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Abstract
This study seeks to examine how U.S. news outlets construct narratives about incidents of violence committed by federal agents, and how these narratives shape understandings of national identity. Drawing on agenda-setting, gatekeeping, framing theory, and Hall’s encoding/decoding model, the proposed analysis will compare news coverage of four shootings and one assault involving white and nonwhite victims of different citizenship backgrounds. This paper makes the argument that the phrase “This isn’t who we are” works as a framing device to protect a white-centered vision of the American identity. Through qualitative artifact analysis, the project seeks to identify the interpretive positions made available to audiences as well as highlights how news narratives reinforce racialized hierarchies of belonging. The findings will contribute to scholarship on media, nationalism, and state violence by demonstrating how journalistic discourse participates in defining who is included in, or excluded from, the American national community.
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Introduction
Incidents of violence committed by federal agents occupy a complex space in American public discourse, particularly when racial identity shapes both the coverage and interpretation of such events. When state actors, such as Border Patrol agents, ICE officials, U.S. Marshals, FBI officers, and other federal agents use excessive or lethal force, news organizations become interpreters of what these incidents mean for the nation. News media play a central role in constructing narratives about state violence, national identity, and ethical justification. These decisions are not made in a vacuum; they are not neutral.  They reflect deeper ideological assumptions about race, citizenship, and a sense of national belonging.
Media coverage of such incidents becomes a site where the boundaries of the American “we” are drawn and defended. In particular, the sentiment that “This isn’t who we are,” (whether explicitly stated or implied through moral shock or outrage) emerges as a powerful rhetorical device that signals when a death is understood as a deviation from the national moral order. Yet this sentiment is not evenly applied across victims, instead, it is selectively invoked; often in cases involving white U.S. citizens, while absent in coverage of people of color, migrants, and even lawful permanent residents.
	This paper aims to examine how U.S. news outlets construct narratives around incidents of federal agent violence; it will endeavor to do this through the study of several of these incidents perpetuated by federal agents. Using agenda-setting, gatekeeping, and framing as well as applying the encoding/decoding model, this paper will analyze how narratives are constructed, circulated, framed, and interpreted. This paper argues that the sentiment “This isn’t who we are,” functions as a framing device that protects a vision of the American identity that is centered on and around whiteness.
	The research questions for this study will be as follows:
1. How do U.S. news outlets frame incidents of violence committed by federal agents when victims are white compared to when victims are nonwhite individuals?
2. To what extent do news frames invoke a national identity, morality, or set of values through sentiments such as the phrase “This isn’t who we are” or similar language/sentiments?
3. What differences, if any, emerge in justification, placement of blame, and emotional tone across coverage of these incidents?
4. How might audiences interpret these messages?
Literature Review
This literature review synthesizes scholarship on agenda-setting, gatekeeping, and framing, as well as introduces the encoding/decoding model as a complementary interpretive lens to address how audiences view and interpret narratives about such violence and national identity. These theories work together to illuminate how new organizations select, prioritize, and narrate incidents of violence committed by federal agents and how audiences may interpret these narratives in different ways.
What the Media Prioritizes for Us to Think About
Agenda-setting theory posits that media influences public perception, not by dictating what audiences should think, but by presenting information that shapes what audiences think about (McCombs & Shaw, 1972). When news outlets choose to highlight certain incidents of federal agent violence while downplaying others, they are implicitly signaling what events are socially significant and what events are not. Research has shown that racial identity often affects which incidents receive sustained attention. Studies on police violence demonstrate that cases involving white victims tend to be framed as tragedies or anomalies, in contrast, cases involving Black or nonwhite victims are more likely to be contextualized with crime and threat narratives or linkage to greater systemic issues (Dukes & Gaither, 2017; Smiley & Fakunle, 2016). 
Although federal agent violence has received less scholarly attention than police violence, existing research suggests similar dynamics. Coverage of Border Patrol activities and immigration enforcement, for example, tends to be limited, and it is often portrayed as a national security concern rather than human rights issue or possible violation (Martinez & Slack, 2018). In these instances victims are typically nonwhite migrants, and such incidents are less likely to receive national attention unless accompanied by larger political controversy, distressing imagery, or public protest (Chouliaraki, 2006). These scholars propose that there is violence ingrained in all aspects of the immigration system, including the “symbolic violence” of criminal labeling and human rights abuses that take place during incarceration. Such violence is painted as a necessary part of immigration enforcement. Applying agenda-setting to incidents of federal agent violence allows this project to examine which cases rise to national prominence and how racial identity can shape that visibility. 
