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Abstract: The aim of this Master’s thesis is to explore the cultural and discursive aspects of defense 
procurement in the United States. The thesis examines how an American multirole combat aircraft, the 
Lockheed Martin F-35 Lightning II fighter, has been framed by Members of the U.S. Congress in 2010—2020. 
Focused on congressional communication towards the domestic audience, the study examines what kinds of 
meanings of the F-35 are conveyed by the frames and how they relate to American strategic culture.  
 
This is a study in the multidisciplinary field of American Studies, making use of previous research and concepts 
from congressional studies, defense and strategic studies, and political culture studies. The research material 
consists of public statements from Members of the Armed Services Committees of the U.S. House of 
Representatives and the Senate. Informed by a social constructivist viewpoint and a semiotic approach to 
culture, the study adopts framing theory/analysis as a theoretical-methodological framework through which 
a combination of quantitative and qualitative content analysis of the research material is conducted. As a 
background for understanding the research material, the study defines a certain kind of American strategic 
culture and discusses the role of Congress in defense spending.  
 
This study finds that Members of the two Armed Services Committees have invoked broad, culturally 
resonant concepts and timeless storylines to contextualize and justify the F-35 to the domestic audience in a 
way that has remained fairly consistent over time. The study identifies three distinct but overlapping frames: 
an economic frame, a strategic-technological frame, and an apolitical patriotic frame. The framing of the F-
35 has highlighted its economic and financial aspects but has also discussed what the aircraft provides or 
means to the United States on the global arena, supported by a perception of war and military power as 
technology-centered and focused on competition between great power rivalries. The framing has also given 
voice to an understanding of the F-35 as a nonpartisan issue that evokes patriotic sentiments and was 
permeated with a general narrative of American national greatness and continued hegemony in the world.  
 
All the frames identified in this study are interpreted as having a basis in American strategic culture, but a 
more thorough understanding of the F-35 discourse arises by paying attention to a wider cultural context. 
The study suggests that the process and impacts of framing the F-35 are rooted in the existence and public 
acceptance of an American ‘culture of war’.
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1. INTRODUCTION  

 

The United States was founded on a distrust of strong centralized government and standing armies. 

Yet, the country has maintained a political culture of massive peacetime military spending since World 

War 2.  (Thorpe 2014.) Such public spending in the U.S. would be difficult, or even impossible, to justify 

in any other sector. In a time of deep partisan division in Congress, the topic of defense spending1  is 

one of the few areas left where Democrats and Republicans see more or less eye to eye – or at least 

do not disagree as much as in other sectors.  Together with the Military-Industrial complex2, Congress’s 

continual support for massive defense budgets has institutionalized and normalized war in American 

society and created ‘a culture of war’ that has ramifications for the entire international community 

(Hodges 2013, 5-6). The continual presence and practice of war, even the perpetual possibility of war, 

shapes society: “Once a given society is internally adapted for war, making war becomes much easier 

– a necessity, even, for the reproduction of existing social relations.” (Ferguson in Hodges 2013, 6.)   

 

The material foundations for the culture of war are provided by the acquisition of defense equipment 

and supplies, known as defense procurement. When discussing the procurement of highly expensive 

defense materiel in the U.S., a particular weapons program is often mentioned: the F-35 Lightning II 

Fighter Program has become a prime example of defense procurement that seems to have 

spiraled out of control. The fighter aircraft program is the U.S. Defense Department’s (DOD) most 

expensive weapon system ever. Plagued with countless technical issues, vast cost overruns, and 

years of schedule delays, the trillion-dollar program has been widely criticized both at home 

and abroad. The late Senator and Senate Armed Services Committee chairman John McCain rebuked 

it as “a scandal and a tragedy” (McCain 2016), and Representative Adam Smith, current Chairman of 

the House Armed Services Committee, recently called it “a rathole” with “disappointing capabilities” 

(Smith in Gregg 2021). Although Congress has monitored the program closely, lawmakers have 

provided funding levels that far exceed the amounts requested by the DOD (Kennedy 2020).   

 

This Master’s thesis will explore the political culture of such defense acquisitions in the United States, 

with a focus on how discussions by Members of Congress have rationalized and contextualized the 

procurement of the F-35 to the domestic audience and what kinds of meanings have been assigned to 

it. Specifically, I will examine how the F-35 Lightning II Fighter has been framed by Members of the 

 
1 Defense spending includes all regular activities of the Department of Defense; war spending; nuclear weapons 
spending; international military assistance; and other Pentagon-related spending. 
2  The ‘Military-Industrial Complex’ refers to the relationship between the military and the defense industry that 
supplies it. See sub-chapter 3.4. for further discussion.  
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Armed Services Committees of the House of Representatives and the Senate in 2010τ2020. This is a 

study in the multidisciplinary field of American Studies, making use of previous research and concepts 

from congressional studies, defense and strategic studies, and political culture studies. The thesis 

examines American political culture in the context of defense procurement by presenting a case study 

on the discourse(s) associated with the F-35. I will characterize the discourse(s) by identifying key 

frames in public statements by members of the House Armed Services Committee (HASC) and the 

Senate Armed Services Committee (SASC). The HASC and the SASC are standing committees of the U.S. 

Congress and responsible for the funding and oversight of the Armed Forces and the DOD. A frame is 

a culturally determined system of meaning that organizes and guides interpretations regarding reality. 

It is a social construction of a phenomenon that places it in a previously familiar context, highlighting 

certain aspects of the phenomenon and omitting others. Framing analysis is a way to investigate how 

events and issues are organized and interpreted. (Goffman 1974, Entman 1993, Karvonen 2000.) The 

study aims to understand American culture by examining how the framing of the F-35 relates to the 

characteristics of American political culture in the realm of national security issues, referred to as 

American strategic culture.  

 

The thesis approaches the frames as forming a particular type of discourse through which the 

meanings of the F-35 are constructed. The discourse is seen as both a product of the political culture 

where it takes place and something that itself constructs political culture. Such a premise is inspired 

by a social constructivist viewpoint and a semiotic approach to culture, which characterize the 

underlying worldview of the study. These approaches, along with the foundations of framing 

theory/analysis, form a theoretical-methodological framework through which a combination of 

quantitative and qualitative content analysis of the research material will be conducted. For both of 

the key concepts in this study, frame/framing and (American) strategic culture, there is an array of 

different definitions and approaches found in their respective fields. This study does not aim to apply 

any single theory of either one, but rather borrows ideas from a variety of sources that have proved 

to be useful for this study in particular. Both concepts, as well as their application, are informed by a 

constructivist viewpoint and a semiotic approach to culture.  

 

This study concludes that Members of the two Armed Services Committees have invoked broad, 

culturally resonant concepts and timeless story lines to contextualize and justify the F-35 to the 

domestic audience in a way that has remained fairly consistent over time. The framing of the F-35 has 

highlighted its economic and financial aspects, but has also discussed what the aircraft provides or 

means to the United States on the global arena, and given voice to an understanding of the F-35 as a 

nonpartisan issue that evokes patriotic sentiments. The discourse has also been permeated with a 
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general narrative of American national greatness and continued hegemony in the world. All the 

dominant frames identified in this study are interpreted as having a basis in American strategic culture, 

but some frame components can be better understood in a wider cultural context, discussed from a 

number of different angles in the thesis. The results of the study bring forth new insights into the 

domestic discursive construction of an American-led weapons program that is strategically relevant 

for a number of U.S. allies and partners around the world.  

 

The thesis has been divided into seven chapters: This chapter introduces the topic of the F-35;  provides 

the reader with an overall political, economic, and strategic context for understanding discussions on 

the F-35; summarizes relevant previous research; outlines the objectives of the study; and introduces 

the research material and methods used in this study. The second chapter presents the theoretical and 

methodological approach of the thesis by piecing together a ‘theoretical-methodological toolkit’ for 

analyzing cultural meanings in discourse. Chapter 3 focuses on two broad themes that form the 

background for the study: the nexus between political culture and national security, known as strategic 

culture, and Congress’s role in defense spending.  The empirical part of the thesis – Chapters 4, 5, and 

6 – describe the research process, analyze the framing of the F-35 and reflect on how the framing 

relates to American strategic culture and wider political culture. Chapter 7 concludes the thesis with a 

summary of the key findings, considers their possible implications, discusses the study’s limitations, 

and assesses avenues for further research.  

 

1.1.  Background: The Lockheed Martin F-35 Lightning II Fighter  

 

The Lockheed Martin F-35 Lightning II is a fifth generation single-seat single-engine multi-role fighter 

aircraft developed for the U.S. Navy, U.S. Marine Corps, U.S. Air Force, and several U.S. allied nations.3 

The United States is the primary customer and financial backer of the program. The F-35 is part of a 

development and acquisitions program called The Joint Strike Fighter (JSF)4, commonly known as the 

F-35 program, which will be used in this study for its brevity. The aircraft uses stealth technology to 

make the aircraft less visible to detection and has sensors that provide extensive situational 

awareness. (Lockheed Martin 2021.) The F-35 has been considered suitable for a large-scale offensive 

 
3 There are eight international program partners who have participated in the funding and development of the 
F-35: the U.S., United Kingdom, Italy, Netherlands, Australia, Norway, Denmark and Canada. Israel, Japan, South 
Korea, Poland, Belgium and Singapore are also procuring and operating the F-35. (Lockheed Martin 2021). Turkey 
was removed from the program in 2019 following its acceptance of a Russian-made air defense system (Mehta 
2019). Switzerland made a decision to acquire the fighter in 2021, and Finland considers the F-35 as an alternative 
in a procurement decision expected to be made in late 2021.  
4 The Joint Strike Fighter was also the original name of the aircraft and is sometimes still used in official and 
media sources.  
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war, offering few advantages compared to fourth generation fighters when it comes to air defense 

(Binnendijk et al. 2020). The F-35 is the DOD’s largest and most expensive weapon system ever, with 

constantly rising costs. In 2001, the estimated cost per aircraft was $40 million to $50 million. (Dao & 

Holson 2001.) The current unit costs of the three different models – the F-35A, F-35B, and F-35C – vary 

from $89.2 million to $107.7 million  (Lockheed Martin 2021). For the U.S., the cost of developing and 

procuring roughly 2,400 units through 2037 has increased from $233 billion to over $400 billion. 

Operating expenses through 2070 are estimated to cost an additional $1.1 trillion. (Roblin 2019.)  

 

The origins of the F-35 program are in the 1980s when the DOD began planning on replacing its fourth-

generation fighters with new stealth aircraft. American aircraft designers discussed applying stealth 

technology to airplanes already in the 1940s, but it was not until the 1970s when designers realized 

that it might be possible to make an aircraft that was virtually invisible to radar.5 (U.S. Centennial of 

Flight Commission 2003.) During the 1980s, the Air Force had started to develop a new stealth fighter, 

the F-22 Raptor, but concluded that the Raptor was too expensive and specialized to replace its F-16 

fighters. The Navy and the Marine Corps also wished to have their own versions of stealth aircraft. 

Thus, the Joint Strike Fighter program was created in 1992, with the goal of devising a cheaper fighter 

that could be used by all service branches and be sold to U.S. allies. In 1996, Boeing and Lockheed 

Martin were chosen to produce two prototypes of the plane, making their test flights in 2001. The 

Lockheed Martin F-35 was announced as the winner, and the DOD secured development funds from 

ally countries, such as Australia, Canada, and the UK. Lockheed teamed with Northrop Grumman and 

BAE to develop and produce the aircraft. Initial Operational Capability (IOC) of the aircraft was declared 

by the Marine Corps in July 2015, by the Air Force in August 2016, and by the Navy in February 2019. 

The F-35 has been used in combat since 2018, but continues to suffer from a variety of problems and 

is yet to reach full-rate production. (Lockheed Martin 2021; Roblin 2019; Reuters 2021.) 

 

McMillan (2017) notes that as a general rule, the beginning stages of new weapons programs tend to 

have overly ambitious goals, with most major programs requiring more than ten years to deliver less 

capability than planned, at two to three times the initially planned cost. However, even against such a 

backdrop, the saga of the F-35 program is extraordinary. The program represents a departure in the 

way the DOD procures weapons: In the past, each of the service branches bought their own individually 

designed and manufactured fighters. The F-35 is essentially the same plane modified to fit each 

service's needs. The requirement that the plane use a common design for all branches was the starting 

 
5 The first modern stealth aircraft to be used in combat was the Lockheed F-117 Nighthawk in Panama (1989) 
and in Iraq (1991). 
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point of the program’s problems. From the beginning, critics have found that a joint fighter is 

unrealistic and expecting too much from one aircraft (see Thompson 2021, for example).  

 

Lockheed itself describes that “[t]he F-35 combines unparalleled stealth with 360-degree situational 

awareness and the ability to conduct attacks electronically, along with sophisticated data capturing 

and a robust communication suite, […] making the whole greater than the sum of the parts.” (Lockheed 

Martin 2021.) Dubbed as “a flying computer” (Capaccio 2021), the physical aircraft itself can be seen 

as a platform for various weapons systems, sensors, radars, as well as a synergy between them, 

providing additional value compared to other fighters. The aircraft’s mission systems are designed to 

considerably enhance the pilot's situational awareness and command and control capabilities 

(Lockheed Martin 2021). The project is a comprehensive combination of technology and a way of 

thinking: not only does the F-35 involve high-tech devices, software, and systems, it also reflects the 

ideas of a new kind of warfare, one where it is the technological systems that engage in and conduct 

warfare, with the interoperability of those systems being key. Such a high level of ambition gives the 

F-35 an extraordinary character and has obviously contributed to its countless problems and setbacks. 

 

The Government Accountability Office (GAO), a research division of Congress, started to voice its 

concerns regarding the program already in the early 2000s, warning that the aircraft was likely to suffer 

from cost overruns, performance failures, and production delays (Dao & Holson 2001). According to 

GAO, the program has had “significant cost, schedule, and performance problems” (GAO 2016) and 

“routinely underestimated the amount of work needed” for its current modernization effort (GAO 

2021). The National Security Network, a Washington-based think tank, concluded in 2016 that the F-

35 would struggle to effectively perform missions due to shortcomings in its design and program 

requirements and recommended that Congress and the DOD begin considering alternatives to a large-

scale commitment to the F-35 (NSN 2016). However, the program has grown ‘too big to fail’ over the 

years, having taken away funds and development efforts from alternative fighters. As the F-35 has 

fallen behind schedule, the DOD has also had to invest additional funds to extend the service life of 

older aircraft. (Roblin 2019.) Currently, the mission capable rate of the F-35 is 69 percent, below the 

80 percent benchmark set by the military. Only one third of the F-35 fleet is available for any required 

mission, well below the required 50 percent standard. (Hruska 2021.) The Air Force maintains that the 

F-35 will be ‘the cornerstone’ of its future fleet, but it may not procure as many fighters as originally 

planned and has already started to develop a new type of combat aircraft called the Next  Generation 

Air Dominance (Weisgerber 2021).  



 6 

The economic impacts of the F-35 program on the U.S. economy are considerable. Lockheed Martin’s 

F-35 website, www.f35.com, features the economic impacts prominently in a section called Economic 

Impact ς Powering Job Creation for America and its Allies, which states that  

 
Lockheed Martin's F-35 is delivering more than just air combat superiority to the men and women of 
the United States armed forces. As an added benefit for the nation's economy, it's simultaneously 
delivering tens of thousands of high paying, high quality jobs to American workers across the country, 
and around the world. […] [T]he multirole 5th generation stealth fighter is responsible for more than 
254,000 direct and indirect U.S. jobs. Equally impressive to the program's job creation prowess is the 
sheer size of its economic footprint. The Lockheed Martin F-35 program teams with nearly 1,900 
domestic suppliers in 45 states and Puerto Rico to produce thousands of components from highly 
sophisticated radar sensors to the aircraft's mid fuselage. (Lockheed Martin 2021, my emphasis.)  

The section includes an interactive map titled See how the F-35 contributes to your State's economy, 

providing information on supplier locations, direct and indirect jobs, and economic impact  for each 

state. Texas, California, and Florida are the top three states affected by the F-35, with approximately 

129,000 jobs and an economic impact of almost $30 billion. Even a smaller state like Connecticut 

benefits almost 17,000 jobs. There are only three states or areas that are not economically affected by 

the F-35: the District of Columbia, Hawaii, and North Dakota.6 All other states, as well as Puerto Rico, 

have at least one F-35 supplier. (Ibid.) Generally, researchers have speculated that defense contracts 

are deliberately dispersed as widely as possible in order to attract political support for weapons 

programs (Mayer & Rundquist in Thorpe 2014, 6). Thus, the economic impact of the F-35 seems to be 

a significant incentive for Congress Members to support the program. 

 

1.2.  The political, economic, and strategic context  

The long lifespan of the F-35 project has inevitably meant that changes both in the domestic and in 

the international setting have had an impact on the way that the project has been perceived and on 

the many setbacks and problems encountered along the way. The plans to develop the F-35 started in 

a world that was in many ways different compared to the era under examination in this study. When 

Pentagon initially started to plan for replacing its fourth-generation fighters, the Cold War and a bipolar 

vision of the world was still very much alive. However, the end of the Cold War and the newly perceived 

lack of identifiable military threats to the U.S. cleared the way for embarking on an uncertain 

undertaking that would eventually make an ambitious joint fighter a reality. Loren Thompson (2021) 

suspects that the F-35 program would not have been launched if military threats had been at a fever 

pitch and that the collapse of the Soviet Union allowed the Clinton Administration to “take a gamble” 

 
6 The passage quoted above seems to misstate the number of states with supplier locations (45), as the state-
by-state graphic includes only two states and the District of Columbia that have no supplier locations. 
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at the project. Since then, the international security environment and the geostrategic position of the 

U.S. have undergone several stages of change, ranging from the post-Cold War perceptions of a 

unipolar, American-led world and ‘the end of history’ (Fukuyama 1992) to the cultural trauma of the 

9/11 attacks and the onset of the so-called War on Terror in the early 2000s. The 2010s have seen 

increasing concerns related to the (re)appearance of more traditional, great power adversaries with 

modern and symmetric militaries capable of threatening the United States.   

Congressional discussions regarding the F-35 in 2010—2020 took place in a political, economic, and 

strategic context that was characterized by domestic political polarization, economic pressures, and 

changed perceptions of the security environment. Domestically, the decade saw the two presidential 

terms of Barack Obama (2009—2017), efforts to manage an economic recession, the rise of populist 

movements, frequent congressional gridlock and even government shutdowns.7 The election of 

Donald Trump as President (2017—2021) sparked the culmination of a sense of profound division 

between liberals and conservatives, as they clashed over issues ranging from immigration to the 

legitimacy of the Trump presidency itself (Pew Research Center 2020). Finding a common cause had 

become increasingly difficult, if not downright impossible. However, national security issues, such as 

defense spending, remained an area where bipartisan compromise was still possible (Gould 2019).  

The decade began amid an economic recession originating from the 2007—2008 financial crisis, with 

significant economic and political impacts on the United States. Debates regarding the appropriate size 

and role of the federal government in managing the recession, such as banking bailouts and stimulus 

measures, contributed to a political shift towards the right.8 The so-called debt-ceiling crisis led to the 

passage of the Budget Control Act of 2011, which inflicted significant pressure on the defense sector. 

The Act created a deficit-control mechanism known as sequestration, imposing limits or ‘caps’ on the 

level of discretionary appropriations in each year through 2021. Any legislation implementing a budget 

resolution that violated the requirements of the mechanism triggered across-the-board budget cuts. 

The defense community was particularly worried about the impacts of sequestration on national 

security and readiness. However, the most significant impact has been on the training of combat units 

at home between their deployments. The F-35 has been relatively immune to such cuts due to its 

continued support in Congress. The caps were raised four times, and sequestration has not been 

needed since 2017. (Center on Budget and Policy Priorities 2020; Chandrasekaran 2013.). Between 

 
7 After a failure to pass legislation to fund government agencies and operations for the following fiscal year, the 
U.S. entered what is known as a federal government shutdown in 2013, 2018, and 2018—2019. 
8 The 2010 mid-term elections saw the Republicans gaining a majority in the House of Representatives and new 
seats in the Senate. In 2014, the Republicans gained control of both chambers, a setup that continued until 2019. 
(Federal Election Commission 2021.) 
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2010 and 2020, the United States remained by far the largest military spender in the world. However, 

the levels of U.S. military spending saw a continuous decline until 2017 and despite some increases in 

2018—2020,  remained lower than its peak in 2010—11.9   

 

Budget pressures were not the only concern to U.S. military power between 2010 and 2020, as the 

security environment also underwent notable changes. The United States retained its position as the 

global superpower, but was increasingly challenged by China and Russia. Such challenges were 

recognized by the Obama administration in the 2015 National Military Strategy (NMS), but brought to 

the center by the Trump administration in the 2017 National Security Strategy (NSS) and 2018 National 

Defense Strategy (NDS), which had an explicit primary focus on great power competition with China 

and Russia. Such a reorientation profoundly changed the conversation about U.S. defense issues in the 

post-Cold War era. U.S. counterterrorism operations became a less-dominant element, while grand 

strategy and the geopolitics of great power competition emerged as a starting point. Renewed 

emphasis was placed on capabilities for an extended-length large-scale conflict and conducting high-

end conventional warfare as well as maintaining U.S. superiority in conventional weapon technologies. 

(Congressional Research Service 2021b.) Defense budgets begun to underline aligning U.S. military 

forces with the 2018 NDS and prioritizing competition with China and Russia (Cancian 2019).   

 

1.3.  Previous research  

The remaining part of this chapter is dedicated to discussing previous research, specifying the 

objectives and relevance of this study, and introducing the research material and methods. Starting 

with previous research, this sub-chapter recognizes an apparent lack of similar research, especially in 

the context of the United States. In spite of the considerable literature pertaining to American national 

security issues and defense spending, abundant media reporting on the F-35 and its problems, as well 

as research on how culture shapes defense and security policy, examinations of the cultural and 

discursive aspects of the F-35 are quite rare in academic research. Two relevant contributions come 

from Canadian and Italian contexts, both focusing on the public framing of the F-35.  

Srdjan Vucetic’s article Who framed the F-35? Governmentςmedia relations in Canadian defence 

procurement (2016) looks into how the Canadian news media covered the F-35 purchase, proposed by 

 
9 U.S. military spending peaked in the early years of the decade, with $738B (4.92 % of GDP) in 2010 and $752B 
(4.84 % of GDP) in 2011. However, the levels of defense spending saw a continuous decline after that until 2017, 
with spending falling by 22 percent between 2010 and 2017. Between 2018 and 2020, U.S. military expenditure 
increased again, almost reaching the previous level in dollars, but remained 15 percent lower with respect to 
GDP than in 2010  (2018: $682.49B (3.32% of GDP); 2019: $731.75B (3.41%); and 2020: $721.53B). (SIPRI 2020.)  
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the Harper government in mid-2010. Using framing analysis, Vucetic found that the news coverage 

was mostly negative and became more negative as consensus within official decision-makers regarding 

the acquisition dissipated. The press generally avoided using official F-35 story frames in favor of those 

built on oppositional viewpoints. As consensus within official decision circles dissipated over time, the 

press gave more and more space to such counterframes.  The study conducted an analysis of the tones 

of newspaper headlines and for the subsequent text, concentrated on two predefined frames: 

diagnostic (problem-indicating) frames and prognostic (problem-solving) frames. The commonly 

identified diagnostic frames included lack of due diligence, lack of accountability, industry rent-

seeking, lack of transparency, and fiscal irresponsibility. The prognostic frames included competitive 

tender, industrial benefits, oversight and transparency, reevaluation of Air Force requirements, and 

alternative aircraft. Vucetic concluded that the newspapers’ problem with the F-35 was not the aircraft 

itself so much as the process by which the Canadian government selected it as Canada’s next fighter. 

The press seized primarily on the issue of procedure rather than cost or performance. 

 

In an article titled A Controversial Warplane: Narratives, Counternarratives, and the Italian Debate on 

the F-35, Fabrizio Coticchia (2016) examines the content of so-called strategic narratives and 

counternarratives developed by political parties and peace movements in Italy regarding the decision 

to acquire the F-35. The study distinguishes the following dominant frames in the Italian debates: (a) 

‘peace frames’ (frames based on traditional ‘pacifist’ values, such as nonmilitary solutions to crises), 

(b) ‘effectiveness frames’ (effectiveness of  political decisions, such as savings connected to the F-35), 

(c) ‘strategy frames’ (emphasizing the strategic dimension of the F-35 in the global arena), (d) ‘aligned 

frames’ (frames that link unrelated aspects, such as a tie between defense spending and other 

economic factors), and (e) ‘ambiguity frames’ (e.g. emphasizing the inconsistency between the 

government story of ‘humanitarian missions’ and the acquisition of strike aircrafts). The general theme 

of ‘technology’ is also examined, although it is not linked to a specific narrative but highlights the 

overall attention devoted toward such aspect. (Cottichia 2016, 199.) The study finds that a rhetoric of 

peace missions was adapted to the case, suggesting that the F-35 will be used in the defense of peace, 

not as a show of force. The strategic relevance of the F-35 for Italian defense was emphasized, stressing 

that the continuity of Italian defense policy would depend on the quality of the equipment adopted in 

operations abroad. The narrative also focused on the economic benefits for Italian industries. The 

counternarratives focused on the mounting costs of the F-35, the ambiguity and inconsistency of the 

official narrative, and performance and technical problems of the fighter. (Cottichia 2016, 200—203.) 

 

While the works cited above have taken place in different contexts, using different kind of research 

data, the frames identified by Coticchia and Vucetic provide examples of what kinds of frames may be 
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possible in the American context. As noted by Cottichia, existing research on the discursive aspects of 

the procurement of the F-35 lacks a systematic analysis of discourse adopted by political actors in and 

across countries that participate in the F-35 program (Cottichia 2016, 208). A lack of analysis of framing 

by political decision-makers in the American context seems to represent a gap in existing research, 

which this study aims to fill – or at least serve as a starting point for such.  Further, a consideration of 

strategic culture as a framework provides additional insights into the F-35 as a research topic.  

 

1.4. Research questions, objectives, and relevance of the study 

 

The aim of this study is to examine the discursive aspects of the F-35 fighter and the F-35 program in 

the American domestic context. Specifically, the aim is to analyze 1) what kinds of meanings have been 

assigned to the F-35 and how those meanings are constructed and 2) what, if anything, those meanings 

reveal about the political culture of defense procurement in the United States.  As a way to approach 

the former question, I will examine how the F-35 and the related development and acquisition 

program have been framed by a specific group of Congress Members, the members of the HASC and 

the SASC. In order to understand the discourse associated with the F-35 and to say something 

meaningful about it from a cultural perspective, the characteristics of American strategic culture and 

the broader political culture are explored as a way to approach to the latter question. 

 

Two underlying assumptions guide my approach to the object of the study. Firstly, discussions 

concerning military artifacts and related defense spending are in essence discussions about military 

power, war, and warfare10: for example, what makes actors militarily powerful, why is the capability 

in question needed, in what kind of a war is it intended to be used, against what kinds of threats and 

enemies, and in what kind of a security environment? This premise focuses my attention to what kinds 

of perceptions regarding war and military power Members of Congress have associated with the F-35. 

Secondly, conventional wisdom holds that direct economic benefits for Congress Members’ districts 

shape how they vote on defense issues, such as weapons procurement or military bases, but 

researchers disagree over whether there is consistent evidence to support this claim.11 In addition to 

exploring perceptions regarding war and military power, I will examine the role of economic arguments 

in the framing of the F-35. These two premises guide, but do not limit, the analysis of the F-35 

discourse, leaving room for other perspectives that may emerge during the analysis process. 

 
10 On the difference between ‘war’ and ‘warfare’, Colin Gray notes that “[w]ar is the total relationship – political, 
legal, social, and military. Warfare is the conduct of war, generally by military means. […] In wars of all kind, 
warfare […] occurs in the context of the whole war, and it needs to be conducted in such a way that it fits the 
character of the war and thereby yields useful strategic effectiveness.” (Gray 2006a, 11)  
11  See sub-chapter 3.2.3. for a more detailed discussion on this topic.  
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Specifically, this study seeks answers to the following questions:  

1. How has the F-35 program been framed by Members of the United States House and 
Senate Armed Services Committees in 2010τ2020?  

a) What is the role of economic arguments in the framing of the F-35? 
b) What kinds of perceptions does the framing of the F-35 include regarding war and 

military power? 
c) How does the framing of the F-35 relate to the characteristics of American strategic 

culture? How is strategic culture reflected, reproduced, or modified in the frames?   
 

The relevance of this research topic is manifold: Firstly, the F-35 program involves massive public 

spending, which is why it is not insignificant how it is rationalized by political decision-makers. Defense 

procurement does not directly improve the ordinary lives of individuals and communities the way that 

spending in health care, education, or infrastructure does. The framing of the program aims to make 

this kind of massive spending acceptable to the electorate. Secondly, the production and maintenance 

of the F-35 has been dispersed among so many locations that its effects on the economy are 

considerable. However, if defense acquisitions are justified on the grounds that they provide jobs, the 

Armed Services may not end up with the best capabilities possible. Thirdly, statements regarding 

defense acquisitions likely entail a discourse on the strategic motives, priorities, and interests of the 

state, revealing perceptions concerning the nature of war and the state’s own identity as a military 

power. Statements regarding the F-35 do not address any particular war, but military power and war 

in general, which may well reveal new insights into American strategic culture. Fourthly, the program 

also has ramifications to countries outside the United States: it has been argued that the U.S. uses the 

F-35 program to further its own influence in the world while making participating countries’ security 

reliant on the U.S. for decades (see for example Caverley et al. 2019), thus tying American allies to an 

American-dominated perception of war and military power. The ways of speaking about the program 

are thus interesting and consequential to foreign audiences as well.  

 

1.5. Research material and methods  

 

The research material for this study consists of a corpus of 227 public statements by the members of 

the HASC and the SASC  from the years 2010 – 2020. The unit of analysis in this study is a discrete 

statement item. The statement items include press releases, op-eds, interviews, blog entries, floor and 

opening statements, and comments given to newspapers. The statements were retrieved from the 

Congress Members’ official websites as well as the ProQuest Politics database.12  The collection process 

 
12 A few items were also retrieved from publicly available media sources in cases where the Members’ websites 
or the ProQuest Politics database included only an extract of the actual statement.  
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will be further detailed in the beginning of the empirical part (p. 36). Tables 1 and 2 below summarize 

the number of statement items selected for analysis by publication year and statement type.  

 

Table 1. Corpus items by year 2010–2020 

Year Items n 

2010 16 
2011 36 
2012 12 
2013 14 
2014 10 
2015 17 
2016 37 
2017 35 
2018 12 
2019 27 
2020 11 

Total 227 
 

Table 2. Corpus items by statement type 

Statement type Items n 

Press release 169 
Letter 22 
Comment in news article 11 
Op-ed 10 
Floor or opening statement 7 
Blog entry 3 
Interview 3 
Speech 2 

Total 227 
 

 

As this is a study of the domestic dimension of the F-35 discourse, I have excluded statements that 

deal exclusively with the international aspects of the program. Except for the exclusion of the 

international aspect, the material was not demarcated beforehand in terms of statement topics or 

contexts, nor was the size of the corpus predefined. The statements included in the corpus address 

the F-35 in a variety of different domestic contexts, the two most common ones being the contexts of 

defense spending and the selection of a specific military base as a location for the F-35. The contexts 

of the statements will be further elaborated in the empirical part. 

 

The reason for choosing this material in particular is that statements from Congress Members reveal 

how the F-35 program has been presented by those who make decisions regarding its funding. The 

Armed Services Committees have been chosen as they are responsible for funding and oversight of the 

DOD and the Armed Forces.13 This particular time range, from 2010 to 2020, was chosen as it is long 

enough to cover two different U.S. administrations as well as a shift in the Western security 

environment and perceived threats after the Russian annexation of Crimea in 2014 (See Hicks 2020, 

for example) and the rise of China. It is interesting to see to what extent the priorities of the Obama 

and Trump administrations and/or the shift in the American view on perceived threats are reflected in 

the statements. The time range does not predate the year 2010, as the data sources mentioned above 

yielded only sporadic results for items older than that. The selected timeframe is thus short enough to 

comprise a manageable workload.  

 
 

13 Yet, this study does not aim to cover how the two Committees as bodies of Congress have addressed the F-
35. The focus is strictly on how individual Committee Members have communicated towards their constituents. 
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This study examines the content of the frames identified as constituting the ‘F-35 discourse’. The 

method of analysis is content analysis, which aims to examine patterns in communication in a 

systematic manner, often with the help of labeling, usually referred to as ‘coding’, to indicate 

meaningful pieces of content in the research material. (Vuori 2021; Tuomi & Sarajärvi 2018.) Both 

quantitative and qualitative methods were applied in this study, with a focus on the qualitative content 

of the data. The data were processed using two techniques for interpreting patterns of text in a 

systematic and reliable fashion: Firstly, the statements were coded according to their topic, tone, and 

perspective, following a basic content analysis approach. Aided by the first coding phase, the second 

phase focused on identifying the dominant frames present in the statements by coding so-called key 

concepts and master story lines in the data, the content of which was then elaborated by presenting 

examples of the text. Finally, the patterns formed by the dominant frames are discussed in the context 

of American strategic culture. The interpretation of the research material relies on a close reading of 

the statement texts, while the analysis is done based on the frames as well as their relation to the 

social context of American strategic and political culture. The theoretical basis of framing theory as 

well as framing analysis as a means of labeling will be further discussed in Chapter 2. The empirical 

part of the thesis begins with a detailed description of the selection, coding, and analysis of the data. 
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2. A THEORETICAL-METHODOLOGICAL TOOLKIT FOR ANALYZING CULTURAL MEANINGS 

 

The theoretical-methodological ‘toolkit’ for analysis in this thesis consists of three related perspectives 

and approaches to the study of cultural meanings. This chapter will briefly introduce the constructivist 

viewpoint that characterizes the underlying worldview of the study as well as address the concept of 

culture from a semiotic perspective. The bulk of the chapter, however, focuses on the premises of 

framing theory and analysis. As a conclusion to this chapter, these three elements are combined to 

form a theoretical-methodological synthesis, which provides the basic framework for analysis.  

 

2.1. Meanings as social constructions: Text, discourse, and society  

 

The theoretical foundations of this study can be characterized by a social constructivist approach, 

which holds that reality is constructed in social and linguistic interaction and that meaning is a socially 

constructed, evolving phenomenon. Constructivism is a generic term for a number of different 

research orientations in political science, international relations, and cultural studies, for example.  

Social constructivism places emphasis on language, assuming that different versions of reality can be 

constructed through the use of language. (Saaranen-Kauppinen & Puusniekka 2006.) When it comes 

to language use, a key concept is discourse, which refers to a consistent and uniform use of language 

in a given field. The object of inquiry in this study is the discourse through which the meanings of the 

F-35 are constructed. Discourse is often taken to mean all forms of meaningful semiotic human activity, 

but for the purposes of this study, I use the term to mean language in use (written texts, spoken 

language, and the transcription of spoken language). Discourse provides the vocabulary, expressions, 

and style of communication in a certain context. It defines what can be said or written about a topic, 

entailing both the social context and texts that exist in it. (Jokinen 1999.) A text is the verbal record of 

a communicative act (Brown & Yule 1983:190), which in this study refers to individual statements 

regarding the F-35. Those statements form broader discourses, or ways of speaking about the F-35, 

which in turn are constructions and reflections of the society. Following Fairclough’s (1992) thinking 

on the relationship between text, discourse, and society (Diagram 1), I approach discourse as both 

constructing and being constructed by the practices of its social context.   

