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Abstract: This study examines the ideological slant of Spanish digital-native opinion journalism. Politi-
cal-ideological pluralism is a well-researched topic in media and journalism studies, yet there is less
research regarding this topic when it comes to exclusively online media. This paper addresses that
gap concerning the ways online-only opinion journalism can be defined in terms of their political ideol-
ogy, and to what extent extreme ideological positions are represented in online journalism. Evidence
from a content analysis of opinion columns appearing in the most widely-read Spanish online news-
papers, during the month of May 2011 shows a general anti-left bias in the opinion sections of the
newspapers, as well as a representation of the political extremes that is slightly more lenient with the
extreme right. In line with Hallin and Mancini’'s theory of polarized political news environments in
countries like Spain, our results show that this polarization is characterized by a strong—but not al-
ways explicit—dominance of right-wing views.
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By the standards set out in Hallin and Mancini’'s Comparing Media Systems (2004), Spain is
one of the Mediterranean countries that is distinguished by a polarized pluralist media model.
According to this model, the news media are “characterized by a high degree of external plu-
ralism, in which media are seen as champions of diverse political ideologies, and commit-
ment to these ideologies tends to outweigh commitment to a common professional culture”
(2004, 298). Hallin and Mancini provide ample evidence of the high level of politicization in
their model, and researchers of media pluralism and media ideology in Spain and other
Mediterranean countries have recurrently studied this politicized scenario, providing different
examples of the external pluralism mentioned above. External pluralism is a situation in
which social and political diversity is not reflected across every media outlet. Under this
scenario, every media outlet misses out on the representation of different cultural groups and
divergent political or ideological opinions and viewpoints. Yet, diversity is supposed to be
found within all outlets, due to the diversity of suppliers and/or media owners (Doyle 2002,
12). Either with internal or external pluralism, a common concern exists: to what extent is
there balance amongst different viewpoints and, therefore, amongst different ideologies in a
so-called pluralist media system?

The motivation for this study relates to the depiction and presence of political ideologies in
the press. This motivation relies on the assumption that Spanish media are politically and
ideologically biased, according to Hallin and Mancini’s theory. One way to clarify this ideo-
logical bias may be to analyze the way the media, including the press, depict political ideolo-
gies.

Traditional printed newspapers—and their digital editions—coexist today with a new kind
of media: digital-native newspapers and magazines; i.e., online-only news outlets that have
appeared exclusively on the web since their inception. This paper explores whether Spanish
online-only newspapers contribute to balanced pluralistic views when representing ideologi-
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cal trends and values, or whether they depict a dominant system of ideological beliefs. We
consider this to be an enticing question for research, as the Internet has been regarded as a
space that enhances and amplifies the opportunities for all belief systems and/or viewpoints
to be publicized, hence challenging some tenets of the polarized pluralist media model. On
the other hand—and although the digital versions of the traditional print-based dominant me-
dia maintain their leadership—Spanish digital media is a dynamic, diverse, and ever-
changing field, as news outlets with varied political stances are continually emerging and
disappearing; a changing tableau which may enable the representation of a wide range of
ideologies and political options. Some of these options may reach beyond the mainstream
and take on extreme positions. Thus, this paper combines two areas of study: we examine
the newer digital-native newspapers as well as the long-standing research topic of the rela-
tionship between the press and political ideologies.

1. ldeology, Media, and the Digital Press

Several meaningful and relevant lines of work have addressed the study of ideology and the
media in general. Van Dijk is one of the most prolific authors to have investigated ideology
and the media from the point of view of discourse analysis (see eg Van Dijk 1988, 2008). In
“Opinions and Ideologies in the Press,” the author uses editorial columns from The New York
Times and The Washington Post to illustrate ideological analysis (1998). But where the issue
has received the most attention is probably from the critical perspective of cultural studies
and the political economy of communication. From the Birmingham School of Cultural Stud-
ies in Great Britain, the critical analysis of the concept of ideology is a central theme in which
Hall introduces his post-Gramscian vision of hegemony—a term he uses to describe the pro-
cess of the continuous social renewal of the cultural influence of one class over another. Hall
(1973, 1982 and 1996) frames the new cultural hegemony imposed by the mass media in the
context of institutional, political, and economic power relations. Within the political economy
of communication and culture, there is an even more extensive and prolific literature that
considers the media as a tool for ideological manipulation: examples include the texts of
Garnham (1986), Schiller (1973), Chomsky (1989 and 2002), Golding and Murdock (1996)
and Chomsky and Herman (2002), which are now considered classics; or more recent con-
tributions relevant to the Spanish state of affairs, Reig (2004), and Pineda (2009). Golding
and Murdoch’s affirmation that the primary raison d’étre of the media is to sell, ideologically-
speaking, the economic, political, and social system (i.e. the status quo) consolidates a tradi-
tion that has its roots in some of the most prominent Marxist authors in their writings about
ideology (Althusser 1971, for example). Casasus’s Ideologia y analisis de medios de co-
municacién (ldeology and Media Analysis) contributes a combination of communication
theory, structuralism, and semiotics anchored in Spanish society, where the author points to
what he calls the “regressive theory.” His understanding is that popular media are reactionary
(Casasus 1985, 21).

