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Abstract: The purpose of critical theories in the tradition of the Frankfurt School is to assess 

the true significance of prevailing ideologies promoted by privileged, ruling sections of a 

community. They may show that the dominant ideology misrepresents how human relations are 

represented and how they work in the real world. One of these critical theories has come to be 

called Critical Discourse Analysis, which combines the critical attitude of the Frankfurt School 

with the examination of language developed in Discourse Analysis. It has to do with language 

and power seen as Language and Power and with an engagement with harmful ideologies.  

Racism is obviously one such harmful ideology. Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) as a 

theoretical approach is becoming increasingly attractive to those analyzing language in action, 

its relation to power and ideology. That is why a transition from Discourse Analysis to CDA is 

particularly welcome in an examination of biased and prejudiced discourse, such as racism, 

especially in the sensitive contemporary contexts provided by migration and its consequences. 

The current article surveys significant moments and episodes linking the history of migration, 

the evolving discourse of racism and the theoretical framework in which it is to be investigated 

within which Critical Discourse Analysis plays a prominent role.   

Keywords:Critical Discourse Analysis, the Frankfurt School, migration, globalization, 

racism. 

 

An examination of ways in which such sensitive phenomena as migration are represented in 

the public space today is extremely important. This has to do with issues concerning how 

important agents and institutions are instrumental in promoting perceptions and turning them 

into prevailing ideologies. The press is obviously one of the most influential players at a time 

which is defined by the power of the media to shape and influence large audiences. The culture 

industries have long been thought to have gained particular power in the 20th century, as new 

technologies of communication and dissemination have made interaction in the public area 

increasingly available to larger and larger people. This has led to the even larger effect that 

propaganda allied to the culture industries has had, with the particular example of mass 

manipulation in Nazi Germany in the interwar years as one of the most powerful illustrations. 
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Those theorists who first examined the devastating effects of the negative consequences of the 

progress of the Enlightenment in the age of modernity were such figures of the Frankfurt 

School of critical theory as Horkheimer and Adorno, in their classic study, The Dialectic of 

Enlightenment. 

The purpose of critical theories in the tradition of the Frankfurt School is to assess the 

true significance of prevailing ideologies promoted by privileged, ruling sections of a 

community. They may show that the dominant ideology misrepresents how human relations 

are represented and how they work in the real world. They can also show how such distorting 

representations operate to justify and legitimate the domination of most people by the 

prevailing ideological force of a political minority. One of the Frankfurt School’s main 

representatives, Max Horkheimer, thought that the theorist must be involved in what he or she 

does in order to develop a class consciousness of the people who are subjected to the ideology 

of the upper classes. In order to become freer, less dependent on the prevailing ideology, the 

promoters of what he called critical theory and those whose interests they represented, should 

remember the past. Remembering this past which is about to be forgotten is the best way to 

adopt a critical attitude toward what is wrong today.  

One of these critical theories has come to be called Critical Discourse Analysis, which 

combines the critical attitude of the Frankfurt School with the examination of language 

developed in Discourse Analysis. It has to do with language and power seen as Language and 

Power. Why is language so powerful? Language has a powerful role in establishing 

understanding between human beings and discourse is the initial description for the system 

which is reflected in human language.  

Contemporary studies developing from Discourse Analysis, such as Critical Discourse 

Analysis, show that language is much more than an instrument for communication. Language 

controls the dimensions of human existence and its facts as represented in it.  It includes a 

scope of linguistic activities and it is the first tool in changing the world and human behavior 

by its vocabulary, significances, structures, and contents. It shapes both speech and written 

discourse and it is the repository of culture, representing and preserving the heritage of previous 

forms of social interaction. As long as these important dimensions are present in the discourse 

pattern, the acts are debated in various forms of interaction. In both its deliberative, interactive 

and cognitive dimension, in the social interactions in which it functions, language is seen as 

essential. It is structured through the act and power of various language areas and various 

language users. It shows the importance of its argumentative dimension, and it shapes opinions 

in human life. It follows that discourse refers to a variety of written and spoken ways of giving 

meaning. This applies to social experiences from specific perspectives.  

Discourse expressed through language as an institution contributes to the perception of 

the importance of social identities, social relations, knowledge systems and meanings. In so 

doing, it offers an important basis for the investigations undertaken by its important branch, 

Critical Discourse Analysis. It should be stressed time and again, that its contribution to 

discourse analysis is its particular preoccupation with the engagement with power and ideology 

in the public space, as this engagement may lead to correcting or indicating corrections to the 
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ways in which certain institutions and groups might abuse language communication and serve 

harmful interests. Racism is obviously one such harmful ideology. Critical Discourse Analysis 

(CDA) as a theoretical approach is becoming increasingly attractive to those analyzing 

language in action, its relation to power and ideology. That is why a transition from Discourse 

Analysis to CDA is particularly welcome in an examination of biased and prejudiced discourse, 

such as racism, especially in the sensitive contemporary contexts provided by migration and 

its consequences. 

