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Abstract: Historical surveys of the phenomenon of migration are useful for a better 

understanding for what is going on in the world today. However, the present article focuses on 

the critical language and cultural studies approaches to the development of a framework to 

deal with racism and migration in the public space today. Critical Discourse Analysis as an 

active engagement with discourse in the social space is one of these critical approaches. The 

current article aims at preparing the ground for the denaturalization of the language about 

migration as it appears in a number of British tabloids. The focus is on aspects of racism in 

western countries, where there is a large majority of white people and on issues related to 

patterns of access to the public and issues of inequality, racism and discrimination in the public 

space. The reproduction and promotion of racism by certain areas of the media is not a simple 

and straightforward process. To what extent is the role of the media in the reproduction of 

racism to be separated from the general properties of racism and white dominance in society, 

including the structural and ideological organization of that form of group power? 
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Migration has always been part of what is going on with humankind. Historical surveys of this 

phenomenon are useful, but in the present article the focus will be on developments of a 

framework to deal with racism and migration in the public space today. The theoretical 

framework which will be used will include Critical Discourse Analysis as an active engagement 

with discourse in the social space. Critical theory in general and empirical approaches from 

cultural studies also pay attention to power and ideology in the construction of contemporary 

discourses, such as racism, starting from an anthropological definition of culture as a way of 

life, for the better or for the worse, not as a collection of exemplary illustrations of the human 
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spirit. How are communities affected by the exercise of power in human communication is a 

major concern for all these critical approaches to public discourse in the contemporary world. 

For many years now, in Europe as well as in the other parts of the world, massive 

movements of people have had an impact on a number of national communities. They have 

influenced many aspects of national and global situations. Theorists and particular journalists 

and politicians have dealt with the problem of migration in many ways and in various fields of 

inquiry, including the various branches of cultural studies linked to contemporary forms of 

Critical Theory, but globalization theories and analyses are also important.  

One of the most visible of the globalisation theorists is Arjun Appadurai, whose 

concepts, ethnoscape, ideoscape, mediascape, can be very useful when it comes to the 

description of the complexity of the phenomena having to do with the way discourse works in 

the world at large, in specific communities in particular. Ethnoscapes consist in the landscapes 

of people who make up the dynamic world in which we live: tourists, immigrants, refugees, 

exiles, guest workers, and other moving groups. Mediascapes refer to the electronic media used 

to produce and convey information (newspapers, magazines, television stations, and film 

production studios), and to the representations of the world which these media create. 

Ideoscapes, like mediascapes, indicate series of images, but they are more clearly political and 

have to do with the ideologies of statal entities and the counter-ideologies of movements 

oriented to resisting and challenging state power. These ideoscapes are such ideas, terms, and 

images as freedom, rights, sovereignty, representation, and probably the main term in the 

Western world, democracy.  

These concepts are useful in the analysis and interpretation of various cultural texts and 

phenomena. They mainly have to do with how the popular press, the tabloids, use language to 

address issues which are very sensitive today, both in Britain and in the rest of the world. It is 

at a time when two forces of cultural interaction, which were very important in the past, war 

and religious discourse (Appadurai 2015: 94), have been supplemented by new forms of 

dialogue and confrontation. Among these new forms, affecting the ethnoscapes, is the discourse 

of racism in the mediascapes. Writing more than two decades ago, at the end of the previous 

millennium, discussing what they thought to be “recent developments,” Martin Bulmer and 

John Solomos comment on the power of racism at that time all over the world, and their 

observations are just as pertinent then as they are today: 

Given recent developments across the globe few would disagree that one of the key social 

and political issues faced by many societies is the question of racism and the social and 

political conflicts associated with its presence. Whether one looks at Western Europe, 

Eastern Europe, North America, or Africa the salience of race and racism as social issues 

is evident in a multiplicity of ways (Bulmer &Solomos 18). 