Apart from these general theories about the content and ideological function of the media,
there is an ample tradition of empirical study on the ideological role of the press. In this
sense, we could cite the analysis on the reflection of French colonial policy and the justifica-
tion of empire in the late nineteenth century in the weekly magazine Le Petit Journal lllustré
(Rius Sanchis 2000); the ideological and political press during the Second Spanish Republic
(1931-1936), which covered virtually the entire political spectrum, from the radical anarchist
left to the extreme fascist right (Checa Godoy 2011); the role of Rupert Murdoch’s The
Australian as a pioneer of the libertarian right in the second half of the 1970s (McKnight
2003); the ideological role of newspapers like The New York Post (after its purchase by Mur-
doch in 1977) and The Washington Times in the service of the American right in the final
decades of the twentieth century and the early twenty-first century (Brock 2005); or the busi-
ness ideology in the Mexican newspaper El Norte de Monterrey (Smith Pussetto, Garcia
Pérez Vazquez and Esparza 2008). Researchers have also begun to apply ideological an-
alysis of the press in countries normally outside of the focus of study, as in the case of Nige-
ria (Taiwo 2007, 243-244).
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In this context, it is striking that online-only journalism has been studied with much less in-
tensity, even though the first digital-native newspapers emerged more than a decade and a
half ago—in Spain, the first online-only newspapers Vilaweb and Hispanidad appeared in
1996. The most dominant and prolific tendency in studies related to online-only media fo-
cuses on the perspective of the strategies and characteristics of digital-native online media
vs. non-native online media. However, there is some work that studies in more or less depth
the varying ideological content of online-only journalism. In The Republican Noise Machine,
Brock (2005, 159-163, 167-168), includes a critique of hard-right news sites like the success-
ful WorldNetDaily, currently known as WND; and the work of Reig and Labio (2006, 1) fo-
cuses on the digital-native press from an ideological standpoint. The authors consider the
three Spanish-language newspapers they analyze (Hispanidad, Rebelién, and Minuto Digital)
to be extremist publications that enhance the prevailing partisanship of mainstream media.
From another point of view, Steele’s article (2009) about the online newspaper Malaysiakini
(Malaysia Now) discusses how an independent news portal can pose a challenge to political
authoritarianism. Nonetheless, the most direct reference to our study is Almiron’s work
(2006). The author performs a structural approach and presents a panorama of insufficiently
plural viewpoints in the most widely-read digital news outlets. Even though the study pro-
vides data on editorial positions, the article does not analyze the messages of the headlines
reviewed. To follow up on this study, we present the current paper.

Another factor that leads us to study the depiction of ideologies in online-only newspapers
is the fact that some digital-native publications serve primarily as ideological or political out-
lets, as is the case of Spanish digital “confidential” journalism that tend to focus on topics
rarely covered by the mainstream media, and which are consumed mostly along ideological
lines (Sanchez Gonzéalez 2008, 162, 168). As well, Spanish “opinion cyber-newspapers”
have been portrayed as a new genre characterized by a marked ideological slant (Varela
2005). On the other hand, some online publications arise as part of projects that follow clear-
cut political and ideological agendas, as in the case of the much visited American Front-
PageMagazine.com, published by the Center for the Study of Popular Culture (renamed the
David Horowitz Freedom Center in 2006), that was created with a deliberately anti-Left posi-
tion and “to defend the principles of individual freedom, the rule of law, private property, and
limited government” (Biography of David Horowitz). In Spain, the daily Hispanidad is de-
scribed by its director and founder as “a Catholic newspaper” (Eulogio Lopez, in Mujica). And
the left-wing news and opinion site Rebelion tries, in its own words, to unveil “the interests
hidden by capitalist economic and political powers in order to maintain their privileges and
current status” (Nosotros).

Consequently, political-ideological positioning seems to be a relevant issue regarding on-
line-only journalism. In this context, the aim of this paper is to bridge the supposed gap that
exists between the political economy of communication and cultural studies. By providing
content analysis data, we complement the existing political economy of communication re-
search. The paper that is used as a direct reference for the current study (Almiron 2006) is
an example of this kind of inquiry. The content analysis research of our study can be seen as
a corroboration of the ideological bias identified by Almiron at the structural level. Our re-
search focuses on one particular variety: opinion journalism. This genre is often guided by
the political leanings of the newspaper, where the standard of objectivity is not applied and,
therefore, the true ideology of the publication is revealed (Wahl-Jorgensen 2004). Given that
the main objective of this study is to analyze the way ideological positions are depicted in
contemporary Spanish online-only newspapers, the following research question can be for-
mulated:

RQ1. How can opinion journalism in Spanish digital-only newspapers be defined regard-
ing ideology?

It has been stated that the original purpose of opinion pages is to provide a vehicle for

opinions that are divergent from those normally expressed in the news and editorial com-
ments in the newspaper (Day and Golan 2005). This leads us to another research objective:
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to verify whether online-only journalism represents fringe ideologies. In this regard, it is re-
markable that a subset of digital-native news outlets and sites position themselves not only
as ideological publications, but as publications that veer from the political mainstream. The
introduction of the Internet has affected the nature of political discourse (Gaskins and Jerit
2012:190). Some political consequences to take into account are the debate surrounding
weblog journalism’s ideological extremism (Allan 2009, 172-176), and the creation of hun-
dreds of Websites by hate groups and extremist organizations (Sunstein 2001, 62-65). It
must be taken into account the fact that the web provides a space for alternative media
(Gillmor 2006, 144-148), and that the web facilitates radical communication (Curran 2005,
154). Certain Internet news outlets have been considered a subset of alternative media
(Steele 2009:98), and digital media are often regarded as a way to enhance public discourse
and encourage plurality. The British e-zine OpenDemocracy, for example, aims “to ensure
that marginalized views and voices are heard” (cited in Curran and Witschge 2010, 108).
Although there is evidence that information seeking online is related to reduced extremity
(Wojcieszak and Rojas 2011, 501), radical media “have never been more accessible as they
are today via the net” (Stanyer 2009, 212).