Critical Discourse Analysis is not so much about remembering the past as it is about 

engaging with the present. One of the pressing issues today has to do with racism linked to 

migration and its patterns, in the context of practices driven by discourses of various power 

and ideology orientations. Although CDA is not so much concerned with the past, a better 

understanding of current developments having to do with migration, racism and ways in which 

people represent its configurations, also requires a certain historical outline, while also 

providing a necessary theoretical framework to address its contemporary challenges.  

This framework very productively deals with the mechanisms of how figurative 

language, metaphor in particular, plays a prominent role in CDA in shaping the interplay 

between racism and migration in the public space. What is the cognitive and ideological power 

of those metaphors is closely linked to it, and various theorists have contributed interesting 

ideas and observations to it. Nevertheless, for the time being, while acknowledging some of 

these theorists’ positions, it is also important to identify some relevant aspects linked to the 

development of a general narrative of migration and phenomena associated with it, including 

the way it is perceived by certain people in certain place, more specifically in the more 

developed Western world, which has more often than not been the target of migration, 

especially in the industrial age. 

Over the last few decades, but especially over the last few years, massive international 

migration has become again an important phenomenon. More than in the past, it has grown 

into a very sensitive and a very serious political issue affecting both national and international 

debates. The current article is concerned with some significant aspects about migration as it 

relates to the US across the centuries, with a special emphasis on the last century and with very 

sensitive issues concerning migration and racism today. The focus is not on a very 

comprehensive sociological work carried out by a professional sociologist. The author of this 

text is interested in the contexts in which migration to the US in particular, to Western Europe 

as well, has been covered in forms of public discourse in certain periodicals.  

Because of bloody conflicts all over the world, particularly in the Middle East, large 

numbers of migrants cross boundaries, usually illegally and in despair. Governments and 

various communities have become aware that the phenomenon has to be dealt with in terms of 

broader socioeconomic and political issues. Crises appear all over the areas affected by 

migration and local communities develop radical responses to the waves of migrants coming 

to their territories. Some people and institutions have tried to draw up multilateral strategies to 

diminish clashes, conflicts and tensions coming from uncontrolled migration. Everything is 

complicated by economic disparities, by local and national political confrontations and 
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increasing population and environmental threats. All this is reflected in language as it is used 

to mediate human interaction. 

The focus in this article is on the theoretical framework that facilitates the critical 

engagement with how migration and power are reflected in public discourse. Power is very 

often exercised through language, which explains why Critical Discourse Analysis as an 

interdisciplinary approach will be a good theoretical resource. On the other hand, 

understanding the complex phenomena of migration and attitudes to them requires a broad 

historical framework as a useful starting point.  

Migration all over the world has a long story, going back to the beginnings of time. 

Many thousands of years ago Homo sapiens and Homo erectus started to move across the 

globe. Manfred Steger associates the beginnings of migration with the beginnings of 

globalization. He finds a certain moment to start his narrative about migration and 

globalization: 12,000 years ago. It was then that   

…small bands of hunters and gatherers reached the southern tip of South America. This 

event marked the end of the long process of settling all five continents that was begun 

by our hominid African ancestors more than one million years ago […]In this earliest 

phase of globalization, contact among thousands of hunter and gatherer bands spread 

all over the world was geographically limited and mostly coincidental (Steger 2003: 

20).  

 

It is interesting to see that Steger sees globalization and migration before more sedentary 

processes, which will appear later. The migrants, gradually, will settle down, stop moving 

around, start cultivating the land. Farming, agriculture, not migration and globalization, led to 

the emergence of civilization. However, migration came to assume different forms since 

prehistory. Apparently paradoxically, it was settling down and starting farming that will 

stimulate again the processes of migration and globalization. Farming led to the accumulation 

of food and gradually to the development of states, which needed infrastructure. From roads to 

the invention of the wheel the distance is not great. As the same Steger claims, the invention 

of the wheel “amounted to one of those technological and social boosts that moved 

globalization to a new level” (Steger 2003:22).  