Racism, like other important discourses, has a long history, and it is not confined to white 

people today discriminating against people from other parts of the world and having different, 

non-white ethnic, racial and cultural backgrounds. In a book which claims to be a short history 

of racism, even if the history of the phenomenon proper is very old, George M. Frederickson 

attributed the origins of racism to various forms of religion which “invented” it (Frederickson 
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2002: 15). Some theorists make distinctions between various forms of racism, such as 

institutional racism and intentional racism (Rattansi 2007:132 -133). Whatever distinctions can 

and have been made, it is undeniable that the phenomenon associated with such phrases, with 

this concept of racism, has been part of human history for a very long time. Its illustrations in 

contemporary discourse are particularly visible in the media, and particular periodicals, such 

as tabloids, have been an important instrument to promote it by the special kinds of language 

associated with them. In them, figurative language meant to appeal to emotions rather than to 

reason, has been of particular importance.  

Critical Discourse Analysis and its interpretation of figurative speech is particularly 

useful for the examination of the texts which show attitudes to migration as they have appeared 

in British periodicals over the last few years.  Norman Fairclough, Teun van Dijk, and Ruth 

Wodak are among the most important representatives of contemporary Critical Discourse 

Analysis (CDA), and their work is worth examining for a better understanding of the theoretical 

context in which various attitudes, usually negative, to migration are represented in a certain 

part of the press. The focus may fall on tabloids, since they try to manipulate their audience by 

appealing to their emotions and by using sensational language to impress them. Their impact 

is much easier to assess and their discourse to examine. This impact has to do with the power 

of language to get things done, by convincingly targeting a large audience. 

Fairclough’s book, Language and Power, published in the late 1980s, draws attention 

to the fact that words work on people, that they do more than describe the world. In our 

examination of how migration is dealt with in the British press, this power of words had to be 

taken into consideration. In following volumes, Fairclough will come up with several key 

elements in CDA, such as “critical” and “descriptive” goals in discourse analysis (Fairclough, 

1995:23), “ideological-discursive formations” or IDFs (Fairclough, 1995:24).  

Critical and descriptive goals in discourse analysis, discourse representation in media 

discourse, language and ideology are all important for research on representations of migration 

in the British public space, especially in periodicals addressed to a wide readership, having a 

big impact on how people think, speak and vote in their country and community. These 

periodicals are usually called tabloids, because of their format. However, it is not their format 

which is important for this article and subsequent work, but their content, style and target 

audience. These tabloids do not intend to educate ordinary people. They want to tell them, their 

readers, what they expect, exploiting their biases and prejudices. In addition to Fairclough, 

other CDA theorists, such as Teun van Dijk, Ruth Wodak and Michael Meyer have dealt with 

racist discourse, and their work is also useful in the study of tabloid language.  

The concept of “ideological-discursive formations” introduced by Fairclough in 

Critical Discourse Analysis: The Critical Study of Languageis of importance when we refer to 

a special kind of “speech community” with its own rules of discourse and ideological norms. 

This speech community, in our case, is made up of the language of the tabloid, of its journalists, 

of its target audience. These rules and norms may be detrimental to other people, such as those 

the tabloid describes as strangers, foreigners, aliens, and even more intimidating words. These 

formations are linked to groups within the above-mentioned context in which a certain type of 

discourse usually assumes a dominant position. Following the norms of one specific IDF, 
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subjects, such as migrants, are created and framed. The defining feature of dominant 

ideological discursive formations is that they make ideologies look natural. Hate speech may 

be made to look normal.  People do not think about ideology as one which is invented, but as 

something natural, some kind of non-ideological common sense.  Racism is one of these 

naturalized ideologies. Thus, readers in this speech community and involved in its specific 

“ideological-discursive formations” may think that the way they see people coming from 

abroad is the true, unbiased way of perceiving them, that this way of seeing them is not 

influenced by a certain ideology to which they are subjected. 