Contemporary agenda-setting research expands beyond traditional news selection to examine how digital platforms, audience behavior, and issue competition shape what is salient. Second-level agenda-setting or attribute agenda-setting, for example, focuses on how media texts not only tell audiences what to think but also how to think about it by emphasizing certain attributes of an issue (McCombs & Guo, 2014). This is especially relevant to federal agent violence, where the prominence of certain attributes of victims or a situation can shape public interpretation alongside framing. More recent scholarship also highlights intermediate agenda-setting, which is the process through which national news outlets influence local news agendas and vice versa (Harder et al., 2017). Incidents involving federal agents often begin as local stories before being elevated, or not, into national discourse. Additionally, algorithmic agenda-setting research shows that platform curation algorithms, trending lists, and engagement-based rankings now play significant roles in determining visibility (Meraz & Papacharissi, 2013). 
Together, these developments demonstrate that agenda-setting is a multi-layered process involving many factors, such as, editorial judgment, platform dynamics, and audience interaction. Applying agenda-setting to indents of federal agent violence will allow this project to examine which cases rise to national prominence, how racial identity shapes that visibility, and how contemporary media systems amplify or suppress narratives.
How Information Enters the Newsfeed
	 Gatekeeping theory examines the processes through which information is filtered before it reaches the public (Shoemaker & Vos, 2009). Keepers of this gate traditionally include journalists, editors, and institutional norms, in the contemporary media environment, algorithms also function as gatekeepers, shaping what content audiences encounter. From which stories are published to how they are sourced and what perspectives are highlighted or suppressed, gatekeepers are extremely influential. 
News organizations often rely on official sources (i.e. police departments, government spokespeople, federal agencies, etc.) when reporting on state violence. Such reliance of these sources inherently shapes the narrative, as federal agencies will typically frame incidents in ways that justify the use of force, emphasize officer safety, or highlight a victim’s alleged criminality or wrongdoing (Pitts, 2022). Pitts emphasizes the “symbiotic relationship” that exists between the media and law enforcement because news organizations depend on these agencies for “newsworthy content” as well as access to information, official narratives often become the default frame. 
	David L. Altheide’s research on “Terrorism and the Politics of Fear” emphasizes this concept further. Altheide’s discussion of the “politics of fear” specifically in the context of national security and 9/11, recognizes police officials as “dominant news sources” that define social problems and even set political agendas. The reliance of journalists and news organizations on federal agencies results in what he refers to as a “megaphone for official views” such “official truth” marginalizes dissenting perspectives and prioritizes narratives that support state actions and control. Victim voices are frequently suppressed to favor the interests of the state, and the public receives a version of events filtered through institutional interests that can obscure systemic issues or patterns (Altheide, 2006, pp. 24-32).
	Gatekeeping decisions are also shaped by racialized assumptions about who “counts” as a victim. Studies show that white victims are more likely to be portrayed as individuals with families, careers, and community ties while nonwhite victims are more likely to be described through actual or alleged criminality or immigration status (Gilliam & Iyengar, 2000). Such patterns relate to gatekeeping in the way that they influence whether gatekeepers deem an incident as worthy of coverage. Beyond broad racialization, the ideological orientation of a news outlet also influences gatekeeping decisions influencing source prioritization, prominence, and what is covered. Research shows that conservative outlets tend to emphasize law and order narratives while more liberal outlets are more likely to report on situations that reflect systemic injustices (Stroud, 2011). 
	In the digital era, algorithms shape what information reaches what audience. Social media platforms are known to prioritize content based on engagement metrics, this can amplify certain sensational or emotionally charged stories over other incidents. Algorithmic gatekeeping can reinforce existing biases in news stories by elevating news coverage that aligns with the dominant narratives while minimizing stories that might challenge them (Tufekci, 2015).
How the Media Contrives Meaning
	Framing theory explains how media emphasizes certain aspects of events and therefore shapes interpretation (Entman, 1993). These frames guide audiences toward particular understandings of causation, morality, and responsibility. Snow and Benford (1988) identified three types of frames: diagnostic, prognostic, and motivational frames. Diagnostic frames identify the cause of a problem, prognostic frames propose solutions, and motivational frames provide justification. In coverage of federal agent violence, diagnostic frames may attribute blame to the victim, the agent, the agency, or systemic factors. Prognostic frames may call for reform, abolition, accountability, or increased enforcement. Motivational frames often invoke national values such as justice, safety, or freedom.