After the wheel was invented, naval transportation became one of those technological 

developments that would move migration as colonization forward from the ancient world to 

the modern world. Migration was linked to such processes as the colonization of the 

Mediterranean and the Black Sea by Greeks and Romans. The Romans went one step further 

than the Greeks: in addition to their ships, they also build their famous road network all over 

their empire, which will facilitate mobility of both people and goods.  

Closer to our times, the 18th and 19th centuries showed a very bad type of migration. It 

consisted in slave transportation from Africa to America. At this time, millions of slaves from 

Africa were bought and carried to the New World. According to Koser, others were sent in 

other parts of the world, in the area of the Mediterranean and of the Indian Ocean (Koser 
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2007:2). The same author also informs us that after the end of slavery in the 19th century, 

indentured laborers from India, China, and Japan were brought to work on plantations owned 

by Europeans (Koser 2007:3).   

The emergence of the U.S. as an industrial power is linked to the next period of 

migration. From the middle of the 19th century to the 1930s, several waves if migrants came 

from various parts of Europe. After World War II, some economies around the world flourished 

and needed cheap labor to satisfy growing demands all over Australia, Western Europe, and 

North America. Poku and Graham indicate spectacular developments to be noticed at the end 

of the 20th century in contrast to the 1960s:  

In the 1960s, only a handful of countries, mainly the traditional immigration nations in 

North America and Oceania, were significantly affected by international migration, but 

by the 1990s more than 2 per cent of the world’s population was living outside of their 

country of birth (Poku and Graham 2000: 2).   

 

In Europe, in response to the increased need for labor, African migrants worked in Belgium 

and France, and large numbers of immigrants from Turkey became workers in Germany. An 

opposite direction, from Europe to areas beyond it, was also to be observed, linked to relatively 

massive migration waves. Thus, this age also witnessed the migration of about one million 

people from Britain to Australia as a response to demands coming from a growing economy 

(Koser 2007:3). 

As a whole, one can say that the 20th century showed the onset of a massive wave of 

migration. Kawano is aware that, as a consequence of the doubling of the world’s immigration 

numbers, from 79 million in 1960 to around 170 million people in 2000, it is important to 

examine the cultural, demographic, economic, and political issues linked to migration (Kawano 

2006 :1). The same author notes that during the 1960s and 1970s, reforms of a liberal 

orientation considerably contributed to the elimination of discriminatory policies for admission 

of immigrants based on race, ethnicity, nationality. However, as Kawano claims, the same 

ethnicity, nationality, and race factors lead to an increased number of immigrants from third to 

first world countries, as well as immigrants from the South to Northern states (Kawano 2006:2). 

Koser considers that numbers of international migrant people coming to work in Europe 

declined by the 1970s, but rose again at the beginning of the 1990s in the U.S. The phenomenon 

is to be put in the context in which, as the global economy, especially manufacturing, began to 

move toward regions that welcomed labor migration such as Asia, workers’ migration 

continued to rise considerably (Koser 2007:4).   

American Migration is an important component of this historical outline, as it provides 

the framework for the discussion of important issues today, which have roots in a more or less 

remote past. Since the 1980s, the U.S. has experienced a radical decline in the skill level of 

immigrants. Over the same time, restrictive policies were developed not to allow the arrival of 

immigrants who were less skilled than possible counterparts. It is an uncontested fact that 
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inequality has not been eliminated at this time, as education levels differ from country to 

country, which favor some and discriminate against others.  

The impact the colonies had on immigration also contributed to the framing of the 

biased discourse on migration in various parts of the world. Looking in retrospect to previous 

historical colonial developments Koser thinks that European expansion and the voluntary 

resettlement of Europeans within the Americas, in the so-called colonies of settlement, as well 

as in the dominions, were better prepared to deal with critical circumstances in the countries of 

origin. Convicts, dissident soldiers, orphans, peasants, and workers in Britain, France, Spain, 

and the Netherlands were soon settled abroad (Koser 2007:3).  

Anti-colonial revolts in the second half of the 19th century led to the end of migration 

based on settlement and expansion. Not long after that, decolonization became an obvious 

phenomenon in the complex story of migration. Decolonization had an important impact on 

the migration patterns involving the movement and interchange of considerable numbers of 

Palestinians and Jews, and Muslims and Hindus. Such migratory movements of people led to 

the creation of the state of Israel’s and to the 1947 Partition of India, respectively (Koser 

2007:4). Decolonization had an impact on migration patterns all over the world, not only in the 

hot spots in which the conflicts had broken out. 