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Diagram 1. The relationship between society, discourse, and text (Fairclough 1992, 73).  

       SOCIAL PRACTICE 

    DISCURSIVE PRACTICE 

 TEXT 
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As illustrated above, the F-35 statements do not exist in a vacuum but within the discursive practices 

of the social context. The arrows describe language use as a two-way process, in which society shapes 

language and language shapes society: discourse practices are not merely reflections of the social 

context, but they also have the capacity to reconstruct it. On the other hand, the context may also 

limit how discourses can frame issues.  

 

2.2. /ǳƭǘǳǊŜ ŀǎ ΨǎŜƳƛƻǘƛŎΩ   

As this is a study in the field of (political) culture, a brief discussion of what culture is and how one may 

attempt to study it is in order. William H. Sewell makes a distinction between two fundamentally 

different meanings of culture: culture as a theoretical category of social life (culture in singular) and as 

a concrete and bounded body of beliefs and practices (cultures in plural) (Sewell 1999, 39). The first 

definition entails general theorizing regarding the concept of culture, while the latter refers to the 

specific character of American culture, for example. This sub-chapter deals strictly with the first notion, 

and American political culture in the context of national security is discussed in the next chapter.  

A fundamental conceptualization that informs this study is the notion of culture as semiotic: in the vein 

of anthropologist Clifford Geertz (1973), I approach the concept of culture as essentially a semiotic 

one. The term semiotic refers to signs and symbols, which are anything that communicate meaning. 

For Geertz, culture consists of socially established structures of meaning. He argues that culture is, in 

essence, a web of meaningful ‘texts’, by which he means anything that is produced in a creative 

relation involving human beings.14  Sewell adds that culture should be understood as a dialectic system 

of meanings and practice: “To engage in cultural practice is to make use of a semiotic code to do 

something in the world […] Part of what gives cultural practice its potency is the ability of actors to 

play on the multiple meanings of symbols – thereby redefining situations in ways that they believe will 

favor their purposes.” (Sewell 1999, 51.)  Similarly for Deloria and Olson (2017), culture refers to 

 
(1) the transmission and transformation of meanings, (2) the practices that situate those meanings in 
the world, and (3) the full range of consequences surrounding those meanings: how they structure our 
senses of self, group, and world; how they both delimit and open up possibilities for being and 
becoming; [… and] how they change through creative activity […]. (Deloria & Olson 2017, 217.)  

 
According to Geertz, cultural analysis is an interpretative science in search of meaning. An analysis of 

culture entails sorting out the structures of signification, an interpretation of them in their context, 

and then saying something generic about the culture. Theories in cultural analysis are used to search 

for what is significant, leading the researcher to pay attention to certain aspects of the research 

 
14 A ’text’ for Geertz is a broader concept than a verbal record of a communicative act, as defined earlier.  
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subject. (Geertz 1973, 311-317.) Deloria and Olson add that the researcher should seek “specific 

interpretations of particular meanings that, taken together, shape that large complex of meaning we 

call ‘culture’” (Deloria & Olson 2017, 131).  Drawing from these perspectives above, culture forms an 

evolving system of shared meanings that affects how humans view themselves, their social 

environment, interests, and behavioral possibilities by providing the basic framework for viewing the 

world. Meanings are not inherent in words but rather come into being in social interaction, making 

them culturally contingent phenomena. In simple terms, culture is the context in which actions take 

place, and that context influences how discussions about specific topics may be framed. 

 

In this study, the meanings assigned to the F-35 are interpreted in relation to American strategic 

culture.  Strategic culture can be seen as a direct descendant of political culture, the concept of which 

was first developed by Gabriel Almond and Sidney Verba (1963). They defined political culture as "that 

subset of beliefs and values of a society that relate to the political system” (Almond and Verba in Lantis 

2002, 90). Political culture defines those shared values, attitudes, and sentiments that give order and 

meaning to political processes and provide the underlying assumptions and rules that govern behavior 

in the political system (Pye in Badie et al. 2017, 66). An understanding of political culture provides 

insights into how a state’s political system is designed as well as the day-to-day political decisions made 

in the state. Almond and Verba stressed the centrality of national identity to political culture, but 

subsequent scholars have also emphasized the role of cultural practices, such as language use, national 

values, myths, and narratives. Political culture may also include ideas about the use of force on the 

state-level or predispositions toward the role of a country in global politics. (Lantis 2002, 90-92.) 

Political culture is not particularly precise or trouble-free as a scientific concept, which is addressed by 

Chilton (1988) and Welch (2013), for example. As detailing the scholarly debate over the concept 

would go beyond the scope of the present study, it suffices here to recognize that the concept has 

been debated and some have deemed it vague or confusing. However, despite the contested nature 

of the concept, the endurance of political culture approaches in the field of national security studies 

indicates its usefulness as a framework through which phenomena can be understood and interpreted 

(Lantis 2002, 92). Precisely, this study approaches (political and strategic) culture as a lens for 

understanding and interpreting congressional discussions on the F-35.  

 

2.3. Framing theory/analysis   

 

As a tool for analyzing what kinds of meanings have been assigned to the F-35, I will utilize the concept 

of framing, which involves the social construction of an issue or situation. In this approach, the 

construction of reality is seen as various frames, through which issues and events are interpreted. The 
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approach is both a theoretical premise and a methodological choice, often referred to as both framing 

theory and framing analysis. In this study, frames and framing offer a theoretical perspective into 

cultural meanings in discourse as well as a methodological approach for analyzing the research 

material. There is a diversity in definitions, theories, and methods found in framing research, which 

has resulted in a lack of coherence on how frame analysis is to be applied. (Hertog & McLeod 2003, 

141; Mills et al. 2012, 4). This study does not apply any single theory, but rather borrows ideas from a 

variety of sources that are considered relevant and useful for the study. Thus, the basis of how frames 

and framing are conceptualized here is informed by the views of several scholars. 

 

The concept of framing was introduced by Erving Goffman (1974), who defined frames as culturally 

determined definitions of reality, systems of meaning, that structure how people view reality and allow 

them to make sense of objects and events. Framing refers to how individuals, groups, and societies 

communicate reality by making decisions regarding the organization of information. Frames, in 

essence, provide answers to the question ‘What is going on here?’. As noted by Reese, they are 

“organizing principles that are socially shared and persistent over time” (Reese 2009, 17). When it 

comes to the difference between frames and framing, Hertog and McLeod explain that frames are 

structures of meaning, while framing is the construction and use of frames (Hertog & McLeod 2003, 

141). Meanings precisely are the building blocks of frames: people make interpretations regarding 

issues and situations based on what kinds of meanings those issues have for them. However, as noted 

earlier, meanings do not come into being in a vacuum, but in social interaction. The aspect of being 

‘shared’ is essential: frames are powerful because they are widely recognized and shared within a 

culture. Frames and framing are not brainwashing, as emphasized by Winslow (2018):  

 
The power of a frame is not derived from its capacity to completely shape discourse and opinion. Frames 
do not work on audiences, they work with  audiences. Frames encourage a particular interpretive lens, 
but because frames are contingent and dynamic, they must derive their appeal from existing cultural 
narratives, symbolic traditions, and social orientations.  (Winslow 2018, 2-3, my emphasis.) 

 

Although frames derive their power from the existing culture, Entman (1993) stresses that the act of 

framing involves deliberately making something significant or meaningful. According to him, “[t]o 

frame is to select some aspects of a perceived reality and make them more salient […] in such a way 

as to promote a particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or 

treatment recommendation” (Entman 1993, 52). Salience – the state or condition of being prominent 

or important – may be emphasized by repetition, placement, or association with culturally familiar 

symbols, narratives, or myths (Entman in Goldie 2013, 123). Frames always link the situation or issue 

at hand with something familiar, something that has previously existed or been experienced. Karvonen 

notes that different frames result in an altered perception of the nature or character of the issue or 
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situation that is being framed. Frames may change the audience’s perception by focusing on some 

aspects and ignoring others, without having to alter the basic facts. (Karvonen 2000.) Thus, the ability 

to frame issues entails a significant wielding of power. As all situations or issues may be interpreted in 

a number of ways, multiple frames may also be present in the same situation. This makes the framing 

process a site for struggle and thus possibly multiple realities (Mills et al. 2012, 3).  

 

Framing theory/analysis is a broad theoretical approach that is positioned as socially constructivist and 

has been used to study discourse in political science, media studies, and sociology, for example. It 

offers a theoretical, methodological, and critical tool for exploring processes of meaning in discourse 

(Ludvigsen & Millward 2019; Winslow 2018, 1). Framing analysis is a way to investigate how events 

and issues are organized and interpreted. When doing frame analysis, it is possible to focus on the 

format or the structure of frames, but similarly to Hertog and McLeod (2003, 145), I will approach 

frames as content-based phenomena.15 Methodologically, the approach can be classified under the 

broad umbrella of content analysis. In this connection it must be noted that applying framing analysis 

is also an act of framing, as defining the frames is made based on interpretations by the researcher. 

The researcher classifies and labels the research data in the form of frames and thus emphasizes some 

aspects and de-emphasizes others. The significance of research material is considerable in framing 

analysis, but the approach is not completely inductive, since it also entails fundamental theoretical 

assumptions that guide the research. (Puroila 2002, 51.) 

 

In national security and defense-related research, Janis L. Goldie (2013) has utilized framing analysis 

when studying the framing of peacekeeping and its role in Canada. Goldie emphasizes the cultural 

aspect of frames and framing, noting that culture is permeated with frames. Frames are relatively 

stable cultural structures, but new ones are also created and old ones are modified and replaced. Thus, 

cultural categories are reproduced through framing. She notes that framing is actually an essential part 

of all public deliberation, but actors differ in their resources, such as knowledge, expertise, institutional 

role, and available media, and thus in their power to frame issues. Frames also create ‘discursive 

communities’ that use the same kind of language: members of discursive communities will adopt 

similar kinds of ways to talk about subjects prevalent in that community (Goldie; Pan and Kosicki in 

Goldie 2013, 123-125). Discursive communities are obviously in a more influential position to frame 

issues than individuals. Reese (2009) notes that framing analysis is critical in the sense that frames can 

be seen as expressions and outcomes of power. Framing analysis enables the researcher to understand 

 
15 As Reese (2009, 38) notes, the content of frames must be understood before their effectivity on the public 
can be analyzed. Although briefly conjectured, this study does not examine the effects or the public reception 
of framing. In order to limit the scope of the study, full attention will be directed only at the aspect of content.  
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how issues, objects, and events are constructed by decision-makers, for example. Persons with 

authority, such as Members of Congress, may be able to put forward particularly “strong underlying 

legitimating frames that are more often than not taken for granted” (Mills et al. 2012, 2). Such persons 

with authority have a role to play in how powerful frames are institutionalized in a culture.  

 

2.4. Doing framing analysis 

 

Existing literature regarding framing analysis does not usually include precise instructions on how to 

identify frames in research data. Framing analysis is therefore more an approach that guides the 

researcher than a detailed method for analysis (Puroila 2002, 51). One contribution that seems to 

include at least some instructions is an article by James K. Hertog and Douglas M. McLeod (2003) titled 

A Multiperspectival Approach to Framing Analysis: A Field Guide. They start off by noting that frames 

as cultural structures consist of central ideas and more peripheral concepts, and mentioning one 

central concept usually activates an array of related ideas. Some of the most powerful central concepts 

include myths, narratives, and metaphors that resonate within a culture and carry extensive meanings 

to individuals, whereas the peripheral concepts may be more concrete. The authors recommend using 

both quantitative and qualitative methods in conducting the analysis; however, many powerful central 

concepts need not be repeated often to have profound effect, in which case a qualitative reading of 

the material may be more revealing. (Hertog & McLeod 2003, 142—143, 153—154.)  

 

When doing frame analysis, Hertog and McLeod instruct that one should first try to identify the central 

concepts that make up varied frames. Each frame usually has its own vocabulary, including the 

presence or absence of certain key words. Attention should be directed to the choice of words, figures 

of speech, and catch phrases. To induce frames in text, one may start by identifying the repetition of 

certain adjectives, adverbs, nouns, or verbs; these may be peripheral to the actual frame but their 

identification may help with identifying the frame as well as boundaries between different frames. 

According to Hertog and McLeod, most frames include a master narrative that organizes large amounts 

of information and ideas. Closely related to narratives, myths may also be central to a frame, as they 

are often widely shared and understood within a culture. After identifying the key concepts, the 

analyst should then strive to seek a master narrative or myth in the text. (Ibid 2003, 149—150; Hertog 

and McLeod in Goldie 2013, 125-126.)  Patricia Dunmire (2013) notes that narratives have a capacity 

to express ‘what is possible’ in a given culture. A key aspect of narrative is the repetition of familiar 

‘tokens’ in discourse – familiar bits that we have heard or seen somewhere before (Toolan in Dunmire 

2013, 36). Both Dunmire and Hasian et al. (2015) have found American national security discourse to 

often express familiar master story lines or elements of national mythology. They find that the 
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repetition of similar rhetorical figurations over time constitutes an important contributor to American 

audiences’ acceptance of national security policy (Dunmire 2013, 35-41; Hasian et al. 2015, 2).  

 

The researcher should also be aware of other potential frames for the topic under study. Hertog and 

McLeod instruct that before starting the analysis, one should prepare preliminary models of as many 

frames as one can based on background research. (Hertog and McLeod 2003, 150—151.) Forming 

some kind of an understanding of possible frames and getting acquainted with background 

information is imperative, but it seems that Hertog and McLeod place a great deal of emphasis on 

creating models beforehand. Preliminary models may help in identifying frames in the text, but relying 

too much on such an approach carries with it the possibility that something valuable may be missed. 

For this reason, the approach taken in this study is informed by background research, but relies more 

on a close reading of the material. As Hertog and McLeod also note, the frame models should be 

considered guides rather than coding categories set in stone. Using the models as guides will help 

staying on track and avoid unnecessarily multiplying the number of frames. (Ibid 152). Thus, the 

objective is to keep the frames general enough so that the number of frames is reasonable.  

 
***  

 
The three sub-chapters above have summarized some of the basic ideas involving a social 

constructivist orientation, a semiotic interpretation of culture as well as framing research from the 

perspective of what is relevant and useful for this study in particular. Drawing on the viewpoints 

discussed above, the theoretical assumptions of this study can be summarized in Diagram 2 below. 

 
 
 

 
 

Diagram 2. A theoretical synthes 
 
 
 
 
 
Diagram 2. A theoretical synthesis 

 

The theoretical view described above provides an intelligible frame through which the interpretation 

and analysis of the research material and its social context will be conducted. It must be noted that 

such theorizing as summarized here does not have the clarity of a theory that could be proven or 
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3. SETTING THE SCENE 

 

This chapter addresses two broad themes that form the background for this study: 1) American 

political culture in the context of national security and 2) the U.S. Congress and defense spending. The 

chapter has been divided into five sub-chapters. The first two sub-chapters introduce the concept of 

strategic culture as a nexus between political culture and national security16, summarize how previous 

scholars have characterized American strategic culture, and present a synthesis of those characteristics 

for this study’s purposes. Focusing on the role of Congress in defense spending, the last three sub-

chapters delve into such concepts as the military-industrial(-congressional) complex and pork barrel 

politics and discuss what kinds of incentives Congress Members have in supporting defense spending.  

 

3.1. The cƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ Ψstrategic cǳƭǘǳǊŜΩ  

 
Thomas Sheperd (2012) notes that political culture not only shapes the values, interests, and behaviors 

of a state, but it is also an inherent part of the perception and interpretation of threats, challenges, 

and opportunities in the strategic environment. Culture shapes how actors perceive their 

environment, ask security-related questions, and consider options to influence that environment. 

(Sheperd 2012, 279-282).  The idea that culture influences national security policy can already be 

found in the classic writings of Thucydides and Sun Tzu, and later Carl von Clausewitz (Lantis 2009, 33). 

In the 1930s, Basil H. Liddel Hart wrote about a “British Way in Warfare”, and during World War II, the 

idea started to gain more popularity in the form of so-called national character studies, striving to draw 

connections between culture and state behavior. The concept of strategic culture was coined by Jack 

Snyder in the late 1970s. (Al-Rodhan 2015; Lantis 2002, 87; 91.) Theoretically, the impacts of culture 

on national security issues have been researched from a variety of different approaches, spanning 

from rationalist to constructivist perspectives.17 Jeffrey S. Lantis notes that especially the rise of 

constructivism as a theoretical approach in the post-Cold War era has influenced theoretical work on 

 
16 In the United States, the term ‘national security’ replaced ‘national defense’ after World War 2, as the National 
Security Act of 1947 transformed the concept of national security into an official guiding principle of foreign 
policy, and the concept of defense was extended beyond national sovereignty and borders. The focus shifted 
from the physical territory of the state to defending the nation’s core values, its organizing ideology, and its free 
political and economic institutions. (Dunmire 2013, 35.)  National security was originally conceived as protection 
against military attacks, but is nowadays understood to include domestic, non-military dimensions, so-called 
homeland security affairs, as well. However, the present study focuses only on the military dimension. 
17 Research concerning strategic culture has commonly been divided into three generations. The key 
disagreement among researchers has to do with how ‘culture’ should be theorized – whether strategic culture is 
seen as a context or as an independent variable that impacts strategic behavior. (Johnston 1995, Gray 2006). As 
the purpose of this study is not to discuss the general concept of strategic culture and the related academic 
schools of thought, but to focus specifically on American strategic culture, detailing the scholarly debate between 
the proponents of different approaches to strategic culture is excluded from the present study. 
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strategic culture. Nowadays there is a consensus in national security policy studies that culture may 

significantly affect national security policy and strategy. (Lantis 2002, 87; 96.)  

 

Before delving further into the concept of strategic culture, a definition of strategy is in order. 

Clausewitz famously defined war as “a continuation of politics by other means” (Clausewitz 1832 

[1873], 12). Elaborating on the views of Clausewitz, Colin S. Gray (2006a) writes that war needs to be 

permeated with political considerations to be successful: the use or threat of force is instrumental for 

political purposes, not an end itself. Following Clausewitz, Gray defines that strategy is about the use 

or threat of force for the goals of policy; about the relationship between means and ends. Strategists 

are not interested in the actual conduct of war – they are interested in the meaning of the conduct. 

Strategy requires that it be defined from a political perspective what the war is meant to achieve. Thus, 

the essence of strategy, Gray finds, is the instrumentality of the threat or use of force. (Gray 2006a, 

14-15.) 

 

Returning back to the concept of strategic culture, Snyder defined it as the “sum total of ideals, 

conditional emotional responses, and patterns of habitual behaviour that members of the national 

strategic community have acquired through instruction or imitation and share with each other with 

regard to [...] strategy” (Snyder in Al-Rodhan 2015). A nation's strategic culture flows from its 

geography and resources, history and experience, and society and political structure, and tends to 

evolve slowly (Mahnken 2006, 4). However, it may change under the impact of traumatic strategic 

shock, such as war and its consequences (Gray 2006b, 10—11). It can be argued that domestic changes, 

such as the election of a new President, may also have an impact on strategic culture.   

 

The concept of strategic culture is based on the idea that a national style derives logically from the 

state’s political culture (Samuels 2006, 683), making the concept of strategic culture a descendent of 

the concept of political culture. For Snyder, elements of strategic culture include the context 

associated with perceived security threats and technological development; historical legacies; and 

beliefs about the role of the military and concerned institutions in the policymaking. (Snyder in Lantis 

2002, 93-94.)  Kartchner et al. define strategic culture as “[a] set of shared beliefs, assumptions, and 

modes of behavior, derived from common experiences and accepted narratives […] that shape 

collective identity and relationships to other groups, and which determine appropriate ends and 

means for achieving security objectives” (Kartchner et al. in Mahnken 2006, 4). Stephen Rosen (1994) 

adds that strategic culture includes the "beliefs and assumptions that frame […] choices about 

international military behavior, particularly those concerning decisions to go to war, preferences for 

offensive, expansionist or defensive modes of warfare, and levels of wartime casualties that would be 
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acceptable” (Rosen in Lantis 2002, 105). These definitions clearly echo a semiotic view of culture, 

consisting of shared systems of meaning that are constructed and reconstructed in social interaction. 

This suggests that the theoretical-methodological toolkit adopted earlier in this study is a consistent 

framework for the analysis of strategic culture. Similar to Gray (1999), strategic culture in this study is 

seen as a context that gives meaning and provides a way to understand strategic behavior. 

 

As already suggested by the definitions above, inherent in the concept of strategic culture is how war 

is understood. How those understandings are communicated  may be analyzed by identifying certain 

presumptions in a text: the perceived threats that require preparing for war; the referent object of the 

threat; who or what is ‘the enemy’, the justification or acceptability of war in a given situation; the 

purpose, objectives, and means of war, what makes a state or other actor powerful or influential 

militarily; or what kinds of capabilities and level of technology is needed. (Raitasalo 2005; Raitasalo & 

Sipilä 2004.) Besides an interest in how war and military power are understood in relation to the F-35, 

this study focuses on how strategic culture may be used by elites18 to frame issues in discourse more 

broadly.  Snyder notes that elites articulate a unique strategic culture related to security-military affairs 

that is a wider manifestation of public opinion socialized into a distinctive mode of strategic thinking 

(Snyder in Lantis 2002, 93). Formal institutions and elites, such as Members of Congress, maintain 

strategic culture by anchoring broader beliefs and values of the society and providing continuity and 

permanency to them (Berger in Lantis 2002, 107). Snyder contends that as a result of this socialization 

process, sets of beliefs, attitudes, and behavior patterns may achieve a state of semipermanence that 

places them on the level of culture rather than mere policy. This leads him to argue that strategic 

culture is ‘semi-permanent’ in the sense that new problems and developments are assessed through 

the perceptual lenses provided by the existing strategic culture. (Snyder in Lantis 2002, 93-94.)  

 

As Lantis points out, such a conceptualization of strategic culture is fairly static. However, treating 

(strategic) culture as an evolving system of shared meanings, constructivism offers insights into how a 

semi-permanent strategic culture is shaped and may evolve over time. According to Lantis, elites tend 

to be cognitively predisposed to maintain the status quo, but studies also show that they choose when 

and where to uphold strategic cultural traditions and when and where to move beyond the boundaries 

of what is traditionally considered acceptable. Elite behavior may therefore be more consistent with 

the assertion that leaders are strategic "users of culture" who "redefine the limits of the possible" in 

discourses. (Lantis 2002, 95, 107; Lantis 2009, 13.) For elites, strategic culture may function as an 

 
18 Elites are select groups of powerful people who hold a disproportionate amount of wealth, privilege, political 
power, or skill and are superior in terms of ability or qualities to the rest of society.(Cambridge Dictionary 2021) 
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instrument or tool for framing issues of national security, but they too, are socialized in the strategic 

culture they produce. Thus, they may not always be able to ‘rise above’ the existing strategic culture 

and instead, can be constrained by its discourse practices (see Johnston 1995, 37—41, for example).  

 

In strategic culture studies, the use of at least two levels of analysis has been suggested. The two most 

common, and according to Johnson (2006, 8), the most appropriate, are the levels of national culture 

and organizational culture, such as the military. Thomas Mahnken (2006) notes that at the national 

level, strategic culture reflects a society’s values regarding the use of force. At the military level, 

strategic culture expresses a nation’s ‘way of war’, ie. how the nation’s military wants to fight wars. 

The national level represents the underlying context in which the military level is shaped. Mahnken 

also examines a third level, that of the armed services, noting that American service branches have 

their own distinct cultures, with mutual competition and even interservice rivalry (Mahnken 2006, 3—

5.). Although the third level would also be relevant when examining the discursive representations of 

a military artifact used by several service branches, a focus on Members of Congress naturally directs 

attention away from such a level. Further, to limit the scope of the study, only the national and the 

military level characteristics of American strategic culture are considered here. 

 

When analyzing strategic culture, the researcher confronts several questions: What are the most 

salient beliefs and attitudes that comprise a certain culture? To what extent does strategic culture 

actually determine attitudes and behavior? And which institutions serve as the keepers and 

transmitters of strategic culture? (Mahnken 2006, 4.) The latter part of this chapter attempts to answer  

the first question by charting what kinds of elements previous scholars have found to be defining of 

American strategic culture. Certain answers to the second question are likely impossible to find within 

the confines of this study; however, on a general level it can be argued that ‘determine’ may be too 

strong a word here, as an endless number of other factors will likely also impact attitudes and behavior. 

Yet, strategic culture is certainly one of those impacting factors. As for the third question, for the 

purposes of this study it suffices to establish that members of the Armed Services Committees are in 

a position to serve as the ‘keepers’ and ‘transmitters’ of strategic culture.   

 

3.2. A distinct American strategic culture  

 
The notion of a distinct American strategic culture is inextricably linked to Russell Weigley’s book The 

American Way of War: A History of United States Military Strategy and Policy (1973). Ever since 

Weigley’s account, researchers have been attracted to the idea that there is a unique American 

strategic culture that provides a milieu for debating and making decisions regarding strategic ideas and 
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defense policy in the United States. Gray (1981)  defines  American strategic culture “as modes of 

thought and action with respect to force, which derive from perception of the national historical 

experience, aspiration for self-characterization […] and from all of the many distinctively American 

experiences […] that characterize an American citizen.” Understanding American strategic culture can 

help explain why U.S. policymakers have made the decisions they have made, he says. (Gray 1981, 22.)  

 

According to Gray, the unique American historical experience includes opposing propensities, which 

account for the often intense oscillation in U.S. policy, such as isolationism versus internationalism, 

that have marked U.S. strategic culture. Prior to 1945, the American military experience had been 

characterized by relatively short and cheap, unambiguously successful campaigning against enemies 

that were easily portrayed in demonological terms. Gray believes that U.S. strategic culture changed 

dramatically after 1945 when Americans accepted the idea that the United States should be a 

“permanent guardian of the international order” and as the U.S. assumed a larger global role. (Gray 

1981, 29—34, 44.) Despite some significant strategic failures and cultural traumas that were defining 

of a particular generation – such as the Vietnam War, the 9/11 attacks, and the ensuing War on Terror 

– American strategic culture has been marked more by consistency than change. Michael Hunt (2009) 

and Nayef Al-Rodhan (2015) find that in the period after 1945, there have been few other countries 

where strategic culture has been as consistent as in the United States, as American political culture 

and institutional structures stemming from it have been much more stable than those of other nations.  

 

American strategic culture is a concept whose essence has been debated, but it is possible to identify 

some characteristics that seem to be commonly identified by scholars.19  On the national level, authors 

tend to emphasize that how Americans define themselves and their place in the world is reflected in 

strategic culture. Such aspiration for self-characterization is commonly described through the concept 

of American exceptionalism.20 American public ideology has traditionally emphasized political and 

moral uniqueness, national greatness, and sometimes even a sense of ‘manifest destiny’ and divine 

mission, that imbue U.S. strategic culture with a sense of exceptionalism (Mahnken 2006; Gray 2006a). 

Exceptionalism leads American strategic culture to “not recognize that America is one nation among 

many other nations with whom it must deal as rivals, as allies, as partners.” Rather, “an aggression is 

an armed rebellion against the universal and eternal principles of the world society. No war can end 

 
19 Some scholars discuss the characteristics without making the distinction between the national and the military 
levels. Although it is difficult to draw a clear line between the two, this sub-chapter strives to develop an 
understanding of the subject starting from the national level and moving towards the military level. Yet, some 
degree of going back and forth between the  levels is unavoidable. 
20 American exceptionalism is a manifestation of American identity, which entails a belief in the uniqueness and 
moral superiority of the United States in the world. See chapter 4.4.1. for further discussion. 
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rightly, therefore, except by the unconditional surrender of the aggressor nation and by the overthrow 

and transformation of its political regime.” (Lippman in Mahnken 2006, 6.)  The congruence between 

self-characterization and strategic culture has meant that the fundamental idea of U.S. strategic 

culture has been the active pursuit of superiority and influence combined with the spreading of liberal 

democratic values and promoting ‘freedom’ in the world (Hunt 2009, 13-18; Al-Rodhan 2015).  

 

Both geography and history have shaped American national strategic culture: it has developed based 

on an historical perception of being far removed from threats, resulting in an insular political culture 

(Gray 1981, 29). Such an insular position and the ensuing existence of free security have bred the 

American view that war is a deviation from the norm of peace, not a continuation but a 

discontinuation of policy. Gray notes that the United States has traditionally had difficulty regarding 

war and politics as a political unity and has lacked clearly defined political goals in wars. According to 

him, American strategic and military culture can therefore be characterized as separating politics from 

the conduct of war, as apolitical and astrategic. (Gray 2006a, 13—14.) Weigley also found that 

Americans tend to “give little regard to the non-military consequences of what they [are] doing” 

(Weigley in Mahnken 2006, 9—10). 

 

Gray notes that, for an insular power to take expensive and dangerous actions, foreign threats have to 

be seen as immediate and massive. As threats need to be seen as massive, the U.S. often mobilizes in 

response to ΨevilΩ behavior by foreigners. On the other side of the strategic coin is the belief that the 

United States only wages war for ‘good’ causes, a belief that stems from the country’s self-image as 

an extraordinary country and pioneer in democracy and liberty. According to Gray, American political 

culture cannot accommodate the idea that the U.S. could wage a war for goals that are controversial 

in terms of enduring American ideas of justice. (Gray 1981, 26—45; Gray in Jones 2012, 290-291.) This 

is echoed by Mahnken, who notes that American strategic culture emphasizes liberal idealism, which 

leads Americans to be extremists on the subject of war: war must be either condemned as 

incompatible with liberal goals or justified as an ideological movement in support of those goals. Such 

extremism has led to the American tendency to emphasize the goal of total American domination and 

displaying an aversion to waging war for limited political aims. (Mahnken 2006, 7–8.) 

 

Moving towards the military level, Weigley found that American military culture is characterized by 

aggressiveness, a quest for decisive battles, and the employment of maximum effort. The American 

way of war – how the U.S. military aspires to fight wars – has viewed “the complete overthrow of the 

enemy, the destruction of his military power, [as] the object of war.” (Weigley 1973, xxi.)  Gray explains 

that there are many plausible explanations for America’s aggressive offensive style: it is required for 



 27 

a decisive victory, it is mandated by an impatient domestic public expecting conclusive results and a 

quick end to the war, it is fitting as the U.S. only fights wars against ‘evil regimes’, it is appropriate for 

U.S. strengths, and it has a record of past success. (Gray 2006a, 30—48; Gray 1981, 28—45.) Sara K. 

McGuire (2009) also emphasizes the prevalence of an offensive strategic culture that relies on the 

maintenance of preemptive capabilities. “Inherent in the concept of an offensive strategic culture is 

the idea of maintaining preemptive capabilities, whereby the military is able to foresee security threats 

and act before those threats can be realized” (McGuire 2009, 38). On a related note, Gray holds that 

deterrence theory21, which presupposes that a condition of near wartime readiness is needed during 

peacetime as well, has defined American strategic culture from the 1950s onward (Gray 1981, 33-34). 

 

Mahnken adds a few elements to the characteristics above: these include an industrial approach to 

war, firepower- and technology-intensive approaches to combat, and casualty aversion, which are 

inextricably linked (Mahnken 2006, 4—6). On the national level, the industrial approach is driven by 

the defense industry and a desire to generate profit from defense initiatives. Congress Members also 

tend to advocate for policies that will generate defense dollars for their own states and districts, known 

as pork barreling.22 McGuire writes that pork-barrel politics “involves the creation of a need, a 

rationalization of that need backed by the overriding goal of national security and voicing that concern 

loud enough […] The result is lucrative defense contract spending that has more of an overall affect in 

that it serves as a social program for the awarded district.” (McGuire 2009, 66—70.) 

 

Two characteristics that flow from the industrial approach are a reliance on firepower and an 

emphasis on the role of technology. According to Mahnken, no nation in recent history has placed 

greater emphasis upon the role of technology in planning and waging war. The American way of war 

is marked by the exploitation of machinery, with airpower and information systems being the leading 

military instruments. Technology and firepower allow the United States to engage in high-intensity 

operations with substantially reduced risk of casualties. (Mahnken 2006, 11—12.)  As Gray explains, 

extraordinary dependency on technology and disproportionate reliance on firepower are especially ill-

suited for the conduct of irregular war, such as counterinsurgency or counterterrorism. According to 

Gray, the U.S. has a profoundly regular view of war, and unconventional warfare and confronting 

irregular enemies has usually been seen as ‘the sideshow’ to ‘real wars’, which are seen as combat 

against a symmetrical, regular enemy. Furthermore, aided by its long-standing material superiority, 

 
21 Deterrence refers to the prevention from action by fear of the consequences. “Deterrence is a state of mind 
brought about by the existence of a credible threat of unacceptable counteraction.” (DOD terminology 2021) 
22 Pork barrel politics will be discussed in more detail in chapter 3.2.2. 
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the American engagement in warfare has, with a few exceptions, been large-scale, with U.S. presence 

in foreign countries often resembling occupation. (Gray 2006a, 30—48; Gray 1981, 28—45.) 

 

The emphasis on technology has fostered an illusion that the United States can wage war without 

killing American soldiers and innocent civilians. Especially the U.S. advantage in airpower has allowed 

it to avoid putting a large number of American lives at risk. The military has consistently sought to 

reduce casualties, believing that the use of overwhelming force will bring victory sooner while 

producing fewer casualties. (Mahnken 2006, 13—14) For Gray, American culture is highly sensitive to 

military casualties, which originates from the idea that government is a necessary evil to guarantee 

the life, liberty, and pursuit of happiness of its citizens. As a result, the U.S. has perfected a way of war 

that is expected to result in very few U.S. casualties, employing machines more than people and force 

protection as the most important goal. (Gray 2006a, 30—48; Gray 1981, 28—45.) McGuire recognizes 

a characteristic termed ΨǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ǎŀŎǊƛŦƛŎŜΩ, which entails that the American public is not willing 

to accept unnecessary constraints or inconveniences in the name of security. “A key facet of American 

strategic culture is the desire to balance between patriotism and support for the armed forces, and 

individualism and the reluctance of individuals to volunteer to go to war.” (McGuire 2009, 91—92.)  

 

Despite the wealth of different elements mentioned by previous scholars, there are some common 

characteristics that stand out from these accounts. In conclusion, it seems that American strategic 

culture can be described by at least the following characteristics:  

 

¶ Liberal idealism, self-characterization, national greatness, exceptionalism 

¶ Separation of politics and war, apolitical 

¶ War in response to evil, total American domination 

¶ Industrialism, pork barrel politics 

¶ Superiority of American technology 

¶ Offensive, aggressive, near-wartime readiness during peacetime, preemptive capabilities 

¶ Large-scale, regular, symmetrical, reliant on fire-power 

¶ Casualty aversion, force protection, ‘security without sacrifice’ 
 

This is not to suggest that these characteristics individually are unique to American strategic culture. 

Other cultures, especially western ones, will very likely express similar characteristics, especially due 

to the United States’ dominant influence on the western world since the mid-1900s. Yet, they form a 

body of elements and aspects that, taken together, characterize a distinct American strategic culture.  