 Fairclough’s concepts of “naturalization” and “denaturalization” of such types of 

discourse in the tabloid press must be taken very seriously. It is important to point out that what 

racist journalists and readers consider natural is not right and that a process of denaturalization 

is necessary. People familiar with CDA are in a better position to denaturalize xenophobic or 

racist discourse. This is what Fairclough points out, and is a key feature of CDA, the fact that 

while IDFs “naturalize” ideologies, CDA aims at “denaturalizing” them (Fairclough, 1995:26-

29), by indicating the way in which 'ideological-discursive formations' in such context as those 

promoted by the tabloid press perpetuate and confirm racist discourse.  

This is important research regarding migration in the public space, since it is 

instrumental in identifying biased and prejudiced discourse in the press. The idea is to show 

how ideology works and how a critical reader can denaturalize it. The current article aims at 

preparing the ground for the denaturalization of the language about migration as it appears in 

a number of British tabloids. Some of the concepts and ideas expressed by such theorists as 

Teun van Dijk, Ruth Wodak and Norman Fairclough are very useful, so that the framework 

which is shaped by them within their texts will be referred to in the rest of this text.  For the 

time being, it is worth remembering that migration has led to controversy as to its 

consequences, and its history and importance have often been misunderstood. 

Koser’s introductory book on migration is one of the volumes that shed light on the 

phenomenon, placing it in a more comprehensive context. Koser is aware that migration is 

linked with other important global issues, including development, poverty, and human rights. 

It is the engine of globalization, as it drives what Appadurai calls the ethnoscapes. Migrants 

are often the most entrepreneurial and dynamic members of society; historically migration has 

supported economic development and the rise of nations and enriched cultures. It also presents 

significant challenges. Some migrants are exploited and their human rights abused. Their 

integration in destination countries, like Britain, for example, has been difficult at times. On 

the other hand, migration can deprive origin countries of important skills (Koser 2007:1). The 

author is fully aware that the topic of migration is important in the modern world. “The history 

of migration begins with the origins of mankind in the Rift Valley in Africa, from where 

between about 1.5 million and 5000 BC. Homo erectus and Homo sapiens spread initially into 

Europe and later into other continents” (Koser 2007:1). Not only is this story going on, but it 

also animates contemporary life, providing authors in the social science challenging topics to 

investigate in relation to the broad connection between power and discourse, to racism and 

discrimination in particular. 
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Van Dijk, very much like Fairclough, discusses the relations between power and 

discourse, a key dimension that all CDA theorists deal with, and Fairclough’s IDF is a concept 

which can be preserved and used in such investigations. It so happened that Van Dijk, in 

recognition to Fairclough’s work, dedicated some of his work to the pioneering research done 

by his Lancaster colleague. According to Van Dijk, the crucial elements of the analysis between 

power and discourse are the patterns of access to the public by means of the press, in which 

discrimination is sometimes veiled or hidden. Although discrimination may be a prominent 

issue, especially in the liberal quality press, it should be emphasized that it is usually limited 

to discrimination in employment - never in the press. It is not covered as a structural 

manifestation of white group dominance, but as an incidental and individual transgression of 

the elite self-image of tolerance (Van Dijk 1993:249). 

Tolerance and discrimination have long been associated with racism, a term with a 

certain history and with a certain degree of ambiguity. Robert Miles traces some of the defining 

coordinates of the term and its emergence in the public space in Britain, quite relevantly at the 

time in which Nazism emerged in Hitler’s Germany before World War II: 

Although the word ‘racism’ is now widely used in common-sense, political, and 

academic discourse, it is of very recent origin. There is no reference to the word in the 

Oxford English Dictionary (OED) of 1910 (although there are entries for race and racial). 

The OED Supplement of 1982 defines racism as ‘the theory that distinctive human 

characteristics and abilities are determined by race’ and records its first appearance in the 

English language in the 1930s (Miles 1999: 344). 

