to say, international law. As well as revealing links between the German 
and British debates, the ‘International Law matters’ frame also highlights aspects of the 
construction of a common identity: at various points in newspaper texts, the maxim 
‘International Law matters’ is described as a key to Europe’s understanding of itself. In 
summary, these findings lead me to the conclusion that the debate over the use of 
military force in Iraq can be regarded as an indication of the existence of a European 
public sphere that, in this study, was demonstrated for two European countries. It can 
be considered a first step towards a European public sphere that initially only relates 
to the legal dimension of the debate on foreign military action.  
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Conclusion and Outlook 

By taking public discourses on the 2003 Iraq War as represented in British, German 
and US American newspapers as an example, this paper empirically demonstrated 
that a European public sphere potentially exists in the context of the subject of law; a 
finding, that is additionally reinforced by the results of another media analysis. In a 
study on media reporting of the so-called Haider debate in five European countries, a 
research team identified that a community of communication bridging national 
borders developed likewise in relation to the legal dimension of the Haider debate 
(Van de Steeg and Risse 2007: 7; also Risse et al. 2003: 14f.). ‘Europe as a community 
based on law’ was a frame used very similarly in the newspapers of various European 
countries. Using the data from the present study, it was possible to provide further 
confirmation of this seemingly specific European discourse in the form of another 
area of policy in which common European communication is not very likely, namely 
security policy. 
 
However, one should keep in mind that this finding has to be considered cautiously 
for one main reason: the empirical data presented in this working paper refers to one 
case study of intervention – the 2003 Iraq War – and, for reasons of feasibility, a small 
set of European countries. One could correctly argue that the Iraq War is an exception, 
a particular and singular case that does not allow for further generalization. I 
completely agree with this appraisal. It is possible that the choice of a different set of 
countries (the inclusion of Poland, for example) would have led to different findings. 
It is possible that another case study of military intervention (on the Kosovo crisis, for 
instance) would have provided varying results. Nevertheless, the finding that there 
seems to be a potential forum for European communication in the unlikely case of 
foreign and security policy is interesting enough to deserve further research. One 
fruitful way to get more reliable, generalizable results would be the acquisition of 
data that allows for the generation of trends in communication patterns over longer 
periods of time. This would, however, entail a move from singular case studies 
towards continuous analyses in the field of security issues, as, for example, is 
currently taking place in a comparative media analysis on military interventions at 
the Free University Berlin.11 The added value of such longitudinal analyses is that 
they allow us to see long term trends and thus to separate the exceptional findings 
from the systematic ones. 
 

                                                 
11 This project (funded by the DFG and RECON) is among other issues concerned with mass public, 
collective European identity constructions in the field of foreign and security politics. For more 
information cf: http://www.atasp.de/en/forschung/projekte_akt.php?id=13 
http://www.fu-berlin.de/polsoz/polwiss/europa/forschung/gasp/index.html 
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Appendix 

Table 1: Country Selection 

ATTITUDE TOWARDS THE EU 
Tendency: eurosceptical Tendency: eurofriendly 

FOREIGN POLICY ROLE MODEL 
 

Tendency: Military Power Tendency: Civil Power 
EU-MEMBER United Kingdom Germany 

NON EU-MEMBER United States 

 
 
 

Table 2: Sources of newspaper articles on UN-Resolution ‘1441’: Quantitative and relative 
distribution (N = 432)12 

 GERMANY UNITED 
KINGDOM 

US TOTAL 

CENTRE-
LEFT 
 
absolute 
relative 
 

Sueddeutsche Zeitung 
(SZ) 
 
65 
42,2 
 

The Guardian 
(G) 
 
77  
48, 1 

New York Times 
 (NYT) 
 
68  
57,6 

 
 
 
210  
48,6 

CENTRE-
RIGHT 
 
absolute 
relative 
 

Frankfurter Allg. 
Zeitung  (FAZ) 
 
89  
57,8  

The Times  
(T) 
 
83  
51, 9 

Washington Post 
 (WP) 
 
50  
42,4 

 
 
 
222  
51,4 

TOTAL 154  
100 

160  
100 

118  
100 

432  
100 

                                                 
12 Period of analyis: November 8, 2002 – March 20, 2003. 
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Table 3: Frequency of frames in European newspapers  

 

 
 
 
 

 

 GUARDIAN TIMES SZ FAZ 
FR

A
M

E
S

 W
IT

H
 A

 F
R

E
Q

U
E

N
C

Y
 O

F 
< 

10
 %

 

 
• „The French are to 
blame“ 8,3 % 
 
• „Europeans are naive“  
0, 9 % 
 
• “Intervention is a 
political & economic 
issue” 1,3 % 
 
•“Special Relationship 
with the US” 0,8 % 
 
• “Why care about the 
UN?” 1 % 
 
• “Europe” 4,3% 
 

 
• „The French are to 
blame“ 4,6 % 
 
• „Europeans are 
naive“ 1,4 % 
 
• “Intervention is a 
political & economic 
issue” 1 % 
 
•“Special 
Relationship with 
the US” 1,4 % 
 
• “Why care about 
the UN?” 4, 9% 
 
• “US foreign policy 
is dangerous” 8,7 % 
 
• “Europe” 6,1 % 

 
• „The French are to 
blame“ 1 % 
 
• „Europeans are 
naive“ 2 % 
 
• “Intervention is a 
political & economic 
issue” 2 % 
 
•“Special 
Relationship with 
the US” 0,8 % 
 
• “Why care about 
the UN?” 5,6 % 
 

 
• „The French are 
to blame“ 2,4 % 
 
• „Europeans are 
naive“ 0,5 % 
 
• “Intervention is a 
political & 
economic issue” 
0% (!) 
 
•“Special 
relationship with 
the US” 0,5 % 
 
• “Why care about 
the UN?” 7,9% 
 
• “Europe” 5,2 % 
 

FR
A

M
E

S
 W

IT
H

 A
 F

R
E

Q
U

E
N

C
Y

 O
F 

> 
10

 %
 

 
•“International Law 
matters”  14,5 % 
 
• “Iraq poses a threat” 
15, 4% 
 
• “United Nations matter” 
18,8 % 
 
• “US foreign policy is 
dangerous” 12, 9% 

 
•“International Law 
matters”  10,46 % 
 
• “Iraq poses a 
threat” 14, 8% 
 
• “United Nations 
matter” 15, 9% 
 

 
•“International Law 
matters” 12, 85% 
 
• “Iraq poses a 
threat” 12, 85 % 
 
• “United Nations 
matter” 16,1% 
 
• “US foreign policy 
is dangerous” 17, 
6% 
 
• “Europe” 10,4 % 
 

 
•“International Law 
matters” 9,6 %  
 
• “Iraq poses a 
threat”  
11, 8% 
 
• “United Nations 
matter” 25, 9% 
 
• “US foreign 
policy is 
dangerous” 10, 5 
% 
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