There is at least one further caveat to these accounts. They all have a common feature in that they 

assume, at least implicitly, that there is a single, unified American strategic culture instead of multiple 

American strategic cultures. Different states in the Union have different political cultures, which 
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presumably would result in different strategic cultures. Moreover, different generations have different 

strategic experiences that are defining of that generation, which may lead to multiple strategic cultures 

being expressed at Capitol Hill. However, keeping in mind the sense of continuity and consistency 

identified by Hunt and Al-Rodhan above, the starting point of the analysis in this study is based on a 

premise of a single American strategic culture. It serves the purposes of this study to outline a certain 

kind of American strategic culture, while acknowledging that the concept is subject to temporal and 

contextual change, constant redefinition, and struggle over its meaning.  

 

3.3.  The Armed Services Committees of Congress and the defense budget process  

 

Having defined a certain kind of American strategic culture for the purposes of this thesis, the latter 

half of this chapter will now turn to discussing aspects related to the U.S. Congress and defense 

spending. Defense spending has long been a priority of the federal government. It may seem 

contradictory that a political culture that generally opposes high government involvement and 

centralized politics accepts massive defense spending and a powerful military. However, the federal 

government has a legitimacy in national security issues that other sectors have traditionally lacked. 

According to former Senator Jim Talent (2010), the U.S. Constitution shows the Founders’ concern for 

national security: national defense is the priority job and the only mandatory function of the national 

government. The next three sub-chapters will outline the defense budget process and the role of the 

Armed Services Committees, discuss the relations between the military industry and Congress, and 

finally explore what kinds of incentives Congress Members have in supporting defense spending. 

 

The Armed Services Committees are standing committees of the House of Representatives and the 

Senate. The House Armed Services Committee (HASC), the Senate Armed Services Committee (SASC), 

and their respective subcommittees have jurisdiction over funding and oversight of the DOD and the 

Armed Forces. The HASC and the SASC are considered powerful, as they have a broad mandate over 

the second largest item in the federal budget. Powerful Committee members, such as Chairs and 

Ranking Members, are considered experts in defense issues, but at the same time they are elected 

representatives serving their constituents. Lawmakers from states and districts with large military 

establishments commonly try to get a seat in the committees, and many committee members have 

served in the military themselves. There is a longstanding tradition of bipartisan and bicameral 

consensus in and between the two Committees. (GovTrack 2021, Steinhauer 2015.)  

 

The federal budget is composed of two general categories of expenditures, known as mandatory and 

discretionary spending. Mandatory spending involves programs mandated by the law and does not 
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need to be annually authorized. Discretionary programs are funded through annual authorization and 

appropriation bills that must be debated and passed for each fiscal year. These programs are known as 

‘discretionary’ because the laws that establish those programs leave Congress with the discretion to 

set the funding levels each year. Representing about a half of all discretionary spending, almost all 

defense spending is discretionary. Multi-year appropriations are often used for military procurement 

programs, but Congress can choose to increase or decrease spending on those programs in a given 

year. The share of mandatory spending has increased over the last 40 years, thus shrinking the share 

of discretionary spending. As the largest discretionary expenditure, defense spending is receiving 

greater congressional attention as a consequence. (CBPP 2020; Higginbotham 2017, 3—4.)  

 

The process of deciding the defense budget in Congress starts when the executive branch releases the 

President’s budget request for the upcoming fiscal year.23  The request is submitted to the authorizing 

subcommittees of the HASC and the SASC, which conduct a series of hearings on the request with 

officials from the DOD, the military services, and other experts. The subcommittees review the request 

and prepare authorizing legislation in meetings known as markups. Once they have finalized the 

markups, the full committee convenes to consider, debate, and vote on amendments. After the bills 

are passed in the committees, the full House and Senate consider the bill on the floor. The floor 

considerations of the markups produce ǘƘŜ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ 5ŜŦŜƴǎŜ !ǳǘƘƻǊƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ !Ŏǘ (NDAA), which provides 

authorization of appropriations for the DOD, parts of the Department of Energy, the intelligence 

community, and defense-related activities at other federal agencies. The House and Senate must 

negotiate their bills into a unified authorization act, before sending it to the President for approval.24 

(CRS 2021a, Center for Arms Control and Non-Proliferation 2020.) Committees members typically 

release statements regarding the passage of the NDAA, accounting for its significance to the nation and 

their constituents. Such statements are extensively featured in the research material of this study. 

Members may also issue more specific statements after participating in expert hearings regarding 

specific weapons programs. Such statements on the F-35 are also prominently featured in the data.  

 

3.4.  The Military-Industrial-Congressional Complex  

 

Defense spending has been shown to produce positive economic impacts in every state and virtually 

every congressional district (Higginbotham 2017, 3). Indeed, previous research has indicated that 

 
23  As noted by Higginbotham (2017), the budgeting process is extremely detailed and complex, with over 25,000 
people dedicated to the process at the Pentagon alone. Before the President’s budget request is presented to 
Congress, it actually takes years of planning ahead by the DOD and the service branches.  
24  The NDAA sets budget authority for the DOD, but to fund such authorized policy, appropriations legislation is 
needed. The process of passing the appropriations bills of the NDAA is similar to the authorization process. 
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political and economic factors often induce higher levels of defense spending than are necessary for 

national security reasons (Mintz and Ward in Higginbotham 2017, 91). When it comes to the F-35, two 

economic factors are of special significance: firstly, the defense industry that manufactures the aircraft 

and the components and systems related to it and secondly, the military bases that host the fighters 

or serve as testing-sites. According to Chris Higginbotham (2017), Members of Congress are keenly 

aware of the impacts of defense spending to their state or district and recognize that the geographic 

proximity of large defense companies or military bases means increased tax revenue and job growth 

for their constituents (Higginbotham 2017, 23). Defense contractors operate in a unique environment, 

as the sole consumer of their products is for the most part the government. Thus, the success of a 

given defense sector company is basically determined by government contracts. Defense spending 

also has a spill-over effect on civilians who live in areas where defense sector companies or military 

bases are located, as military bases in particular increase the population of small communities, which 

in turn generates income for businesses in the area. (McGuire 2009, 75-78.) 

 

Congress’s relationship to the defense industry has been described with the term ‘the Military-

Industrial-Congressional Complex’. The term Military-Industrial Complex, without the word 

‘congressional’, was originally coined by President Dwight D. Eisenhower, who in 1961 warned the 

nation of what he viewed as one of its greatest threats: the armed forces and the industries that supply 

their weapons and materiel perpetuating war. Prolonged international conflict after World War II 

produced high levels of military expenditure and created powerful domestic interest groups. During 

the Cold War, defense firms became significantly dependent upon DOD contracts, states like California 

became heavily tied to military spending, and the United States emerged as the world's principal 

exporter of arms. (Koistinen 2003; Turley 2014.) In the post-Cold War period, the complex has been 

especially fueled by an ambiguous and unseen enemy –  terrorism. The so-called War on Terror(sim) 

created perpetual profits for a new and larger complex of business and government interests (Turley 

2014). More recently, the U.S. has increasingly funded capabilities suited for a large-scale war between 

global powers (CRS 2021b). The military-industrial complex is able to muster the necessary 

congressional support for defense spending from both Democrats and Republicans who represent 

states and districts with economic stakes in such spending. It has been speculated that 

Eisenhower actually intended to say ‘Military-Industrial-Congressional complex’ in order 

to call out lawmakers for their role in the growth of the military industry, but apparently 

worried about political blowback, deleted the word ‘congressional’ (Greenwalt 2021). However, the 

inclusion of the word does describe the system more accurately, as it underscores the role that 

Congress plays in the complex. 
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The close ties between the defense industry and Congress becomes evident not only in congressional 

support for various weapons programs, but also in lobbying and election campaign contributions by 

the defense industry. The defense industry tends to contribute heavily to the election campaigns of 

incumbent members of Congress. The industry's favorites include HASC and SASC members and the 

Appropriations committees that oversee defense spending. If a member of Congress is up for re-

election and they get campaign contributions from the defense industry, they are more likely to 

become reelected but also more likely to make decisions that are favorable to the industry in the 

future. The defense sector also has a formidable federal lobbying presence. The main reason for 

defense sector lobbying is securing contracts and influencing the defense budget to make contracts 

more likely. (Center for Responsive Politics 2020, Dimascio 2010.)25   

 

3.5.  tƻǊƪ ōŀǊǊŜƭ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎ ŀƴŘ /ƻƴƎǊŜǎǎΩs incentives to support defense spending 

 

Congress’s incentives to support defense spending is a fairly widely researched topic. Lindsay (1990), 

Fleisher (1985), and Pasley (2012) all mention that, according to conventional wisdom, parochialism 

and direct economic benefits for districts shape how Congress votes on defense issues. However, all 

three conclude in their respective studies that economic interest is in fact not a key factor: instead, 

voting on defense spending is largely ideological according to their research. Benjamin O. Fordham 

(2008) challenges such a conclusion, noting that the effect of ideology on congressional voting has 

changed enormously over time and that most previous research conceives of constituent economic 

interests very narrowly, examining only the benefits obtained from providing military goods and 

services rather than the broader economic stakes of military spending in states and districts. 

 

Rebecca Thorpe (2014) also challenges previous research and argues that instead of legislators’ 

ideological beliefs, the economic reliance of an area on the defense-sector is actually a key factor that 

shapes Congress Members’ decisions. Thorpe studied voting in the House of Representatives on 

defense spending initiatives and found that disproportionate local economic reliance on the defense-

sector yields stunning levels of congressional support. None of the weapons programs she examined 

would have reached a majority of congressional support if voting had been restricted to Members from 

areas with no economic stakes in them. According to Thorpe, legislators representing 

 
25 The New York Times described the lobbying for the F-35 contract in 2001: With so much money and so many 
jobs at stake, lobbying for the F-35 by the Lockheed Martin, Boeing and their Congressional patrons was intense. 
Both companies spent millions on marketing, advertising and campaign contributions, and members of the 
Missouri Congressional delegation, where Boeing makes military aircraft, aggressively warned the administration 
that President Bush would lose votes in their state if Lockheed won. (Dao & Holson 2001) 
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disproportionately reliant areas take a special interest in the growth of the defense industry and 

aggressively seek out opportunities to expand their influence over decisions regarding the industry. As 

Republicans generally tend to show stronger support for defense spending, it is not surprising that 

Republicans supported weapons spending regardless of the economic stakes in their district. However, 

there was a lot more variation among Democratic members’ voting behavior: local reliance seems to 

influence Democrats’ support for defense spending to a greater extent. (Thorpe 2014, 102-106.)  

Thorpe found that local economic reliance may also reinforce existing hawkish ideologies: those 

members who represented disproportionately reliant areas were also more predisposed to support 

war and war funding than their partisan allies. She notes that, in addition to serving the economic 

interests of their voters, Members who press for more military spending also have “worldviews that 

favor American military supremacy and that are reaffirmed and rewarded politically in places that have 

a large economic stake in these decisions”, leading her to conclude that there is actually a symbiosis 

of local interests and ideological beliefs at play. (Thorpe 2014, 19-22, 95-96, quote on page 104.)  

When discussing Congress’s economic incentives to vote for defense spending, the term ‘pork barrel’ 

is  often mentioned as a factor that drives Congress Members. Pork barrel26 is metaphor that refers to 

the allocation of government funds for local projects designed to please voters in a Congress Member’s 

district and earn their support. Such support may come in the form of votes or money donated to 

election campaigns. (Evans 2004.) Although usually considered to be one and the same, some 

scholars have made a distinction between ‘earmarks’ and ‘pork’. Earmarks are congressional 

appropriations that are placed in spending bills at the request of a single member, defined as funds 

or add-ons not included in the President’s budget request, whereas pork barrel spending has a 

more subjective quality, implying that the spending is unnecessary or wasteful. Higginbotham notes 

that “[w]hether called pork, or simply earmarks, it is clear that these changes in allocations of 

funding are significant and widespread in the defense budget.” (Higginbotham 2017, 86-87.) 

Research has shown that the number of military installations in a district is a significant driver of 

defense earmarks as well as links between defense earmarks and campaign contributions from the 

defense industry. Further, states with seats on the Armed Services Committees tend to receive more 

defense funds. (Rundqvist et al; Rocca and Gordon; Lazarus in Higginbotham 2017, 87). 

Such local economic interests create powerful electoral incentives for Members of Congress. Pork 

barrel projects have been shown to influence electoral results, leading Congress Members to seek to 

generate income for their constituencies by advocating that weapons systems or infrastructure be 

 
26  The exact origins of the term are not known, but it has been suggested that it refers to the profit a farmer 
got from a barrel of pork. (Merriam Webster 2020) 



 34 

manufactured or based in their states (Crespin & Finocchiaro in Higginbotham 2017, 89; McGuire 2009, 

70). Electoral results have a close connection to how constituents view individual Members as well as 

Congress as an institution. The approval ratings of Congress are heavily influenced by the public’s 

perceptions of the economy, but rather than holding individual Members accountable for the national 

economy, congressional responsibility tends to be local due to the association of a specific Member 

with a district or state (Box-Steffensmeier et al. in Higginbotham 2017, 34). Higginbotham has 

examined the impact of congressional approval on U.S. defense spending and notes that 

 
[t]he scale, salience and extensibility of the defense budget offer a tempting target for Congress to 
provide quick stimulus to the electorate on a scale impossible with any other single appropriation. 
Whether motivated by fear of potential foreign enemies, nationalistic pride, concern for service 
members, or economic advantage, the defense budget is as close to a bipartisan priority as can be found 
in U.S. society. The defense budget is a useful tool for Members of Congress to influence individual and 
institutional public approval and one that is regularly utilized both within and without time of war or 
economic extremis to garner constituency support. (Higginbotham 2017, iii.) 

 
This view underlines the extremely negative congressional approval ratings of the recent years.27 

Higginbotham suggests that Congress, as a deeply unpopular institution, may obtain reelection of its 

members by finding a bipartisan lever large enough to give common ground to Members, regardless 

of party, state or district. That lever is the defense budget, which provides a tool for Congress to 

address negative public views of the institution. He concludes that increases in negative approval 

induce Congress to increase defense spending, as that is the quickest and least electorally risky way to 

stimulate the economy across all states. (Higginbotham 2017, 6—10.) 

 

The accounts summarized above provide further perspectives for the present study: Is a similar 

symbiosis of ideological beliefs and local interests at play when discussing the F-35? Do Democratic 

Members emphasize the economic aspects of the F-35 more than their Republican counterparts? And 

is spending related to the F-35 discussed as a bipartisan issue? As noted by Kathleen Hicks (2020), at 

the heart of defense spending lies also a fundamental question about what the U.S. military should be 

prepared to do. What are the strategic goals and interests of the United States? In what kind of a war 

are the Armed Forces expected to fight? Why is a specific military acquisition needed? The empirical 

part of this study sets out to examine how such fundamental questions are addressed by Congress 

Members when discussing the F-35 fighter and the F-35 program. 

  

 
27 In 2010—2020, the congressional job approval rate has varied between 10—20 % (RealClear Politics 2021). 
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4. TOWARDS A FRAME ANALYSIS 

 

This empirical part begins with an outline of how the research data were collected and selected (sub-

chapter 4.1.), the coding of so-called descriptive classifiers (4.2.), the coding of the frame components 

that were used to induce the frames (4.3. and 4.4.), and finally a first formulation of frames is 

presented (4.5.). The purpose of this chapter is to provide a detailed account of how the research data 

were processed and how the first formulation of frames was induced as well as present the key findings 

of the first coding phases. Chapter 5 presents the final versions of the frames and analyzes their 

content by presenting examples from the research material. Chapter 6 discusses what kinds of cultural 

meanings the frames convey and what is their relation to American strategic culture.  

 

4.1. Collection of the data and the coding process 

 

The collecting of the research material started with compiling lists of all Senators and Representatives 

who have been members in the two Armed Services Committees between 2010 and 2020.28 Next, their 

statements regarding the F-35 were collected using two different sources: Statements from those 

Members who were in office at the time of writing were retrieved primarily from their official 

congressional websites.29  The websites of former or deceased Members have been archived by the 

Congress and are no longer publicly available. Thus, to retrieve statements from those Members, the 

ProQuest Politics database was used.30 These two searches initially yielded 300+ statements.  

 

Those 300+ statements were then categorized based on how big of a role the F-35 had in them.31 This 

was done in order to distinguish relevant research material from irrelevant material. Then, all passing 

mentions of the F-35 were excluded from the material. Passing mentions entailed that the F-35 was 

 
28 In 2010 – 2020,  the HASC has had altogether 158 different members and the SASC has had altogether 62 
members. The positions of Chairman and Ranking Member of the SASC have been held by Carl Levin (D-MI), John 
McCain (R-AZ), Jack Reed (D-RI), and James Inhofe (R-OK). The positions of Chairman and Ranking Member of 
the HASC have been held by Adam Smith (D-WA), Mac Thornberry (R-TX), and Buck McKeon (R-CA). 
29 The search words included ‘F-35’, ‘Joint Strike Fighter’, and ‘JSF’. A few isolated items were also retrieved from 
publicly available media sources. 
30  Keyword/search: (noft("f-35") OR noft("joint strike fighter")) AND (noft("press release") OR noft("news 
release") OR noft("statement")) 
Applied filters: “anywhere except full text” / “Congressional Documents and Publications” / 
 “Senate-Armed Services, Committee on OR House of Representatives-Armed Services, Committee on 
31  Originally, the coding of the data started with the creation of a classifier titled ‘Extent of Mention’ with four 
categories describing the extent to which the F-35 was mentioned: extensive, moderate, marginal, and passing. 
All the statements in the research data were coded into those four categories. However, as the coding process 
progressed, it became evident that only the separation of passing mentions was relevant for the research task, 
and consequently the categorization of the remaining statements was left out of consideration. 
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only briefly mentioned with no relevant context or as part of a longer list of Defense Authorization Bill 

provisions, for example. In order to be included in the material, the statement had to express 

something meaningful about the F-35 in a relevant context32 by a Member of the Armed Services 

Committees in their own words. Only statements dealing with the domestic aspects of the F-35 

program have been included. For example, statements regarding the removal of Turkey from the  F-

35 program in 2019 after the country accepted a Russian-made air-defense system have been 

excluded. The research material consists of only items that have been released in written form, thus 

excluding videos and audio segments.  For the sake of limiting the amount of the material, only those 

statements that have been made during a Congress Member’s term in the Armed Services Committee 

have been included. For example, Senator Roy Blunt (R-MO) was a member in the SASC from 2013 to 

2015, and therefore only those statements that he made between 2013 and 2015 have been included, 

even though the Senator may have also commented on the issue before and after his tenure in the 

SASC. Some statements have been published multiple times in the same format as parts of several 

different press releases, which may include passages regarding the F-35 in identical form. Such 

overlaps have been excluded from the material.  

 

Based on these criteria, the final number of statements examined in this analysis came out to 227 

items, which, despite not being exhaustive, forms a corpus big enough to conduct an analysis of how 

the F-35 has been framed by Members of the Armed Services Committees. A complete list of all the 

statements can be found in the References (p. 110).  A vast majority of the data is comprised of press 

releases. The data also include some letters, op-eds, floor statements and opening statements in 

congressional hearings, blog entries, and speeches. The press sections of the Members’ websites also 

featured some items that are actually news articles or interviews that the members have wanted to 

promote. Such items have been composed by outside journalists, not the Members themselves or their 

staff. Therefore, only direct quotes by Members in such items have been analyzed, whereas for other 

statement types the entire the language of the statement has been included in the analysis.  

 

Obviously not all HASC and SASC members have released statements regarding the F-35. In the 

research material, there are altogether 61 individual speakers, of whom 32 are SASC members and 29 

are HASC members.33 The majority of all HASC and SASC members have not issued any statements 

 
32 An irrelevant context is, for example, a comparison such as how many teachers could be hired with the cost 
of one F-35.  
33 The total number of 61 individual speakers excludes 23 members of the HASC who have signed one letter by 
the F-35 Caucus of the House of Representatives and have not issued other statements regarding the F-35. 
That particular letter has been marked under Caucus co-chairs, Reps. Mike Turner and Marc Veasey. Further, 
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regarding the F-35. It goes without saying that only those members who have some kind of a stake in 

the matter – either support or opposition – are likely to comment on the issue. Given the culture of 

bipartisan consensus in the Committees, it must also be noted that it is likely that the most critical 

voices in Congress are not to be found among the members of the HASC and the SASC, which 

undoubtedly has an effect on the research results. Complete lists of all the Members whose statements 

were included in the research material can be found in Appendices 1 and 2. Some press releases have 

been issued jointly by a group of legislators, in which case the statement usually includes comments 

by several Members. Such items have been marked under just one speaker. The distribution of the 

speakers’ political parties is slightly tilted towards Republicans (33 individual speakers) compared to 

Democrats (28 individual speakers). However, the number of speakers in this sample is so small that it 

is impossible to make any generalizations regarding the impact of party background on how likely a 

Committee Member is to give out statements regarding the F-35. 

 

The identification of the dominant frames in the statements was based on a combination of deductive 

and inductive strategies: the process started with a few hunches of predefined frames that might be 

present in the data, but as the reading of the material progressed, the spectrum of possible frames 

was extended. Several rounds of reading the research material allowed for the opportunity to refine 

the preliminary findings. The first formulation of the frames was induced largely based on a close 

reading of the research data. The final versions  were formed based on a dialogue between the content 

of the statements and existing literature on American political and strategic culture. The role of 

literature was to inform the frame analysis, not to completely determine it. As the identification of 

frames involves interpretation on the part of the researcher, some level of subjectivity is unavoidable. 

However, systematic methods and a detailed account of their use limit such subjectivity.  

 

The process of coding the research data started with a quantitative orientation, gradually moving 

towards a focus on the qualitative content of the data. The coding was conducted in three phases: the 

first phase focused on the coding of simple frequencies and their distribution in the data as well as 

labeling. The process involved first the coding of so-called descriptive classifiers – topic, tone, and 

perspective – which initially served the function of organizing the data, but later also provided insights 

into how the F-35 has been framed and in what kinds of contexts it has been discussed. In this phase, 

the data was coded according to the subject or context of the statement (topic), according to their 

stance towards the F-35 (tone), and their perspective on a local-national-global scale (perspective), 

 
Senator (2019—2020) and Representative (2015—2019) Martha McSally (R-AZ) has been a member in both the 
HASC and the SASC and was counted only once as an individual speaker, representing the SASC.  
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each entailing a number of different categories elaborated in the next sub-chapter. In the second 

phase, the process continued with the identification of key concepts and master story lines that make 

up the components of the frames. They are instrumental for the researcher in the identification of 

frames but also demonstrate to the reader how the frame works. The descriptive classifiers, the key 

concepts, and the master story lines were then interpreted together to form preliminary frame 

categories. In the third phase, the preliminary frame categories were refined and reformulated into 

three dominant frames present in the statements.  

 

4.2. Coding of descriptive classifiers: Topic, tone, and perspective 

 

After the exclusion of the passing F-35 mentions, the next step was to categorize the research data 

according to their topic. As Reese (2009,18) notes, frames are bigger than topics, as they structure and 

organize information. Thus, the identification of topics alone is not enough to induce frames in a text, 

but it does serve as a nudge towards that. Each of the statements was given a label describing what 

the statement was about or in what context it was issued. Table 3 presents the topics identified among 

the statements, descriptions of their content, and their absolute frequencies in numbers. 

 
Table 3. Descriptions and frequencies of statement topics 

 
Classifier: Topic Description HASC 

n 
SASC 
n 

Total 
n 

DEFENSE BUDGET National Defense Authorization Act, defense spending in 
general 

32 44 76 

F-35 BASE LOCATION Military bases hosting the F-35 or its development, testing 19 34 53 
F-35 IN GENERAL F-35 development, procurement, costs, criticism, problems, 

congressional support, congressional hearings 
21 22 43 

F-35 ALTERNATE 
ENGINE 

2010—2011 discussions regarding the development of 
another engine model for the F-35 

13 16 29 

DEFENSE INDUSTRY  Procurement contracts between DOD and defense industry, 
defense industry in general 

6 7 13 

VARIOUS Comparisons to other fighter aircraft; aviation programs, 
national security and military investments in general; items 
with more than one main topic 

4 9 13 

TOTAL  95 132 227 

 

For example, items discussing the passage of the NDAA and mentioning the F-35 program were labeled 

as DEFENSE BUDGET and items dealing with a contract between the Pentagon and a defense industry 

company contributing to the F-35 program were labeled as DEFENSE INDUSTRY. The objective was to 

label each statement according to only one overall topic; however, a few statements involved more 

than one main topic and were labeled as VARIOUS. A discussion of these topics can be better 
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understood together with the tones and perspectives of the statements, the coding of which will be 

outlined first before discussing the topics in more detail.   

The classifier tone describes the statement’s stance towards the F-35 according to three categories: 

NEUTRAL, POSITIVE, and NEGATIVE.34  Table 4 below presents the distribution of the three tone 

categories found in the data. A majority of the statements – 87 percent – voiced either positive (44 

percent) or neutral (43 percent) tones towards the F-35. There were relatively few statements with 

negative tones (13 percent) towards the F-35.  

 
Table 4. Distribution of statements by tone 

Classifier: Tone HASC n SASC n Total n Total % 

Positive 46 53 99 44 % 

Neutral 39 58 97 43 % 

Negative 10 21 31 13 % 

 
The classifier perspective describes the orientation of the statements on a scale of LOCAL, NATIONAL, 

and GLOBAL levels.35 The category of LOCAL refers to a perspective that highlights either a state level, 

a district level, or in some cases a city/town level. The NATIONAL category entails a perspective that 

focuses on the entire country or the federal level. GLOBAL refers to a perspective that emphasizes an 

international aspect or the role or position of the United States in the world. The coding takes into 

account the perspective of the entire statement, not just the perspective directly surrounding the F-

35, as that reflects the context in which the F-35 is placed in the statements. The data were coded 

according to their primary perspective and secondary perspective. Naturally, there may be other 

perspectives present in the statements besides the primary one, but the primary perspective has 

significance when identifying the frames used in the statements. Therefore, special attention was given 

to the primary perspective, but a possible secondary perspective was also coded to gain an 

understanding of how primary and secondary frames  work together. In some cases, it was impossible 

to identify a single primary perspective, in which case the perspective was labeled as MIXED. Table 5 

below presents the distribution of primary perspectives found in the research data.  

 
Table 5. Distribution of primary perspectives in the research data 

Classifier: Perspective HASC n SASC n Total n Total % 

Local 33 73 106 47 % 

National 35 31 66 29 % 

Global 10 9 19 8 % 

Mixed 17 19 36 16 % 

 
34 A category of MIXED tone, reflecting both negative and positive tones without an emphasis on one over the 
other, was initially considered, but as the coding progressed, it became evident that there was no need for 
such a category, as the data did not include such statements.  
35 A fourth, regional level could have been included in the scale, but there were no items reflecting such a 
perspective, and therefore it was left out of the scale.  
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The salience of the local perspective is quite striking: intuitively, one would not expect a military 

artifact to matter that much on the local level.  There are also surprisingly few statements expressing 

a primarily global perspective – after all, statements regarding the F-35 could also frame the debate 

more in terms of the international security environment or the geopolitical position of the United 

States. However, positioning the F-35 in a global context was by far the least common primary 

perspective in the research data. This is where the coding of the secondary perspective adds value to 

the analysis. Even though the global perspective was not prevalent as a primary perspective, it had an 

important function as a secondary one: describing the strategic relevance of the F-35 was often used 

to reinforce the argument when the primary perspective focused on the local or the national level.36  

 

Before detailing the analysis process further, the findings of the first coding phase call for some 

discussion.  The topic of DEFENSE BUDGET was the most common topic in the research material. Those 

items typically discussed the passage of the National Defense Authorization Act, and the F-35 was 

discussed as one of the budget items that the Senator or Representative highlighted as benefitting 

their state or district. Accordingly, the topic category was dominated by a local perspective and lacked 

negative tones. The significance of the federal defense budget was communicated from an 

overwhelmingly local perspective, leaving the public with an impression that its primary function is to 

provide for local interests.  The second most common context in which the F-35 was featured was the 

selection of a certain military base as a location for the fighter or serving as a development or testing 

facility, labeled as F-35 BASE LOCATION. The items in this category were overwhelmingly positive in 

tone and also voiced a primarily local perspective, with a few conveying a secondary perspective that 

placed the F-35 in a larger context. Most of the statements also covered the topic of the base itself 

and its role for the local economy with equal importance compared to the F-35, while some 

emphasized the F-35 itself. A local perspective is obviously natural as the issue at hand has to do with 

a local military base; however, it is somewhat surprising that only a few of these statements placed 

the aircraft in any kind of larger context. Again, the F-35 was primarily presented as a boost for the 

local economy or as highlighting the local importance of a military base.  

 

 
36  The higher number of local perspectives found within SASC statements compared to HASC statements is 
explained by the fact that the SASC material was dominated by four Senators – Richard Blumenthal (D-CT), Angus 
King (I/D-ME), John McCain (R-AZ), and Dan Sullivan (R-AK) – all of whom had ten to twenty statements each 
included in the material. Two of them, Blumenthal and King, expressed almost exclusively a local perspective. 
The HASC material was also dominated by only a handful of speakers – Representatives Rob Bishop (R-UT), Mike 
Turner (R-OH), and Marc Veasey (D-TX) – but they voiced a variety of different perspectives, largely explaining 
the difference. Yet, even without Senators Blumenthal and King, the local perspective would still be the most 
common one among the SASC statements, and thus in the entire material as well – albeit with a smaller margin.  
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The third most common topic was the F-35 itself or aspects involving the F-35 program, labeled as 

GENERAL. The category includes press releases that discuss the progress or funding of the F-35 

program and summarize related congressional hearings, as well as several letters and press releases 

by the F-35 Caucus.37 Roughly half of all the items that had a negative tone in the entire data were to 

be found in this category. With only one exception, all such items in the SASC material were statements 

by just one Senator, Committee Chairman (2015—2018) and Ranking Member (2007-2015) John 

McCain (R-AZ), who was known for being very critical of the F-35 program. As for the HASC material, 

the category is somewhat more positive in tone. Thus, it cannot be concluded that statements dealing 

with the F-35 program in general would be more negative in tone compared to other topics: one 

Senator who has negative opinions just happens to have lots of statements in the GENERAL category. 

The GENERAL category is the one with the most variation when it comes to perspective: a national 

perspective was the most common one, but global and local perspectives were also featured.  

 

Although most  of the items in the overall research data treated the F-35 in a positive or neutral way, 

a related but somewhat separate issue, the so-called Alternate Engine Program, was discussed in a 

more negative tone. This topic, labeled ALTERNATE ENGINE, was the fourth most common one. The 

Alternate Engine, officially the General Electric/Rolls-Royce F136, was another engine model for the F-

35, developed and funded up until 2011.  In the early days of the F-35 program, Congress required that 

the DOD develop an alternative to the aircraft’s Pratt & Whitney F135 engine in order to provide for 

adequate competition. The program was highly contested38, with Congress repeatedly rejecting 

proposals from the Obama administration to terminate it. Having maintained funding without a 

request from the DOD between 2006 and 2010, Congress agreed in 2011 not to fund the program 

anymore. (Gertler 2012.) Almost all of the items in this category treated the F-35 itself in a neutral 

way, taking a stance only on the engine program. These items all voiced a national perspective, with a 

few including a secondary local and/or global perspective.  

 

Finally, the considerable presence of the local perspective in the research data may have led the 

researcher to assume that statements dealing with local defense industry contracts would have been 

extensively featured in the research material. Yet, the DEFENSE INDUSTRY category included relatively 

few items compared to the other topic categories, being only the fifth most common among the six 

topic categories. The items in this category were without exception positive in tone and had a local 

 
37 A congressional caucus is an informal group of Congress Members that meets to discuss issues of mutual 
concern and to pursue common legislative objectives (US Senate 2019). See pp. 59—60 for further discussion. 
38 Supporters of the Alternate Engine program argued that engine competition for other fighters has saved 
money and resulted in greater reliability and less operational risk. Critics held that long-term affordability is 
best achieved with multiyear contracts from a single source. (Gertler 2012.) 
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perspective, as expected. The content of the least common topic category, labeled VARIOUS, was so 

heterogenous that no generalizations can be made regarding it. An interesting finding is that, overall, 

a local perspective seems to overlap with positive and neutral tones across all topic categories  – the 

local impacts of the F-35 have hardly ever been discussed in a negative tone.39 A negative tone could 

have been taken when discussing, for example, the environmental effects of hosting the F-35 at a local 

base, but there were no such items in the data.  

 

4.3. Coding of  frame components: Key concepts 

 

The next phase of the coding process involved the identification of key concepts found in each 

statement. The key concepts include words or phrases that have a great significance and are 

informative in the sense that they act as a key to unlock bigger entities of meaning. Attention was 

directed at words or phrases that stood out somehow by repetition, placement, context, or connection 

to other concepts. The number of key concepts identified per statement varied between one and six, 

depending on the statement’s length and complexity. On average, most statements were assigned 

with three to five key concepts. The concepts included individual words (nouns, verbs, adjectives, 

adverbs, or their compounds, such as ‘jobs’, ‘dominate’, ‘proud’, ‘the American taxpayer’) or phrases 

(groups of words without a subject-verb unit, such as ‘support our men and women in uniform’, 

‘competitive edge in the skies’).  

 

Except for the mentions of specific threats or adversaries (‘Russia’), proper nouns, such as the names 

of U.S. states, cities, military bases, businesses, or various systems related to the F-35, were not taken 

into consideration as key concepts, even though they may have been repeated several times in the 

statements. The key concept needs to trigger a larger meaning that applies either to the F-35 itself or 

the context in which it is discussed. Thus, the key concepts somehow describe the F-35 or its immediate 

context. Particular attention was directed at passages that somehow justified or contextualized the F-

35, stated reasons for its existence or acquisition, or described its effects or meaning. Each statement 

was labeled according to its key concepts, which were documented in a large matrix. The first step was 

to simply sort out which individual concepts were most frequently identified as key concepts, 

presented in Table 6 below.  

 

 
39 For the HASC material, all the items categorized as LOCAL are either positive or neutral in tone. In the SASC 
material, only five items in the local category express a negative stance towards the F-35. Those five are all by 
an individual Senator, Claire McCaskill (D-MO), who compares the F-35 to another fighter aircraft, the so-called 
Super Hornet, and focuses on its local impacts (instead of those of the F-35). 
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Table 6. Top 20 most frequently identified key concepts 

Key concept SASC n HASC n Total n 

JOB(S) 35 20 55 

BIPARTISAN 27 21 48 

TAXPAYER(S) 29 14 43 

THREAT(S) (unidentified) 20 20 40 

PROUD, PRIDE 22 13 35 

SUPERIORITY, DOMINANCE 18 17 35 

ECONOMIC, ECONOMY 17 13 30 

SERVICE MEMBERS 19 10 29 

Threats (identified, such as RUSSIA) 16 12 28 

COMMUNITY, COMMUNITIES 20 7 27 

NATIONAL SECURITY 16 10 26 

SUPPORT* 11 14 25 

TECHNOLOG* 18 6 24 

WORK* 16 8 24 

READINESS 8 15 23 

SEQUESTRATION 10 10 20 

MEN AND WOMEN IN UNIFORM 12 6 18 

HOME 9 9 18 

TROOPS 7 11 18 

MODERNIZ* 6 10 16 

 
As portrayed in Table 6, the word 'job(s)' was most frequently identified as a key concept, followed by 

'bipartisan', 'taxpayer(s)', 'threat(s)' and 'pride/proud'. A comparison of the key concepts identified in 

the HASC statements and the SASC statements reveals that the concepts were largely similar between 

the two data sets, with some small differences in their frequencies. For some of these concepts, it is 

obvious that they are either synonyms or variations of the same concept. For example, 'job(s)', 'work*', 

and 'economy/economic' clearly belong to the same category reflecting the broader concepts of 

employment and economy. Therefore, some categorization of the top 20 concepts into larger groups 

is necessary to provide a more accurate understanding of their relative importance.  