The term obviously explains critical aspects of abusive power in discourse. In order to be able 

to relate the two concepts of power and discourse we need to know how authors such as Van 

Dijk deal with the cognitive interface of language and culture which actually provides 

information about models, knowledge, attitudes and ideologies and social representations of 

the mind. Van Dijk suggests a study of the relations between discourse, power, dominance, 

social inequality and position of the discourse analyst. This is a new concept in comparison to 

the works of Fairclough, who did not place particular focus on the “discourse analyst” as a 

person (Van Dijk 1993: 249), but on the structural-ideological components, on the IDFs (the 

ideological discursive formations). In addition to the discourse analyst and to the IDFs, the 

missing component one has to bear in mind is the target audience of public discourse, more 

specifically, the language of periodicals addressing a large number of individuals, the popular 

press, usually associated with the tabloids, but also with new, emergent forms of social media, 

even less controlled by identifiable groups and power structures. 

Focusing, in much of his work, on issues related to patterns of access to the public and 

issues of inequality, racism and discrimination in the public space, Van Dijk states that the 

direction he approaches in his work regarding the critique of social inequality is by placing the 

focus on the role of discourse in the production, reproduction and resistance to dominance. 

 By dominance, the author refers to the action of the social elites, groups or institutions 

using social power. All this results in social, political, cultural, class, ethnic, racial and gender 

inequality. In this research on immigration in the UK, it is very important to identify the role 
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of discourse in the production and challenge of dominance, and Van Dijk’s contribution is 

remarkable to everyone concerned with this aspect of human interaction. According to him, it 

is important for discourse analysts to know what structures, strategies, or other properties of 

text, talk, verbal interaction or communicative events play a role in the modes of production or 

reproduction of racist discourse, in the first place, especially in what he calls elite discourse, 

but which also influences less elevated forms of public interactions, such as the discourse of 

racism in the tabloid press, which, apparently, has nothing to do with the elites, but with 

common people. Although analyses of racism concentrate on non-elite, working and middle 

classes, Teun van Dijk shows how elite racist discourse contributes to discrimination to a 

considerable extent. 

Initially, the meaning of the word tabloid had nothing to do with the sensationalist 

language and discourse targeted at ordinary people expecting to consume, rather than to take 

issue with the information they get. The distinction was made between two different formats 

that periodical had, tabloids being contrasted with broadsheets. Today, one can speak about the 

creation of contemporary national community: tabloid Britain, and Martin Conboy’s book, 

Tabloid Britain, describes this very broad discourse field not in terms of format only, but in 

terms of what this community does in terms of the concepts borrowed from Appaduari above: 

mediascapes and ideoscapes. The tabloids display a special configuration involving discourse 

structures and power structures, in which the discourse of migration is still contaminated by 

the discourse of racism. Each tabloid, rather than following one particular ideological and 

political formula as far as its discourse is concerned, develops its own language, its own 

rhetorical pattern, in keeping with the target audience it imagines and addresses, as Conboy 

claims:  

The use of a range of language specific to a particular newspaper is an editorial strategy, 

among many others, which enables a readership to be targeted. The language of the 

popular tabloid press in Britain is as accurate a prediction of the assumed social class and 

income of its readership as the advertisements and news content (Conboy 2006: 14). 

Van Dijk’s proposal of a study of the relationships between discourse structures and power 

structures from a sociopolitical point of view is very useful, and the study of migration in this 

respect is a good case in point. As he explains, CDA analysts must adopt a sociopolitical stance 

by exposing the principles, political points of view and perceptions of those whose discourse 

they critically examine. According to this approach directive speech acts such as commands 

would enact power, in order to reproduce dominance, and in the same manner he proposes an 

examination of the style, rhetoric or meaning of texts for strategies aiming at concealment of 

social power relations. This concealment means that sometimes power is not shown directly, 

but it is hidden in less straightforward ways. This is what ideology usually does. However, Van 