Another important issue to be considered as part of the comprehensive framework of 

migration is its connection with various forms of prejudice and bias, especially with the 

discourse of racism, for which a contemporary source that is of particular importance for the 

current doctoral dissertation is Teun van Dijk’s work (Racism and the Press, 1991). Florian 

Andrei Vlad, in his exploration of the “old demons” of contagion narratives in fiction, notes a 

long tradition of linking migrants to plague and pestilence, to biological threats, thus indicating 

the hostility associated with them across the ages, tracing this attitude all the way back to 

Ancient Greek records: 

 

There is a long tradition of associating biological dangers with migrating groups of 

people, whether invaders or more peaceful visitors. An early account is that of 

Thucydides, who traces geographical movements of the plague from Ethiopia to Egypt 

to Lybia to Persia to Athens, therefore identifying the Athenian plague with the eternal 

enemy, the Persians (F.A.Vlad 2019: 122). 

 

Whether hostility toward the enemy is more than understandable, forms of racism against less 

warlike kinds of migrants are less so, as they negatively affect the lives of both those who 

indulge in them and, obviously much more directly, the lives of the people forced by 

circumstances to leave home and look for shelter elsewhere, with the journey involving both 

danger and suffering, in hope of a more tolerable life. Racism has had significant implications 

on migration and migratory patterns, both nationally and internationally.  

The 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Article 14, stipulates the right to 

seek asylum as universal human right. Various circumstances and the rise of nationalist, fascist 

and racist discourse have affected this human right even in some of Europe’s liberal systems, 
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where democratically elected governments can no longer enforce this principle or have 

accepted to play the nationalist, populist card.  

A number of host communities have come to believe that they were justified in regulate 

levels of cultural and social continuity and change. Large numbers of migrants in Europe had 

to experience racism correlated with European politics that focus on the marginalization and 

even expulsions of migrants and of their communities. In contemporary Europe, racism has 

moved from ethnic racism to cultural racism. Thus, race is not perceived as biological but as a 

cultural problem that continued to concern “inferior groups.”  

Such developments in the public space are easier to examine in printed form. This may 

place the discussion of racism and biased views on migration in the European and American 

press, especially in the tabloids, in a much more comprehensive, international context, in which 

many countries and communities have to work hard to cope with injustice and discrimination. 

The approaches promoted by CDA, the critical examinations of bias, discrimination and racism 

may contribute to the elucidation of the mechanisms of cultural misunderstanding, 

manipulation, tension and conflict. 

CDA theorists have raised awareness of key topics that have received considerable 

attention as far as both new and unexpected issues go. These have to do, often in connection 

with migration, with the transmission of AIDS by certain groups, with gender, nationalism, 

racism, xenophobia. Paul Chilton analyses political language, while also focusing on a 

cognitive methodological approach to racism, using linguistics as a tool kit in an attempt to 

address social injustice: 

 

Starting from single issues such as racism, or from political categories such as ideology, 

scholars in this tradition have tended to use linguistics as a tool kit and have not tried 

to tell us more about the human language instinct. Worthily, they have sought to fight 

social injustice of various kinds (Chilton 2004: x). 

 

The discourse of racism has developed over the ages, adapting to ever new circumstances and 

audiences in relation to ethnic groups that are discriminated against. Discursivity and 

interdiscursivity are used to express discourse, some of which may be linked to racism. 

According to interdiscursivity, racism may emerge from discourse related to immigration 

restrictions (Wodak 2001:12). Hence, this racist argument based on interdiscursivity is used in 

conjunction with other policies and standards created to address critical situations, including 

unemployment and negative acts and practices. According to Wodak and Weiss, discursive 

acts and symbolic practices are embedded within additional discursive acts and practices. 

Hence, an analytical balance must be achieved by means of an interdisciplinary approach 

between the text and context. This is what CDA is all about, with the examination of language 

as social practice in general, but also as an instrument of social progress. 

Another important issue has to do with populism, racism and power. Host communities, 

especially ordinary working people often perceive migrants as a threat. Their perceptions are 

manipulated by the discourse of the tabloid press that supports a number of populist leaders. 
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The tabloid media and populist leaders fashion together what they consider to be the proper 

manner in which migrants should be seen and dealt with. This influences host communities to 

the extent that they assume that the racist, populist agenda of the manipulators is all theirs. The 

information is biased and prejudiced, but shaped and marketed as the truth. It starts from the 

populist leaders, usually through some of the tabloid media, and is disseminated to community 

members, further distorting their perception and experiences of migrants and refugees These 

perceptions, all of which are based on the way migrants and refugees are presented in the media, 

help to label individuals as part of either ‘Us” or “Them,” as part of one of two groups, the in-

group (host community member) or the out-group, which includes migrants with a set of 

negative characteristics that threaten the host community.  
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