 
Table 7. Most frequently identified groups of key concepts 

Key concept group SASC n HASC n Total n 

JOB(S), WORK*, ECONOMIC, ECONOMY 68 41 109 

PROUD, PRIDE, COMMUNITY, COMMUNITIES, SUPPORT* 53 34 87 

SUPERIORITY, DOMINANCE, NATIONAL SECURITY, READINESS 42 42 84 

THREATS (unspecified), THREATS (specified) 36 32 68 

SERVICE MEMBERS, MEN AND WOMEN IN UNIFORM, TROOPS 38 27 65 

BIPARTISAN 27 21 48 

TAXPAYER(S) 29 14 43 

TECHNOLOG*, MODERNIZ* 24 16 40 

SEQUESTRATION 10 10 20 

HOME 9 9 18 

 

As Table 7 above  indicates, three concepts related to employment and the economy were most 

frequently classified as key concepts. The second most common category includes the key concepts of 
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'proud/pride', 'community/communities', 'support*', and 'commitment', which often appeared close 

to one another and signified a sentiment or reaction towards the F-35 or its immediate context. The 

third most common group includes concepts that refer to national security or military concepts, such 

as superiority and dominance. References to identifiable threats or merely ‘threats’ generally were the 

fourth most common group, while a group of concepts involving American soldiers was the fifth most 

common one. One further group of concepts was identified as being formed by words related to 

technology and modernization, which were often encountered in close proximity to one another or in 

similar contexts. At this stage, the relation of the key concepts of ‘bipartisan’, ‘taxpayer(s)’, 

‘sequestration’, and ‘home’ to such larger groups was not as obvious as for the other concepts, which 

is why they were not categorized further at this point.  

 

Yet, such lists do not accurately represent the full scope of the key concepts identified in the research 

data, as they do not illustrate how often other, closely related concepts or synonyms for these words 

or phrases outside the top 20 were featured as key concepts. Thus, as a second categorization step, all 

of the key concepts that were initially identified and documented were organized into larger groups 

based on an interpretation of their meaning, relation to one another, and relation to the F-35. This 

step resulted in the identification of altogether seven categories of similar or related key concepts. 

Table 8 presents the seven categories, their frequencies, and examples of their content. 

 

Table 8. Categorization of all key concepts 

Category  Examples of key concepts Description of category SASC 
n 

HASC 
n 

Total 
n 

SECURITY-
MILITARY  

Air superiority, dominance, 
increasing threats, China, Russia, 
deterrence, US military might 

Strategic-level concepts referring to perceived 
threats, the security environment, strategic 
goals and capabilities, military identity 

94 76 170 

ECONOMY Jobs, employees, workforce, 
economic growth, industry, 
manufacturers, businesses 

The economic and industrial impacts of the F-
35 or related defense spending  

102 52 154 

SENTIMENT Pride, community, commitment, 
support, honor, home, patriotic 
warmth, sound of freedom  

Sentiments or reactions towards the F-35 or 
defense spending in general, local support for 
the F-35, symbolic functions of the F-35 

86 52 138 

DEFENSE 
SPENDING/ 
FINANCIAL 

The American taxpayer, spending, 
wasteful, competition, costs 

Financial aspects of the F-35 and defense 
spending, with a focus on the role of the 
taxpayer or being on the side of the taxpayer 

62 44 106 

CONGRESS/ 
POLITICAL 

Bipartisan, putting aside partisan 
differences, bicameral, 
constitutional duty, responsibility, 
sequestration 

Political concepts referring to the bipartisan 
support for the F-35, 'constitutional duty' to 
provide for defense, 'sequestration' as 
harmful to defense spending. 

60 41 101 

TECHNOLOGY Technology, cutting-edge, 
transformation, modernization, 
lethality, a game-changer 

Emphasizing the role of technology in 
changing or ‘transforming’ warfare, providing 
an advantage  

61 34 95 

SERVICE 
MEMBERS  

Service members, men and 
women in uniform, troops, 
soldiers, protecting 
servicemembers, saving lives 

Prioritizing members of the armed forces as 
the beneficiaries of the F-35 or defense 
spending, with a focus on force protection 

62 33 95 
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Based on the sorting of all of the identified key concepts into the seven categories above, it became 

evident that concepts related to security and military considerations were most frequently identified 

as key concepts. Almost equally common were concepts encompassing employment, the economy, 

and industry. However, many of the statements that discuss strategic or military aspects are longer 

and more complex than those focusing on the economy, which likely leads to a bigger number of 

identified key concepts per item. This is why the frequencies of the concepts alone cannot be used to 

determine the most dominant frames, as discussed further in sub-chapter 4.5. Descriptions of some 

kind of a sentiment were the third most common as key concepts. This category was also interpreted 

to include the key concept 'home', which refers to a military base providing 'a home' for the F-35.  The 

four remaining categories - technology, service members, financial, and political - were almost even 

when it comes to the frequency of their respective key concepts.  Yet, although the tables presented 

above do give an indication of the kind of language that has been used, they alone do not provide 

meaningful research results and call for further methodological steps to be taken. 

 

4.4.  Master story lines: Narratives and myths 

 

Some of the key concepts and their categories clearly point towards bits of information that sound 

familiar from other contexts. Based on them, it is possible to identify several master story lines that 

are commonly recognized in American culture. The identification of such elements further contributes 

to distinguishing the most frequently utilized frames in the F-35 statements. This sub-chapter outlines 

the cultural basis of several master story lines that the key concepts trigger. The characteristics and 

elements of these storylines go partly beyond the level of strategic culture; however, an understanding 

of the cultural basis of widely recognized national narratives and myths contributes to a deeper 

understanding of strategic culture. How the storylines work as frame components in the F-35 

statements will be discussed in more detail and supported with examples in the next chapter.  

 

The master story lines identified in the data include the narratives of American national greatness and 

uniqueness; the supremacy of American technology; the significance of airpower and the military 

airplane in American culture and military strategy; self-reliance, entrepreneurship, and a negative view 

on public spending; and the myth of national unity in matters of war. Table 9 presents an overview of 

these, together with the corresponding key concepts and their categories. This is not to say that it 

would be impossible to identify other master story lines in the F-35 statements; however, these are 

the ones that drew the attention of the author of this thesis. Although a certain degree of subjectivity 

is always present in framing analysis, the careful documentation of the key concepts and their 

prevalence in the statements provide a solid foundation for identifying such storylines.   
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Table 9. Master story lines and corresponding key concepts 

Category  Examples of key concepts Description of category Master story lines 

ECONOMY Jobs, employees, workforce, 
economic growth, industry, 
manufacturers, businesses 

The economic and industrial impacts of 
the F-35 or defense spending in general 

Self-reliance, 
entrepreneurship, 
economic success 

SECURITY-
MILITARY  

Air superiority, dominance, 
increasing threats, China, 
Russia, readiness, projecting 
power, US military might 

Strategic-level concepts referring to 
perceived threats, the security 
environment, strategic goals and 
capabilities, American military identity 

National greatness, 
supremacy, hegemony, 
significance of airpower 

SENTIMENT Pride, community, 
commitment, support, honor, 
home, patriotic warmth, sound 
of freedom, a higher calling 

Sentiments or reactions towards the F-35 
or defense spending in general, local 
support for the F-35, symbolic functions of 
the F-35 

National unity, national 
greatness and uniqueness, 
reverence for the military 
airplane 

TECHNOLOGY Technology, cutting-edge, 
transformation, modernization, 
lethality, a game-changer 

Emphasizing the role of technology in 
changing or ‘transforming’ warfare, 
providing an advantage  

Supremacy of American 
technology, Revolution in 
Military Affairs, force 
protection, airpower 

SERVICE 
MEMBERS  

Service members, men and 
women in uniform, troops, 
soldiers, protecting 
servicemembers, saving lives 

Prioritizing members of the armed forces 
as the beneficiaries of the F-35 or defense 
spending, with a focus on force protection 

Ψ{ǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǘƘŜ ǘǊƻƻǇǎΩΣ ŦƻǊŎŜ 
protection 

DEFENSE 
SPENDING/ 
FINANCIAL 

The American taxpayer, 
spending, wasteful, 
competition, costs 

Financial aspects of the F-35 and defense 
spending, with a focus on the role of the 
taxpayer or being on the side of the 
taxpayer 

Negative view on public 
spending, the American 
taxpayer trope 

CONGRESS/ 
POLITICAL 

Bipartisan, putting aside 
partisan differences, bicameral, 
constitutional duty, 
responsibility, sequestration 

Political concepts referring to the 
bipartisan support for the F-35 or defense 
spending, Congress's 'constitutional duty' 
to provide for defense, 'sequestration' as 
harmful to defense spending. 

National unity, defense 
issues as nonpartisan, 
apolitical 

 
4.4.1. The narrative of American greatness, uniqueness, and supremacy  

 
As discussed earlier, previous scholars have found the notion of American exceptionalism to proliferate 

in American discourses of war and military force.  The ideas of American exceptionalism40 – a belief in 

the distinctiveness of American ideals and values derived from the country’s revolutionary origins and 

in the moral and political supremacy of the United States stemming from a religious sense of 

predestination — are often recognized as one of the central elements of American public ideology 

(Lipset 1963, Lipset 1996; Walt 2011).  Some have even defined it as a secular religion, or the ‘American 

Creed’ (Paul 2014; McEvoy-Levy 2001). One of the fundamental concepts of American studies, 

American exceptionalism has drawn an array of definitions, debate, and criticism, the full scope of 

which will be impossible to represent in the confines of this thesis. Broadly speaking, American 

exceptionalism has been seen as informing and structuring American self-representations. It has an 

important role in fashioning internal coherence, but is often used as an ideological tool to project 

American hegemony outside the U.S. as well. (Paul 2014, 17.)   

 
40  The concept of American exceptionalism is usually traced back to French writer Alexis de Tocqueville’s 
Democracy in America (1840). 
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For a work in the field of American strategic culture and American studies generally, it is essential to 

acknowledge and recognize the tradition of American self-characterization through the notion of 

exceptionalism. Yet, based on the key concepts identified in the research data, American 

exceptionalism as an explicit theme is not particularly prominent in the F-35 statements. The key 

concepts do involve notions of American national greatness, uniqueness, and hegemony, but the moral 

and religious dimensions of exceptionalism seem to be largely missing from the statements.  For this 

study, American exceptionalism can be seen more as an undertone from which the ideas of greatness, 

uniqueness, and supremacy stem. Further, exceptionalism as a recurring theme in American political 

and strategic culture has been examined and debated ad nauseam, which is why it is unlikely that a 

study of this scope would contribute anything substantially new from this perspective. Given such a 

limitation and the explicit content of the research material, the consideration of American 

exceptionalism as a master story line is reduced to a more general framework of American national 

greatness, uniqueness, and supremacy in this study.  

 

4.4.2. Technology as revolutionary or transformative 

 
The presence of technology-related concepts in the data leads the researcher to identify a familiar-

sounding narrative of superior American military technology. Such a narrative has been especially 

articulated in the concept of the Revolution in Military Affairs (RMA) that was widely debated in the 

United States during the 1990s, but the fundamental ideas of which continue to be expressed today. 

The idea that technology has a profound impact on military power and the way that states wage war 

can be traced back to Polish banker and self-taught military expert Jan Bloch, who in 1898 foresaw 

how new technologies would overturn thinking about the character and conduct of war (Brose 2019). 

Such a view is encapsulated in the concept of RMA that highlights the evolution of weapons and 

information technology as well as military organization and doctrine. It is often also used to refer to 

technological advancements alone. The hypothesis claims that there have been certain periods of 

history where new doctrines and technologies have led to profound change in the conduct of war. 

(Dalby 2009, O’Hanlon 2018.) From a technological angle, the revolution is understood as “the 

emergence of technologies so disruptive that they overtake existing military concepts and capabilities 

and necessitate a rethinking of how, with what, and by whom war is waged” (Brose 2019).  

 

Dalby (2009) finds that the American preoccupation with the role of technology in warfare stems from 

decisions made in the 1970s that emphasized technological advantages in command, control, 

intelligence, and coordination on the battlefield, as well as such things as stealth aircraft. Further, once 

the U.S. moved to an all-volunteer military in 1973, a smaller professional military was seen as needing 
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technological superiority. (Dalby 2009, 5.)  The RMA thesis explicitly emerged in the United States as a 

way to explain the American victory in the 1991 Gulf War. Technological change was seen as 

revolutionizing the way that states wage war, allowing for sophisticated combat operations that out-

maneuver the enemy and destroy its targets relatively easily with high-tech precision weaponry, while 

reducing the number of American casualties. (Krepinevich, Sloan in Raitasalo 2005, 133.) According to 

RMA critics, it is questionable whether a true ‘revolution’ has actually occurred, or just an ‘evolution’ 

(O’Hanlon 2018) and that emerging technologies will change and have changed the way war is waged, 

but they will not change its nature (Brose 2019). Moreover, advanced technology has not produced 

equally successful outcomes in asymmetric conflicts – indeed, the RMA thesis is about technology 

designed to defeat conventional armies (Dalby 2009, 11-12).  

 

According to Brose and Schousboe (2019), the American RMA-influenced discourse has taken strikingly 

similar forms from the late 1980s onwards. Technological innovation has been seen as imperative in 

the face of ‘unprecedented change’ and maintaining a technological lead has been seen as 

‘transforming warfighting’. The ‘revolution’ has been called ‘network centric warfare’ during the 

1990s, ‘transformation’ in the early 2000s, and ‘the third offset strategy’ in the 2010s, but the basic 

idea has remained consistent with the RMA thesis. (Brose 2019.) One profound change in the RMA 

discourse is identified by Dalby, who argues  that since the onset of the military responses to the 9/11 

attacks, the American technology-centered perception of war has been increasingly accompanied by 

a geopolitical understanding that war can now happen anywhere and anytime – thanks to 

technological developments, such as precision-guided weapons and unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs). 

Technological superiority is seen as allowing American forces to intervene anywhere at relatively short 

notice, and the geopolitical specification of global dangers has provided the rationale for new forces, 

weapons, and basing arrangements. (Dalby 2009, 2; 7; 11-12.)41 

 

4.4.3. Airpower and the military airplane in American culture and military strategy 

 
The preoccupation with technology is not only evident in American understandings of war and military 

power: it also has a link to how the (military) airplane is perceived in American culture more broadly. 

The airplane as a military artifact has a connection to ideas and beliefs about technology, but also to 

 
41  The American technology-centered discourse has had implications for other states as well. Jyri Raitasalo 
(2005) examines how shared western conceptualizations of war have changed after the end of the Cold War 
and how the American-led discourse concerning RMA  has affected western understandings of military power. 
He concludes that the American RMA discourse has had greater influence on the western rearticulation of 
military power than other related phenomena. The shared understandings of military power are also linked to 
a wider set of shared understandings concerning war. 
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conceptions of national power and strategic superiority achieved by airpower. (Pisano 2003, 247). The 

notion of airpower was included within the foundations of American warfare after World War 1 

because of its strategic utility and perceived morality.42 It was seen as allowing for the proportionate 

targeting of the enemy, reducing civilian casualties, and protecting American soldiers. By World War 

2, airpower was perceived as the means to achieve those goals and to maintain U.S. strategic 

superiority. (Rogers 2015.) Instrumental in achieving and maintaining airpower is the (military) 

airplane. Dominick Pisano notes in a book titled The Airplane in American Culture (2003) that the 

airplane has long been and continues to be an object of reverence in American culture and is often 

described in an enthusiastic and iconographic manner.43 The airplane has been treated as an 

autonomous force, a perception rooted in a general human tendency to believe that there is 

something ‘magical’ or ‘organic’ in machines, and has been endowed with qualities of life, almost like 

a species of bird (Hansen in Pisano 2003, 7-8). Reverence toward aviation is not a uniquely American 

phenomenon, but as Pisano notes, it is reinforced by American ideas and ideals about industrialism, 

individualism, progress, and especially faith in progress in terms of technology (Pisano 2003, 6).  

 

In the post-World War 2 period, aviation technology has come to be seen as integral to modern military 

campaigns.44 The significance of airpower has not only changed how the United States wages war, but 

has had impacts on the American public’s perceptions on war and the military airplane. Adrian R. Lewis 

(2012) argues that the age of airpower initiated a process of transformation ultimately leading to the 

elimination of ground forces as major combatants in war and marking a significant change in American 

culture: the removal of the American people from the conduct of wars. (Lewis 2012, 41; 366; 492.)  On 

the other hand, the airplane has exerted important cultural influence because of its pivotal role in the 

constant state of readiness for war. Pisano highlights the role of popular culture in celebrating military 

aviation as essential to understanding the military airplane’s cultural significance. The emergence of 

the United States as the lone superpower after the end of the Cold War created a market for media 

imagery of U.S. aerial dominance, and the American public became ever more fascinated with the 

military airplane on which the viability of American leadership depends. (Pisano 2003, 12; 247.)  

 
42 In the interwar period, two air power theorists, Italian general Giulio Douhet and American brigadier general 
William Mitchell, highlighted the significance of achieving air supremacy in war and believed that wars can be 
won by the application of air force alone (Kajanmaa 2021, 49), which influenced American strategic thinking. 
43 The public recognition of the first motor-operated flight by the Wright brothers (1903) was slow and hindered 
by public skepticism, but by the time that Charles Lindbergh made the first solo transatlantic flight (1927), the 
American public had accepted and started to admire the airplane (Bilstein in Pisano 2003, 17; 23).  
44 With the development of technology and military systems, warfare has become increasingly complex, giving 
rise to ideas and theories about the purpose and application of airpower to extend the battlespace (see John A. 
Warden, for example), about faster cycles of information and decision-making in war (see John Boyd, for 
example) and about combining the capabilities of the service branches to achieve control over all dimensions of 
the battlespace. (Kajanmaa 2021, 50-53; 70.) Such ideas have also inspired the F-35 project.  
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4.4.4. Self-reliance, entrepreneurship, and negative view on public spending 

 
As noted earlier, references to industry and employment-related words and phrases are a dominant 

feature in the F-35 statements. Defined as a key characteristic of American strategic culture in the 

previous chapter, the industrial approach to war and the desire to generate profit from defense 

initiatives have their basis in a broader culture that highlights hard work, individualism, and private 

entrepreneurship. It is hardly a novel observation that American political culture has traditionally 

placed great emphasis on the ideals of self-reliance and determination that will eventually be 

rewarded in ‘the land of opportunity’. The image of the blue-collar, hard-working American, ‘the self-

made man’, as the centerpiece of the American economic powerhouse is a frequently featured and 

widely recognized cultural token. Heike Paul (2014) recognizes an economic aspect also playing an 

important role in the ideas of American exceptionalism and national identity. She notes that “the 

promise of economic self-improvement […] connects economic success to communal obligation in the 

framework of national solidarity and belonging.” The economic dimension is often connected to 

notions of individual success and self-interest, which are seen as legitimate and necessary for the well-

being of the nation. (Paul 2014, 15–17, quote on p. 17.) The industrial approach to war not only 

normalizes issues of war into mundane economic benefits but also contributes to the economic 

strength of the country, which translates to a sense of national identity and greatness.  

 

The key concepts also feature references to the costs of the F-35, wasteful spending, poor 

management of the F-35 program, and prolific mentions of ‘the American taxpayer’. The positive 

image associated with private entrepreneurship above turns into a negative tone when the focus is on 

aspects of the public sector. McMillan (2017) distinguishes a neoliberal component of American 

political culture that is critical of public spending and the public sector in general and regards private 

sector business practices as more efficient and effective. According to McMillan,  

 
[t ]he distinction between public and private organizations is embedded in the social fabric of American 
culture. The country's collective imagination is one characterized by self-reliance, entrepreneurship, and 
private enterprise. Emphasizing a limited and accountable government from its point of inception, the 
United States instilled Lockean classical liberalism. (McMillan 2017, 115.) 

 
As noted by McMillan, neoliberalism has its roots firmly in American culture, but it primarily emerged 

in the 1980s as part of the so-called New Public Management efforts to make the public sector more 

‘businesslike’. Proponents of the efforts held that public spending habits were wasteful and should be 

held in sharp contrast to private-sector efficiency. Since the 1980s, there has been a growing concern 

that public sector programs drain public resources, interfere with free market expansion, stifle 

entrepreneurialism, and encourage dependency on the government. Programs falling behind schedule 
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and building up unanticipated costs are often characterized as government mismanagement. (Ibid, 

113– 116.) This characteristic of American political culture provides rhetoric that accentuates self-

reliance and entrepreneurship and argues that the public sector is wasteful and inefficient.  

 

The negative view on public spending is often accompanied by references to the ‘American taxpayer’ 

and ‘taxpayer money’. Although the cynicism of taxpayer politics is usually connected to British Prime 

Minister Margaret Thatcher, American politicians also frequently label unfavored public spending as a 

waste of ‘taxpayer money’, rather than ‘government money’ or ‘public money’ (Carillo 2020, 144). The 

commonly-held truism of Americans having a universal aversion to taxation per se is likely an 

oversimplification, however. Vanessa Williamson (2015) has found that in reality Americans view 

taxpaying as a civic responsibility: as taxpayers, Americans feel that they are fulfilling their obligation 

to the country and believe they have a stake in the political system because of that. Yet, Americans do 

tend to be concerned that the government and political leaders are not held accountable for how tax 

revenue is spent. (Williamson 2015; Williamson in Young 2018, 418.) The taxpayer trope not only holds 

that the interests of the taxpayer should be protected from ‘wasteful government spending’, but it 

also entails an implicit assumption that taxpayers are a cohesive group and treats low-income 

taxpayers and nontaxpayers as not really belonging to that group (Carillo 2020, 145).45 Although 

objectively, virtually everyone in the United States pays some form of tax (such as sales tax), political 

discourse increasingly prioritizes federal income tax payments as the most salient marker of a true 

taxpayer (Williamson in Young 2018, 419). Such perceived identity of the American taxpayer serves to 

construct a sense of national identity focused on economic success, while also defining who is an 

American and therefore has a stake in public spending programs.  

 

4.4.5.  ΨtƻƭƛǘƛŎǎ ǎǘƻǇǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǘŜǊΩǎ ŜŘƎŜΩΥ National unity and war as apolitical 

 
There are several key concepts in the statements that hint at a familiar-sounding story line of national 

unity –  either actual, perceived, or desired. Here, three of them are highlighted for discussion. Firstly, 

the phrase ‘politics stops at the water’s edge’ in the heading above refers to a bipartisan support for 

matters of foreign policy and military affairs. The phrase itself does not appear in the corpus, but it 

represents a narrative that is widely recognized in American culture. Bipartisanship refers to a political 

situation where both of the two major parties in a two-party system agree about a political choice. 

When focusing on bipartisanship within the American legislative branch, the levels of congressional 

 
45 The taxpayer trope has also been deemed racist by some scholars. ‘Taxpayer’ implies whiteness, while 
nontaxpayers are racialized regardless of actual taxpaying levels. (Walsh 2016.) Some have even identified the 
rise of a racialized taxpayer identity narrative as fundamental in the development of neoliberalism. (Carillo 2020.)  
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support defined as ‘bipartisan’ may vary from a strong bipartisan consensus (not necessarily meaning 

unanimity) to coalitions that barely get enough votes in Congress. (Collier 2011, 5—6.) There is a 

commonly held belief in the U.S. that foreign and military policy should not reflect partisan differences, 

but instead should be raised above party politics (see Kissinger and Vance 1988, for example).46  Collier 

points out that some believe the term nonpartisan instead of bipartisan should be used to make the 

point that partisan politics should not be a factor in foreign policy (Collier 2011, 7—9). It was 

Republican Senator Arthur Vandenberg, cooperating with the Democratic Truman administration on 

foreign policy issues, who articulated the nonpartisan view by noting that politics should “stop at the 

water’s edge” (Vandenberg in Collier 2011, 11). ‘The water’s edge’ is a metaphor for the American 

border, reflecting a position of an insular country that is seemingly protected by ‘water’ on both sides 

of the continent. The stipulation that politics stop at the national border holds that internal political 

disputes should be forgotten when dealing with the external world. Whether called bipartisanship or 

nonpartisanship – and whether or not such bipartisan consensus has actually existed in the past (see 

Inboden 2012, for example) – the  underlying aspiration of such a position is to present a unified voice 

in international relations (Woods 2021). For the domestic audience, references to non-/bipartisanship 

give the impression that the issue at hand is of utmost importance, possibly urgent, and should not be 

subject to partisan politicking, thus fostering a wide acceptance of the issue. 

 

A second element of the national unity story line is the definition of defense spending as a 

constitutional duty.  The U.S. Constitution is a document that has a special place in the American public 

consciousness, with Americans taking immense pride in the ‘sacred’ document. According to Michael 

Kammen (2006 [1986]), there is a disjunction between Americans' sacral regard for their Constitution 

and their disproportionate ignorance towards its contents. This indicates that as an element of 

American culture, the Constitution has more of a symbolic or ceremonial meaning  than a substantive 

one. The Constitution as a political symbol expresses the ideas of patriotism and nationalism, providing 

a sense of national identity and unity (Klein 1995, 169—172). Framing something as a constitutional 

duty simultaneously invokes those sentiments, elevates the issue onto an extraordinary level of 

significance, and evades any debate or questioning. The U.S. Constitution specifies that “[t]he Congress 

shall have Power To […] provide for the common Defense […] of the United States” (Article I, Section 

8, Constitution of the United States). This power is often framed as a congressional responsibility that 

should be agreed upon unanimously without the normal procedures of debate and compromise. Such 

 
46 Bipartisanship has usually been associated with an interventionist foreign policy, marking the era from World 
War 2 onwards, but it was actually isolationism, the dominant theme of much of U.S. history before WW2, that 
started the tradition of bipartisan consensus. (Woods 2021.) 
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references to the Constitution are meant to unite – or in other words, to erase critical voices from the 

decision-making process – and to raise the significance of one sector of government above others.  

And thirdly, the frequent references to American soldiers in the F-35 statements were identified as 

reflecting a familiar narrative of ‘ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǘƘŜ ǘǊƻƻǇǎΩ. The heroic American soldier as the centerpiece 

of military affairs and the recipient of unwavering public support is a narrative that has extensive 

appeal in American culture. Both Roger Stahl (2009) and David Fitzgerald (2019) trace the evolution of 

the narrative as beginning after the Vietnam War and reaching significant visibility during the Gulf War, 

which they find to be a crucial moment in the deepening veneration for soldiers in American culture. 

Military parades celebrating the returning soldiers represented a novel form of American patriotism 

that called for unquestioned support for the troops, and the Vietnam-era image of the soldier as a 

broken or rebellious draftee was replaced by the image of the volunteer service member as a hero. 

Stahl finds that the ‘support the troops’ rhetoric redefines war as a fight to save or protect American 

soldiers rather than as a struggle for policy goals external to the military. He notes that “[t]his 

tautology—that the military exists to save itself—has emerged as a primary validation for military 

action” (Stahl 2009, 545). The ‘support the troops’ discourse bolsters force protection as a matter of 

collective concern, but it also depoliticizes armed conflict – the appearance of the phrase is often a 

signal that there will be no debate on the issue at hand, thus separating the public from questions of 

military action  (Stahl 2009, 535). Hence, a similar notion of defense and military issues as apolitical is 

reflected in the ‘support the troops’ discourse as in the calls for bipartisanship and constitutional duty.  

 

4.5. First formulation of frames 

 

As indicated in Table 9 (p. 46), some of the master story lines discussed above were initially identified 

as constituting several different categories. In order to induce coherent and unambiguous frame 

categories, the next step was to summarize and combine the elements presented in the table into 

broader categories and possibly relabel the categories. However, if the frames were induced solely 

based on the identification and frequency of the key concepts and the master story lines, that would 

likely lead to a slightly distorted understanding of the frames. Naturally, the framing of an issue is often 

developed over the course of several sentences and paragraphs that are not easily summarized into 

simple key concepts; the contexts in which the key concepts are present must also be taken into 

consideration. The topic of this study also directs the researcher to pay particular attention to concepts 

relating to war and military security, which likely results in the prolific identification of related 

concepts. Further, the exclusion of proper nouns from the key concepts ignores the fact that the names 

of different states, cities, military bases, and defense industry companies were, in fact, prominently 

featured in the statements. Proper nouns may not count as key concepts, but they do function as a 
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further clue to identify the frames. Therefore, a further round of close reading  the research material 

was seen as essential. At this stage, focus was also directed at headlines47, as they often indicate 

something about the dominant frame. The new categories formed based on these steps served as the 

first formulation of the frames, presented in Table 10 below.  

 
Table 10. First formulation of frames 

Category Examples of key concepts Master story lines 
 

Frame  
(first formulation) 

ECONOMY Jobs, employees, workforce, economic 
growth, industry, manufacturers, 
businesses 

Self-reliance, entrepreneur-
ship, the trope of the hard-
working American 

 >>> 
ECONOMIC-
INDUSTRIAL 

SECURITY-
MILITARY  

Air superiority, dominance, increasing 
threats, China, Russia, readiness, 
projecting power, US military might 

National greatness, 
supremacy, American 
uniqueness, airpower 

 >>> STRATEGIC 

SENTIMENT Pride, community, commitment, 
support, honor, home, patriotic warmth, 
sound of freedom, a higher calling 

National unity, national 
greatness and uniqueness, 
national pride 

 >>> PATRIOTIC 

TECHNOLOGY Technology, cutting-edge, 
transformation, modernization, lethality, 
a game-changer 

Supremacy of American 
technology, RMA, force 
protection, airpower 

 >>> TECHNOLOGICAL 

SERVICE 
MEMBERS  

Service members, men and women in 
uniform, troops, soldiers, protecting 
servicemembers, saving lives 

‘Support the troops’, force 
protection, national unity  >>> 

PATRIOTIC 
(TECHNOLOGICAL) 

DEFENSE 
SPENDING/ 
FINANCIAL 

The American taxpayer, spending, 
wasteful, competition, costs 

Negative view on public 
spending, the American 
taxpayer trope 

 >>> FINANCIAL 

CONGRESS/ 
POLITICAL 

Bipartisan, putting aside partisan 
differences, bicameral, constitutional 
duty, responsibility, sequestration 

National unity, defense issues 
as nonpartisan, apolitical  >>> POLITICAL 

 

Based on the key concepts, the master story lines, the descriptive classifiers, as well as another round 

of close reading the statements and their headlines, the following six frames were initially identified: 

an economic-industrial frame, a financial frame, a strategic frame, a technological frame, a patriotic 

frame, and a political frame.  Although references to American soldiers have an important role in 

utterances that focus on force protection, which was interpreted to constitute the technological frame, 

the close reading revealed that the primary role of such references was to give voice to a patriotic 

narrative of ‘support the troops’. This is why the category of Service Members was interpreted to 

primarily reflect a patriotic frame. The formulation of these six frames was then reconsidered based 

on their content and relation to one another, and mirrored against the previously identified 

characteristics of American strategic culture and the identified master story lines. The aim was to 

further summarize the frames so that they are generic enough, without losing a sense of their 

distinctiveness. This reconsideration led to a reformulation of the initial six frames into three final 

frames, presented in the next chapter and accompanied by a discussion of their salience and content. 

 
47 Excluding the news article items, as their headlines were crafted by the editors of the news articles. 
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5. FRAMING THE F-35  

 

As discussed in the previous chapter, the final versions of the frames were induced by identifying all 

the key concepts and master story lines that are logically associated with one another as parts for 

building a consistent account of the F-35, supported by the prior identification of topics, tones, and 

perspectives as well as reflected against the background of American strategic culture. The aim was to 

formulate the frames in a fashion that made the them as general and comprehensive as possible 

without losing a sense of their distinctive differences and thus risking the possibility that they could be 

merged into one all-encompassing but meaningless frame. The final formulation of the most dominant 

frames identified in the F-35 statements include the following: 

 
1. An economic frame 

2. A strategic-technological frame 

3. An apolitical patriotic frame 

 
The economic frame collects all the aspects of the F-35 discourse that represent the economic 

dimension of the F-35, encompassing employment opportunities, impacts for industries, wider 

economic impacts for communities affected by the F-35, and the costs of the F-35 program. The frame 

formulation initially included separate categories for ‘financial’ issues (the costs) and ‘economic-

industrial’ issues (employment, industry). After another round of close reading the data and a 

reconsideration of the frame categories, it was interpreted that the overall category of ‘economic’ 

describes the content of both, also making the inclusion of the word ‘industrial’ unnecessary.  

 

The strategic-technological frame encompasses aspects that focus on the strategic relevance, 

purpose, or impacts of the F-35 in the global arena, entailing descriptions of the international security 

environment and the global role or position of the United States. It also covers instances of the 

discourse that highlight technology as the most significant aspect of the F-35 and providing the U.S. 

with a certain position in the world. Although the enduring centrality of technology in American 

strategic thinking indicates that it could a be a frame of its own, it overlaps significantly with the 

strategic dimension and is therefore considered as part of the same frame. It must be noted that, as a 

category, the strategic-technological frame is inherently broader in content than the other two frames, 

combining two significant aspects of the discourse: the strategic significance of the F-35 and the 

consideration of the aircraft as a technological capability.  

 

The patriotic frame and the political frame were also merged into one, more comprehensive frame, as 

their respective contents are largely overlapping and seem to have a common purpose or intended 
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effect. The political component was also renamed as ‘apolitical’. Taken together, the apolitical 

patriotic frame approaches the F-35 and related defense spending as non-partisan issues, above the 

normal realm of political differences and motivated by a patriotic sentiment. Some aspects of such 

framing emphasize a sense of patriotism more, while others focus more on the political – or apolitical 

– dimension, but the desired effect of both seems to be invoking a sense of national unity and 

separating politics from matters of war and military power.  

 

After the final versions of the frame categories were identified, all the statements in the corpus were 

assigned with a primary frame and possible other frames present in the statement. This coding stage 

revealed that hardly any statements reflected only one single frame. A majority of the statements 

included two of the frames, with some featuring all three of them. With the exception of three 

statements, all the statements in the corpus reflected at least one of the three dominant frames. Table 

11  below presents the distribution of the primary frames identified in the data.  

 
Table 11. Distribution of primary frames   

PRIMARY FRAMES  n % 

ECONOMIC 111 50 % 

APOLITICAL PATRIOTIC 63 28 % 

STRATEGIC-TECHNOLOGICAL 50 22 % 

Total 224 100 % 

 
The economic frame was by far the most common primary frame identified in the statements, with a 

half of the statements framing the F-35 primarily as an economic issue. The apolitical patriotic frame 

accounted for less than a third of the primary frames, and the strategic-technological frame accounted 

for slightly less than a fourth of the primary frames. However, in some cases, determining the primary 

frame was not as clear-cut as in others and thus subject to greater interpretation by the researcher. 

Therefore, in order to provide an accurate account of the overall salience of the three frames in the 

data, the assignment of primary frames and counting their frequencies was accompanied by an 

examination of all the frame incidents – both primary and secondary – identified in the data. As Table 

12 below shows, the relative importance of other frames compared to the economic one increases 

when taking into consideration all frame incidents.  

 

Table 12. Distribution of all frame incidents 

ALL FRAME INCIDENTS n % 

ECONOMIC 163 38 % 

APOLITICAL PATRIOTIC 146 34 % 

STRATEGIC-TECHNOLOGICAL 124 28 % 

Total 433 100 % 
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Further, as depicted in Appendix 3, an analysis of the cumulative occurrence of the frames by year 

indicated that there were no major changes in the salience of the frames over time; the relative 

differences between the frame occurrences remained fairly constant between 2010 and 2020.  