Dijk states that it is crucial for certain social conditions to be met in order for these language 

features (both oral and written) to be able to contribute to the reproduction of dominance. He 

argues that a detailed examination of social representations in the minds of social actors is 

necessary. Thus, as society develops and education makes forms of overt dominance less 

acceptable, forms of concealment become more prominent. David T. Wellman, in his 
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sociological study of white racism, notes this contradiction and dilemma facing most white 

Americans, not overtly racist, but being affected by the ideology of racism in concealed forms: 

Defenses that vulgarly refer to biological differences are currently unacceptable in public 

arenas. Arguments that explain the situation in terms of racial subordination, on the other 

hand, are also unacceptable to many white Americans. Reasoning of this sort implies that 

blacks are not responsible for racial subordination; it directly implicates white people in 

the system of racial injustice. Most people are unwilling to accept this harsh judgment of 

themselves (Wellman 1999: 184). 

The relation of subordination implicit in the racist link between discourse structures and power 

structures are difficult to accept by those who are complicit in its functioning. Van Dijk 

explains the relation between discourse structures and power structure, in the context of CDA. 

With regard to power, he is aware of the fact that it involves control by the members of one 

group over other group and not that, in the opinion of such theorists as Foucault, power is 

disseminated throughout the social structure of a community, working in all directions, not 

only to impose control and assert authority. In Van Dijk’s view, specific contexts might involve 

the limitation of freedom of other groups or influence their perspectives. He divides the two 

effects into “action” and “cognition”. Discourse in the public space, such as articles in the 

media, more specifically in such areas as tabloid language, might influence the perspectives of 

the readers or in some cases even contribute to the limitation of freedom of immigrants. 

However, both might be realized through a form of subtle manipulation that influences the 

minds of the readers in the interest of the dominant group. 

According to the author, what he calls mind management (Van Dijk 1993:254), while 

others might call manipulation, is not realized through direct manipulative speech, but rather 

through repetitive, daily forms of text in which dominance is expressed in a subtle manner, in 

a language that appears “natural” and “acceptable”. These are key elements to pursue by any 

analyst interested in such key issues. Van Dijk states that Critical Discourse Analysis is 

specifically interested in “power abuse,” manifested through the breaking of law, rules and 

principles of democracy, equality and so on. He uses the concept of dominance in order to 

distinguish between more acceptable forms of power and clearly abusive forms of power. He 

further explains that a critical discourse analysis is not “straightforward” and uses the term 

“hegemony,” as used by Fairclough in the wake of a long series of predecessors going back to 

Antonio Gramsci, in order to describe the way CDA does not always portray in binary system 

the villains and victims. As seen in the work of Fairclough, Critical Discourse Analysis: The 

Critical Study of Language as well, he states that power and dominance are usually 

“institutionalized,” elaborating on the idea that groups of dominance usually rely on other 

dimensions, such as media, the police, the law, implying an organization of dominance with a 

hierarchy of power, both cultural and political” (Van Dijk 1993:250). 

One of the most important sections of Van Dijk’s 1993 volume is section four. This 

part of the book is titled “discourse and access” and it is there that the author defines and 

describes the notion of access and various modes of access in the context of power and 
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dominance. By access he understands the freedom of language users in the use of special 

discourse genres or in the participation in specific communicative events (Van Dijk 1993:256).   

Focusing on aspects of racism in western countries, where there is a large majority of 

white people, the Dutch theorist notes that it becomes more obviously expressed than in the 

past. It continues to penetrate ethnic relations in Europe, North America and other westernized 

countries (Van Dijk 1991:10). Van Dijk’s Racism and the Press points out that one of the main 

strategies of the ideological framework keeping white control in place is just to deny or to 

minimise the power of racism. Many white people do not believe in white racial law. The press 

is part of the problem of racism, as it has access to a large number of people from several 

sections of society (10).  

Van Dijk explains the problem of the increase of racism in the media is much more 

complex than the simple explanation of selfishness or narrow-mindedness, of lack of education. 