In Spain it is significant that the leading digital-native newspaper in the country by reader-
ship is Libertad Digital, a libertarian-conservative site that was launched in the year 2000
under the premise that unrestricted right-wing libertarian ideas were poorly represented in
the Spanish media (Girauta 2007, 288). The aforementioned research by Almiron helps us to
discern theoretically the extent of ideological extremism depicted in Spanish web-only jour-
nalism. Her research shows a homogeneous online media environment dominated by com-
panies with a strong rightward-leaning conservative bias, “with radicalized ideological-
political views that do not align with either the off-line audience’s distribution or the moder-
ation and political centrality of thought that surveys usually suggest regarding Spanish soci-
ety” (Almiron 2006, 30). Given that there is a certain trend towards ideological extremism in
online-only journalism (and in Spanish digital-native newspapers in particular) a second re-
search question arises:

RQ2. To what extent are extreme ideological positions represented in the opinion content
of Spanish online-only newspapers?

2. Method

Quantitative and qualitative content analysis (Holsti 1969; Berelson 1971; Krippendorff 2004)
was used to study the characterization of ideologies in Spanish online-only newspapers.
Content analysis has already been applied to study ideology and ideological strains (Lerner
et al. 1951-1952, 715; Seider 1974). As shown above, the ideological analysis of news-
papers and the media is a long-standing research topic; however, such an enticing topic is
not easy to delimit from a conceptual point of view. Ideology is a widely debated concept
(Tower Sargent 1996, 3), and it has been defined from a broad range of perspectives, from
the classical Enlightenment notion of a “science of ideas,” to the critical Marxist definition, to
Postmodernism (Eagleton 1997). We describe the results of our content analysis in terms of
political ideologies or dominant systems of belief (Van Dijk 2006). More specifically, ideolo-
gies are understood as sets of ideas that provide the basis for political action, and are related
to power systems (Heywood 2007, 11). For example, “conservatism” and “socialism,” as po-
litical ideologies, may be understood as different sets of beliefs that justify different ways of
distributing political power.

In this sense, political ideologies can be categorized through the representation of the left-
right ideological spectrum,’ as well as through the listing of the explicit presence of specific
political ideologies. Anarchism, communism, socialism, social democracy, Christian democ-
racy, liberalism (in the European, fiscally conservative sense), libertarianism/anarcho-
capitalism, conservatism, fascism, and nazism, were the political ideologies primarily chosen

'A left-right ideological continuum is more appropriate for the study of the Spanish context, where the typically
American liberal-conservative continuum may have different connotations (Wojcieszak and Rojas 2011:490).
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for our study. Taking into account the political past of Spain, the National Catholic ideology of
general Francisco Franco’s regime was also added to our analysis. Political leaning (from the
far-left to the far-right) and specific political ideologies, as mentioned above, were operation-
alized to study and codify systematically political-ideological strains. What was coded as
“left,” “centre-left,” etc., does not refer to political groups, or parties, but to the mention of
terms such as “left,” “centre-left,” etc., in the newspapers. On the other hand, it must be
pointed out that concepts like “extremism” and “radicalism” have not been used in the same
manner in this paper’s discussion. Theoretical discussions of extremism/radicalism (March
and Mudde 2005, 24-25; Backes 2010, 8-9, 163-167) have led us to use the “extremism”
concept to refer primarily, although not solely, to the furthest right positions, whereas “radi-
calism” is specifically applied in the discussion to characterize an emancipatory left-wing tra-
dition that rejects the structure of contemporary capitalism, but does not necessarily incur in
anti-democratic positions.

In order to make the ideological analysis less abstract, specific ideological values were
added to our coding scheme: in addition to fundamental values such as freedom, equality,
and solidarity/brotherhood (Sunnari 2000, 163), cultural values like individualism and collec-
tivism (Triandis 1995, 68-80) were also taken into account.

Given that our aim is to indicate the emphasis on certain ideologies in a stream of mes-
sages, frequency analysis was chosen (Krippendorff 2004, 59). Cross-tabulation was not
performed, as we do not aim to analyze the statistical relationship between variables. The
basic units of the frequency analysis were words (“symbols,” in the traditional language of
content analysis), whose frequency was computed. The coding sheet also included an ev-
aluative item to ascertain the journalists’ general value judgment regarding the coded terms.
This is what Lerner et al referred to as “judgment, the way each symbol that occurred was
judged favourable, unfavourable, neutral” (1951-1952, 721). Implicit ideologies may be mani-
fested through the way discourse sentences constitute a coherent whole (Van Dijk 1998);
hence the final criterion for codifying a “for” or “against” political attitude is the value attrib-
uted to a term in the context of the whole opinion article. Thus quantitative analysis identifies
and computes terms that represent political ideologies, whereas qualitative analysis goes
beyond word frequencies, and takes into account the context of words and expressions in
order to evaluate their intended meaning. In our case, text interpretation may be performed
by (a) taking into account propositional structures like “X is P"—being “X” the coded term and
“P” a favourable, neutral, or unfavourable description; (b) the use of adjectives; or (c) the
interpretation of the whole opinion column as a context unit, whose structure and semantic
content could lead the coder to ascertain a value judgment. As Krippendorff points out: “Con-
text units are units that delineate the scope of information that coders need to consult in
characterizing the recording units” (2004,103). Thus, coders may take into account when
necessary other parts of the text (sentences, paragraphs, or even the whole text) in order to
infer the value ascribed to the words recorded.