 
The remaining part of this chapter is devoted to describing and analyzing the content of the three 

frames. Although combinations of two or three of the frames were frequently utilized within single 

utterances as complementing one another, the analysis is presented in a form where each frame 

constitutes a sub-heading of its own (5.1. – 5.3.). Sub-chapter 5.4. then accounts for how the frames 

work together. The discussion is supported by the presentation of example utterances, marked with a 

reference to the speaker, date, and item number in parentheses. The item number facilitates locating 

the specific statement in the References section. In longer examples, some words or phrases have 

been marked in bold to emphasize particularly interesting utterances. The purpose of the examples is 

to point out typical utterances for each frame; however, some atypical utterances are also highlighted 

to draw attention to either the presence or absence of patterns identified in the data.   

 

5.1. Economic frame  

 

As noted above, the Members of the HASC and the SASC most commonly discussed the F-35 in 

economic terms. The economic frame was encountered across all topic categories, but focused 

particularly on items dealing with the defense budget, base locations, and the Alternate Engine. The 

general F-35 items also had a considerable presence, focusing particularly on the costs or management 

of the program. Out of all the frame categories, the economic frame is the most explicit and detailed 

in its content. The two other frame categories frequently include rather vague and unspecific concepts 

that are not elaborated in any way, such as ‘national security’. The economic discourse is more 

detailed, with very specific descriptions of how many jobs will be created by the F-35, how many 

additional residents the basing of the F-35  will bring to an area, or what the cost of the fighter will be.  

 

The economic frame is dominantly positive in tone, with some neutral and negative stances present 

as well. The positive items largely reflect a local perspective, while the neutral and negative ones focus 

more on a national perspective. With the exception of a few isolated local perspectives, all the negative 

items in the economic category voice a national perspective, centered around the costs of the aircraft 

itself or that of the Alternate Engine or the mismanagement of the related programs. The neutral items 

primarily deal with the engine, voicing a neutral tone towards the F-35 itself, but addressing the engine 

program in a negative or positive fashion. Overall, Democratic members framed the F-35 in economic 

terms more often than Republicans. A party-based difference is particularly clear when accounting 
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only for the primary frames identified in the data: Democrats issued approximately two thirds of the 

statements that featured a primary economic frame, most of them positive in tone. 

 

The economic frame has two main components that seem in some ways irreconcilable: a discourse 

praising the economic benefits of the F-35 (discussed in sub-chapter 5.1.1.) and another one criticizing 

the costs and the management of the F-35 program (sub-chapter 5.1.2.). Yet, the two components not 

only coexist but actually complement each other by reinforcing the idea of generating profit from 

defense initiatives and normalizing the F-35 as equipment to be used in war (5.1.3.).  

 

5.1.1. Local economic advantages  

 
The dominant way of framing the F-35 has been focused on its positive economic impacts. The positive 

economic component coincides with a local perspective, focusing on the creation of jobs in the area, 

benefits for defense industry companies, or the economic impacts of basing the F-35 at a local military 

base. Such items discuss, for example, contracts between the Pentagon and a local business taking 

part in the production of the aircraft. For example, Representative Marc Veasey (D-TX) emphasized 

what an F-35 contract in 2018 meant for this home state of Texas:  

 
The Pentagon’s announcement of this $22.7 billion contract for 225 F-35s is great news for our 
national security and our local economy. Lockheed Martin has hired over 2,000 new employees 
in Fort Worth since the beginning of last year because of the growth in the F-35 program.  The 
program supports over 34,000 jobs in the state of Texas alone. I’m proud to have helped secure 
this funding in Congress as we developed the defense budget, and will continue to support the 
jobs of the men and women who help build this aircraft. (Veasey 2018, #217) 

 
Especially Democratic committee members call attention to the local economic and employment 

impacts of the F-35, as highlighted by Representative Veasey above. A local economic advantage was 

also frequently brought up in connection to F-35 basing decisions. For Representative Joe Wilson (R-

SC), locating F-35 squadrons in Beaufort, South Carolina meant  “the creation of 1,532 military jobs 

with an additional 200 jobs being created in the private sector”, which “greatly benefits the 

Lowcountry” (Wilson 2011, #227). Senator Dan Sullivan (R-AK) not only focused on job creation but 

also on new residents coming to Alaska: 

 
Announced by the U.S. Air Force in April 2016, the two squadrons of F-35As will ultimately bring 
54 new aircraft and approximately 2,765 new residents to Interior Alaska.[…] From Fiscal Year 
2016 to 2020, the Alaska congressional delegation authorized and appropriated $533 million in 
military construction directly related to the bed-down of the F-35A at Eielson Air Force Base, 
bringing thousands of construction and associated jobs to Alaska. (Sullivan et al. 2020, #178.)  

 

As the examples above illustrate, the local economic impacts of the F-35 are described in a very  

detailed fashion, with precise numbers of jobs, residents, and budget allocations. A focus on the local 
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economic impacts was also encountered in connection to President-elect Trump voicing criticism 

towards the F-35 program in late 2016 and early 2017: Representative Veasey replied that President-

elect Trump “should be more responsible with his tweets and the things he says because he’s affecting 

the livelihoods of 14,000 workers in the North Texas area and many more elsewhere.” (Veasey 2017d, 

#209.) Representative Veasey chose to explicitly draw attention to the local economic aspect, ignoring 

all other possible implications of presidential criticism towards a major weapons program.  Overall, the 

committee members seem to be accepting, if not even supportive, of advancing parochial local 

economic interests with the F-35.  The only Member who has been openly critical of such an approach 

is Representative Seth Moulton (D-MA), whose statement is very atypical in the data set: 

 
[T]he idea that the defense budget can keep growing at the pace at which it's grown for the last 
several years is probably unrealistic. […] [I]it means that we have even less room for the 
parochial interests or as Senator McCain, put it the “Military Industrial Congressional Complex.” 
When it comes to defense spending, you know, it's not just about, well, we should throw in a 
few more F-орΩǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŀǘϥǎ ŀ ŦŜǿ ƳƻǊŜ ǇŀǊǘǎ ƳŀŘŜ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ŘƛǎǘǊƛŎǘΣ ƴƻΦ We've got to be 
aggressively cutting costs, cutting fat, cutting old systems to make room for the new in order to 
keep up with China and Russia and emerging threats around the globe. (Moulton 2020, #133.)  

 

This single utterance alone may not constitute an act of 'frame contestation' (Reese 2009), but it does 

stand out as remarkably different in comparison to other items in the corpus. There are a few items 

that advocate for some other fighter by criticizing the F-35 and highlighting the local economic impacts 

of their preferred alternative, such as Senator Claire McCaskill (D-MO), who compared Boeing’s so-

called Super Hornet to the F-35, and items that criticize the role of pork barreling in the Alternate 

Engine debate; however, such items always seem to have a local economic agenda of their own.  

 

In press releases whose intended audience is the constituents, the economic advantages are 

frequently the primary way of framing the F-35. Yet, such an aspect also has an important role in 

communication towards other audiences, such the President, committee leadership, or the service 

branches. Urging the HASC and the Defense Appropriations Subcommittee for their continued support 

of the F-35 program, a letter by the F-35 Caucus illustrates that the economic benefits are not only 

part of the rhetoric aimed at the public, but part of the argumentation towards other elected leaders 

as well. The letter starts by describing the security environment in terms of “rising global threats”,  but 

quickly turns to the economic aspect as reasons for increasing the funding for the F-35 program:  

 
Not only does the F-35 program deliver air superiority for the United States and its key allies, it 
also bolsters our domestic economy by supporting more than 1,800 suppliers and more than 
254,000 direct and indirect jobs across the country. Therefore, we are requesting your support 
for a total of 98 F-35 aircraft in the Fiscal Year 2021 defense authorization and appropriations 
bills […]. (Turner et al. 2020, #199.) 
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A congressional caucus is an informal group of Congress Members that meets to discuss issues of 

mutual concern and to pursue common legislative objectives (U.S. Senate 2019). Several members of 

the HASC are or have been members of the F-35 Caucus, most notably Representatives Mike Turner 

(R-OH), Rob Bishop (R-UT), Joe Courtney (D-CT), and Marc Veasey (D-TX).  Announcing the launch of 

the group in 2011, a press release by the Caucus members notes that the purpose of the Caucus is “to 

provide Members of Congress accurate and timely information on the development, testing, and 

deployment of our next-generation fighter.” The press release goes on to say that 

 
[i]n this time of budget cuts, some Members of Congress have suggested curtailing or delaying 
the [F-35] program. When countries such as Russia and China are testing their next-generation 
fighters, the [F-35] program is an absolute necessity.[…] In addition, the program directly and 
indirectly supports more than 127,000 high-skill, high-wage jobs across the country in 47 states 
and Puerto Rico.[…] Our membership reflects the broad bipartisan support the F-35 has in 
Congress and part of our role is to make sure Members have the very best information possible 
so we can all make the best decisions possible. (Turner et al. 2011, #184.) 

 
Russia and China are mentioned as the justification for the F-35, but the Caucus promptly reminds of 

the positive employment impacts as well. Such a reminder combined with the statement that the F-35 

is “an absolute necessity” dismisses any sense of the Caucus’s objectivity and ability to “make the best 

decisions possible”. Moreover, the simple fact that HASC members, who make decisions regarding the 

funding and oversight of the F-35 program, may also be part of a group promoting the aircraft raises 

serious questions of objectivity. For example, Representative Turner later served as both the Chairman 

of several HASC subcommittees as well as a co-chair of the F-35 Caucus.  

 

Indeed, there are several mentions in the data of speakers explicitly advancing local economic interests 

in their capacity as Committee Members: “As a member of the House Armed Services Committee, I 

am open to the discussion of cost-saving proposals to the [F-35] program if it does not compromise 

capabilities, the safety of our service members, or jobs in North Texas.” (Veasey 2016b, #205) Here, 

Representative Veasey explicitly says that in his capacity as a member in the HASC, he is willing to 

consider cuts to the F-35 as long as jobs in his home state of Texas are not affected. Similar utterances 

can also be found in items discussing the NDAA, when the speaker in question mentions that they used 

their position in the Armed Services committee or in the conference committee to advance budget 

allocations that are considered important for their district or state.   

 

As noted earlier, the items that deal with the passage of the NDAA frame the defense budget primarily 

in local economic terms. A typical NDAA item usually starts with a description of the overall importance 

of the NDAA to the nation, with possibly some fairly vague descriptions of the security environment as 

a context for the bill. The main focus of the NDAA items is, however, on what the passage means for 
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the state or district of the speaker, entailing detailed lists of which local company takes part in 

programs that are funded by the NDAA and how many jobs those will specifically create. Below are 

examples of typical NDAA items by Senators Richard Blumenthal (D-CT) and Martha McSally (R-AZ): 

 
“I am gratified that [this critical defense bill] will help protect our national security and bring jobs 
to Connecticut. This authorization legislation supports crucial programs that enhance our 
national security and our state economy. Producing more helicopters, submarines, and joint 
strike fighter engines in Connecticut means stronger national defense and more workforce 
opǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ŦƻǊ /ƻƴƴŜŎǘƛŎǳǘΩǎ ƳŀƴǳŦŀŎǘǳǊŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǎƪƛƭƭŜŘ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŜǎ.” […] /ƻƴƴŜŎǘƛŎǳǘΩǎ tǊŀǘǘ 
and Whitney is the sole engine-maker for F-35 Joint Strike Fighters. This year’s defense 
authorization bill includes over $8 billion in procurement funding for 63 Joint Strike Fighters 
across the Air Force, Navy, and Marine Corps.  (Blumenthal 2016b, #25.) 
 
This year’s annual defense bill […] improves the readiness to fight tonight while also investing in 
important future capabilities. […] McSally secured an amendment that provides $28.0 million to 
install [F-35] threat emitters and maximize efficiency of Luke [AFB’s] F-35 mission. The F-35 Joint 
Strike Fighter program supports over 8,440 direct and indirect jobs in Arizona with an economic 
impact of more than $936.9 million statewide. (McSally 2019c, #131.)  
 

Even though the Senators mention “protecting national security”, “readiness”, and “future 

capabilities”, locality and an economic aspect are emphasized by describing the local economic effects 

in more length and in much more detail. Further, an important dimension of the NDAA items is a 

certain degree of solemnness created by an understanding of work and economic success as sources 

of pride and honor. Below, Senator Angus King (I/D-ME) describes the NDAA process in 2018: 

 
“Throughout this process, I have proudly highlighted the important role that the people of 
Maine play in our national defense. This final bill will make sure Maine’s military personnel and 
workers in defense-related industries have the resources they need to continue making 
important contributions to national security.” Senator King secured several major victories that 
will directly benefit Maine. […] The bill authorizes the procurement of 90 F-35 Joint Strike 
Fighters of all three variants. Several Maine-based companies, including Pratt & Whitney in 
North Berwick and General Dynamics in Saco, are in the supply and production chain for this fifth 
generation fighter.[…] “The men and women in our Armed Forces and in defense related 
industries – including thousands of people in Maine – serve our country with honor and 
distinction.[…] I am proud the 2018 NDAA builds on their good work and bolsters our state’s vital 
role in protecting our nation. By passing this bill the Senate has helped ensure these dedicated 
Americans have the resources they need to do their jobs, defend our country here at home, and 
support our servicemembers stationed around the globe.” (King 2017a, #77; 2017c, #79.) 

 
Not only does the budget authorization “directly benefit Maine”, but it enables the “dedicated 

Americans” who work in defense related industries and “serve the country with honor and distinction” 

to make “important contributions to national security.” Manufacturing military equipment is 

presented in the statements as a privilege and honor, as a contribution to national security. The 

employees and industries manufacturing the F-35 are  framed as part of a broader community working 

towards “keeping America safe”, as exemplified by Senator Joe Lieberman (D/I-CT): “The workers of 

Pratt & Whitney have long been a source of immense pride for Connecticut. Their tireless efforts and 

commitment supply the equipment needed to defeat our enemies on the battlefield and keep America 
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safe." (Lieberman 2011d, #96.) In the economic frame, economic success is thus connected to a sense 

of national solidarity and a perception of the nation’s security.  

 

5.1.2. A focus on the costs and public spending  

 
Although the F-35 has been largely discussed in a positive tone, there has also been some negative 

attention to the mounting costs of the aircraft as well as the management of the F-35 program. A 

minority (13 percent) of the statements took a negative stance towards the F-35, emphasizing the 

problems that the program has faced over the years, largely focused costs and management. In 

addition to the costs of the F-35 specifically, the overall context of weapons procurement has been 

discussed in a negative tone. At times, such a position was also voiced in items that discussed the F-35 

itself in a positive or neutral tone, but expressed negative views as to the public sector and public 

funding. Furthermore, some Members of Congress discussed one part of the F-35 program, the 

Alternate Engine program, in a negative tone, despite taking a positive stance on the F-35 itself.48  

 

The items that voiced a cost-centric perspective and/or a negative stance towards public spending 

were most commonly found among the topics of Alternate Engine and General F-35 items. The key 

concepts that were frequently identified in those statements included adjectives and nouns such as 

‘wasteful’, ‘unnecessary’, ‘redundant’, and ‘affordability’. Besides such words, there is one key concept 

that has a great significance as a framing device: the American taxpayer trope, which will be discussed 

below.49 A cost-centric perspective  was adopted slightly more commonly by Republicans (53 percent) 

than Democrats (47 percent), which is consistent with the traditional platforms of the two parties, but 

the difference is so small that it may be purely coincidental and impacted by the presence of prolific 

individual speakers. Therefore, no conclusive generalizations on the impact of party background 

cannot be made. An overall finding is that the costs of the F-35 and the problems associated with the 

F-35 program have been addressed by the committee members regardless of party background.  

 

A cost-centric approach to the F-35 has usually been accompanied by a very negative tone, highlighting 

the “jaw-dropping” (McCain 2011d, #104) price tag of the aircraft and its “massive cost overruns” 

 
48 The classifier of tone, however, was coded only according to the statement’s stance towards the F-35, not 
towards public spending or the F136 engine program. Therefore, the number of statements that were coded as 
having a negative tone does not reflect the number of items taking a negative stance on the Alternate Engine or 
a negative view on the public sector. Such items were much more prevalent in the data than the number of 
coded negative tones indicates. 
49 Although another key concept, ‘sequestration’, also has to do with the defense budget and thus reflects an 
economic aspect of the F-35, an interpretation of the content of the utterances involving sequestration placed it 
under the apolitical patriotic frame. See sub-chapter 5.3. for further discussion. 
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(McCaskill 2016, #122). HASC Chairman and Ranking Member Adam Smith (D-WA) even suggested that 

the F-35 program is “too big to fail” (Smith 2016, #166). As they are responsible for the funding and 

oversight of the Armed Forces, it is natural that the Armed Service Committees will focus on the costs 

of the program. However, as committee members frequently issue press releases of committee 

activities highlighting precisely the issue of costs, it makes their communication towards the 

constituents very much focused on such aspects. Capability or strategy-based criticism towards the F-

35 has been almost nonexistent, apart from two specific Members who have compared the F-35 to 

other fighters: Representative Michael Waltz (R-FL) compared the F-35 to so-called light-attack planes, 

and Senator McCaskill made a comparison to the F/A-18 Super Hornet. These two contributions are 

atypical in the data set; however, they did also bring up the issue of costs associated with the F-35: 

 
While we can be proud and grateful for its capabilities, the F-35 is also the most expensive 
weapon system in history. The price tag of a single unit alone is over $90 million per plane and 
its operating cost is more than $42,000 per hour […] It’s time to let [US Special Operation 
Command] take charge of light-attack aircraft so our special operations forces have the best 
tools they need to be fully equipped to complete their missions at the most reasonable cost to 
the American taxpayer. (Waltz 2019, #222.) 
 
“I'm fighting to make sure folks understand that when we shrink the size of the federal 
government, we're not saving any money unless we target the huge amounts of dollars going 
to government contractors. This cap on the money the Defense Department spends on 
contractors is an important way to hold down government spending and prevent waste, fraud, 
and abuse of taxpayer dollars. Our military leaders know what I know--that the F/A-18 is a 
critical national security asset, and comes in at a fraction of the cost of the F-35. It also happens 
to be a huge job-creator, by one of the state's top manufacturers, and it will continue to receive 
my strong and steadfast support.”[…]The F-35 program has become the leading example of a 
bloated defense procurement that is substantially delayed and over cost. (McCaskill 2011c, #20.) 

 
As exemplified by Senator McCaskill above, a cost-centric approach is also frequently accompanied by 

broader, negative perceptions on government spending, with references to the size of the 

government, public spending as ‘wasteful’, and ‘abusing taxpayer dollars’.  Senator McCaskill has been 

particularly critical of the F-35, but a cost-centric approach with negative stances on the public sector 

can also be found among Members who have voiced positive views regarding the F-35. Replying to 

President-elect Trump’s criticism of the F-35 in 2017, Senator  Blumenthal noted: 

 
Efforts to further cut costs are already underway. I will continue to press for more innovative 
ways to make the F-35 even more affordable. […] Jeopardizing the F-35 program would lead to 
increased cost and risk for our military services and allies. The mere suggestion that production 
should be slowed or stopped threatens to create confusion and uncertainty among the 
manufacturers and their supply chain. There are more than 75 hardworking and dedicated 
businesses in Connecticut — and more than 1,250 suppliers across the country — that need to 
plan production and hire and train new workers now. […] The entire military contracting and 
procurement process requires reform to eliminate the cost overruns and delays endemic to 
weapons production. That's a cause — bigger and broader than any single weapons platform — 
that should bring us together. (Blumenthal 2017a, #27) 
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Similar to Senator McCaskill, Senator Blumenthal places the F-35 in a broader context of defense 

procurement programs, implying that the problems the F-35 has faced are endemic to government 

programs in general.  A focus on the cost overruns frequently recognizes such issues as a systemic 

problem, something that applies to other contexts as well. Criticizing the use of so-called cost-plus 

contracts, in which a contractor is paid for all of a project's expenses plus an additional fee for the job, 

Senator Lindsey Graham (R-SC) blasted that  “[i]t’s a system only the government would love – the 

longer it takes, the more it costs, the more the contractor makes. This unsustainable system isn’t fair 

to the taxpayers and demands congressional reform.”(Graham 2011, #58.) “A system only the 

government would love” expresses a deeply negative view on the public sector, implying that the 

‘government’ is intentionally wasteful, inefficient, and even unfair. Senator Graham, as so many of his 

colleagues, focuses on the system, not on the F-35 itself. Senator Thom Tillis (R-NC) elaborates very 

explicitly: “While it’s true that the F-35 program has been massively over budget, this is a symptom of 

the inefficiency and waste of Washington and the bureaucracy within the Pentagon, not the 

worthiness of the program itself.” (Tillis 2016c, #181.) According to Senator Tillis, there is nothing 

wrong with the program itself, but with “bureaucracy” and “Washington”.  A prominent figure who 

also found blame in systemic factors was  Senator McCain: 

 
[T]he CEO of Lockheed Martin gave President-elect Trump her personal commitment to 
aggressively drive down the cost of the F-35 Joint Strike Fighter in light of concerns he raised 
about the program. These comments were surprising given that I have been recently informed 
the F-35's system development and demonstration phase has been delayed another seven 
months, another costly stumble that will cost the American taxpayer at least $500 million. This 
is yet another troubling sign for a program that has already nearly doubled in cost, taken nearly 
two decades to field, and has long been the poster child for acquisition malpractice. […] The F-
35's dismal record on cost, schedule, and performance is a predicable consequence of a broken 
defense acquisition system. (McCain 2017, #116.) 

 
As exemplified by the speakers above, the negative economic component focuses on the costs of the 

F-35 and public mismanagement; it is not particularly critical of the aircraft itself, but of the program 

and its management. The negative component has to do with the process of acquiring and developing 

the F-35, blamed on the inefficiency of ‘government’.  

 

When it comes to the Alternate Engine Program, both sides of the engine debate expressed negative 

views on government spending, claiming that either the continuation or the termination of the 

program would be a waste of money , frequently accompanied by assertions that the issue exemplifies 

broader government inefficiency and mismanagement. Supporters of the Alternate Engine claimed 

that it would end up saving money in the long run, whereas critics held that terminating the program 

would do the same immediately. Supporters of the two-engine arrangement also emphasized the 

notion of ‘competition’ as efficient and saving money: 
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Within the past week, DoD officials have informed me that they may finally be willing to meet 
with the F136 contractor team to discuss their offer. I am hopeful that this shows more openness 
within DoD leadership to considering the benefits of competition for a program that may spend 
more than $30 billion on fighter engines. (Levin 2011, #90.) 
 
In this era of fiscal responsibility, I am stunned that the Administration and the Congress would 
accept the argument that it is good policy to save a dollar today only to spend a thousand 
dollars tomorrow.[…] Going forward, we will explore all legislative options available to us to 
maintain engine competition in the largest acquisition program in U.S. history. (McKeon 2011a, 
#124.)  

 
Such utterances illustrate how the neoliberal perspective prioritizes private-sector business models as 

more efficient than those typically found in the public sector. On the critics’ side, the statements 

steered clear of such concepts as ‘competition’ and instead focused on framing the engine program as 

“wasteful spending” and as “an example of politics as usual in Washington” (Pingree 2010c, #149). For 

Representative Joe Courtney (D-CT), it was “an embodiment of wasteful redundancy” that should be 

eliminated as “government fat” (Courtney 2011, #42). The notion of ‘government fat’  expresses a very 

negative image of public spending as disgusting and repulsive ‘fat’, suggesting that the government is 

an obese person who needs to lose weight. Courtney’s fellow Congress member from Connecticut, 

Senator Lieberman also found it to be “the epitome of government waste” and “an unnecessary and 

extravagant expense” (Lieberman 2011b, #94; 2011c, #95). The fact that the original engine was and 

continues to be assembled in Connecticut was a powerful incentive for Representative Courtney and 

Senator Lieberman to denounce the Alternate Engine.  

 

Indeed, the engine debate focused heavily on creating or cutting jobs in the Congress Members’ states 

or districts. Although the debate was characterized by a negative view on public spending, an 

important determinant for which side was taken was whether or not the state or district of the speaker 

benefitted from the construction of another engine model. The speakers’ party background or views 

on public spending did not seem to determine their stance; rather, the distribution of support and 

opposition to the program reflected state or local economic interests in a straightforward way. Those 

states that benefitted from the development and construction of another engine saw their Senators 

and Representatives voice their full support for the engine program, calling it the ‘competitive engine’, 

while Congress Members from those states or districts that were involved in the construction of the 

original engine were very critical towards the ‘extra engine’ or the ‘duplicative engine’ that would have 

directed funding away from their states or districts.   

 

Senator Rob Portman’s (R-OH) statement on ‘engine competition’ exemplifies how the neoliberal view 

is also crystallized in the abundant use of the American taxpayer trope throughout the research data: 
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The best decision for our fighting forces and the American taxpayer is to allow competition. […] 
With the competitive engine at 80 percent completion and planned funding by the contractor, 
the decision is not a difficult one. Taxpayers deserve the continued benefits of competition in 
one part of the troubled Joint Strike Fighter program that is working well. (Portman 2011e, #156.) 

 
The key concept of ‘the American taxpayer’ has been frequently used when framing not only the 

Alternate Engine program, but the entire the F-35 program in economic terms. Particularly prolific in 

such references was Senator McCain, who focused on the perspective of the taxpayer, for example, in 

a floor statement in 2011 that blasted the F-35 program as “a scandal and a tragedy”: 

 
In a nutshell, the JSF program has been both a scandal and a tragedy. The JSF program has been 
in the development phase for ten years. Over that time, it has been the beneficiary of an 
estimated $56 billion of taxpayer investment. And yet after so much time and so great an 
investment by the taxpayers, we still don't have an aircraft that provides the Air Force, Navy, 
and Marine Corps with the combat capability they need. (McCain 2011d, #104.) 

 
Throughout the data, the taxpayer trope has been commonly used to criticize the F-35 program; 

however, it can also express support of the program. Following an agreement between the DOD and 

Lockheed Martin on reduced costs for the F-35 in 2017, Representative Turner noted that “[t]his is a 

good deal for the Department of Defense, our foreign partners, for Lockheed and for the US taxpayer” 

(Turner 2017, #60). Representative Courtney also used the taxpayer trope in a similar fashion: 

 
"Many years of hard work by industry and our military leaders have gotten this program on track 
and on a path of declining costs. Rather than waste time and money interrupting our nation's 
upgrade to a 5th generation fighter, it's time to work together to find more savings and 
efficiencies for the American taxpayer." (Courtney 2016, #45.)  

 
The rhetorical capacity of the taxpayer trope seems to be flexible, which is further illustrated by the 

statements discussing the Alternate Engine program. Both sides of the debate built their argument 

around being on the side of the taxpayer, claiming that either the F136 engine program or its 

termination wasted taxpayer money: HASC Chairman Buck McKeon (R-CA) praised the engine program 

by stating that “[i]t's a win for our nation's taxpayers” (McKeon 2011b, #125). On the opposite side of 

the debate, Representative Tim Griffin (R-AR) noted that in voting for the termination of the engine 

program, he was “proud” to “save $450 million for the American taxpayer” (Griffin 2011, #61).  

Members of Congress are obviously aware of the public criticism towards the F-35 and feel the need 

to address it by positioning themselves as being ‘on the side of the taxpayer’. It seems that the engine 

debate also provided an avenue for Members to be critical towards a specific part of the F-35 program 

without actually criticizing the entire program: highlighting cost savings in one part of a massive 

program makes it more justifiable to the public.  Such a cost-centric approach is likely appealing to 

most Americans, who try to balance their own personal and family budgets, but the myth of ‘taxpayer 
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money’, instead of ‘public money’ or ‘government money’,  also reflects a deeper American culture of 

the sanctity of private property and a preference for limited government.  

 

5.1.3. Discussion: Protecting private profit from wasteful government 

 
This sub-chapter 5.1. has exemplified the content of the economic framing of the F-35.  This discussion 

part aims to draw together the two main components that convey the meanings assigned to the F-35. 

The positive economic component portrays the F-35 as providing jobs and indirect economic benefits, 

such as additional residents in sparsely-populated areas. The positive component is directed towards 

the Congress Members’ constituents, but it also has a role in communication whose intended primary 

audience is not the electorate. However, even when not communicating directly to them, Congress as 

a representative institution must keep their constituents’ interests and attention in mind, leading 

Members of Congress to highlight the local economic benefits of military acquisitions in a variety of 

contexts. The simplicity of the positive economic aspect, coupled with the fact that the frame has been 

utilized more frequently than others, indicates something significant: it is the simplest, most tangible 

meaning that works the best when framing a military acquisition for the American public. Rather 

unsurprisingly, the F-35 statements’ emphasis on the military-industrial base and employment 

opportunities reflects the enduring culture of pork-barrel politics and the desire to generate profit 

from defense initiatives; the tradition of serving parochial economic interests in weapons procurement 

seems to be alive and well at Capitol Hill. The economic frame normalizes the F-35 – military equipment 

to be used in war – into mundane economic benefits, but it also  constructs a more abstract and 

complex meaning when it is simultaneously framed as contributing to the economic strength of the 

country that translates to a sense of national identity and security.  

 

The finding that Democrats have utilized the positive economic framing more often than Republicans 

is consistent with the research results by Thorpe (2014), discussed earlier in this thesis. As noted by 

Thorpe, Republicans tend to support weapons spending regardless of the economic stakes in their 

district, but local reliance on the defense sector seems to increase Democrats’ support for defense 

spending. However, this study lacks a systematic consideration of how much the districts or states of 

the Democrats included in the corpus were reliant on the F-35. The limited size of the corpus also 

inevitably affects any comparisons between the parties.50   

 

 
50 Further, the results by Thorpe only apply to the House of Representatives, which represents smaller districts, 
and is thus ‘closer’ to their constituents than Senators who represent their entire state. Representatives may 
therefore be inclined to prioritize local economic benefits to a greater degree than Senators. 
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Although the dominant way of framing the F-35 focuses on its positive economic effects, there is also 

a negative economic discourse at play, highlighting the perceived difference between the economic 

rewards of private entrepreneurship and wasteful, poorly-managed public spending. The F-35 has 

become known as the most expensive weapons program ever, and to most Americans, any military 

acquisition of this magnitude likely sounds ludicrously overpriced. The culturally-prevalent negative 

perceptions on public spending and management incentivize Congress Members to address the 

programs’ climbing expenses and to justify the price tag to their constituents. What is particularly 

noteworthy here is the fact that the negative voices found in the data were rarely directed at the F-35 

itself, but at the process of acquiring and developing it. Further, the positive impacts of the F-35 were 

perceived on the local level, whereas the negative aspects were discussed on the national level. This 

underscores the fact that it is the federal government that is seen in a negative light.  

 

The presence of both positive and negative components creates a certain degree of internal tension 

in the economic frame. Although the F-35 is primarily seen as producing positive economic impacts, 

Members of Congress feel the need to address the rising costs and the management of the F-35 

program. The F-35 is seen as producing positive economic impacts, but the cultural ethos of ‘the 

government’ as wasteful, inefficient, and unnecessary leads some Members to voice poignant criticism 

towards the F-35 program. On the surface, this creates a seeming dissonance between the two 

components. However, a more in-depth interpretation of their content reveals that they both aim at 

framing the F-35 as ultimately benefitting Americans economically: either by providing economic 

benefits or by using their tax dollars efficiently. The assumption underlying the negative component is 

that if the program was fixed and the cost of the aircraft was lower, the F-35 program would provide 

even more economic benefits. Further, as the F-35 is presented as an issue that primarily concerns the 

American taxpayer, the negative component has a similar effect of normalizing war and military 

equipment as does the positive one. The two components work side by side: it is possible to 

simultaneously frame the F-35 as benefitting a state or district economically and to criticize the 

acquisition and development program as a systemic-level epitome of government waste and 

inefficiency. It is also worth pointing out that in the statements, the taxpayer always seems to be an 

individual, ‘an ordinary American’, not a community or a corporation. The meaning of the F-35 that 

emerges from the two-sided economic frame highlights the economic well-being of individual 

Americans on the local level as well as protection from a wasteful government on the national level, 

steering attention away from the fact that the issue at hand has to do with equipment used in war 

while also connecting the individual to a sense of national solidarity and security.  
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5.2.  Strategic-technological frame  

 

As discussed above, the economic frame seems to have the purpose of making the F-35 meaningful 

for constituents by using language that is easily understood. Most of the statement items that highlight 

the economic aspect of the F-35 lack any detailed notion of its military purpose. Focusing solely on 

how many jobs the F-35 creates or what the price tag of the aircraft is ignores the important questions 

of why the F-35 is needed, in what kind of a war it is intended to be used, what does it provide and 

against what kinds of enemies. This sub-chapter shifts the attention away from the economic aspects 

and towards such considerations by discussing the content of the strategic-technological frame.  

 

The strategic aspects and the technological aspects of the discourse were originally treated as separate 

frames in this study. However, during the research process, it became evident that the two frames 

were profoundly interconnected, making it very difficult to discuss their content separately. The 

preliminary strategic frame was permeated with a discourse that highlights technology as the most 

significant aspect of the F-35 and providing the U.S. with a certain position in the global arena; yet, 

there were also aspects that could not be considered under the rubric of technology alone. Further, 

an examination of the distribution of perspectives in the statements revealed that the role of 

technology is usually connected to a vision of the global arena and the U.S. role or position therein. 

For these reasons, it was interpreted that the two frames actually make up one broader frame, called 

the ‘strategic-technological’ frame. The inclusion of both ‘strategic’ and ‘technological’ was deemed 

necessary to provide the reader with the most informative description of the frame’s content. 

 

The strategic-technological frame was identified in all statement topic categories, from general F-35 

items and defense budget items to base location and Alternative Engine items. A majority of the items 

voicing the strategic-technological frame took either a positive stance (55 percent) or a neutral stance 

(33 percent) toward the F-35. The  frame was used slightly more often by Republican members (56 

percent of frame incidents) compared to their Democratic colleagues (44 percent of frame incidents).  

As the content of the frame largely touches upon the global arena and the U.S. role or position therein, 

the primary perspectives of those statements that voice a strategic-technological frame was 

unsurprisingly global, with some mixed perspectives as well. When accounting for all frame incidents, 

the strategic-technological frame was often a secondary frame to one of the two other frames.  

 

The strategic-technological frame was identified as having several key components: a fairly ambiguous 

discourse on the threats and adversaries in the strategic environment that are stated as justifications 

for the F-35 (sub-chapter 5.2.1.); attributions and descriptions of the F-35 and what they provide or 
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mean to the United States (5.2.2.); a related discourse on American technology as transformative 

(5.2.3.); and a more specific discourse on the security environment focused on the framework of great 

power competition that emerges towards the end of the decade (5.2.4.). Finally, a broader 

understanding of war and military power is interpreted to emerge based on these elements (5.2.5.). 