	Research consistently shows that racial identity shapes framing. Nonwhite victims are more likely to be framed through criminality, deviance, threat, immigration status, or gang affiliation (Gilliam & Iyengar, 2000; Chavez, 2008). In contrast, white victims are likely to be framed through tragedy, innocence, mental health, government overreach, or individual misfortune separate from systemic issues (Dukes & Gaither, 2017; Smiley & Fakunle, 2016). These frames influence public perception and policy debates; they also shape whether an incident is interpreted as a violation of American values or as a justified act of authority (Chong & Druckman, 2007). 
Emotional tone and moral evaluation are tools often employed in framing (Lecheler, et. al). Coverage of white victims tends to employ sympathetic language, emphasizing loss, community impact, and moral outrage. Coverage of nonwhite victims often employs neutral or negative tone, emphasizing risk, danger, or legality. Tonal differences assist in shaping audience empathy and moral judgement (Tian & Zheng, 2025). Take for example, the media portrayals of collective action in protests. The Occupy Wall Street protests involved majority white participants and focused on the “inspiration” and victimization of participants, whereas protests involving nonwhite participants (ex. the Ferguson protests) tend to be framed as riots; dangerous, criminal, threats to public order. Gause, Moore and Ostfeld (2023) demonstrate that the identity of protestors significantly influences whether the media emphasizes anger and fear or legitimacy in their coverage. Such findings are a parallel to the framing of state perpetuated violence, underscoring that media narratives are deeply shaped by frames of innocence, threat, and belonging.
How Audiences Interpret Media Narratives 
	Encoding/decoding theory, developed by Stuart Hall (1980), provides a framework of understanding how audiences interpret media messages once they have been produced and circulated. While agenda-setting, gatekeeping, and framing all focus on how news organizations construct narratives, the encoding/decoding model emphasizes that audiences are not passive recipients of the narratives produced. Instead, they are actively interpreting and negotiating meaning based on their own experiences, social positions, and ideologies. According to Hall, media produces “encode” their preferred meanings into media texts, but audiences may “decode” these messages in dominant, negotiated, or oppositional ways.
	In the context of federal agent violence, dominant readings may align with official narratives, justifying the use of force or framing incidents as isolated deviations from otherwise legitimate state authority. Audiences who accept these readings may interpret phrases and sentiments such as, “This isn’t who we are,” as reaffirmations of the American moral identity. Negotiated readings occur when audiences accept parts of the preferred narrative but question others, for example, acknowledging wrongdoing by federal agents while still affirming the legitimacy of the broader institution. Oppositional readings reject the preferred frame entirely, interpreting state violence as a predictable outcome of systemic issues and historical patterns of state control. These divergent interpretations underscore that public understanding is not uniform, these interpretations become sites of ideological disputes over the meaning of national identity, morality and justice (Hall, 1980; White, 1994).
	The encoding/ decoding model is especially relevant to this project because it highlights the contested nature of national identity discourse. When journalists invoke moral language or appeal to shared values, they encode a particular vision of the nation one that often centers exceptionalism, unity, and innocence. Yet audiences may reinterpret or resist these claims when they conflict with lived experiences. Incorporating Hall’s encoding/decoding model provides a conceptual bridge between media production and audience interpretation, narratives about federal agent violence are not merely constructed but also actively contested.
National Identity, Morality, & the Racialization of State-Sponsored Violence 
	Media narratives about state violence do more than describe events, they participate in constructing and negotiating the concept of an American national identity. Scholars of nationalism argue that the nation is an “imagined community” that is sustained through shared narratives, symbols, and moral boundaries (Anderson, 1983). News media plays a central role in this process by defining which events are treated as a reflection of national values and which are framed as deviations from them.
	Michael Billig’s concept of banal nationalism, first discussed in his 1995 book, is particularly useful for understanding how national identity appears in news coverage. He proports that rather than relying on overtly patriotic rhetoric, banal nationalism operates through subtle linguistic choices such as the use of the “we,” “the nation,” “our values” thus creating and reinforcing a sense of collective identity. Coverage of state perpetuated violence often employs these cues, especially when journalists frame incidents as moral crises that threaten the integrity of the nation. Phrases and sentiments such as “This isn’t who we are” function as moral boundary work that distances the nation from acts of violence while reaffirming an idealized vision of American identity (Billig & Skey, 2025). 
	Scholars such as Bonilla-Silva argue that the national identity in the United States is implicitly racialized and whiteness operates as an unmarked norm that defines who is fully included in the national community (Cutler, 2015). Media coverage reflects and reinforces these boundaries by humanizing white victims of state violence while dehumanizing nonwhite victims. Waisbord (2018) further argues that journalism often participates in maintaining a myth of national innocence, portraying the U.S. as a fundamentally moral, democratic, and just nation. When state actors commit violence, journalist may use moral language to distance the nation from the act, reinforcing the idea that such violence is un-American.