A four week sample was chosen from the opinion columns published in the most popular
digital-native Spanish newspapers in May 2011 to obtain a synchronic image of the main
current political trends of the newspapers —a four-week sampling period has been used in
other content analysis studies of the press and news media (Graber 1972, 46, 51; Paulussen
2004; Portales E. 2009, 72). Given that May 2011 was a regional and local election period in
Spain, this month was chosen on the assumption that newspapers’ ideological and political
opinions would surface more strongly during an election season, when social life is more
politicized than usual. During the spring of 2011, the political climate in Spain was hot, as
gossip was rife about the era of Zapatero’s leadership clearly coming to an end. The socialist
leader did not announce his exit until end of the following July, but tension was already high
in the spring due to the chaos threatening to engulf the Spanish economy and the perception
that its leader had failed to handle the crisis adequately.

To identify the most relevant online-only generalist newspapers, two databases were
used: the Oficina de la Justificacion de la Difusién (the Spanish Audit Bureau of Circulations),
which tracks and verifies press circulation figures in Spain, and Alexa Web Service, which
has already been used as a source for academic research (Steele 2009, 93). The Oficina de
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la Justificacion de la Difusién (OJD) search was performed through the OJD website. Several
search criteria were used, such as “Noticias e Informacion” (“News and Information”). Re-
garding Alexa, we used the keyword “periddico digital” (“digital newspaper”) in a search that
was restricted to one country (Spain) and one language (Spanish). Both searches were con-
ducted during the first third of 2011. For this study, only original daily news producers were
considered newspapers. The initial sample of almost 50 web-only newspapers taken from
both the OJD and Alexa was filtered taking into account the Alexa traffic ranking in Spain.
Newspapers that ranked below or equal to 4,000 on May 31, 2011 were discarded on the
rationale that these media are scarcely read or influential. We also excluded from the list
newspapers that did not include generalist themes and sections, newspapers that lacked an
opinion section, and those where opinion columns were not clearly located or dated, or were
not differentiated from personal weblogs. Table 1 shows the list of online newspapers finally
selected.

Newspaper Opline URL Position_ in
since Alexa’s Traffic Rank
1. Libertad Digital 2000 www.libertaddigital.es 85
2. El Confidencial 2001 www.elconfidencial.com 100
3. El Confidencial Digital| 2001 www.elconfidencialdigital.com 721
4. El Semanal Digital 2000 www.elsemanaldigital.com 793
5. La Vozlibre No data www.lavozlibre.com 834
available
6. Diariocritico.com 2004 www.diariocritico.com 891
7. Naci6 Digital.cat 2005 www.naciodigital.cat 906
8. El Plural 2005 www.elplural.com 1.101
9. Vilaweb 1996 www.vilaweb.cat 1.135
10. MinutoDigital.com 2004 www.minutodigital.com 1.466°
11. Estrella Digital 1998 www.estrelladigital.es 1.667
12. Diario SIGLO XXI 2003 www.diariosigloxxi.com 1.746°
13. Elperiodic.com 2005 www.elperiodic.com 1.793
14. No data www.andaluciainformacion.es 2.297
Andaluciainformacion.es| available
15. El Imparcial 2008 www.elimparcial.es 2.538°
16. La Republica.es No data www.larepublica.es 2.757
available
17. Republica.com 2010 www.republica.com 2.883
18. Canariasahora.es No data www.canariasahora.com 3.580
available

Table 1: Top online-only Spanish newspapers by traffic at 31%' May 2011
® The traffic ranks of the Diario Siglo XXI and Minuto Digital newspapers were consulted on June 10th, 2011, while EIl Im-
parcial’'s rank was consulted on June 2nd, 2011.

The political orientation and editorial lines of the top online-only Spanish newspapers by traf-
fic is not transparent. That is, most outlets do not explicitly declare a political orientation and
they do not have editorial columns, but only opinion sections. However, the majority of them
fit into the Spanish polarized model due to their clear political positioning on one side of the
Spanish political spectrum. At least the top five, as well as Minuto Digital and El Imparcial,
are the harshest critics of left-leaning political views and parties. However, a global ideologi-
cal analysis of online-only newspapers in Spain is missing. This paper aims to address that
void.

A sample of 434 opinion articles was selected amongst all the individual opinion columns
that were gathered initially by the researchers. Given that the number of individual columns
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published by each newspaper differs greatly, two sampling criteria were applied: in the case
of newspapers that publish a scarce number of columns (such as Vilaweb or La Rep-
ublica.es), most columns from May 2011 were selected. In the case of outlets with a strong
opinion section, a systematic random sampling was performed, with different k intervals
(Krippendorff 2004, 115) that were applied in order to obtain similar samples throughout the
newspapers whenever possible. Hence, and with the exceptions of E/ Confidencial Digital
(26 columns), Vilaweb (10), El Periodic.com (28), Minuto Digital (20), Andaluciainfor-
macion.es (13), Diariocritico.com (12), and La Republica.es (6), 29 columns were provided
by each newspaper in most of the cases.