 

5.2.1. Increasing threats and rapidly-advancing adversaries 

 
A consideration of the components of the strategic-technological frame begins with identifying what 

and who are presented as possible threats and relevant adversaries to the United States.51 A majority 

of the F-35 statements did not name any specific adversaries or threats. Instead, most statements 

included only general and unspecific references to ‘increasing threats’, ‘threats to national security’, 

‘our adversaries’, or ‘advanced adversaries’. In many respects, most of the F-35 statements were 

rather vague and generic when it comes to strategic-level considerations, making such framing difficult 

to grasp at first glance. The vagueness of the strategic discourse is perfectly exemplified by Senator 

Jeanne Shaheen (D-NH), who advocated for the procurement of additional F-35s “to address future 

threats” repeatedly in 2015, 2016, and 2017 (Shaheen 2015—2017, #163—164). Many statements also 

simply state ‘national security’ as the justification for the aircraft: the F-35 is “vital to our national 

security” (Blumenthal 2012c, #20), it “protects national security” (Bridenstine 2013, #35), “preserves 

national security” (Gallego 2019c, #55) and “bolsters our national security” (Knight 2018, #82). 

Altogether 25 statements specifically named China and Russia as adversaries. A great majority of those 

mentions took place after 2015, with only four mentions before 2015. China and Russia were 

recognized as relevant adversaries increasingly towards the end of the decade, reflecting changed 

perceptions of the security environment and a reorientation of U.S. priorities towards great power 

competition, as discussed in sub-chapter 5.2.4. 

 

Although the concept of threat inherently includes also events or developments, and not just actors, 

it seems that the words ‘threat’ and ‘adversary’ have been used interchangeably in the research 

material. As exemplified below, a notable characteristic in the material is that both the threats and the 

adversaries are frequently presented as ‘advancing’ or ‘advanced’, even ‘rapidly-advancing’: 

  
Officially declaring the Marine Corps’ F-35B Joint Strike Fighter combat ready is a powerful and 
profoundly significant milestone for our national security […] It will help maintain dominance 
and defense against rapidly-advancing threats around the globe. (Blumenthal  2015, #23.) 

 
51 A ‘threat’ is defined by GAO as “an actor with capability and intent, or an event with potential capability, to 
harm the United States or its national security interests”, while ’adversaries’ are “potentially hostile or disruptive 
state or non-state actors”. (GAO 2018, 1.) An adversary is “a party acknowledged as potentially hostile to a 
friendly party and against which the use of force may be envisaged” (Joint Chiefs of Staff 2021). 
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 The Air Force needs to train against the best in order to be ready for action in future fights. That's 
why it's critical for the F-35, a leading 5th Generation fighter, to be used to simulate an advanced 
adversary in training. I'm proud to support this bipartisan effort to keep our pilots' skills sharp 
by ensuring they're ready to face the advanced threats of the coming decades. (Gallego 2019a, 
#53.) 

 
An advancing threat projects a sense of escalation and immediacy, while an advanced adversary 

denotes a state-actor with modern technology and possibly the ability to challenge the United States. 

A discourse marked by ‘advanced adversaries’ signifies that, in the minds of the HASC and SASC 

members, the United States is preparing for a war against a powerful state actor, not against terrorist 

networks or other non-state actors, and not for asymmetric but symmetric war.  

 

In addition to ‘advancing’ threats, the descriptions also frequently include “escalating threats” (Veasey 

2017k, #216) and “evolving threats” (Turner et al. 2020, #199) in an “increasingly dangerous world” 

(Blumenthal 2016c, #26). These examples illustrate a disposition of the strategic-technological frame 

to present threats and adversaries as constantly growing and becoming more dangerous and complex 

in an unprecedented fashion. Schousboe (2019) has recognized a tendency of military organizations to 

think in terms of ‘presentism’, which refers to a universal human tendency to regard the time we live 

in as a period of unprecedented change and increasing complexity. Change is also  seen as accelerating, 

even though in reality the world is not changing exponentially. Schousboe finds that presentism leads 

to a repetition of the rhetorical articulations surrounding military issues and especially military 

technology, always referring to increasing threats and extraordinary change as grounds for acquiring 

certain equipment or capabilities. (Schousboe 2019.) It seems that the statements dealing with the F-

35 are no exception to this tendency.  For example, in relation to the passage of the NDAA and the 

consideration of Selfridge AFB, Michigan to host an F-35 mission, Senator Gary Peters (D-MI) noted 

that “America and our allies face an unprecedented wave of new security threats, and our military 

must be prepared to meet the challenges of a rapidly changing battlefield” (Peters 2017f, #142).  

 
Similar utterances involving rapid change and the unprecedented nature of constantly increasing 

threats are widely voiced throughout the F-35 statements. Senator John Cornyn (R-TX) noted in 2011 

that the United States faced “the most dynamic - and sometimes confusing - array of international 

challenges any nation has ever faced” (Cornyn 2011, #40).  According to Senator Ted Cruz (R-TX), 

“today’s increasing threat environment” proves that the U.S. military needs “the air superiority 

advantage provided by the F-35” (Cruz 2017a, #46). The technological edge provided by the F-35 is 

seen as a means to overcome the challenges posed by constantly increasing or mounting threats, an 

unprecedented wave that is rapidly changing the international security environment. Such a position 
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is explicitly voiced by Senator Mike Lee (R-OH), as he ties the existence of the F-35 to “the most 

tactically diversified threat environment” and to “complexity”: 

 
Tt]he United States faces the most tactically diversified threat environment that we have seen 
in recent memory. […] As I sat in that hearing and listened to witness testimonies about the 
complexity and the gravity of the problems in [the Western Pacific region], I kept thinking, “This 
is exactly why we have the F-35.” (Lee 2015, #87.) 

 
As exemplified by Senator Lee, connected to the sense of unprecedented turbulence is the idea that 

the world is complex and the U.S. faces complex security threats. This is a commonly-held position 

among the HASC and SASC members when providing a rationale for the existence or acquisition of the 

F-35. For example, in the beginning of a hearing addressing the F-35 program, Senator Roger Wicker 

(R-MS) described the context for the discussion by noting that “our nation faces the most diverse, 

complex, and potentially dangerous threats to national security in recent history” (Wicker 2016, #224).  

The inclusion of the word ‘complexity’ seems to be to add a sense of danger and urgency to the threat 

descriptions by stating that the world is disordered and confusing. However, a world composed of 

threats that can be addressed by a military capability, the F-35, does not come off as genuinely 

complex: using complexity as a synonym for ‘disordered’ and ‘confusing’ misses important aspects of 

what ‘complexity’ in today’s global system entails: interconnectedness, interdependence, and 

proneness to a phenomenon that Kerbel (2021) calls emergence, “the organic generation and 

propagation of nonlinear phenomena that are systemically disruptive and/or transformative” (Kerbel 

2021). Such emergent phenomena are the essential issues when the world is described as complex: 

climate change, cyber threats, pandemics, urbanization, extreme political movements. Emergence 

denotes complexity and an interconnectedness of different sectors, not just the military domain. 

However, such a definition seems trivial when discussing the F-35. Underneath the rhetoric of 

unprecedented change and complexity in the F-35 statements, the world is conceived of in strictly 

military terms, which does not denote complexity at all.  Thus, it seems that references to ‘complexity’ 

in the statements are merely epitomes of the presentism and vagueness that afflict the strategic F-35 

discourse. As a general observation it can be concluded, that especially before the mid-2010s, the F-

35 discourse was marked by the absence of identifiable military threats to the U.S.  

 

5.2.2. Attributes and advantages: superiority and dominance 

 
Throughout the research material, the topic of discussion has often been the various problems and 

issues related to the technological systems that support the F-35 or the availability of spare parts for 

the aircraft, for instance. However, there has also been a broader, more abstract-level technological 

discourse at play that connects it to strategic considerations. Such discourse does not necessarily 
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comprise the physical equipment and systems of the F-35 as such, but the positioning of the F-35 as a 

technology in a broader context, characterizing what the meaning and the purpose of the technological 

qualities of the aircraft are and what those qualities specifically provide for the United States.  

 

Starting with how the F-35 is attributed in the statements, the fighter is frequently described in 

technological terms and qualities or by technology-associated concepts. The F-35 is presented as “the 

most capable aircraft in the world”, representing “cutting-edge technology” and providing “the very 

best equipment to our warfighters” (McCain 2015; #111; 2016d, #115). The adjective ‘cutting-edge’ is 

especially common in connection with the F-35. The word has a dynamic and innovative quality, even 

a sense of pioneering, evoking a sense of being at the forefront of development or progress. Senator 

Ted Cruz (R-TX) goes even further and dubs the F-35 as “an amazing machine” that invokes a sense of 

pride: “As the world's premier fighter aircraft, we are proud that these amazing machines are 

manufactured right here in Texas” (Cruz 2017a, #46). The technological qualities of the F-35 are 

commonly elevated onto an extraordinary level, leading Representative Steve Knight (R-CA) to 

conclude that “[t]he F-35 Lighting II is not just another aircraft” (Knight 2018, #82) and Senator  Sullivan 

to presume that  “America’s adversaries will certainly think twice before engaging our country when 

faced with this unparalleled force and firepower […], the new gold-standard in supersonic fighter 

aircraft” (Sullivan 2020, #178). The technological discourse also entails that the F-35 will make sure 

that the U.S. military is the “most well equipped fighting force in the world” (Inhofe 2013a, #67). 

Without a doubt, it is the equipment that is seen as essential in war. 

 

The qualities of the F-35 are not just ways to describe or attribute the aircraft as a material artifact, as 

they also serve a more important function of meaning: providing the United States with certain abilities 

and advantages in the global arena. Technology is presented as something that, for example, enables 

‘modernization’ –  a concept that seems to have the nature of a buzzword above all else. More 

importantly, the technological capabilities of the F-35 are seen by Members of Congress as a means to 

realize American superiority and dominance in the world. The words ‘advantage’, ‘superiority’, and 

‘dominance’ are common components of the frame. According to Senator Cruz, “the procurement of 

94 Joint Strike Fighter aircraft […] will continue our air superiority with the world’s most lethal fighter” 

(Cruz 2019b, #49). Another example by Senator Saxby Chambliss (R-GA) elaborates: 

 
This nation has long enjoyed a decisive advantage against its adversaries in this mission area. Air 
superiority is and always will be the necessary foundation for any successful large scale military 
operation. […] The F-35 will incorporate ǳƴƛǉǳŜ άрth ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴέ ŦƛƎƘǘŜǊ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƛƭƭ 
ensure tactical air superiority for U.S. forces for decades to come. Without it we run the certain 
risk of ceding tactical air superiority in future conflicts to foes who are developing and fielding 
5th generation aircraft and defensive systems. (Chambliss 2011, #37.) 
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The notion of ‘air superiority’ mentioned above by Senators Cruz and Chambliss is a frequently 

repeated concept in the data. ‘Air superiority’ is a military term referring to the level of control of the 

air in warfare, providing a more favorable position for one side compared to the other. The DOD 

defines air superiority as “that degree of control of the air by one force that permits the conduct of its 

operations at a given time and place without prohibitive interference from air and missile threats”. 

The notion of ‘air supremacy’ goes even further: it is the highest level, where a side has total air control, 

defined by the DOD as “that degree of control of the air wherein the opposing force is incapable of 

effective interference within the operational area using air and missile threats.” (Joint Chiefs of Staff  

2021.) The HASC and SASC members talk mostly about ‘superiority’, but frequently associate the term 

with the idea of total control and ‘dominance’, without considerations of what the other side may or 

may not be able to do: 

 
The F-35’s unique capabilities and lethality have enhanced our air superiority and bolstered our 
ability to deter adversaries. Now is the time to increase procurement to match emerging threats. 
Doing so ensures our continued dominance of the skies. (Turner et al. 2019a, #197.) 
 
The air superiority and stealth of this next generation fighter is key to protecting and 
safeguarding our nation and allies. It will help maintain dominance and defense against 
rapidly-advancing threats around the globe. (Blumenthal 2015, #23.) 

 
Senator Blumenthal also issued a statement regarding a contract deal for F-35 fighters in 2017, saying 

that  "[t]his is welcome news for our men and women in uniform who rely on the F-35 to maintain our 

unparalleled air superiority” (Blumenthal 2017b, #28). The word ‘unparalleled’ has the meaning of 

being exceptional or having no equal, thus denoting a broader sense of supremacy. The ‘air superiority’ 

provided by the F-35 enables the U.S. to exert power that seems to go beyond the level of superiority, 

denoting supremacy. That notion of supremacy implied in the statements does not refer to supremacy 

as a level of air control, but a level of U.S. military and political power in the world: a common-sense 

notion of being superior to all others, being the strongest, most important, or most powerful.  

 

In the statements data, the superiority provided by the F-35 enables the United States to achieve 

and/or maintain dominance in the world, with speakers frequently framing the F-35 as ‘dominating 

the skies’. According to Senator Sullivan, for example, “[the F-35] will be a game-changer in dominating 

the skies, providing critical advantages over America’s adversaries.” (Sullivan 2019a, #176.) 

‘Dominance’ or ‘dominant’ refers to that which is ruling or controlling, implying a mastery of the 

situation. The end goal of ‘dominance’ thus denotes a sense of having total control of air space but 

also serves as a reminder of American hegemony  generally. The role of the F-35 is presented as a 

means to maintain or strengthen unparalleled U.S. military might in the world, but it is also linked to a 

broader level of American power in the world.  
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5.2.3. A new Revolution in Military Affairs? 

 
The notion that a military artifact provides ‘superiority’ and ‘dominance’ is inextricably linked to the 

idea that what matters in war is technology. In the statements, the advantage that the F-35 is 

presented as providing for the United States is not only that of supremacy or dominance, but the ability 

to transform the conduct of war in a way that benefits the U.S. permanently. A frequently featured 

description is the F-35 as ‘a game-changer’, which encapsulates the idea that  technology not only 

provides a new competitive military advantage for the U.S., but transforms how wars are fought. For 

example, “[t]he F-35 is a game-changer with its unprecedented combination of lethality, survivability, 

and adaptability” (Nelson 2018, #134), and: 

 
Talk to any war fighter who flies the F-35, and they'll tell you it's a game changer. This means 
America and her allies will continue to have air superiority. When we send men and women into 
battle, we don't want it to be a fair fight, and this gives us the advantage. (Bishop 2016, #13.)  

 
The references to the F-35 as ‘a game-changer’ are implicit ways of saying that the F-35 is so thoroughly 

different than any other aircraft that it will generate a profound change in the ‘game of war’. How 

exactly it will change anything is not suggested – rather, the end-result seems to be continued 

American superiority and dominance, not denoting change at all. Such assumptions reflecting the ideas 

of the RMA thesis are voiced implicitly but also explicitly throughout the data. For example, Senator 

Peters notes that “[t]he next generation F-35 mission is a key example of how new technology will 

transform warfighting” and that “technology is likely to change combat as fundamentally as tanks and 

airplanes transformed World War I battlefield” (Peters 2017a, #137; 2017e, #141). The emphasis on 

technology is also frequently linked up with the notion of ‘innovation’, which is a concept that 

dominates much of current defense-related discourse.52 Technological innovation as providing an 

advantage for the U.S. is habitually brought up in the F-35 statements: 

 
Standing in front of these state-of-the-art fighter jets, and reflecting on the ingenuity and hard 
work that built them, served as a vivid reminder of the fact that success of the US armed services 
has always depended not only on the extraordinary bravery and toughness or our men and 
women in uniform, but also on the superiority of our technology. In one theater after another, 
we haven’t just out fought our adversaries, we have out innovated them. (Lee 2015, #87.) 

 
Here, Senator Lee positions the F-35 as part of a long tradition of superior American technology that 

has enabled the U.S. military to succeed in the past, highlighting not only ‘out-fighting’ the enemy but 

also ‘out-innovating’ it. Schousboe (2019) finds that in recent defense discourse, innovation has 

commonly been seen as a means to overcome roughly three issues: the reemergence of long-term 

 
52 For example, such an emphasis was recently expressed by Adm. Philip Davidson, Commander of the U.S. Indo-
Pacific Command: “One of the key advances of the United States over the course of post-World War II history is 
our ability to lead the world in innovation” (Davidson in Howe 2021). 
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strategic competition, increased global disorder, and the erosion of U.S. competitive military 

advantage. Thus, military innovation emerges as a new frontier for great power rivalry. (Schousboe 

2019.) Indeed, from the mid-2010s onwards, technology is presented in the F-35 statements as a 

competitive advantage over two specific great powers: China and Russia. But, before turning to an 

examination of how great power competition and China and Russia in particular feed into the F-35 

discourse, two further aspects of the RMA-influenced framing are highlighted. 

 

An important dimension of the technological discourse is the perceived ability of technology to 

guarantee an access for American forces to all parts of the globe. For example, Senator Sullivan 

explains in a 2016 op-ed that two squadrons of F-35A will be hosted in Fairbanks, Alaska, enabling 

“troops who can rapidly deploy to threats anywhere in the world” (Sullivan 2016c, #173). As suggested 

by Dalby (2009) and discussed earlier in this study, the American technology-centered perception of 

war in the 2000s has been accompanied by a geopolitical understanding that war can happen 

anywhere and anytime. A specification of global threats and enemies has also provided the rationale 

for procurement of the F-35. For example, former military pilot, Senator Martha McSally (R-AZ) notes 

that ά[w]e desperately need a fifth-generation fighter like the F-35 to provide air superiority and 

guarantee access to targets anywhere in the world” (McSally 2016, #128). In a similar fashion, Senator 

Jim Inhofe (R-OK) highlighted the words of Lt. Gen. Christopher Bogdan, Program Executive Officer of 

the F-35 program in 2012—2017, after a congressional hearing dealing with the F-35: 

 
I believe that the F-35 is absolutely necessary both now and in the future to give you and the 
nation options to take an airplane and go anywhere on the face of the Earth at a time of our 
choosing and be survivable and hit a target. I do not believe that there’s any other airplane in 
the world that can do that today, only the F-35 can do it and will do it for many years. (Lt. Gen. 
Bogdan in Inhofe 2016, #70.) 
 

The technological F-35 discourse entails a geopolitical understanding of the whole planet as a potential 

battle space, as technological superiority allows American forces to deploy anywhere at relatively short 

notice.  It is clear that HASC and SASC  Members believe in the continued global presence of American 

military power, achieved by the F-35.  

 

Not only does it provide the United States with a global reach, technology is also something that 

American service members need to ‘protect themselves’. An extract from a 2019 letter by Senator Cruz 

et al. addressed to President Trump connects the technological abilities of the F-35 to the protection 

of American forces. Urging the President to support the funding schedule of the F-35, the letter began 

by thanking the President for his “leadership in ensuring our men and women in uniform have the best 

equipment and resources to perform their missions and return home safely” and went on to say: 
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As you know, the best and most advanced fighter jet in the world is the F-35 Joint Strike Fighter, 
which provides stealth, advanced sensing, coalition interoperability, cyber security, and an ability 
to overmatch adversaries in a multi-domain fight. The F-35 delivers these capabilities better than 
any other fighter in the U.S. inventory, and provides our men and women the capability they 
need to protect and defend against the surface and air threats we are facing today and the 
growing threats of tomorrow.  It is the best chance our men and women have of coming home 
safely, and we urge you to fully support this program. […] In order to ensure the United States 
servicemembers are equipped with the most lethal aircraft capable of operating in the modern 
battlefield, we request your support and the support of the DoD in investing our defense funds 
in proven fifth-generation technology – like the F-35 – rather than technology that will be 
outdated before it even rolls off the production line. (Cruz et al. 2019a, #48.) 

 
Presenting the aircraft as “the best chance our men and women have of coming home safely”, the 

letter highlights the American servicemembers as the primary benefactors of the F-35. The technology-

dominant discourse is intimately linked to the notion of force protection, with an excessive emphasis 

on protecting American soldiers and avoiding casualties in military operations.  The purpose of the F-

35 from the perspective of casualty aversion is to protect service members physically; to provide 

advantage in air power, which allows not putting service members’ lives at risk; and to provide 

overwhelming power, which brings decisive victory sooner to avoid casualties.  Another example, a 

short passage by Representative Veasey illustrates several dimensions of the strategic-technological 

frame at once: a sense of increasing threats, the global nature of those threats, as well as  force 

protection as a primary concern: “The F-35 is vital during this time of increased global threats and is 

needed for the safety of our armed forces”(Veasey 2017e, #210). Technology is presented as making 

it safe or at least safer for soldiers to do their jobs, which implicitly entails that as a consequence of 

having such technology, ‘America’ will also be safer. A focus on protecting the American soldier is also 

frequently brought up by the mention of ‘our troops’ in the statements. Such rhetoric  will be 

considered as part of the apolitical patriotic frame in sub-chapter 5.3.  

 

5.2.4. Great power competition with China and Russia 

 
Towards the end of the decade, the strategic-technological discourse became increasingly permeated 

with a sense of great power competition with China and Russia, the only specific adversaries that were 

named more than once in the F-35 statements.53 It is clear that they are perceived as the only actors 

in the world who are able to compete with or threaten the position of the United States: “Maintaining 

the most up-to-date, sophisticated technologies possible is fundamental to our country and allies to 

address growing threats from Russia and China” (Veasey, Turner et al. 2019c, #220). China and Russia 

are almost always mentioned together, which is both a simplification of the U.S. security environment 

 
53 In the statements, there is a single mention of “Iran” (Turner et al. 2011) in relation to the F-35. When 
describing the overall security environment, there were general references to “Iran” (Cruz 2019), “ISIS” (Wicker 
2016), “ISIL” (King 2014), “Al Qaeda” and “North Korea” (Cornyn 2011) that were made in relation to the NDAA. 
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and a way to create a singular threat image that is more menacing than the mention of either one 

alone. As adversaries are identified as China and Russia, the ambiguous threat imagery identified 

earlier in this study becomes clearer, more specific, and more menacing.  For example, in an op-ed 

titled Messing With The F-35 Would Be Huge Mistake, Senator Blumenthal responded to President-

elect Trump’s critical comments regarding the F-35 in 2016 and early 2017:  

 
The F-35 means thousands and thousands of jobs for Connecticut at Pratt & Whitney, where its 
unrivaled engines are made, but it is also a technological wonder vital to national security. Over 
the past six years, as a member of the Armed Services Committee, I have fought for the F-35 
because it means that our nation and our troops will always have an edge — and never face a 
"fair fight" in air combat. Hostile nations have long sought to steal its design. The Russians and 
Chinese have flown prototypes of their own attempts at stealthier aircraft. In an era of mounting 
military threats, failing to build the F-35 on schedule would seriously risk losing our strategic 
edge. (Blumenthal 2017a, #27) 

 
The op-ed included aspects of all three frames, with the strategic-technological frame highlighting an 

American ‘edge’ over adversaries, particularly Russia and China. Senator Blumenthal’s framing of the 

F-35 includes that as “a technological wonder”, the F-35 provides the U.S. with an edge and makes 

sure that the “fight” is never “fair”.  Superior American technology ensures that even before the onset 

of military action, the scale is already tilted in favor of the United States. American military superiority 

is not something that is achieved in warfare or by the use of equipment such as the F-35, but rather 

their existence alone guarantees a world order where the United States is in a hegemonic position.  

 

In the statements, technology is presented as a means to stay ahead of competitors, project power, 

and in case of war, provide the U.S. with dominance in the battlefield, but it is also a domain of great 

power competition.  China and Russia are frequently referred to as ‘peer adversaries’ to the U.S. that 

“pursue technology advancements that threaten our fourth generation fighter fleet”, making it 

“critical” for the U.S. to have the F-35 (Blumenthal 2019, #31). Indeed, it is recognized in the 

statements that the possibility of developing advanced technologies is not exclusive to the United 

States – it is a competition or a race where Russia and China are up against the United States. For 

example, Representative Turner, Chair of the HASC Subcommittee on Tactical Air and Land Forces 

(2017—2019), lamented in a 2017 hearing that the U.S. military was experiencing “a readiness crisis” 

that could be mended by “modernization” provided by enhancing the capacity of the F-35. He 

described a picture he had recently seen, “a striking picture of one half of an F-35 Joint Strike Fighter 

and one half of a Chinese J-31 fighter joined together. It looked like one aircraft, and left no doubt in 

anyone’s mind that our adversaries are extremely close to fielding fifth generation fighter programs of 

their own.” (Turner 2017c, #190.) The ability of other nations to develop advanced fighters is presented 

as a justification for the continued development and procurement of the F-35. However, there is an 
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implicit assumption that the technology that the U.S. develops is inevitably better, even superior, 

compared to that of China or Russia. As technology emerges as a domain of competition among the 

world’s great powers, ‘great power competition’ as a strategic consideration overlaps and blends 

together with a technological theme.  

 

Since 2017-2018, the notion of great power competition has increasingly been cited as a justification 

for investments in the F-35 program. Such a framework has been applied to the case of the F-35 

particularly by referring to the 2018 National Defense Strategy. The 2018 NDS defined great power 

competition as the primary security concern for the United States and then appears as a point of 

reference in the F-35 discourse. For example, Senator Cruz argued in 2019 that to reach goals laid out 

in the NDS, the DOD needs to make further investments in the F-35 program, as he saw the F-35 as 

critical to ensuring the U.S. maintains air superiority in a great power setting (Cruz et al. 2019a, #48). 

Senator Sullivan also called for procuring more F-35s by referring to “the 2018 National Defense 

Strategy’s push to address great power competition with Russia and China” (Sullivan 2019b, #177).  

Similar argumentation was used by Representative Turner, who noted that  

 
“[t]he capabilities provided by Fifth Generation Fighters are critical to our national security 
strategy as Russia and China work to expand their aircraft capabilities. Given the current threat 
environment, it is imperative that the U.S. continue to invest in both the F-18 and F-35 
programs.” (Turner 2017, #58) […] “The capabilities the F-35 brings to the battlefield against 
advanced threats are desperately needed to meet the goals and objectives of our new Defense 
Strategy.” (Turner 2018a, #192) 

 

The HASC and SASC Members seem to defer to official strategy documents, such as the National 

Defense Strategy, in their recognition of great power competition as the main U.S. concern and the 

setting for procuring the F-35. The F-35 is presented as a means to stay ahead in the competition and 

provide an advantage in a possible war with a great power. The statements do not address the political 

goals or reasons of a war where the F-35 would be needed, other than great power competition. It 

seems that the Members have internalized well the perception prevalent in recent U.S. strategy 

documents that there is a possibility for major conflict between large states that have advanced 

military capabilities. In fact, great power competition as a framework inherently entails an 

understanding of war as large-scale and symmetrical. The evolution of the strategic-technological 

frame during the 2010s reflects an effort of trying to come to terms with a perceived change in the 

security environment and the rise of great power competitors, but also the conscious framing of 

technology as an advantage in a possible war and as a domain of competition that the United States 

inevitably wins. The adoption of the great power competition framework reveals the flexibility of the 

F-35 discourse: the ambiguity of the threat imagery in the beginning of the 2010s  evolves effortlessly 



 80 

into a framework of even more massive, escalating threats posed by great power competitors, leading 

to a recognition that the F-35 is even more necessary than before.  

 

Having an advantage over a great power adversary in a possible war is frequently brought up, but some 

Members go even further and suggest the possibility of a decisive victory by the United States: For 

example, Representative Vicky Hartzler (R-MO), Ranking Member of the HASC subcommittee on 

Tactical Air and Land Forces (2019 –), noted during a congressional hearing that there is no question 

that the F-35 is necessary “given the threats we face” and that the purpose of such a capability is to 

make sure the U.S. “win[s] decisively in any situation” (Hartzler 2020, #65). Such an extreme, all-

encompassing view of military victory leads one to wonder what a decisive victory over China or Russia 

would actually look like. Another problematic aspect from the perspective of great power competition 

goes back to the notions of air superiority and dominance: maintaining air superiority – or supremacy 

for that matter – would not likely be possible in a conflict with Russia or China (Cooper 2021). The 

same holds true for the related concept of ‘dominance’. Not a single statement ponders whether 

dominance is really attainable, or even necessary, in the future.54  

 

A further problematic characteristic inherent in the framework is that it entails a simplified worldview 

that may lead to excessive focus on great powers alone and ignoring one’s own allies and partners 

(Doehler 2020). A comparison to how the F-35 has been framed in allied and partner nations highlights 

an important aspect of doing framing analysis: the absence of words or phrases in a text may be as 

informative as their presence. Studies conducted in other countries participating in the F-35 program 

have found that a rhetorical tool of choice for its supporters has been the word ‘interoperability’. 

Interoperability refers to the ability of military equipment or groups to operate in conjunction with 

each other and is “an argument against self-reliance or isolationism, and may also be reflective of the 

predominating collective beliefs as to who we are and where we should be in the international arena.” 

(Vucetic 2013, 654.)  An examination of the present research material reveals that such positions are 

rarely expressed in the American context: in the statements by HASC and SASC members, the concept 

of ‘interoperability’ is almost completely lacking. There are only three instances in the data that the 

word is mentioned: two are letters from Congress Members to President Trump and one is a letter 

shared by the F-35 Caucus from retired military officers to the chair and ranking member of the HASC. 

In two instances, the word has been uttered by an outside expert  and in only one statement, it has 

been uttered by Members of Congress themselves:  

 
54  However, such a conclusion was recently made in another context by Representative Adam Smith (D-WA), 
Chairman of the HASC at the time of writing: “The idea that we can build a military large enough and strong 
enough to dominate China in the modern world is not realistic and is fraught with danger.” (Smith in Howe 2021.)  
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“The F-35 Program has strengthened our alliances and extended the reach of our network with 
new partnerships. Procurement of the F-15X undermines our commitment to the F-35, detracts 
from our credibility in deterring common adversaries, and devalues allied investment in 5th 
generation aircraft capabilities and interoperability. (Veasey, Turner et al. 2019b, #219.) 

 

The example is from a letter that urges President Trump not to introduce cuts to the F-35 program. It 

is also one of the very few mentions of U.S. allies and partners in the statements. A concern for the 

future of the F-35 program is coupled with an unusual emphasis on allies and partnerships, which can 

be interpreted as a response to a more general concern for the United States’ traditional role in the 

world that many Members of Congress felt during the Trump presidency.55 Yet, such considerations 

were not featured in the F-35 statements more widely, with a great majority of Congress Members 

seeing the F-35 program only from the perspective of the United States. It is also worth noting that the 

few mentions of interoperability or program partners are all to be found in statements whose primary 

audience is not the constituents of the Congress Members. Interoperability and the role of partner 

nations is clearly not a perspective that is highlighted for the larger domestic public, which is somewhat 

to be expected. However, with focusing on the United States alone, Congress Members are dismissing 

a significant aspect of the F-35 program and communicating a view that ignores allies and partners. 

Such a worldview implies that the world is predominantly defined by competition between a couple 

of states; that there are only a handful of states that matter in the world and that other states only 

matter in the context of this overarching competition (Doehler 2020).  Such communication continues 

the long-held tradition of raising the United States onto an exceptional level and allows for framing 

the F-35 as a vehicle for projecting and exerting American military and political power in the world.  

 

5.2.5. Discussion: An understanding of war and military power 

 
This sub-chapter 5.2. has exemplified the content of the strategic-technological frame identified in the 

F-35 statements. The aim is now to draw together the different components of the frame as well as 

interpret what kind of an understanding of war and military power arises based on them. The meanings 

that are assigned to the F-35 through the strategic-technological frame encompass an array of 

interconnected dimensions, revolving around the notion of American supremacy and dominance all 

over the world as well as protecting those who fly the F-35. At the most general level, the F-35 is 

presented as a contribution to ‘national security’. The discourse projects a sense of unprecedented 

change and mounting threats to American national security that can be overcome by the existence 

and use of the F-35. National security is understood first and foremost from a military perspective, 

with the assumption that relevant contributions to it are massive, high-tech weapons systems.  

 
55 See Caldwell and Lederman 2019, for example 
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The understanding of war and military power that emerges from the strategic-technological frame is 

large-scale, technology- and state-centric, and focused on force protection and great power 

competition. The frame reduces aspects of international military power and relations into a battle 

between great powers. The role of the F-35 is presented as a means to maintain or strengthen 

unparalleled American military power, which is perceived as global and massive. The threat imagery is 

very state-centric: In addition to the references to China and Russia specifically, it is obvious that an 

advanced or peer threat is a state actor, likely a great power. Non-state actors or states that are not 

considered as great powers are not recognized as possibly developing technologies that pose a threat 

to the United States. The framework of great power competition entails an implicit assumption that 

the setting for the F-35 is a major, large-scale conventional war against a symmetrical enemy. It is also 

clear that Congress Members understand war and military power in largely technological terms. What 

they consider as making actors powerful militarily is the level of technology that the actors possess. 

The frame also has an inclination to separate military issues from domestic political considerations.  

Even though the frame entails a perception of increasing complexity in the world, a focus on 

technology actually simplifies understandings of war and military power. If war is defined as a purely 

technical affair, other dimensions and considerations are easily ignored and the use of military force 

or preparing for war become subjects that do not need to be politically considered.  

 

In other countries taking part in the F-35 program, Srdjan Vucetic has found that debates on cost 

overruns, for example, have usually operated within a broader elite consensus on strategic 

considerations (Vucetic 2013, 654). This finding seems to hold true in the American context as well. 

The only Committee Member who seriously questioned the relevance of the F-35 in future conflicts 

was Representative Michael Waltz (R-FL). He argued in favor of so-called light attack aircraft as a 

necessary future capability in comparison to the F-35, which he dubbed as “magnificent aircraft highly 

capable of dominating the skies, but at the expense of optimal support to American troops on the 

ground” (Waltz 2019, #222). This is the only instance that recognizes a future scenario in which the F-

35 is not seen as an optimal capability. All other Members have seen the security environment and 

possible future conflicts in a way that rationalizes the F-35. Indeed, war and military power are seen 

through the F-35 and its perceived capabilities. The entire discourse on war and military power is 

constructed through the lens of what the F-35 can provide, making the spectrum of conflict and 

relevant adversaries very narrow. Yet, even those adversaries that are recognized as relevant do not 

seem to pose real threats to the United States. Many Members of Congress represent a generation of 

Americans that has not experienced a great power adversary that is a peer competitor to the United 

States during their careers, which may easily lead to dismissing the idea of a decline in American 

hegemony.  
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5.3. Apolitical patriotic frame   

 

The examination of the frames so far has suggested that the F-35 statements are also permeated with 

a type of discourse that focuses on more abstract and sentimental dimensions: feelings of national 

pride, highlighting the role of American soldiers, emphasizing a certain one-mindedness when it comes 

to issues of defense, and so on. An examination of the last of the three frames, the apolitical patriotic 

frame, concludes the analysis by directing attention towards such sentiments. The apolitical patriotic 

frame collects all the aspects of the discourse that treat the F-35 and related defense spending above 

the normal realm of political differences, motivated by patriotic sentiments. As with the strategic-

technological frame, the apolitical patriotic frame was initially considered as two distinct frames; 

however, it became evident that although some aspects of such framing emphasize a sense of 

patriotism more, while others focus more on the apolitical dimension, both tend to separate politics 

from matters of war and invoke a sense of unity and solidarity when it comes to the F-35. It was 

therefore interpreted that the two sides ought to be treated as one frame. The frame is unsurprisingly 

marked by an absence of negative tones towards the F-35, with positive and neutral tones together 

constituting over 90 percent of the frame incidents. The primary perspective is heavily local, with two 

thirds (66 percent) of the statements voicing a local perspective or a mix of local and another 

perspective. The frame was encountered across all topic categories, but was particularly prominent in 

items dealing with base locations and the defense budget. Republican members gave voice to the 

frame slightly more often (56 percent) than their Democratic counterparts (44 percent).  