Its complexities require a more detailed, specific approach, explaining the political, economic 

and socio-cultural work of the press as a whole in white-dominated societies. Whether Van 

Dijk’s observations are still valid today is open to further investigation, and a good field to 

explore would be the language of the tabloid press after the 2016 Leave – Remain referendum 

or after January 31st, 2020, the moment Britain left the EU. Some interesting facts would be 

found there.  

Apparently, racism has become less virulent. However, according to Van Dijk three 

decades ago (1991), the essential features of the British press treatment of race - colored people 

has on the whole not been portrayed as an integral part of British society. Instead, certain 

sections of the press project an image of Britain as a white society in which the colored people 

are seen as a problem, or just an oddity, rather than belonging to the core of society. He went 

on to say at that particular time that ‘race relations’ are basically defined in a negative way, 

contain negative stories about Asian refugees coming to Britain, the accommodation of 

homeless families in expensive hotels, racial attacks (Van Dijk 1991:32-33). He claimed in 

1991 that racism was not over, although most of the white Europeans were no longer assumed 

to believe in their “racial superiority.” Particularly since the Second World War and the 

Holocaust, controlling standard and values have discredited such an ideology, and hence the 

legitimation of group dominance in such terms (Van Dijk 1991:40). 

Nevertheless, the transformations of racism are far from unilinear or homogeneous, 

displaying various features at different times in the same place, let alone various places around 

the world, and a large number of authors have done specific work on specific situations. Thus, 

for example, apart from racism and discrimination expressed by white people against people 

of color, Frank Dikotter has studies group definition and the idea of race and racism in Modern 

China (Dikotter 1999:151-159), Robert C. Smith has proved that even after the success and 

achievements of the Civil Rights era in the US, racism still remains a sensitive issue (Smith 

1999: 160-167), while Harry Troyna and Richard Hatcher have not avoided an even more 

sensitive topic, racism in children’s lives (Troyna and Hatcher 1999: 168-176). 

Van Dijk points out that immigrants of peoples from the Third World countries or of 

non-western origin are not only categorized and (negatively) evaluated in terms of bodily 

appearance (whether or not conceptualized as different ‘races’), but also on the basis of cultural, 
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that is, ‘ethnic’ characteristics. Across history, such social representations used to differentiate 

in- and out-groups according to a changeable mixture of perceived differences of language, 

religion, dress or traditions (Van Dijk 1991:41). For example, Turks or Moroccans who 

migrated to western European countries may become represented and evaluated along a 

cultural dimension similar to the representation of Africans, South Asians or West Indians 

using a mixed racial-ethnic dimension. He talks about racism or ethnicism it is common in 

western countries, both against “black” groups, that include peoples of African origin and those 

of (South) Asian origin, as well as Mediterranean or Arabic, and immigrants from the ‘borders’ 

of Europe (41). 

There are two dimensions of racism that depend on each other. They are either 

“structural” or “ideological” in nature.  Structural difference is analyzed as a dimension of 

racism only if it is supported by certain prejudices belonging to the ideology of the dominant 

group and about race or ethnic relations. The structural and the ideological are interwoven and 

interdependent. This connection between the structural and the ideological dimensions of 

racism displays complex configurations (Van Dijk 1991:42). 

One might conclude that the reproduction of racism by the media is not a simple and 

straightforward process. It has become obvious for such theorists as Van Dijk that the role of 

the media in the reproduction of racism cannot be separated from the general properties of 

racism and white dominance in society, including the structural and ideological organization 

of that form of group power. That makes obvious the role of the press as a corporate, social, 

and cultural institution. The press needs to be analysed in relation to other institutions, such as 

those of the polity or the economy (Van Dijk 1991:63). These particular dimensions are shared 

by such related areas of inquiry as cultural studies and critical cultural studies, sociology, while 

Critical Discourse Analysis plays an important part in elucidating the complicated interplay of 

power and ideology in the construction and dissemination of ideologies in the public space, 

with a view to clarifying the cultural landscape and contributing to the improvement of 

whatever social system or community life they are to function in. 
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