Codification was performed by three post-graduate students. Several intercoder agree-
ment tests were carried out, with different coders, throughout the methodological design. As
a result, the coding sheet was progressively refined and improved until a 0.83 two-coder
agreement was attained by using Krippendorf’'s a. The 0.83 reliability level was attained for
all items. Reliability coefficient met normal content analysis standards (Hoffman 2006, 65).

3. Results

3.1. Main topic: domestic politics

Before addressing the representation of the ideologies, we quantified the analyzed columns
according to their themes, to determine whether or not they were related to ideological-
political issues. The list of topics was adapted from Gisselquist and Lawson (2006).
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Figure 1: Main Topics Frequencies

As shown in Figure 1, of the 434 opinion columns analyzed, nearly half dealt with issues of
national policy. Therefore we found averages of opinion that were highly concentrated on
particular political issues (M = 33.38, SD = 54.40). Domestic politics figuring so dominantly in
the opinion pages of our sample is consistent with the fact that the period we studied was a
regional and local election season in Spain. After national politics, the most commented top-
ics—international politics, the economy, and social issues—appear with a much lower fre-
quency. For many of the articles, it was impossible to determine the theme, or they were
themes that fell outside of our codification criteria.
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3.2. Main focus: general issues and current affairs

Secondly, we identified the subject of the information, to see if a particular person or event
captured media attention in such a way that could undermine the analysis.
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Figure 2: Information subject frequencies.

Figure 2 shows that 181 articles in the sample focus on an idea, theme or concept. This is
important because it indicates that Spanish online opinion discusses primarily, and repeat-
edly, generic issues, which can be classified into the field of political ideologies. One hundred
and thirty-two articles deal with a specific current event, and the third largest group of col-
umns (95) refers to a person or a public institution.

3.3. Ideological spectrum: the right-wing has a higher frequency of positive or neutral
mentions than the left-wing

In general, it should be emphasized that the representation of ideologies within the left-right
ideological spectrum tends to be neutral (M = 30), compared to a very low average of nega-
tive mentions (M = 3.28). The average of negative opinions on the radical left-extreme right
political spectrum is higher (M = 17.4), which may indicate that the online Spanish press tries
to position itself as critical of ideologies. In any case, references to ideological spectrum iden-
tified in the columns (M = 50.71, SD = 71.03) mainly refer to the left (51 percent) and to the
right (35 percent). The next most mentioned references correspond to the extreme right (22
mentions) and the radical left (12 mentions).

With respect to how the press mentions the left, Table 2 shows that while most of the entries
are neutral (67 percent of all cases), there is no positive mention. The remaining mentions of
the ideological left all have negative connotations (33 percent of cases). This is striking be-
cause the newspapers that most mention the left are the pro-free market publication E/ Con-
fidencial and the progressive daily El Plural. When considering the references to the right,
most mentions are also neutral (48 percent), followed by negative (33 percent). But here we
identified that almost 19 percent of the mentions had positive connotations. In other words,
the frequencies indicate that the left is never represented positively, while the right does re-
ceive favorable coverage. One example of this kind of coverage was found in an opinion arti-
cle from EI Confidencial, whose writer argues that the political left is using strategically the
“[...] miedo a la derechal...]” (“[...] fear of the right[...]") (Quevedo 2011; italics in the original),
adding that the Partido Socialista Obrero Espafiol (Spanish Socialist Workers’ Party) blames
the conservative administration of former Spanish Prime Minister José Maria Aznar for un-
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employment. Immediately, the writer ironically notes that the by-then Prime Minister, José
Luis Rodriguez Zapatero “[...] presume de haber conseguido la tasa mas baja de paro en
2007, gracias precisamente ja las politicas de Aznar!” (“[...] boasts of having achieved the
lowest unemployment rate in 2007, thanks precisely to Aznar’s policies!”) (Quevedo 2011).
Mentions of the extreme left and the extreme right also receive unequal treatment: if 75 per-
cent of the mentions of the extreme left are negative, in the case of the extreme right the
negative mentions are 46 percent. The extreme right is treated much more neutrally (55 per-
cent of mentions) than the radical left (25 percent). The centre, centre-left and centre-right
are barely mentioned (5 percent), and in the few cases where they are, the connotation is
never positive.

Ideological spectrum Mentions Positive Negative Neutral
Extreme left 12 0 9 3
(3.3%) (0.0%) (75.0%) (25.0%)
Left 180 0 60 120
(50.7%) (0.0%) (33.3%) (66.7%)
3 0 0 3
Centre-left (0.8%) (0.0%) (0.0%) (100.0%)
Centre / 0 1 6
(1.9%) (0.0%) (14.3%) (85.7%)
. 8 0 1 7
Centre-right (2.2%) (0.0%) (12.5%) (87.5%)
Riht 123 23 41 59
9 (34.6%) (18.7%) (33.3%) (48.0%)
Extreme right 22 0 10 12
g (6.1%) (0.0%) (45.5%) (54.5%)
23 122 210
Total 355 (6.5%) (34.4%) (59.2%)

Table 2: Frequency of mentions of positions on the ideological spectrum

From the data collected on frequency, a tendency within online newspapers begins to
emerge. Online journalism can be defined, not so much by the ideas they publish as by the
ideas they attack. For example, the publication that most mentions the left is the ultra-
conservative Minuto Digital (7 mentions) while the newpaper that most mentions the extreme
right is the progressive El Plural. At the same time, the newspaper that most mentions the
left (47 mentions, that is 26.1 percent of the total mentions) is El Semanal Digital, which is a
libertarian-conservative publication (Almiron 2006:26-28).