 

The key concepts that were identified as constituting the apolitical patriotic frame included mentions 

of American soldiers; references to bipartisanship and the ‘nonpartisan nature’ of defense issues; 

references to a constitutional duty to provide for defense; as well as individual words, such as ‘pride’, 

and ‘honor’. The key concept of ‘sequestration’, despite referring to the economic realm, was also 

interpreted to constitute the frame. This sub-chapter approaches these elements through three 

overlapping themes: patriotic sentiments (sub-chapter 5.3.1.), the American soldier as the centerpiece 

(5.3.2.), and the F-35 as a nonpartisan constitutional obligation, threatened by budget cuts (5.3.3.). A 

discussion part draws these components together by discussing how they work to invoke a sense of 

national unity and present the F-35 as something bigger than ‘just an aircraft’ (5.3.4.) 

 

5.3.1. Patriotic sentiments 

 

In the F-35 statements, Members of Congress frequently express that they are ‘proud’ of their local 

community or state’s role in the manufacturing or hosting the F-35 and that the aircraft has ‘the 
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unwavering support’ of the community. Congress Members also ‘take great pride’ in passing the NDAA 

and related funding for the F-35: for example, Representative Veasey notes that “I’m proud to have 

helped secure this funding in Congress as we developed the defense budget, and will continue to 

support the jobs of the men and women who help build this aircraft" (Veasey 2018, #217). As already 

exemplified by Senator Cruz in connection to the strategic-technological frame, technology and its 

manufacturing are also framed as sources of pride: “As the world's premier fighter aircraft, we are 

proud that these amazing machines are manufactured right here in Texas" (Cruz 2017a, #46). The 

proud sentiment towards the F-35 is often linked to a sense of being part of an historical continuum, 

a proud American tradition of providing for the military, as exemplified by Senator Sullivan: 

 
Touring Lockheed Martin’s F-35 factory today and seeing thousands of Americans working hard 
to build our nation’s next great fighter aircraft instills an immense sense of patriotism. It is 
equally inspiring to know that some of the aircraft we saw will soon arrive in Alaska and continue 
the legacy of other historic airframes in protecting our northern flank and ensuring American air 
dominance for decades to come. (Sullivan 2019a, #176.)  

 

The kind of pride that the F-35 instills is precisely national pride and patriotism, indicating that the 

aircraft is not just a material artifact but something that is particularly ‘American’. As building the 

aircraft and hosting it at a military base are framed as a patriotic thing to do, the F-35 becomes 

something much bigger and more meaningful, something that defines the United States. In similar 

contexts, the Members also talk a lot about ‘honor’, ‘commitment’, ‘community support’, and being 

‘pro-military’. In connection to the 138th Fighter Wing in Tulsa, Oklahoma being considered as a base 

candidate for the F-35, the Oklahoma congressional delegation wrote in a letter in 2015 that  

 
We believe that the strategic advantages of 138th FW, coupled with the unparalleled Oklahoma 
community and Congressional support, make it the best choice for beddown of the F- 35A. […] 
We have met with our constituents, local business leaders and elected officials, and we can 
assure you that there is extensive local and state support for bringing the F-35A to Tulsa. […] 
Oklahoma is unsurpassed in its support for our military. (Inhofe, Bridenstine et al. 2015, #69.) 

 
The Oklahoma delegation notes that there is “extensive local and state support for bringing the F-35A 

to Tulsa” and that makes the state “the best choice for beddown of the F-35A”, while also suggesting 

that unsurpassed support for the military means supporting the arrival of the F-35 unquestionably. 

With framing the F-35 as equivalent to wider support for the military, the conclusion seems to be that 

patriotic Americans support and do not question the F-35.  A similar example is provided by the 

Missouri congressional delegation, led by SASC members Blunt and McCaskill, who urged the Air Force 

to consider Whiteman AFB as an operational location for the F-35 in 2016:  

 
Missouri is proud to be a partner to the United States Air Force and our state leaders join us in 
our shared commitment to working with you to make Whiteman the best possible home for the 
Joint Strike Fighter. […] We take great pride in supporting our military members and work hard 
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to continually protect and strengthen our military installations. As representatives of a pro-
military state, we have worked together in a bipartisan and bicameral way to support our 
military service members and their families. (Blunt & McCaskill 2016a, #33; 2016b, #34) 

 

The Missouri delegation frames the F-35 as a source of pride having extensive community support in 

“a pro-military state” that would provide the “best possible home” for the F-35. Throughout the 

research material, there are numerous utterances where a military base is referred to as a ‘home’ for 

the F-35.  The prolificacy of references to providing a home for the F-35 indicates that the aircraft is 

seen as something bigger and more meaningful than just physical equipment – it is almost like a living 

organism that ‘lives’ somewhere and needs some place to call ‘home’. The long-standing status of the 

American (military) airplane as an object of reverence and personification endows the F-35 with 

qualities of life and simultaneously makes the local community part of something larger than itself. 

The letter by the Oklahoma delegation discussed above was also accompanied by a press release 

including comments from Senator Inhofe, who took the patriotic sentiment a step further: 

 
The Air Force need look no further than the 138th FW if it is looking for the most professional and 
proven combat ready Airmen with unmatched community support. The support for our military, 
their families and their mission is unconditional in Oklahoma. There is no greater sound than the 
sound of freedom. (Inhofe 2015, #69.) 

 
Not only does Senator Inhofe argue that the arrival of the F-35 is universally and proudly supported in 

home state, his reference to ‘the sound of freedom’ also casts the F-35 as a something that stands for 

the United States itself. ‘The sound of freedom’ is a phrase used to describe the sound that a fighter 

plane produces, implying that an American fighter does not produce a deafening noise, but a 

glamorous sound that rings with the might of ‘American freedom’. The phrase was also found in other 

statements in the corpus. On the occasion of Beaufort, South Carolina being chosen as a location for 

F-35 squadrons, Representative Joe Wilson (R-SC)  noted that “I look forward to expanding the ‘Sound 

of Freedom' in the Lowcountry and welcome the jobs and community excitement that will surely follow 

the decision" and "[w]hat an exciting day for Lowcountry residents and the ‘Fighter family' as we 

celebrate the ‘Sound of Freedom' in South Carolina” (Wilson 2010a, #225; 2010b, #226).  

 

The ‘sound of freedom’ illustrates well the reverence for the military airplane. The phrase connects 

the widely-recognized American cultural theme of ‘freedom’ to a piece of military equipment, 

provoking strong emotions and an iconic visual image of the aircraft mid-flight. It insinuates that the 

F-35 brings ‘American freedom’ to places where the fighter is used, symbolizing American military 

might in the world. The noise produced by the fighter, which could also be framed as a negative issue 

impacting residents and the environment, is presented as something exceptionally magnificent, 

something to be proud of and representing nothing less than America itself. Considered as one of those 
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themes that are so quintessentially American, freedom is a concept that does not need to be 

mentioned often to have a profound effect on the framing of the F-35. A mental image with such 

emotional potential associated with the culturally resonant theme of freedom has immense capacity 

to influence public perceptions and levels of public support for the F-35.  

 

As discussed earlier, Senator McCain was particularly critical as to the costs of the F-35 and the 

mismanagement he perceived as plaguing the F-35 program. However, when he discussed a local issue, 

his home state of Arizona receiving F-35s to be hosted at one of its military bases, his tone changed 

dramatically and he expressed a proud patriotic sentiment. The basing decisions led him to conclude 

that he was “encouraged that the overall program is moving in the right direction” (McCain 2012c, 

#107) and “cautiously optimistic about the F-35 program” (McCain 2013, #108).  Welcoming the first 

operational units of the F-35 to Marine Corps Air Station Yuma, Arizona in 2012, Senator McCain 

remarkably tied the event to an exceptional American responsibility exemplified by two local Marines, 

who lost their lives in Afghanistan. He started by noting that  

 
[i]t is no coincidence that the Marines chose Yuma and the Air Force chose Luke Air Force Base 
for the stationing of these initial F-35s: The flying weather is perfect; the Barry M. Goldwater 
range is the premier air-to-ground training range in the country; and the communities across our 
State are unparalleled in their dedication to our military. […] Today marks the beginning of Joint 
Strike Fighters' flying over the skies of Arizona for perhaps the next fifty years. That's another 
fifty years for the City of Yuma and the State of Arizona to do their part to help ensure that this 
great Nation remains strong and secure. I know that we will all do so, and for this we should all 
be both humbled and proud. 

 
Senator McCain first stated that the “unparalleled dedication of Arizona communities to the military” 

was one of the reasons why Arizona is the perfect location for the F-35 and connected the F-35 to the 

strength and security of the nation, a cause that should make everyone “humbled and proud”. He then 

went on to associate the two fallen soldiers to the occasion: 

 
We honor Sgt. Atwell and Lt. Col. Raible not simply for their heroism in facing death, but for their 
life of service. We honor them because of how they lived - devoting every day to serving a just 
cause that is greater than any one of us: the special cause of our Country, the higher calling of 
the Marine Corps and the moral responsibility that rests with each of us to leave the world a 
better place than we found it. […] Sgt. Atwell and Lt. Col. Raible did their duty. The unique 
responsibility now rests more heavily with us to carry on their precious work of securing and 
bettering our country. […] With the arrival today of what may be the greatest combat aircraft in 
the history of the world to its home in Yuma, I am confident that this great city and our beloved 
state of Arizona will now contribute another important chapter to the defense of the country we 
all cherish so dearly. (McCain 2012c, #107.) 

 
Not only does the passage above associate the heroic soldiers and a sense of duty to the arrival of the 

F-35, it also ties the “greatest combat aircraft in the history of the world” to the “special cause of the 

United States”, thus framing the military airplane as signifying American national greatness, even a 
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sense of exceptionalism. Such framing of the F-35 as instilling proud, patriotic sentiments works to 

elevate the fighter onto a higher level of meaning – a symbol of American hegemony in the world. 

 

5.3.2. The American soldier as the centerpiece 

 
While the economic frame places the American worker and the American taxpayer at the center of the 

F-35 discourse, the apolitical patriotic frame often focuses on the American soldier, as also evident in 

the examples by Senator McCain above. For example, Representative Turner provided a context for 

his support of the 2020 NDAA and additional funding for the F-35 program by noting that “[o]ne of the 

most important jobs I have as a Member of Congress is supporting our troopsέ (Turner 2019b, #198). 

Throughout the data, the purpose of mentioning American soldiers seems to be to draw a connection 

between ‘supporting the troops’ and supporting the F-35. Senator Sullivan wrote in 2016 about an 

announcement that F-35As will be hosted in Fairbanks, Alaska: 

 
When I was in Fairbanks recently for the F-35 announcement, I talked, as I do often, about 
Alaska’s triad of U.S. military might. But it occurred to me that we really have four pillars of 
strength. The fourth is our welcoming and supportive communities that treat our military 
service members as if they are family. As long as Alaskans continue to support our troops, we’ll 
continue to be successful in making the case that Alaska’s military power and capability are 
second to none, benefiting our great state and country. (Sullivan 2016b, #172.)  
 

For Senator Sullivan, supporting the troops and welcoming the F-35 into the local community 

contribute to the military might of the country. The notion of force protection also has significant 

overlaps with ‘the support the troops’ component of the apolitical patriotic frame. Applauding a 

contract announcement by the Pentagon and Lockheed Martin in 2019, the F-35 Caucus issued a 

statement focused on the protection of American service members: 

 
[The announcement of the F-35 Lot 12-14 contract will] ensure that our nation's military has the 
tools it needs to defend our country and protect those that serve us.[…] This is a vital step for 
continued support of the selfless service members who risk their lives each day to protect our 
freedom. (Veasey, Turner et al. 2019d, #221.) 

 
Such a focus on the protection of service members exemplifies a tendency of the statements to portray 

the F-35 as being “for the troops”, so that they can “get the job done”– the F-35 is not a capability to 

reach the strategic goals of the country, it’s for those who “fight for us” (Byrne 2018, #36). The F-35 is 

also commonly framed as a ‘resource’ or ‘a tool’ that the service members need. As the state of 

Michigan was considered to host an F-35 mission, Senator Peters noted that  “it is vital that our brave 

men and women in uniform have the resources and support they need to safely conduct military 

operations and protect the homeland” (Peters 2017d, #140). Announcing an F-35 production contract 

in Fort Worth, Texas, Representative Veasey noted that he “remains committed to supporting 
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America’s troops by giving them the best tools in the field to get the job done and secure the safety of 

our nation” (Veasey 2013, #201). Indeed, utterances revolving around the American soldier reveal that 

the ‘support the troops’ narrative creates a personalized need for the aircraft. The personalized need 

entails that supporting American troops means supporting the funding of military equipment. 

 

5.3.3. A nonpartisan constitutional duty, threatened by budget cuts  

 
A third important component in the apolitical patriotic frame has to do with how defense spending 

and investments in the F-35 program are perceived politically and in relation to other public sectors. 

A common way to highlight the importance of spending related to the F-35 and to voice congressional 

agreement thereof is to mention ‘bipartisanship’. As a context for passing the 2013 NDAA, including F-

35 development and acquisition funding, Senator Lieberman noted that: 

 
I have always believed that government has no more fundamental responsibility than to provide 
for the common defense, and that passing the annual defense authorization act is an essential 
part of that responsibility for all members elected to Congress. In an era characterized by 
partisan gridlock, this bill has now been passed every single year since 1961 with overwhelming 
bipartisan support, providing a hopeful example that Congress can still come together on the 
most important challenges facing our country. (Lieberman 2012, #97.) 

 

Senator Lieberman notes that despite partisan gridlock in Congress, defense spending continues to be 

an issue with “overwhelming bipartisan support”, making it possible for Congress to be united in 

fulfilling its most important responsibility. The common references to bipartisanship and the 

fundamentality of defense spending suggest that Congress should rise above partisan differences 

when it comes to such issues. According to Senator King, “[The NDAA] is an example of how governing 

should work: elected officials from across the nation putting aside partisanship to do the serious work 

of providing for the common defense” (King 2019a, #80). Adherence to party politics is clearly seen as 

something negative, getting in the way of providing for the defense of the nation. On the passage of 

the 2014 NDAA and funding for the F-35 program, Representative Bishop noted that  

 
[t]he NDAA also funds new infrastructure projects at Hill Air Force Base to prepare for the 
anticipated arrival of the F-35 Joint Strike Fighter. I sincerely hope that the Senate will consider 
setting aside their typical partisan antics in order to do what is right for the country. This is not 
a bill that ought to be leveraged in a political fight. (Bishop 2013d, #8.) 

 

Setting aside “typical partisan antics” instead of engaging in “a political fight” illustrate the negative 

views of politics and government that taint how Americans regard party politics.56 Appealing to a 

 
56 A negative perception of political parties can be traced back to the Constitution, which is silent on the subject 
of political parties. The Founding Fathers did not originally intend for American politics to be partisan and warned 
of the dangers of domestic political factions (Constitution of the United States; Hamilton 1787; Madison 1787). 
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culturally prevalent perception of (party) politics as something dislikable works to elevate one sector 

of government above others and onto a level that should not involve political debate.  Members of the 

Armed Services Committees frequently evoke the bipartisan traditions as identified earlier in this 

thesis, sometimes even very explicitly: Representative Hartzler noted in connection to the 2021 NDAA 

and the F-35 program that bipartisanship is the “long-standing tradition of this subcommittee” and 

that “[w]e all recognize the need for 5th generation aircraft given the threats we face” (Hartzler 2020, 

#65). However, references to bipartisanship seem to be less about ‘cooperation’ or ‘compromise’, 

which would follow from negotiations and debate between the two parties and more about presenting 

the F-35 and related defense spending as a nonpartisan issue of consensus, or even unanimity, above 

the day-to-day politics of Washington. Such a position was explicitly voiced by Senator McCaskill: 

 
I'm proud of the bipartisan effort and cooperation that went into drafting this [NDAA] 
legislation, because doing the right thing for our servicemembers and the defense of our nation 
is a non-partisan issue. (McCaskill 2012, #121.)  

 

Such references aim at creating a sense of united support for the F-35 – free debate and compromise 

are not the expectation, but rather the absence of them. Wartime rhetoric often calls for national unity 

at home with the assumption that a united nation can execute a war successfully57, but based on the 

F-35 statements it seems that such an expectation is also at play in anticipation of future wars as well. 

In an age marked by intense political polarization and a lack of common priorities at Capitol Hill, it 

seems that the F-35 is seen by Congress Members as an instrument to uphold a bipartisan 

congressional agenda, which has the capacity to influence institutional and individual approval.  

 

Another related component in the apolitical patriotic frame is references to a ‘constitutional duty’ or 

‘obligation’. Those references are also frequently made in connection to passing the NDAA and 

mentioning the F-35 as one of the budget authorizations. In 2019, Senator Sullivan discussed the 

authorization for 90 F-35 aircraft by noting that “[t]he passage of this year’s NDAA – the fifty-ninth 

successive passage of this bill – shows that members of Congress can rise above partisan politics to 

perform their most important constitutional duty, to provide for the common defense” (Sullivan 

2019b, #177). For Senator Inhofe, passing the Act and increasing the production rate of the F-35 in 

2013 were also a “constitutional duty” and a “solemn responsibility” (Inhofe 2013b, #68). The 

nonpartisan nature of defense issues and the ‘constitutional duty’ to provide for defense are also 

visible in statements discussing possible cuts to the defense budget. For example, Representative 

 
In recent years, Americans have been found to show discontent, even antipathy toward the party system and 
the parties themselves, increasingly accompanied by a perception of deepening political polarization (Gold 2015) 
and the rise of so-called negative partisanship (Abramowitz and Webster 2018). 
57 See George Gallup 1942, for example.  
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Turner noted in 2017 that “[p]laying politics and using billions of our national defense budget as a 

bargaining chip needs to end now. Our troops face enough uncertainty – their budget shouldn’t be on 

the list of things they need to worry about.” (Turner 2017d, #191.)  Not only does the statement rebuke 

political debate when it comes to defense spending but it also elevates one sector of government and 

its employees above others by stating that this sector should not have concerns about its funding. Also 

worried about the effect of budget cuts on the F-35 in 2012, Representative Bishop stated: 

 
I am pleased that the Air Force remains committed to the F-35 as being the backbone of the 
future Air Force, and it appears that Hill AFB's designation as the location for the first operational 
squadron of F-35s remains secure.  [But] I remain concerned that cuts to defense are going too 
far and are too deep. We have a Constitutional obligation to provide for the common defense 
of our country.  (Bishop 2012, #4) 

 

 ‘A constitutional obligation’ expresses the ideas of patriotism and nationalism and elevates defense 

spending onto an extraordinary level. Such ideas were also featured in statements including mentions 

of ‘sequestration’, the 2011 budget mechanism triggering across-the-board cuts. The mechanism was 

widely discussed in a negative tone, but the criticism did not take forms that are critical of public 

spending – quite the contrary: the items mentioning sequestration present it as something that 

threatens the F-35 as an apolitical priority:  According to Senator Chambliss, the F-35 would ensure air 

superiority for the U.S. for decades, but the “arithmetic targets mandated by a draconian budget 

cutting exercise” were threatening to cut away funding from it  (Chambliss 2011, #37). With the word 

‘draconian’, Senator Chambliss’s view of the mechanism is particularly harsh, even cruel.  

 

Indeed, the items discussing the possible effects of sequestration on the F-35 program often refer to 

a sense of irrationality or downright insanity of the government. Discussing the delivery of the F-35 to 

Utah, Senator Lee et al. noted in a press release in 2013 that “[s]equestration is having a devastating 

effect on the readiness of the Air Force […]. We must have a balanced budget and return fiscal sanity 

to Washington in order to return readiness to our fighting forces." (Lee et al. 2013a, #83.) In 2012, 

sequestration threatened the arrival of a squadron of F-35s to South Carolina, leading Senator Graham 

to state that it “represent[s] a dangerous and mindless approach to our national security” that “will 

hollow out the most effective military in the history of the world” (Graham 2011, #58). Sequestration 

was often described as behavior without a concern for consequences, with Congress Members 

rebuking the mechanism as a mindless and arbitrary government meddling in the affairs of the military. 

Despite having been approved by Congress itself, it was presented as something that no one wanted 

but was imposed on the nation by ‘the government’. Contrary to the case of Italy, where Cottichia 

found frames to convincingly link expenditures of a “flawed aircraft” with the financial crisis (2016, 

207), the American logic went the other way around: The crisis and the ensuing debt-ceiling and 
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automatic budget cuts were not seen as reasons to decrease investments in the F-35 program, but as 

threatening it. Sequestration was seen as a political choice, contrasted with the assertion that 

spending related to the F-35 should not be treated as one.   

 

5.3.4. Discussion: United we stand 

 
The meaning of the F-35 that the apolitical patriotic frame conveys is replete with cultural tokens that 

repeat familiar master story lines of national unity and military issues as outside the normal realm of 

politics. The F-35 is framed as a source of national pride and something that evokes patriotic 

sentiments, indicating that the aircraft is not just a material artifact but something that defines 

‘Americanness’. Connecting a widely-recognized American cultural theme to a piece of military 

equipment, the ‘sound of freedom’ phrase illustrates well how the F-35 comes to represent  America 

itself. Simultaneously, the people involved with the F-35 – assembling, hosting, flying, funding, or 

simply admiring it – also become part of something larger and more meaningful. Pisano noted in his 

account of the airplane and American culture that “the people who design, build, and use the airplane, 

and all of the social institutions that go along with those activities, play a subordinate role” to the 

aircraft (Pisano 2003, 8). It seems that the opposite characterizes the military aircraft: the people 

involved with it become part of something bigger and more meaningful just by association.  

 

All the components of the apolitical patriotic frame work to invoke a sense of unity and to place the F-

35 as outside the normal realm of political differences. The constant calls for bipartisanship and 

references to a constitutional duty, coupled with a perception of a mindless government threatening 

the F-35, entail that free political debate and partisan differences should not be present in the realm 

of national defense. Elevating defense issues onto an apolitical level is often accompanied by 

references to soldiers who deserve unwavering support as the primary beneficiaries of the F-35. The 

‘support the troops’ narrative portrays the American soldier flying the F-35 as a hero, calls for the 

undisputed support of the American public, and makes the protection of soldiers a primary concern in 

wars. ‘Support the troops’ discourse does not engage the question of why and how the United States 

prepares for war, but works to stifle critical voices. Placing the American soldier at the discursive 

forefront depoliticizes armed conflict and support for the troops as a matter of consensus. As 

Fitzgerald (2019) notes, the American soldier is often the centerpiece of remembering past wars and 

celebrating recent wars. Based on the F-35 statements, it seems that the soldier is cast in a similar role 

in the anticipation of future wars as well. The soldier not only creates a personified need for the F-35, 

but implicitly also entails the assumption that war and military power are about protecting and saving 

the soldier. Such a line of thinking makes it difficult to question the use of force already before the 
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onset of military action. The prominent cultural status of the American soldier, defense issues as 

apolitical, and the patriotic sentiments associated with them therefore limit how Americans are able 

to debate matters of military force and the planning for future warfare.  

 

5.4.  Overlaps and diffusion of the three frames 

 

As discussed above, congressional statements regarding the F-35 have broadly expressed three distinct 

but overlapping discourses, each reflecting different ways of framing the fighter. One is a discourse on 

economics, focusing on the positive economic impacts as well as the negative financial aspects of the 

F-35 program. The second one is a discourse on war and military power and what those will look like 

in the future, voiced through the strategic-technological frame. The third is a discourse of patriotic 

sentiments, national greatness, and unity, expressed through the apolitical patriotic frame. Before 

moving on to discussing how the meanings assigned to the F-35 relate to American strategic culture, 

it is important to note that despite the clear division of this analysis chapter into three sub-chapters, 

the frames identified in this study actually have considerable overlaps – both in their use and in their 

content. This final sub-chapter sheds light on how the frames have been used together and how they 

become diffused with one another, recognizing that the full extent of their cultural appeal becomes 

visible and understandable only in close connection with one another.  

 

Starting with the overlaps in the use of the frames, the congressional F-35 discourse has been marked 

by the presence of multiple frames being utilized simultaneously. This is not to say that all the 

statements reflected multiple or the same combination of frames, but a majority of the statements 

included two, or in some cases all three of the frames. Although the economic frame has been the 

dominant one, very frequently it was accompanied by either the strategic-technological or the 

apolitical patriotic frame. Many items also reflected all three of the frames, sometimes in a manner 

that made it difficult to even determine which frame was the primary one. These observations indicate 

how powerful and prevalent the three frames actually are: it seems that it has been impossible for the 

Members of the HASC and the SASC to discuss the F-35 by framing it in alternative ways. An example 

of multiple frames being used simultaneously is provided by the Connecticut congressional delegation 

who issued a statement regarding a contract deal for F-35 fighters in 2017:  

 
This is welcome news for our men and women in uniform who rely on the F-35 to maintain our 
unparalleled air superiority. This latest contract reflects years of efforts to cut costs, increase 
efficiency, and improve production. Today's announcement will help support thousands of jobs 
at Connecticut's Pratt & Whitney and the hundreds of suppliers throughout the state. This 
aircraft is indispensable to our national security, and we will continue to fight for full production 
without delay. (Blumenthal et al. 2017b, #28.)  
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A focus on American “men and women in uniform” first elevates the issue as an apolitical, national 

concern, then refers to the strategic position of the United States with “unparalleled air superiority”, 

mentions efforts to cut costs and improve efficiency, and finishes off with the employment effects of 

the contract. There is simply nothing in this passage that anyone could oppose, as all the overlapping 

ways of framing the F-35 increase the salience of the issue. This example also illustrates that in 

statements whose primary audience is the constituents of the Congress Members, military-strategic 

considerations and references are almost always accompanied and supported by the presence of the 

economic frame or the apolitical patriotic frame. As strategic aspects are likely less familiar to most 

constituents and have fewer direct or visible impacts on the public at large, the inclusion of the other 

two frames makes the issue more tangible to constituents. A further example, a letter to President 

Trump from the F-35 Caucus in 2019, reveals that strategic framing becomes more convincing when 

accompanied by the other two frames also in statements directed at an elite audience:  

 
Mr. President, we must ensure that the men and women protecting our freedom have the best, 
most advanced capabilities that we have to offer. With the advancing threats today, we cannot 
afford to fight and deter a war without at least 50% of our fighter fleet as F-35 aircraft. The F-35 
is more capable, will be more affordable, and the manufacturing line has capacity to deliver 
additional aircraft protecting the strong US manufacturing base. (Veasey et al. 2019b, #219.) 

 

Another dimension of how the frames overlap and work together has to do with the content of the 

frames. Despite constituting a separate frame of its own, the discourse that has been associated with 

the apolitical patriotic frame actually permeates the other two frames as well. That is a discourse of 

national greatness, supremacy, and unity, which is an undertone throughout the research material. 

When the economic frame focuses on F-35-related job opportunities as a source of national pride and 

as contributing to the security of the nation, and when the strategic-technological frame refers to 

American airpower and technology as means to maintain superiority and exert dominance, the 

underlying theme in both is the self-characterization of a hegemonic position in the world. The 

employees and industries manufacturing the F-35 are framed as part of a broader community working 

towards “keeping America safe”,  translating to a sense of national identity and greatness.  The military 

and its resources are also a source of pride and honor, as those are the means that the country needs 

to wield its extraordinary power. Overlapping significantly with the two other discourses, aspects of 

the apolitical patriotic discourse can therefore be interpreted to form an ‘umbrella narrative’ that is 

more or less present in all the statements in the corpus. The umbrella narrative of national greatness 

and unity is a means for self-characterization and reflects an American attempt to hold on to its 

traditional political, economic, and military power in a world increasingly marked by challenges to such 

a role. The discussion part of the thesis, chapter 6 below, further elaborates on this argument. 
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6. DISCUSSION: THE CULTURAL MEANINGS OF THE F-35 

 

This thesis has explored how Members of the HASC and the SASC have framed the F-35 fighter and the 

related acquisition and development program for the domestic audience. The framing of the F-35 

answers the question of ‘why must the U.S. have the F-35?’ as well as places the aircraft in a broader 

context. Framing reflects the human need to attribute issues with significance, emphasizing that a 

particular way of seeing the subject is important or the only view that matters. As with everything, 

meaning is not intrinsic to the F-35 – it is constructed in discourse by highlighting something and fading 

out something else. The previous chapter demonstrated that the F-35 discourse has been marked by 

three distinct but overlapping frames that were based on broad, culturally appealing concepts and 

story lines. The several strands in this analysis are now brought together by discussing in more detail 

what kinds of meanings are conveyed through the three frames. This chapter first considers the 

framing of the F-35 in relation to American strategic culture (6.1.), interprets the meanings that the 

frames convey by conceptualizing the F-35 as a symbol (6.2.), and finally returns to the idea of the 

United States as ‘a culture of war’ (6.3.). It is suggested that the process and impacts of framing the F-

35 are rooted in the existence of an American culture of war that rests on a host of cultural values, 

beliefs, and practices regarding war and military issues in American society.  

 

6.1.  F-35 frames and American strategic culture  

 

When it comes to defense procurement, the decision making processes and the related discourses are 

not based purely on the conditions and requirements of a particular moment in time, nor are they 

based on material resources alone. They rely on predictions of the future on one hand, and are steeped 

in the country’s history and culture on the other. As frames derive their appeal from existing cultural 

narratives and place the object of discussion in a previously familiar context, an understanding of 

American culture helps make sense of how such issues are presented and debated in the United States. 

Those textual elements of the F-35 statements that trigger a sense of a familiar context are 

characteristics or elements of American strategic culture – or in some cases, broader political culture 

– serving as familiar bits of language that resonate with the American audience. All the dominant 

frames identified in this study have their basis in American strategic culture, but some frame 

components can be better understood in the framework of broader political culture.  They provide a 

vocabulary for discussing the F-35 as a way to make profit from military acquisitions, as something that 

provides the continued hegemony of the United States, and as something that needs to be raised 

above the realm of political differences.  
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The economic frame gives voice to familiar understandings of private profit and economic success and 

reflects the enduring characteristics of industrialism and pork barrel politics that mark American 

strategic culture. An industrial approach to war coupled with a desire to create profit out of defense 

initiatives makes it acceptable, even expected, to frame weapons acquisitions in economic terms. On 

the other hand, criticism of the F-35 reflects a neoliberal strand of American political culture that 

wishes to ensure that public spending is efficient and responsible. The taxpayer trope in particular 

gives voice to a dissonance between the American culture of enormous military spending and the 

sanctity of private property. The American public has usually been accepting58 of the fact that the U.S. 

spends more than half of its discretionary spending on defense. Yet, the neoliberal strand does not 

trust the public sector when it comes to the efficient use of public funds. That leads Members of 

Congress to highlight the economic benefits of the F-35, while also guarding the taxpayer’s interests. 

The cultural ethos of the public sector as something negative and the F-35 program as a high-cost 

government project with countless problems has encouraged Members of Congress to not necessarily 

modify, but to broaden the framework of strategic culture. This serves the interest of winning public 

support not only for the F-35 but for Congress Members themselves, indicating that Members are 

strategic users of culture who may decide to broaden the perspective when it is serves their interests.  

 

The strategic-technological frame continues the tradition of large-scale, regular war, with massive 

threats but decisive victories and revolves around the notions of continued American hegemony and 

domination. Cottichia (2016) found that the Italian framing of the F-35 was concentrated on defensive 

capabilities and ensuring peace, and not on invoking war or projecting power. The American framing, 

on the other hand, showcases the nature and interests of a great power, very much focused on 

projecting power and providing offensive capabilities. Military power is not seen as an instrument of 

national defense, but as a tool to protect American interests around the world. American supremacy 

and domination are ways to compete with ‘increasing threats’ and specifically Russia and China, with 

the entire world as a theater for U.S. military power. Before the emergence of great power competition 

as the primary U.S. concern, the strategic F-35 discourse was quite vague, but the perception of great 

power rivalry towards the end of the decade made it more concrete and tangible. An understanding 

of war as regular, large-scale and aggressive is easy to translate to a framework of great power 

competition and to a capability such as the F-35. The F-35 is meant to be an instrument of air 

superiority with the purpose of being superior compared to any other aerial equipment. Such a goal 

stems from the view that war is not about defending the nation but protecting U.S. interests and 

overwhelming enemies with superior strength. How great power rivalries actually threaten the United 

 
58 See Gallup 2020, for example 
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States, besides by developing similar capabilities, is not suggested at all, and ‘global competition’ is 

stated as the reason for preparing for war. It is factors external to the United States that bring about 

the need for military competition and the possibility of war. Such an assumption reflects the enduring 

perception of the fundamental virtue of the United States.  

 

A technology-dominated view forms the backbone for a host of other assumptions in the framing of 

the F-35. Technology is seen as providing the United States with the ability to compete with great 

power adversaries below the level of armed conflict; defeat adversaries’ armed forces if necessary; 

rapidly deploy forces anywhere; and protect American soldiers. Despite American failures in the 

military operations of the 2000s, Members of Congress express confidence in US. material superiority 

and continue to believe that new technology will fundamentally change warfare. A discourse of 

technology as ‘revolutionary’ is easy to communicate: it is an established tradition in American 

strategic culture, it is an appealing simplification of the complexity of war, and it avoids any debate as 

to the political goals or justification of the existence and use of military capabilities.  

 

The apolitical patriotic frame constructs the meaning of the F-35 as a personified need of the soldier, 

as overall support for the military, and as the celebration of all things military. It portrays the F-35 as 

instilling national pride and as an issue that should not be subject to political debate. The separation 

of war and politics that was identified as a characteristic of American strategic culture thus expands to 

treat all defense and military issues as essentially apolitical and nonpartisan. It seems that the 

tendency of American strategic culture to avoid establishing political purposes for wars affects the way 

that all defense issues, including the rationale for military acquisitions, are discussed. If the 

foundations of why Americans spend on defense are not debated but accepted as an area of 

consensus, such discourse practices provide Congress Members with a means to present the F-35 as a 

nonpartisan priority in an age marked by deep partisan division and abysmal congressional approval 

rates. The characteristic of American strategic culture that sees war as a deviation from the norm of 

peace seems contradictory to the findings of this study: an overall observation is that not only does 

the F-35 discourse celebrate issues of war but it also normalizes them. The normalizing propensities 

will be further discussed as an element in the American ‘culture of war’ in sub-chapter 6.3. 

 

Certain traits of the F-35 discourse serve to elaborate on American strategic culture. Based on the F-

35 discourse, it can also be characterized as global, interest-driven (as opposed to national defense-

driven), state-centric, competitive, and focused on economic advantage (including the efficient use of 

public resources). These traits are not necessarily further characteristics in their own right but 

elaborations of the ones that were identified earlier. As strategic culture stems from political culture, 
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Members of Congress may with relative ease incorporate elements from the broader political culture 

into the framing of the F-35. For this reason, strategic culture is a useful framework for interpreting 

and understanding the political culture of defense procurement, but inadequate on its own. In framing 

the F-35, Members of Congress also anchor broader beliefs and values of the American society in 

defense and military issues. Focusing solely on the individual traits of strategic culture easily misses 

how the broader cultural bases of the frames conjointly form a consistent and appealing way to portray 

the F-35 for the domestic audience.   

 

6.2. ά¢ƘŜ C-ор ƛǎ ƴƻǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ŀƛǊŎǊŀŦǘέΥ ¢ƘŜ C-35 as a symbol  

 

A useful approach to draw together the meanings of the F-35 is to focus its symbolic role in 

congressional communication. A symbol is essentially “an entity which represents and stands for 

another entity” (Dittmar 1992, 6).  A fundamental feature of symbols is that they represent something 

not inherent in themselves, as they can join physical ‘things’ with references or meanings that point 

towards something else (Fornäs 1995, 146-148). Approaching material objects, such as the F-35, as 

symbols means focusing on their meanings beyond their tangible, physical characteristics. However, 

meaning is not intrinsic to a symbol itself: for an object to function as a symbol, it must have a shared 

reality in people’s minds. Symbols “can have meaning only to the extent that individuals share the 

belief that they possess that meaning.” (Dittmar 1992, 6; 79.) Nor does meaning reside in an object 

automatically – it needs to be interpreted by humans in a particular context that reduces the range of 

potential meanings to discern the one that is relevant in that particular case (Fornäs 1995, 187). 