	Together these scholars demonstrate that media narratives about federal agent violence are deeply intertwined with racialized constructions of national identity. The invocation of morality, values, and collective identity is not net neutral; it reflects and reproduces longstanding hierarchies of belonging. Understanding these dynamics is essential for analyzing how news outlets frame incidents of federal agent violence and how these frames shape public discourse about the meaning of America itself.
Methods
	This study proposes qualitative analysis to examine how news media constructs narratives around federal agent violence and how these narratives reflect conceptions of national identity. The analysis will focus on coverage published between January 1, 2012 and March 1, 2026, corresponding with the earliest and latest incidents included in the study. The artifacts for analysis and discussion are the news coverage of the following four incidents of federal agent violence: 
1. The shooting of Alex Jeffrey Pretti (2026)
2.  The shooting of Renee Nicole Good (2026) 
3. The shooting of Silverio Villegas González (2025)
4. The shooting of José Antonio Elena Rodriguez (2012) 
5. The assault of Arnoldo Bazan and his father (2025)
Alex Jeffrey Pretti and Nicole Renee Good were both white, U.S. citizens killed by ICE and CBP agents in Minneapolis (Phillips, 2026; Wertheimer, 2026). Silverio Villegas González was a Mexican migrant who was shot by federal immigration agents while living in Chicago (Schuba & Sherry, 2025). José Antonio Elena Rodriguez was a 16-year-old boy living in Nogales, Mexico, who was shot through the fence at the border by a USBP agent (Carroll, 2018). Arnoldo Bazan is a teenage U.S. citizen with an undocumented father, the two were assaulted while on the way to school (McClenagan, 2025).
These cases were selected because they vary across racial identity, citizenship status, and proximity to the symbolic national community. Together, they will allow for comparative analysis of how narratives shift depending on the victim and institutional context. The inclusion of Rodriguez, a Mexican national killed in a cross-border shooting, is theoretically significant because it provides a comparative anchor for examining how news media frames victims who fall entirely outside the boundaries of U.S. citizenship.
News Outlet Selection
News coverage will be collected from:
· FOX News
· CNN
· The New York Times
· The Washington Post
· The Associated Press
· Local news outlets from the location of each incident
These outlets were selected to reflect distinct institutional norms, sourcing practices, and audience orientations. This study treats each outlet as distinct news organizations with different sourcing routines, approaches to reporting, and editorial conventions. Including both national and local news outlets allows for comparison between proximate reporting and national level narrative construction.
Artifact Selection & Criteria
Artifacts will be selected through a systematic search process designed to capture all relevant news coverage of each incident across the five chosen outlets. For each case, articles and news broadcast transcripts will be identified using keyword searches that combine the victim’s name with terms such as “shooting,” “death,” “federal agents,” “ICE,” “CBP,” “Border Patrol,” and “assault.” Searches will be conducted using databases as well as directly on the websites of the chosen news outlets. All articles published within two weeks of each incident will be collected to capture initial agenda-setting and gatekeeping patterns, and additional coverage will be included if it contributes to ongoing framing or interpretive narratives. No strictly opinion pieces will be included in the study to maintain consistency. 
These selection strategies will ensure that artifacts reflect how each outlet initially constructed and circulated narratives about each incident, while also allowing for cross comparison by case and outlet. The artifacts will then be analyzed in stages that align with the theoretical framework.
Proposed Analytic Plan
Agenda-Setting
This stage will assess the relative visibility and prominence of each incident across the selected outlets. The analysis will examine:
· Volume of coverage: How many articles or broadcasts did the incident receive within the two-week primary sampling period?
· Timing: How soon after the incident was the initial publication? Are there follow up stories? If yes, how soon?
· Use of amplifying elements: If available, are visuals and video in circulation?
The goal is to determine how news organizations signal the social significance of each incident and whether visibility varies across cases. This stage does not assume differences; it specifies how such differences would be identified if they emerge.
Gatekeeping
Gatekeeping analysis will focus on how information enters the news cycle and which voices are priorities. This analysis includes:
· Source selection: What sources do news outlets prioritize or rely on? Federal agencies, family members, witnesses, advocacy groups?
· Contextual information: Is contextual information included (legal, historical, and/or demographic information)?
· Editorial decisions: What details are included, excluded, or emphasized?
This stage operationalizes gatekeeping by examining how institutional routines, sourcing practices, and editorial norms/decisions shape the construction of each narrative. The analysis will document patterns if they appear.
Framing
Framing analysis will identify how each outlet constructs meaning around the incidents. This includes:
· Diagnostic frames: How is cause or blame assigned?