3.4. Ideological values: freedom has the highest frequency

Table 3 centres on specific ideological values. Here we note that, generally, the average of
positive mentions (M = 17.5) is higher than both negative (M = 1.5) and neutral mentions (M
=12.16).
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Ideological values Mentions Positive Negative Neutral
Freedom (6;27%) (59_;’2) (0.8‘;)) (39-45"(/30)
Equality (4.2%) (87.5;)) (12_53%,) (0.0"(/3))
Solidarity (7_141%) (57.1§A>) (0_0(2,) (42.9§A>)
Brotherhood (2_‘11%) (75_01;,) (0_00(/3,) (25.01A:)
Individualism (1 01_?%) (26_324,) (26.3§A:>) (47-426)
Collectivism (8_10?%) (40_O§A,) (1 3.334) (46-7ZA:>)
Total 187 (56_119/05) (4.8‘2) (39-5"2)

Table 3: Frequency of mentions of ideological values

Of all of the values we coded, freedom is the one that appears with the highest and most
dominant frequency, gathering 68 percent of all mentions. Furthermore, the concept of free-
dom is mentioned positively the majority of the time (60 percent of all cases) or at least neu-
trally (39 percent). Only one negative mention of this value was found in the sample. It is
noteworthy that freedom is positively valued in libertarian oriented publications (El Imparcial,
Libertad Digital) as well as in patriotic right-wing publications (Minuto Digital). The other
most-mentioned values in the articles of the sample are mentioned with far less frequency
than freedom: individualism (10 percent), collectivism (8 percent), or solidarity (7 percent).
The dominant connotations are neutral in the case of collectivism and individualism, and
positive in the case of solidarity. Solidarity is also neutrally represented, as in one column
from Diariocritico.com that lists this value amongst other things that were being asked for by
young people in Spain (Del Olmo 2011). However, even though solidarity is never mentioned
negatively, collectivism receives two negative mentions. It is perhaps more significant that
individualism is mentioned negatively as much as it is positively (26 percent of the case in
both times). Of all of the ideological values, only individualism and collectivism do not have a
frequency of dominant mentions with positive connotations.

3.5. Specific political ideologies: left-wing ideologies accumulate the highest frequency
of negative mentions

As for references to specific ideologies within the political spectrum, it is noteworthy that the
average number of mentions of terms that define these ideologies is high (M = 42.27), al-
though the mentions are fewer than those terms that refer to the left-right spectrum. More-
over, the high level of dispersion found in the specific ideologies variable (SD = 70.23) shows
that online journalism focuses its attention on very few policy issues. For the total number of
ideologies codified (Table 4), four hundred and sixty-five mentions were identified. Amongst
these, socialism stands out, accumulating more than half of all of the mentions (54 percent).
The second most mentioned political ideology was communism (9 percent) and the third was
Francoism/National Catholicism (7 percent).
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Specific political ideologies Mentions Positive Negative Neutral
Anarchism / left-wing liber- 18 0 8 10
tarianism (3.8%) (0.0%) (44.4%) (55.6%)
. 41 0 28 13
Communism (8.8%) (0.0%) (68.3%) (31.7%)
- 251 14 86 151
Socialism (53.9%) (5.6%) (34.3%) (60.2%)
Social democracy 21 11 2 8
(4.5%) (52.4%) (9.5%) (38,1%)
. 2 0 1 1
Christian democracy (0.4%) (0,0%) (50.0%) (50.0%)
Liberalism / neoliberalism / 17 1 5 11
laissez-faire (3.6%) (5.9%) (29.4%) (64.7%)
Right-wing libertarianism / 7 0 4 3
anarcho-capitalism (1.5%) (0.0%) (57.1%) (42.9%)
conservatism / necconser 3 6 7 18
o (6.6%) (19.4%) (22.6%) (58.1%)
Nacional Catholicism / 35 0 17 18
Francoism (7.5%) (0.0%) (48.6%) (51.4%)
_ 29 0 26 3
Fascism (6.2%) (0.0%) (89.7%) (10.3%)
, 13 0 8 5
Nazism (2.7%) (0.0%) (61.5%) (38.5%)
32 192 241
Total 465 (6.9%) (41.3%) (51.8%)

Table 4: Frequency of mentions of specific political ideologies

The only ideology that receives a positive mention, by majority, is social democracy (52 per-
cent of all mentions had a positive characterization). The rest of the ideologies had neutral or
negative connotations. Communism was the political ideology that received the most nega-
tive valoration (68 percent of negative mentions) — one example can be found in a column
published in Libertad Digital, that refers to “[...] un sistema criminal como el comunismo [...]”
(“[...] a criminal system like communism [...]” (Rodriguez Braun 2011). Rightist totalitarian
ideologies (Francoism, fascism, and Nazism) do not receive any positive mentions, and they
are represented essentially in a negative way, with one exception: Francoism or Spanish
National Catholicism. While fascism is mentioned in a way that is clearly negative, in 90 per-
cent of the cases, and Nazism in 61 percent of the cases, Francoism receives more neutral
mentions (51 percent) than negative ones (49 percent).