 

The meanings that are at play when discussing the F-35 are intertwined in a multifaceted discourse 

that aims at framing the aircraft as something bigger or more meaningful - in the words of 

Representative Knight, “t]he F-35 Lighting II is not just another aircraft” (Knight 2018, #82). The 

‘something else’ that the F-35 makes us think about can be explicated through the three frames 

identified in this study: From an economic perspective, the F-35 stands for something fairly ordinary – 

a way to make a living and protecting private profit – while simultaneously encapsulating abstract ideas 

of prosperity, success, solidarity, and national identity. From the strategic-technological perspective, 

the F-35 signifies the continued technological superiority and advantage of the United States. The 

apolitical patriotic frame casts the F-35 as a symbol for national pride, as proof that Americans ‘support 

the troops’, and as a rare sign of bipartisanship at Capitol Hill.   

 

In addition to the meanings conveyed by the three frames, the aircraft also seems to have a broader 

symbolic role, expressed through ‘the umbrella narrative’ of national greatness and unity. That role 
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can be understood by adopting a so-called symbolic-communicational approach to material artifacts 

that draws a link between a material possession and the identity of its owner, as presented by social 

psychologist Helga Dittmar (1992). Dittmar argues that material artifacts communicate something 

about their owners, making it possible to view material possessions as symbols of identity. She 

emphasizes that for material objects to have symbolic meanings of identity, possessions must have a 

shared reality among people: a certain material object must be identified and recognized as signifying 

a particular kind of identity. As such, material objects can communicate aspects of the owner’s identity 

and thus serve as symbolic expressions of who the owner is. According to her, material symbols 

therefore “play a significant role in a variety of arenas of self-definition.” (Dittmar 1992, 9; 88-89; 93.)  

 

From this perspective, the F-35 as a material possession of the United States can be seen as a symbol 

for American national identity.59 All of the frames are filled with self-characterizations that paint a  

certain picture of the United States, revolving around the notions of strength, greatness, and 

supremacy that are reaffirmed by the ownership of the F-35 . The meaning of the F-35 is much more 

than a plane, comprised of metal, engines, weapons, computers, and so on. Nor is it just a piece of 

military equipment that has a functional purpose in military action – it stands for an emotional 

identification with the United States, for supporting American troops, for national unity, and for the 

continued hegemony of the country. It therefore has an ideational role beyond its functional purpose. 

Recalling how the F-35 as a military capability involves a way of thinking about how war is waged, 

congressional rhetoric takes such an ideational aspect a step further: For them, the aircraft symbolizes 

American political, military, technological, and economic might in the world. The symbolic-

communicational approach thus reinforces the conclusion that America’s sense of self as a hegemony 

is maintained and confirmed through the F-35. As such, the symbolic role of the F-35 offers a means 

of self-characterization in congressional discourse, reflecting an attempt by Members of Congress to 

hold on to the United States’ position as the world's only superpower and come to terms with 

increasing challenges to such a position. In communication directed at the domestic audience, there 

seems to be a disparity between the discourse at Capitol Hill and changes in the geopolitical position 

of the United States. Holding on to a notion of American hegemony, at least some Members of 

Congress seem to live in a different reality where there are no serious challenges to the United States.  

 

An important implication of this approach is that the meanings of material possessions will vary socio-

culturally (Dittmar 1992, 92). That is why the specific contexts of their study have to be taken into 

 
59 Material possessions as expressions of identity characterize all consumption-driven modern cultures to some 
extent, but the notion of signifying identity with a material ‘thing’ resonates particularly well with enduring 
American ideas, such as individualism, industrialism, and belief in the country’s material superiority. 
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account. A particular meaning is tied to the F-35 in a specific time and place, and those meanings might 

be different in other contexts. The conceptualization of the F-35 as a symbol that needs to have a 

shared reality relies on the notion of a shared American (political and strategic) culture. The speakers 

in the corpus use the F-35 as a symbol, but individual speakers do not ‘give’ the F-35 its symbolic 

meaning. The speakers internalize, reproduce, and/or modify the meanings in interaction with the 

public who interprets them. Those socially shared meanings are embedded in American strategic and 

political culture, which provide the milieu for discussing the F-35.  

 

6.3.  An !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ ΨŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǿŀǊΩ  

 

A possible way to conceptualize what it is that is ‘shared’ in American culture and makes the symbolic 

role of the F-35 possible is to conceive of the United States as ‘a culture of war’.  The term ‘culture of 

war’ has been used by scholars in at least two distinct but related senses: One focuses on the aspect 

of war, approaching the conduct of war itself as a culture. In essence, such accounts describe what 

war is like.60 The other sense, by contrast, focuses on the aspect of culture, arguing that the presence 

of war and institutions related to it impact a nation’s culture. Such accounts pay more attention to 

what can be said about culture, not war. This study adopts a consideration of the latter sense as an 

attempt to understand how American culture informs discussions such as the F-35. The 

conceptualization of an American culture of war captures the idea of a broader cultural context formed 

at the interplay of American political and strategic culture and places the process and impacts of 

framing the F-35 as rooted in its existence and public acceptance.  

 

From this perspective, Anthony Marsella (2011) has defined the American culture of war as an 

interlocking system of national meanings, beliefs, behaviors, institutions, and identities that consider 

violence, military force, and war necessary and justifiable in the pursuit of U.S. hegemonic global 

interests. The culture of war  also includes a broad domestic network of economic and political 

interests that benefit from military acquisitions. (Marsella 2011, 714; 20.) For Adrian R. Lewis (2012), 

the essence of the American culture of war is the elimination of the American people from the conduct 

of wars: professional armed forces and private military companies now conduct the wars of the United 

States, making war absent from most individuals’ lives (Lewis 2012, 1). Although American strategic 

culture has traditionally treated war as an aberration, being disconnected from the actual conduct of 

 
60  For example, John Dower (2008; 2010) recounts what kinds of cultures of war are reflected in the U.S. response 
to the attack on Pearl Harbor and the war with Japan compared to the response to the 9/11 attacks and 
subsequent war in Iraq. In thinking comparatively about war, he considers what that reveals about the culture 
of the conduct of war. 
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wars has resulted in Americans starting to talk casually about war (Bromwich in Marsella 2011, 720). 

Consequently, issues related to war have become normalized in American society. As evident in the F-

35 discourse, military artifacts designed for the purposes of war are discussed in a manner that 

disconnects the public from the idea of actual war by treating them as mundane economic impacts 

and as making war a primarily technical affair.  

 

The normalization of war has ironically made it both ordinary and extraordinary, unnoticed but hyper-

visual at the same time, as noted by Lucaites and Simons (2017). Perversely, the disconnection from 

war has also led Americans to glorify and celebrate all things military and to believe that military 

strength guarantees power in the world. Andrew Bacevich (2005) notes that “Americans in our own 

time have fallen prey to militarism, manifesting itself in a romanticized view of soldiers, a tendency to 

see military power as the truest measure of national greatness, and outsized expectations regarding 

the efficacy of force” (Bacevich 2005, 2). The case of the F-35 illustrates how the culture of war 

celebrates, commemorates, and honors issues and objects associated with war and military power, 

making war continuously present in American society. 

 

Through the discursive processes that Members of Congress have used to give the F-35 meaning, the 

realities of actual conduct of war are minimized while the normalized and glorified aspects are 

magnified. Such discourse practices make it possible to frame military artifacts as economic and 

technological issues while emotionally associating them with meanings of national identity. Those 

practices also help realize, maintain, and strengthen the institutions that support war in American 

society and result in Americans being willing to accept massive public spending for the purposes of 

war. Indeed, the processes and impacts of framing the F-35 exhibit a discursive institutionalization61 

of war in American culture. Institutions precisely set the limits for discussing issues and regulate 

societal behavior. This is how discourse practices become shared ‘rules’ of how to talk and think about 

issues such as the F-35 fighter. Therefore, the culture of war can also be seen as setting limits on what 

is possible in American discourses regarding war, military power, and military artifacts.  

 

The idea of an American culture of war helps in interpreting certain aspects of the F-35 discourse that 

might not be fully comprehensible from the perspective of American strategic culture alone. For 

example, the tendency of American strategic culture to see war as a deviation from normal at first 

 
61 Discursive institutionalism is an umbrella concept for approaches in political science that focus on the 
substantive content of ideas and the interactive processes of discourse in given institutional contexts. The word 
‘institutionalism’ suggests that it is not only about the discursive construction of ideas but equally about the 
institutional context in which and through which ideas are communicated. (Badie et al. 2011, 683.) 
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glance seems inconsistent with the normalizing tendencies of the F-35 discourse. This inconsistency 

may be understood by paying attention to the two opposing propensities of the culture of war – the 

ordinary and the extraordinary – and how together they increase the public acceptability of war and 

the constant preparation for war. Further, the idea of an American culture of war also elaborates on 

the role of self-characterizations in the F-35 discourse. It can be argued that above all else, the 

American culture of war and its capacity to act as a basis for framing issues relies on the ‘umbrella 

narrative’ of national greatness and continued American hegemony in the world. That narrative makes 

the culture of war possible and allows for expending vast amounts of money for the purposes of war 

in a culture that otherwise resents big government and has traditionally seen war as an aberration.  

 

As a result of this discussion, the theoretical framework presented in the beginning of this study 

(Diagram 2, p. 20) calls for some elaboration, presented in Diagram 3 below. Political culture is the 

basis for strategic culture, but not all aspects of the F-35 discourse can be fully understood solely in 

the framework of strategic culture. Together, aspects of American strategic and political culture can 

be seen as constituting an American culture of war that gives rise to the meanings that are assigned to 

the F-35. Such a culture of war informs how Americans see defense and military issues and how those 

issues may be framed.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Diagram 3. The social context and process for framing the F-35. 

 

Yet, the processes and impacts of framing the F-35 also have a capacity to reconstruct the social 

context and further institutionalize war in American society. Given the vastness and long lifespan of 

the F-35 project, Congress has devoted a lot of time for discussing and overseeing the program. As the 

infamy of the F-35 has become an enduring element in American (and international) defense talk, the 

ways of speaking about the aircraft have likely become conventionalized into broader discourse 

practices within the field of defense acquisitions. It would be difficult to fathom a new American fighter 

aircraft project without references to the F-35. Thus, the F-35 discourse may well have impacts on how 

future weapons acquisitions are discussed or at least serve as a point of reference or comparison.  
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7. CONCLUSIONS   

 

This thesis set out to explore what kinds of meanings have been assigned to the F-35 fighter and the 

related acquisition and development program by examining how it has been framed in public 

statements by Members of Congress. The geopolitical, economic, and domestic circumstances have 

changed during the lifespan of the F-35 project, but continuation seems to mark the F-35 discourse 

more than change. This can be accounted for the fact that the Members of the two Armed Services 

Committees invoked broad, culturally appealing concepts and timeless story lines to contextualize and 

justify the F-35, illustrating a human tendency to use language from the past to place something new 

in context. The meaning of the aircraft has been flexible as long as it has been consistent with the basic 

tenets of American strategic and political culture. In order to summarize the main findings of the study, 

the research questions presented in the beginning of the thesis are now called back to mind by 

considering possible answers to each of them. This final chapter also contemplates on the possible 

implications of the results, discusses the study’s limitations and identifies avenues for further research.  

 

7.1.  Key findings of the study 

 

1) How has the F-35 fighter been framed by Members of the United States House and Senate Armed 

Services Committees in 2010τ2020?  This study identified three main ways of framing the F-35 to the 

domestic audience: an economic, a strategic-technological, and an apolitical patriotic frame. The 

economic frame collects all the aspects of the F-35 discourse that represent the economic dimension 

of the F-35, encompassing employment opportunities, impacts for industries and communities 

affected by the F-35, and the costs and management of the F-35 program. The strategic-technological 

frame entails aspects that focus on the strategic relevance, purpose, or impacts of the F-35 in the 

global arena and covers instances of the discourse that highlight technology as the most significant 

aspect of the F-35 and providing the U.S. with a certain position in the world. The apolitical patriotic 

frame approaches the F-35 and related defense spending as non-partisan issues, above the normal 

realm of political differences and motivated by patriotic sentiments.  

 

The focus of framing has been on the positive economic impacts of the F-35. The costs and 

mismanagement of the F-35 program have been criticized as general government waste and 

inefficiency, but that has not seemed to affect its overall congressional support as a bipartisan priority 

– the aircraft was still seen as an absolute necessity by a great majority of speakers represented in this 

study. Although the F-35 project originally emerged from the unipolar post-Cold War moment, it found 

its most convincing strategic argument towards the end of the 2010s as an instrument to compete 
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with great power rivalries and to demonstrate continued U.S. supremacy. The analysis also identified 

‘an umbrella narrative’ of national greatness and unity that was present as an undertone in the entire 

data. Such a discourse of self-characterization expresses and confirms U.S. identity as a hegemony 

through the F-35 and reflects an effort by Congress Members to come to terms with a security 

environment marked by increasing challenges to the United States. Overall, it can be observed that 

although the F-35 has been portrayed as ‘a game-changer’, the language of the framing repeated 

culturally familiar story lines from the past, showcasing institutionalized behavior by Members of 

Congress that remained fairly consistent over time. 

 

1a)  What is the role of economic arguments in the framing of the F-35?  Although the topic of inquiry 

involves a military artifact, the thesis concludes that military and strategic considerations were, in fact, 

not the dominant way of framing the F-35 to the domestic audience. Instead, the economic aspects of 

the F-35 formed the primary way of framing. The role of economic arguments seems to be to place the 

F-35 in a meaningful but easily comprehensible context for constituents. While the DOD produces 

assessments of military capability and threats in the security environment, Congress as a 

representative institution must frame the F-35 in a way that is meaningful for and makes sense to their 

constituents. As the production, development, and basing of the F-35 has been dispersed all over the 

country, the local economic benefits of the F-35 are easy to communicate to the electorate. On the 

other hand, the staggering costs and the widely-criticized mismanagement of the F-35 program are 

effective talking-points for Congress Members who wish to position themselves as ‘deficit hawks’ or 

as defending the interests of the taxpayer. However, negative perceptions were rarely directed at the 

F-35 itself, but at the process of acquiring and developing it. The economic arguments highlight the 

economic well-being of ‘ordinary’ Americans, steering attention away from the fact that the issue has 

to do with equipment used in war, while simultaneously reminding that F-35-related employment 

opportunities also offer a way to contribute to the security of the nation.  

 

1b)  What kinds of perceptions does the framing of the F-35 include regarding war and military power? 

Voiced primarily through the strategic-technological frame, the framing of the F-35 perceives war as 

large-scale, regular, aggressive, technology- and state-centric. Military power is understood as a level 

of technology that actors possess, as a resource to protect American soldiers and interests, and as an 

instrument to compete with great power rivalries. As the epitome of superior American technology, 

the F-35 is seen as a means to transform the conduct of war in a way that maintains or strengthens 

unparalleled U.S. military might in the world. Even though the framing entails a perception of 

increasing complexity in the world, the focus of the discourse on technology  simplifies understandings 

of war and military power. Further, if war is defined as a purely technical affair, the use of military 
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force or preparing for war become subjects that do not need to be debated. Indeed, the Committee 

Members were largely unanimous in their perceptions on war and military power, with only one 

Member seriously questioning the relevance of the F-35 in future conflicts. All other Members tended 

to understand war and military power through the F-35 and its perceived capabilities and saw the 

security environment and possible future conflicts in a way that rationalizes the F-35.  

 

1c)  How does the framing of the F-35 relate to the characteristics of American strategic culture? All 

the dominant frames identified in this study have their basis in American strategic culture, but some 

frame components can be better understood in the framework of broader political culture. The 

economic frame reflects the enduring characteristics of industrialism, pork barrel politics, and a desire 

to create profit out of defense initiatives, making it acceptable, even expected, to frame weapons 

acquisitions in economic terms. On the other hand, the wider cultural ethos of the public sector as 

something negative and the F-35 program as a massive government project with countless problems 

has encouraged Members of Congress to not necessarily modify, but to broaden the framework of 

strategic culture. This broadening serves the interest of winning public approval and support not only 

for the F-35 but for Congress Members themselves as well. 

 

The strategic-technological frame continues the tradition of large-scale, regular war, with massive 

threats but decisive victories achieved by the use of superior technology that characterize American 

strategic culture. There was a noticeable change in the frame’s content during the Trump presidency, 

as the adoption of the great power competition framework brought about a change in the F-35 

discourse. Before the recognition of great power competitors as the primary security concern, the 

strategic meaning of the F-35 often seemed  rather ‘meaningless’: it would not have been necessary 

to counter those threats that were identified (or rather unidentified) before the mid-2010s.62 The 

perceived change of the security environment brought on new justifications for the F-35 program, 

making the fighter appear as more necessary and relevant. Still, although presented as a profound 

change, the framework of great power competition fits well with the traditional characteristics of 

American strategic culture.  

 

With the meanings conveyed by the apolitical patriotic frame, the separation of war and politics that 

was identified as a characteristic of American strategic culture broadens to encompass all defense and 

military issues as essentially apolitical and nonpartisan. The symbolic role of the F-35 as identified in 

this study also reflects the aspiration for self-characterization and self-image as an extraordinary 

 
62 Older technology, intelligence, or police force would be sufficient to counter terrorist networks, for example. 
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country that have traditionally characterized American strategic culture. A general observation 

regarding the framing of the F-35 is that all the frames somehow normalize issues of war and military 

force. This is somewhat inconsistent with the tendency of American strategic culture to see war as a 

deviation from normal, but may be understood by noticing how the F-35 discourse also anchors 

broader beliefs and values of American culture in defense and military issues. With such an 

observation, this study suggests that the processes and impacts of framing the F-35 are rooted in the 

existence and acceptance of an American culture of war that takes shape at the interplay of strategic 

and political culture. The culture of war provides continuity to strategic culture but also makes it 

possible to step beyond it when and where it serves the interests of the speaker. 

 

7.2. Implications of research results  

 

There is a number of observations to be made, both from American and international perspectives, 

that provide insights into what kinds of implications or consequences the research results of this study 

have. In a highly specialized and technical field such as defense procurement, it is natural that decision-

makers will have a significant impact on the formation of public opinion. For many Americans, the 

information provided by their representatives and senators in Congress is the only information they 

will receive regarding the F-35 program. The successful framing of military artifacts and acquisitions 

plays a relevant role in explaining and understanding the American public’s acceptance of ‘the culture 

of war’. It is obvious that the military-industrial base benefits from the culture of war and the successful 

framing of military acquisitions, but public perceptions of Congress and the reelection prospects of 

individual Members may also improve as a consequence. 

 

Although their capacity to frame the F-35 is considerable, Members of Congress must also respond to 

certain cultural expectations – in the end, Congress as a representative institution must frame issues 

in a way that makes sense to their voters. Such expectations may also constrain how Congress is able 

to debate issues pertaining to the defense and military sector. As experts in defense issues, Members 

of the Armed Services Committees would likely prefer to, or at least be able to, contextualize and 

justify major military acquisitions more from a strategic or capability-based point of view instead of 

catering to parochial economic interests, for example. This sheds light on their double role in Congress: 

In addition to being members of a powerful committee dealing with issues that require a certain level 

of expertise, they are also elected members of Congress who represent the people and are therefore 

expected to pursue policies that are in the interests of their states or districts. This provides a strong 

incentive to advocate for weapons procurement that produces positive local economic impacts. 

However, if local interests are emphasized, constituents may not get a full and balanced understanding 



 106 

of the purpose and impacts of defense procurement projects. And more importantly, the Armed Forces 

may not end up with the best capabilities possible. If Congress Members support the funding of 

established priorities based on the fact that they create jobs in their states, they inadvertently – or on 

purpose – uphold the status quo and eliminate the possibility of leaving room for new capabilities or 

innovations in the defense budget. This obviously has profound ramifications for the U.S. military. 

 

The discourse practices associated with the F-35 also provide Congress Members with a means to 

influence both individual and institutional public approval by portraying the F-35 as a bipartisan 

priority at Capitol Hill. Whether motivated by competition with great power adversaries, national 

pride, concern for American soldiers, or economic profits, the F-35 seems to enjoy united support 

among the Members of the Armed Services Committees. Although the F-35 discourse is replete with 

multiple meanings, it is largely marked by the absence of competing meanings. Members of Congress 

– or even Members of the Armed Services Committees – are not a unitary group with clear, coherent 

priorities, but their fairly unanimous practices of framing the F-35 could easily lead to such an 

assumption. Congress is an arena that is supposed to allow for the deliberation of different viewpoints, 

but given the persistent tradition of bipartisanship in the Committees, and the relation of defense 

spending to congressional approval and reelection prospects, there are not many incentives to voice 

dissenting opinions. 

 

As discussed earlier, previous research has found that Congress Members who press for increased 

military spending tend to have worldviews that favor American military supremacy, which are 

rewarded politically in places with large economic stakes in such decisions (Thorpe 2014). If Members 

of Congress representing areas with high economic stakes in the F-35 program communicate to their 

constituents that U.S. supremacy is achievable with the F-35, they may end up portraying a flawed 

image of future conflicts and the position of the United States in the world. A mindset of having a 

permanent edge in conventional warfare and expecting to rapidly achieve superiority against any 

enemy is unlikely to work in asymmetric wars or if the United States is up against a peer competitor 

who has the ability to disrupt U.S. abilities from the get-go.  As Hoffman (2016) notes, such a flawed 

vision may lead to unreasonable public expectations for quick wins at low cost, an overly simplistic 

grasp of what can be achieved by the application of military power, and naïve views of adversaries. For 

the United States, understanding how its ‘culture of war’ limits its possibilities to talk, think, and act 

would therefore be imperative in the face of new challenges in the strategic environment.  

 

How American-led international weapons programs are framed back home has some important 

implications for other nations as well. The strategic-technological framing of the F-35 as public 



 107 

expressions of strategy reveals important insights into how American decision-makers conceive of war, 

the security environment, U.S. role in the world, and what kinds of capabilities they think will be 

needed in the future. Their beliefs are in a pivotal role when deciding on the U.S. defense budget and 

allocations for various weapons programs, which in turn have implications for the entire international 

community. With the global reach and influence of the United States and its weapons programs, 

Americans are in a position to define what is significant or meaningful in future warfare. If Americans 

succeed at constructing strategic discourses and threat perceptions and at introducing technological 

solutions to match them, those solutions may also be marketed to U.S. allies and partners around the 

world. Further, the ways of talking about military technologies, such as the F-35, not only have a 

profound impact on how other nations perceive of the qualities of military equipment that are 

perceived as necessary, but they are also linked to wider understandings of war, military power, and 

the security environment. A lack of convincing alternatives to an American-dominated understanding 

of war and military power enables the U.S. to set the rules of the game for its own benefit.  

 

7.3.  Limitations of research and avenues for further research  

 

This study provides an overall snapshot of what has been said about the F-35 by Members of Congress. 

This sample of 61 speakers and 227 statements does not represent the opinions of all Armed Services 

Committee members, let alone all Members of Congress. It is likely that only those members who have 

a strong opinion on the F-35 and/or are somehow affected by the program have released statements 

regarding it. It must also be acknowledged that the impact of individual speakers is quite substantial 

in this study and may skew the results. Moreover, an important caveat is that using statements from 

individual Committee Members directed at their constituents does not reflect how the HASC and the 

SASC as legislative bodies of the U.S. Congress have addressed the F-35, but rather how individual 

Members have communicated towards their voters. Further, using official congressional websites and 

one database as sources yielded a finite amount of data from 2010 to 2020, and only a few isolated 

items before that. An examination of statements from the early years of the F-35 project could reveal 

possible discursive changes during the entire lifespan of the project. Yet, the amount of material 

examined here is extensive enough to form an indicative understanding of the topic, thus pointing the 

way for further research.   

 

Framing theory and analysis provide useful insights into how cultural meanings can be examined and 

analyzed. Despite a lack of coherence on how frame analysis is to be applied, approaches in the field 

illuminate how broad but substantial coding categories may be induced to make meaningful 

generalizations. The decision to combine the technological and the strategic aspects of the discourse 
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facilitated the coherent discussion of the frame’s content; however, this choice also extended the 

length of the discussion. This point serves to remind that cultural approaches may lead to an 

abundance of viewpoints that are perceived as relevant for the research task. Indeed, some have 

claimed that focusing on the content of frames leads to ad hoc analyses applicable only to a particular 

topic or issue. Still, the specificity that is engendered by examining content helps to uncover culturally 

relevant and resonant themes that illuminate unique understandings of issues. (Reese 2009, 19 – 20.) 

Ad hoc analyses may also be avoided by identifying a consistent and limited set of frame categories 

generalizable over many cases. Still, it must be recognized that doing framing analysis is also an act of 

framing that involves subjective interpretation. In order to increase the reliability of the results, a 

further research project should use two or more manual coders and could be supported by computer-

based coding. The coding of the data must also be accompanied by a careful and detailed 

documentation of the process to illustrate to the reader how the results and conclusions were reached. 

 

The framework of strategic culture offers concepts and vocabulary to analyze the meanings of  a 

military artifact and its procurement and to understand how political culture manifests in the security 

and military realm. Even though American strategic culture is a concept whose meaning is subject to 

contest and change, familiarizing oneself with previous assessments of its content and identifying a 

certain kind of strategic culture does provide a solid grasp of the domestic meanings of the F-35. Yet, 

a more elaborate understanding of the research topic is engendered by the conceptualization of a 

‘culture of war’ that takes into account the wider cultural context. The concept of a culture of war may 

be scientifically imprecise and prone to debate, but the idea does capture something essential of the 

social context for this study and uncovers a unique understanding of the F-35.  

 

This study has focused on the shared aspect of cultural meanings by paying attention to the fact that 

Members of the HASC and the SASC have given voice to frames that have familiar cultural bases in a 

fairly consistent manner. However, overly emphasizing such a joint sharing “may create an image of 

culture as only consisting of consensual meanings, marginalizing conflicts and individual 

differentiation” (Fornäs 1995, 137). The fact that culture is shared does not mean that it must be 

shared by all members of the society. Certain shared values, beliefs, and practices are presupposed in 

culture, but individuals may choose when and where to uphold them and when to move beyond them. 

When communicating towards their constituents, Members of Congress will quite naturally be inclined 

to frame issues in a way that has large, cultural appeal, but such a generalization does not mean that 

there are no exceptions. Still, if the aim of research is to find patterns, to say something general about 

culture, one must acknowledge that the focus is more on finding commonalities than differences.  
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The theoretical-methodological toolkit adopted in this study provides opportunities to apply and refine 

it for a wide range of further research topics. Each of the three frames identified in this study could be 

a research topic of its own, enabling a more thorough examination of their contents and use across 

time as well as party differences and state or district-level differences. It was possible to identify some 

individual differences between Members and some party-based quantitative differences were also 

detected, but systematically accounting for possible qualitative differences was not possible within the 

limits of the present study. The data set used in this study could also be compared to F-35-related 

statements from Congress Members who are not members in the Armed Services Committees, to 

statements from the Presidents’ administrations, to expert statements given during congressional 

hearings on the F-35, or to the framing of other weapons programs. This study observes that there 

would be room for further research such as this one in the field of (American) strategic culture. Most 

previous literature addresses American strategic culture and its discourse practices from the point of 

view of war and military operations, of actual military engagement. Further research touching upon 

the issues of military artifacts and their procurement from this perspective might reveal new insights 

into American strategic culture.  
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APPENDICES 

 

Appendix 1. 

 

Speakers representing the Senate Armed Services Committee (SASC) 

 

  

Name Party-
State 

Years served in 
SASC 

Nr of 
statements  

1 Blumenthal Richard D -CT 2011 - 2021 17 

2 Blunt Roy R-MO 2013-2015 2 

3 Chambliss Clarence Saxby R-GA 2009-2015 1 

4 Collins Susan R-ME 2009-2013 2 

5 Cornyn John R-TX 2011-2013 1 

6 Cotton Thomas (Tom) R-AR 2015-2021 1 

7 Cruz Rafael Edward (Ted) R-TX 2013-2019 5 

8 Donnelly Joseph (Joe) D-IN 2013-2019 1 

9 Graham Lindsey O. R-SC 2009-2019 2 

10 Hagan Kay D-NC 2009-2015 1 

11 Heinrich Martin D-NM 2015-2021 1 

12 Inhofe James M. (Jim) R-OK 2009-2021 4 

13 Jones Gordon Douglas (Doug) D-AL 2019-2021 1 

14 
King Angus S. 

I/D-
ME 2013-2021 9 

15 Lee Michael (Mike) R-UT 2013-2017 5 

16 LeMieux, George R-FL 2009-2011 1 

17 Levin Carl D-MI 2009-2015 2 

18 Lieberman Joseph I. (Joe) D/I-CT 2009-2013 7 

19 McCain John R-AZ 2009-2018  19 

20 McCaskill  Claire D-MO 2009-2019 7 

21 McSally Martha  R-AZ 2019-2021 4 
22 Nelson Clarence William (Bill) D-FL 2009-2011, 

2013 - 2019 
1 

23 Peters Gary C.  D-MI 2017-2021 8 

24 Portman Robert (Rob) R-OH 2011-2013 6 

25 Reed John Francis (Jack) D-RI 2009-2021 1 

26 Rounds Marion Michael (Mike) R-SD 2015-2021 1 

27 Shaheen Cynthia Jeanne D-NH 2011-2021 3 

28 Sullivan Daniel (Dan) R-AK 2015-2021 11 

29 Tillis Thomas (Thom) R-NC 2015-2021 5 

30 Udall Mark D-CO 2009-2015 1 

31 Webb James Jr. (Jim) D-VA 2009 -2013 1 

32 Wicker Roger F. R-MS 2009-2021 1 
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Appendix 2. 

 

Speakers representing the House Armed Services Committee (HASC) 

 

 Name Party-
State 

Years served in 
HASC 

Nr of 
statements  

1 Aguilar Peter Ray (Pete) D-CA 2015-2019 1 
2 Banks James Edward (Jim) R-IN 2017-2021 1 
3 Bishop Robert William (Rob) R-UT 2009 - 2011, 

2013 - 2021 
13 

4 Bridenstine James (Jim) R-OK 2013-2019 1 
5 Byrne Bradley R-AL 2013-2021 1 
6 Conaway, K. Michael (Mike) R-TX 2009-2021 1 
7 Courtney Joseph (Joe) D-CT 2009-2021 4 
8 Gaetz Matthew (Matt) R-FL 2017-2021 1 
9 Gallego Ruben D-AZ 2015-2021 3 
10 Golden Jared D-ME 2019-2021 2 
11 Graves Samuel R-MO 2015-2021 1 
12 Griffin John Timothy (Tim) R-AR 2011-2013 1 
13 Hartzler Vicky R-MO 2011-2021 3 
14 Khanna Rohit (Ro) D-CA 2017-2021 1 
15 Knight Stephen (Steve) R-CA 2015-2019 1 
16 McKeon Howard P. (Buck) R-CA 2009-2015 3 
-- McSally Martha R-AZ 2015-2019 1 
17 Moulton Seth D-MA 2015-2021 1 
18 Norcross Donald D-NJ 2015-2021 2 
19 Peters Scott D-CA 2013-2019 2 
20 Pingree Chellie D-ME 2009-2013 5 
21 Rooney Thomas J. (Tom) R-FL 2009-2013 1 
22 Scott Austin R-GA 2011-2021 1 
23 Skelton Isaac Newton IV (Ike) D-MO 2009-2011 1 
24 Smith David Adam D-WA 2009-2021 1 
25 Speier Karen Lorraine 

Jacqueline (Jackie) 
D-CA 2011-2021 1 

26 Turner Michael (Mike) R-OH 2009-2021 16 
27 Veasey Marc D-TX 2013-2019 21 
28 Waltz Michael R-FL 2019-2021 1 
29 Wilson Addison G. (Joe) R-SC 2009-2021 3 

    95 
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Appendix 3. 

 
Cumulative frame occurrence by year 
 

 

0

20

40

60

80

100

120

140

160

180

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020

CUMULATIVE FRAME OCCURRENCE BY YEAR

ECONOMIC APOLITICAL PATRIOTIC STRATEGIC-TECHNOLOGICAL


	ABSTRACT
	1. INTRODUCTION
	1.1.  Background: The Lockheed Martin F-35 Lightning II Fighter
	1.2.  The political, economic, and strategic context
	1.3.  Previous research
	1.4. Research questions, objectives, and relevance of the study
	1.5. Research material and methods

	2. A THEORETICAL-METHODOLOGICAL TOOLKIT FOR ANALYZING CULTURAL MEANINGS
	2.1. Meanings as social constructions: Text, discourse, and society
	2.2. Culture as ‘semiotic’
	2.3. Framing theory/analysis
	2.4. Doing framing analysis

	3. SETTING THE SCENE
	3.1. The concept of ‘strategic culture’
	3.2. A distinct American strategic culture
	3.3.  The Armed Services Committees of Congress and the defense budget process
	3.4.  The Military-Industrial-Congressional Complex
	3.5.  Pork barrel politics and Congress’s incentives to support defense spending

	4. TOWARDS A FRAME ANALYSIS
	4.1. Collection of the data and the coding process
	4.2. Coding of descriptive classifiers: Topic, tone, and perspective
	4.3. Coding of  frame components: Key concepts
	4.4.  Master story lines: Narratives and myths
	4.4.1. The narrative of American greatness, uniqueness, and supremacy
	4.4.2. Technology as revolutionary or transformative
	4.4.3. Airpower and the military airplane in American culture and military strategy
	4.4.4. Self-reliance, entrepreneurship, and negative view on public spending
	4.4.5.  ‘Politics stops at the water’s edge’: National unity and war as apolitical

	4.5. First formulation of frames

	5. FRAMING THE F-35
	5.1. Economic frame
	5.1.1. Local economic advantages
	5.1.2. A focus on the costs and public spending
	5.1.3. Discussion: Protecting private profit from wasteful government

	5.2.  Strategic-technological frame
	5.2.1. Increasing threats and rapidly-advancing adversaries
	5.2.2. Attributes and advantages: superiority and dominance
	5.2.3. A new Revolution in Military Affairs?
	5.2.4. Great power competition with China and Russia
	5.2.5. Discussion: An understanding of war and military power

	5.3. Apolitical patriotic frame
	5.3.1. Patriotic sentiments
	5.3.2. The American soldier as the centerpiece
	5.3.3. A nonpartisan constitutional duty, threatened by budget cuts
	5.3.4. Discussion: United we stand

	5.4.  Overlaps and diffusion of the three frames

	6. DISCUSSION: THE CULTURAL MEANINGS OF THE F-35
	6.1.  F-35 frames and American strategic culture
	6.2. “The F-35 is not just another aircraft”: The F-35 as a symbol
	6.3.  An American ‘culture of war’

	7. CONCLUSIONS
	7.1.  Key findings of the study
	7.2. Implications of research results
	7.3.  Limitations of research and avenues for further research

	REFERENCES
	Primary sources
	Secondary sources

	APPENDICES
	Appendix 1.
	Appendix 2.
	Appendix 3.