· Prognostic frames: What solutions or responses are proposed?
· Motivational frames: Are values or moral appeals invoked?
· Emotional tone: Is the tone of the artifact sympathetic, neutral, critical, fear-based, etc.?
· Language: Is language invoking national identity, morality, or belonging present?
Special attention will be paid to whether phrases or sentiments such as “This isn’t who we are appear, and if so, when they appear and how they function rhetorically. 
Encoding/Decoding 
Although audience data is not collected, Hall’s encoding/decoding model will be used as an interpretive framework to analyze the positions made available to audiences by the artifacts. This stage will examine the potential:
· Dominant readings encoded by journalists
· Negotiated readings suggested by contradiction or internal tension
· Oppositional readings implied by absent or marginalized perspectives
Encoding/decoding analysis will only seek to identify the interpretive positions that the coverage enables or creates.
Integrative Comparison
After each stage of analysis is completed, the study will conduct a cross-case comparison to examine how these theories vary in practice across victim identity, outlet type, and institutional context. This analytical step is imperative as it will synthesize the four analytic stages in order to evaluate how media narratives may contribute to broader constructions of national identity. This methodological approach will enable a systematic examination of how media narratives about violence perpetuated by federal agents contribute to racialized hierarchies of belonging and shape public understanding of both what and who constitutes as the nation and the American people.

Limitations
	There are several limitations that shape this study. Firstly, audience data is outside of the scope of this research. The analysis relies exclusively on news texts, so while Hall’s encoding/decoding model provides a framework for theorizing how audiences may potentially interpret the texts, this project does not include interviews, surveys, or analysis of user generated content that would allow for assessment of how audiences actually interpret these narratives. Excluding strictly opinion pieces and social media discourse means that influential narrative spaces are not analyzed within the context of this study. As a result, conclusions about decoding will remain theoretical rather than observational. 
	Secondly, as is the case in many studies of this nature, the limited sample as well as the study’s focus on specific national news outlets cannot represent the full range of every incident of federal agent violence and it cannot analyze the full media ecosystem. Also, the inclusion of cases from 2026 means that coverage may still evolve and complicate any patterns identified within this study. 
	Finally, the inclusion of a case of cross-border violence introduces structural differences in legal context, jurisdiction, and media access. These differences shape how journalists report on such cases and may influence the presence or absence of moral language completely independent of race or citizenship. While still theoretically meaningful, the inclusion and comparison of this case will require caution in its interpretation.
Opportunities for Future Research
Violence perpetuated by state actors is increasingly significant. Federal agent violence can be compared to police brutality. News media communication about these events offers a deeper look into the cultural and ideological landscape of the United Sates of America. When violence spills over into communities that are undeniably American, specifically white communities, how the stories are covered compared to nonwhite individuals may present a different picture of the purported American “melting pot” or “mixed salad.” Further research comparing and contrasting coverage of federal agent violence and police brutality has the potential to reveal insight into how news media assists in crafting and shaping the American “we.”
Within this study there are many opportunities for further research. Future research could expand the scope of analysis to include social media platforms where counter-narratives often emerge more quickly and forcefully than in traditional news outlets. Interviews, surveys, focus groups, or even analysis of user generated social media content could allow researchers to assess how individuals are actually interpreting texts. Doing so would allow in-depth observation of how audiences are decoding messages as well as encoding their own in online community spaces. Examining how communities who are often affected by incidents of federal agent violence could illuminate how marginalized groups resist exclusionary national identity frames. Additionally, these community narratives could be compared with how the dominant group communicates perception of themselves and others and how incidents of federal agent violence fracture perception of the American “we.” 
Researchers could also broaden the media landscape under examination. This study proposes analysis of several major national news outlets as well as local news organizations, but future work could expand. Future research could include opinion journalism, Spanish-language media, and alternative outlets. Examining how narratives circulate across these different contexts could provide more comprehensive understanding of how violence by state actors is portrayed. Scholars could also investigate algorithmic and platform-based dynamics more directly. Digital platforms increasingly shape what information is visible or “viral,” future studies could analyze how trending algorithms and engagement-based ranking systems influence the prominence and circulation of stories involving federal agents, this work could extend agenda-setting and gatekeeping research in the contemporary media environments.
Furthermore, interdisciplinary approaches could integrate communication theory, critical race studies, as well as the sociology field to build upon the conceptual foundation established by this study. There are a wide array of possibilities for research on this topic that would all further clarify how media narratives shape public understanding of belonging/citizenship, legitimacy, and the moral boundaries of the nation.
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