Non-totalitarian right-wing ideologies receive an uneven treatment in the study sample.
While anarcho-capitalism is barely mentioned, and in no case positively so, conservatism is
mentioned in a positive way on 6 occasions. On 7 occasions it receives a negative mention,
and on 18 occasions it is mentioned in a neutral way. On the left or centre-left we observe a
much higher frequency of negative mentions. Socialism is mentioned neutrally in 60 percent
of the cases and positively in 6 percent of the cases, but the rest (34 percent) corresponds to
negative opinions, which in absolute terms implicates up to 86 concrete mentions. Of all of
the political ideologies, socialism is the one that obtains the most negative mentions in abso-
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lute terms, which supposes 45 percent of all of the negative mentions in relative terms. The
next ideology with the most negative mentions is communism (it receives 15 percent of all of
the negative mentions regarding concrete ideologies). Anarchism or left-wing libertarianism
receives few mentions. The connotations are neutral or negative in almost equal parts, which
is a similar distribution to that of right-wing libertarianism. Yet right-wing libertarianism has
only 7 mentions, while left-wing libertarianism is mentioned 18 times in the sample. The rest
of the ideologies, from the centre or the centre-right, receive few mentions in general terms.
In total, social democracy and Christian democracy are mentioned 23 times (5 percent of all
of the mentions), of which 21 mentions are for social democracy and 2 are for Christian de-
mocracy.

In general we observe a clear bias in references to ideological values, with numerous re-
ferences to ideologies on the left (67 percent) and on the right or the extreme right (28 per-
cent). But there is a minimal presence of references to the ideological centre. Negative as-
sessments are polarized in a similar manner: ideologies on the left receive 64 percent of the
total negative valuations, while ideologies on the right or extreme right receive 27 percent.
The tendency of portraying rival ideologies in a negative way is not unique to the right, as
there are also progressive publications such as El Plural and Vilaweb which do not provide
positive ratings to any ideologies and are very critical of fascist ideology.

4, Discussion

Spanish media is highly polarized and audiences have strong ties to their chosen media out-
lets according to their ideological loyalties. In this sense, our data generally agree with Hallin
and Mancini’s polarized pluralist model, which is characterized by a high level of politicization
(2004, 298). Our findings are also consistent with the idea that Spanish media are partisan
(Sampedro and Seoane Perez 2008:337-338). Our results suggest that the internet produces
even further polarization, with more biased and unbalanced media coverage than that found
offline. Such polarization is consistent with Sunstein’s observation about the link between the
internet, group polarization, and extremism (Sunstein 2001, 65, 71).

In the context of conservative or reactionary newspapers in the top-ranking digital-native
media in Spain, our data indicates a negative representation of leftist ideologies. This anti-
leftism would be the main answer to our first research question on how to define online-only
Spanish journalism with regard to ideology. From a more global perspective, the role of at-
tacking the left that the Spanish cybermedia play reflects the anti-Democrat bias of American
news sites like WorldNetDaily or FrontPage (Brock 2005, 102, 159-161). In the Spanish con-
text, this tendency to negatively represent the left could also be interpreted as the result of
the predominance of right-wing newspapers in cyberspace. In that sense, our data are con-
sistent with Almiron’s thesis (2006) on the conservative tendencies of Spanish digital news-
papers. Also from a contextual point of view, the interpretation of our data must take into ac-
count the recent emergence in Spain of media with an extreme right bias (Gémez 2010,
Gonzalez-Harbour 2010). On the other hand, it must be pointed out that, in the context of the
political economy of communication’s framework, the right-leaning of the newspapers could
be interpreted as an ideological bias in itself. From this point of view, Spanish online-only
newspapers may be understood as media that help maintain the status quo.

Simultaneously, the high number of neutral mentions, when referring to specific ideologies
as well as regarding the political spectrum in general, indicates that, with the exception of
social democratic positions, the Spanish online media aims to focus ideological positioning
indirectly. For example, we found that even though a column may be anti-left, it does not
stand out for making positive valuations of rightist ideas. This is remarkable in a study that
includes clearly ideological newspapers like Libertad Digital (Diaz Noci 2005, 35), and may
indicate a generalized journalistic trend where ideological activism hides behind a fagade of
alleged apoliticism. Nonetheless, in regard to specific ideological stances that could be in-
ferred in the case of individual news outlets, some newspapers seem to be more right wing
than others. For example, Vilaweb and El Plural are progressive publications that criticize the
right (and, more specifically, the extreme right), whereas Libertad Digital is sympathetic to
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conservatism and/or libertarian conservatism. Surprisingly, El Imparcial tends to represent
social-democracy favourably, whereas Minuto Digital criticizes different left-wing ideologies.
Right-wing positions could also be inferred from EI Confidencial’s and EI Confidencial Digi-
tal’s columns. Pinning down other specific outlets is more difficult, as it is the case with E/
Semanal Digital, whose opinion seems to veer between right-wing and social-democratic
positions. In other cases, no clear ideological stance can be inferred—or even guessed—
from digital newspapers. Such fuzziness is in line with the aforementioned trend towards
indirect ideological positioning.

The issue of extremism is another interesting point for discussion. The answer to our sec-
ond research question (concerning the extent to which extreme positions are represented in
opinion journalism) is ambiguous. On the one hand, the extreme political ideologies of both
the left and right received negligible positive mentions. On the other hand, it is striking that
neutral mentions of extreme right positions outnumber those of negative mentions, while
negative mentions of the radical left triple neutral mentions. Moreover, it is interesting to note
that the issue of extremism—on the right and on the left—is a quantitatively more relevant
theme than centrist ideological positions. In short, the online-only Spanish press seems to
want to project an attitude of neutrality when it comes to ideology, but there is actually a
more generous attitude toward right-wing extremism when compared to the left. Dahlgren
notes that “for its users, the Net can expand the political margins of the public sphere”
(2001:48). Our study indicates that it is the margins on the right which have greater potential
in the Spanish context. We cannot overlook, after all, that the third most mentioned political
ideology in the columns is Spanish National Catholicism.

The anti-progressive bias of Spanish digital-native journalism opens several interesting
lines of inquiry. From a technological point of view, digital media—because of its ability to
yield to the urgency of immediacy and dispel deeper reflection (Fenton 2010)—would help to
accentuate the traditional political struggle of the Spanish media as a whole, even if rather
unevenly. As to the economic factor, it is possible that the success of conservative or ultra-
conservative proposals in the digital-native press has to do with a greater capacity for ideo-
logical projects of this bias to attract investors to their websites. Again, the features of the
polarized pluralist model, typical in Spain, would play an important role. The traditional ties
between journalists and political actors (Hallin and Mancini 2004) could also mean easier
access to funding sources for conservative media, in the measure that rightist politics is bet-
ter connected to the economic and financial sectors.

Another interesting point of discussion is the relationship of the Spanish audience to politi-
cal ideologies. From an ideological standpoint, the Spanish show a higher degree of leftism
compared to other Europeans (as evidenced by the European Social Survey 2008; Martin
2010, 18). Yet citizens who hold progressive positions are fragmented when compared to
those who identify as conservative. The conservatives are essentially united around a single
political party at the national level. This social reality is reflected to some extent in our data,
which indicate a high statistical dispersion in the representation of political ideologies and
values, which can be interpreted in terms of the absence of real diversity in the online press.
In other words, Spanish online opinion journalism focuses most of its views on a handful of
political positions. The concentration of the Spanish political right may also be related to the
fact that the average frequency of mentions of the terms of the left-right political spectrum is
greater than the average frequency of mentions of specific ideologies. Rather than develop-
ing a journalistic discourse which analyzes particular ideological variants on the right (liber-
tarianism, conservatism, etc.), online journalism seems to employ a more vague term, “the
right,” lumping together diverse ideological “families”—which could even become, at times,
contradictory.

Finally, the negative portrayal of socialism could be due to the ability of libertarian and
conservative communities to adapt to the new digital medium. This would explain the fact
that the most-read digital-native publications such as Libertad Digital or El Confidencial, are
also the most long-standing on the internet in Spain. Even though technologically enthusias-
tic writers come from diverse ideological backgrounds, the fact remains that some of the big-
gest promoters of the libertarian “myth” about the internet come from conservative or ultra-
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conservative spheres (Almiron and Jarque 2008). In this context, and also taking into ac-
count the importance the ideological value of “freedom” receives in our study, it appears that
in Spain the digital journalism that is taking shape is biased towards promoting the libertarian
right. At the same time, the fact that the opinion columns do not openly embrace individu-
alism, in an absolute form, may indicate that the statist-collectivist tradition of the Spanish
right still has echoes in today’s journalism.

5. Conclusions

In a highly politicized and polarized media landscape, online-only opinion journalism plays a
role in the depiction of ideologies and values that relate to the political context of Spain.
Opinion columns openly embrace the discussion of ideas, and tend to be centred on Spanish
domestic politics. The Spanish digital media fit a model where newspapers emphasize com-
mentary directed at political activists. It may be assumed that such web activism is mainly of
an anti-left, right-wing variety, with conservative or very conservative ideologies being cher-
ished by Spanish opinion journalism. This conclusion mirrors the ideological bias of the off-
line press landscape in Spain, where cultural and fiscal conservatism is the most represented
point of view in mainstream newspapers. More specifically, and taking into account that free-
dom is the predominant ideological value, an implicit right-libertarian pattern seems to em-
erge in the Spanish digital media landscape.

Our study depicts a right-leaning journalism defined by what it rejects, not by what it be-
lieves. On the other hand, it tries to be neutral when referring to specific political or ideologi-
cal positions. At the same time, Spanish digital journalism does not try to be neutral regard-
ing values, such as freedom, equality, or solidarity. Therefore, the Spanish digital-native
newspaper sector seems to be politically polarized, but tries to avoid a clear-cut representa-
tion of ideological positions—a representation which tends not to be explicit in terms of clas-
sical ideologies such as socialism, conservatism, or laissez-faire. More specifically, these
newspapers do not try to depict extreme ideologies in a positive light; however, issues re-
lated to ideological extremism are part of the debate. Ironically, the study of digital news-
papers brings to light an apparently post-ideological scenario where issues that come from
the 1930s and the Spanish Civil War—such as anti-communism, National Catholicism, or the
extreme right—reappear in cyberspace.

Like any study, ours has limitations, and suggests new lines of research. For example, fur-
ther research is needed to study the treatment these newspapers give to specific ideological
themes and issues related to economic and socio-cultural questions, such as unemployment,
taxes, or abortion. In addition to that, studying the political bias of such politicized digital me-
dia becomes increasingly relevant. In other words, a more detailed study of the way online-
only newspapers perform specific ideological functions and depict specific Spanish political
parties, may be relevant for the discussion of theoretical topics about the political implications
of the new digital media.
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