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Migration has become a prevalent subject of securitization in the 21st century.  Now, more 

than ever the response to the protection of refugees and asylum seekers are heavily reliant 

on the language of security. 	In line with the Copenhagen School, “securitization signifies 

the inclusion of immigration issues in the catalogue of state security threats and 

considering them from the point of view of potential dangers to public order, including 

the receiving societies” (Podgórzańska, 2019, p. 68). According to Hintjens (2019), 

starting around the year 2000, refugees, asylum seekers and migrants had already been 

framed as existential security threats to the EU (Huysmans, 2000; Bigo, 2002; Buonfino, 

2006; Leonard, 2011; Murray and Longo, 2018). Then in 2012, this intensified which left	

plenty	 of	 room	 for	 news	 platforms	 to	 both	 continue	 and	 begin	 shaping	 the	

securitization	narrative	of	what	constitutes	a	“refugee”	or	“asylum	seeker,”	and	what	

their	arrival	meant	long	term	for	the	U.S	context,	one	of	the	top	refugee	resettlement	

states.	

	

Today, the language of security is intertwined with the response of sovereign states on 

issues around resettlement (Bourbeau, 2011). There have several spokespeople on this 

topic. For instance, Theresa May referenced large-scale migration as a barrier for a 

“[possible] cohesive society” (Dominiczak, 2015) and former Primer Minister, Cameron 

claimed “a swarm of people coming across the Mediterranean, seeking a better life, 

wanting to come to Britain because Britain has got jobs” (Elgot, 2016 par 2). Others such 

as former UN Secretary-General, Ki-Moon, called the refugee crisis a “crisis of 

solidarity” stressing language by stating, “we must change the way we talk about 

refugees and migrants. And we must talk with them. Our words and dialogue	matter” 

(UNSG, 2016). Pope Francis’ speech to the U.S Congress further stated that “we must 

not be taken aback by their numbers, but rather view them as persons, seeing their faces 

and listening to their stories, trying to respond as best we can to their situation” (Holy See 

Press Office, 2015). Most recently, in light of the pandemic, other figures such as the 

Secretary	 General	 of	 the	 Norwegian	 Refugee	 Council	 also	 known	 as	 NRC	 (2020)	

stated,	 “[the]	 coronavirus	 will	 decimate	 the	 refugee	 communities	 if	 we	 don’t	 act	

now.”	This	 type	of	discourse	 that	 reiterates	one’s	humanitarian	and	moral	duty	 to	

not	forget	refugees	is	not	new,	yet	is	relevant	within	how	refugees	are	situated,	thus	



further	 securitized.	 However, this paper goes beyond such critiques. Even though 

questions of responsibility, burden-sharing and resettlement caps remain central to the 

representation of the “other,” this paper is not about whether the U.S, a key international 

player, should take in more refugees or not, this paper’s interest lies elsewhere. This 

builds off past studies by critically exploring the different variation schemes in situating 

refugees within the American context and to what extent do these frames shake or rethink 

the securitization of refugees as a whole.  

 

Therefore, considering the dominant responses of sovereign states to issues around 

human mobility are heavily reliant and contingent upon the language of security; this 

thesis aims to explores how refugees and asylum seekers are situated, thus, 

securitized within American press newspaper headlines through a unique corpus 

critical discourse analysis. The focus of securitization, in this thesis, stems in part from 

the Copenhagen School’s emphasis on the role of speech acts in the social construction of 

security: to attach the label ‘security’ to an issue dramatizes it, makes it real.   

 

To get to the crux of these headline narratives, this thesis analyzed a total of 75 headlines, 

thus, a total of 675 words analyzed, and 120 words from that original amount made up 

the Spanish headlines. The	 corpus	 analysis	portion	of	 this	 thesis	 revealed, “border,	

from,	 trump	 [in	 English,	 and],	crisis,	 U.S,	 migratory	 [in	 Spanish]”	were	 the	 words	

most	greatly	prevalent.	However,	as	Biber	(1990)	points	out,	corpus-based	research	

actually	 depends	 on	 a	 mixed	 methods,	 thus,	 the	 “functional	 qualitative	

interpretation	 is	 an	 essential	 step”	 Therefore,	 upon	 frame	 analysis	 and	 critical	

device	 discourse	 analysis	 following	 Dijik’s	 2006	 model,	 findings	 revealed	 that	

“implication,	vagueness,	actor,	irony,	authority,	presupposition,	lexicalization”	were	

prevalently	 supportive	 of	 the	 three	 dominant	 frames.	 They	 consisted	 of	

meritocracy,	sovereignty,	and	responsibility.	These	frames	are not fully exclusive; 

there is great overlap among them. However, they independently share important 

implications for how refugees and asylum seekers are situated thus, securitized.  

 



First,	 sovereignty	 (mostly	 prevalent	 in	 2016	 headlines)	 emphasized	 “state	

security”	 the	most	 –	 securitizing	 the	 “other,”	within	 language	 stressing	 American	

soil,	 territory,	 border,	 and	 land	 issues.	 Second,	 meritocracy	 (mostly	 prevalent	 in	

2017	and	2018	headlines)	recognized	“human	security”	and	“ontological	security”	

principles	to	the	highest	degree	–	securitizing	the	“other”	within	language	stressing	

the	 American	 Dream,	 personalized	 narratives,	 and	 success	 stories	 from	 or	 about	

refugees.	 Third,	 responsibility	 (mostly	 prevalent	 in	 2019	 and	 2020	 headlines)	

stressed	the	“duty	to	protect”	and	“responsibility	to	protect”	principle	the	most	–	

securitizing	 the	 “other”	within	 language	 emphasizing	 action	 and	 awareness	 based	

texts	that	called	for	greater	government	and	individual	participation.	Though	“duty	

to	protect”	stems	from	a	social	work	discipline,	it	is	still	a	relevant	aspect	of	security.	

Nonetheless,	while	English	texts	emphasized	the	Middle	East	and	Europe	in	general,	

Spanish	 texts	 emphasized	 Latin	 America,	 partly	 due	 to	 the	 national	 ties	 and	 re-

interpretation	 of	 the	 refugee	 crisis;	 some	 texts	 even	 went	 as	 far	 as	 to	 stress	

Venezuela	 as	 the	 next	 and/or	 current	 “Syria”	 blurring the lines between migrant-

refugee-asylum seeker. In some cases, Spanish written texts situated refugees and asylum 

seekers in much shorter and general headlines in comparison to English texts, illustrating 

two different narratives going on at the same time within American Press headlines. 

 

In theory, “securitizing refugees” may appear contradictory in terms considering 

securitization of migrants should technically have no bearing on the protection of 

refugees. Receiving refugee or even asylum seeker status should ensure that they are not 

framed as an existential threat. In terms of international refugee law, when a person is 

awarded such status, it should automatically entitle them to rights and protections. It 

should also automatically endow the international community with responsibilities to 

watch over them. These principles are why UNHCR was created in 1950 and why the 

Refugee Convention was approved by the UN in 1951 in the first place (Donnelly, 2017). 

However, this is not always reflected in practice. Therefore, this thesis aims to expand on 

these inconsistencies from a language – security link perspective. Furthermore, this study 

was innovative since it (1) is among the first to systematically address the framing in the 

media coverage of Europe’s 2015 refugee crisis within the American context, both in 



English and Spanish, over a large sample of newspapers in key peak years (2) relies on an 

original critical discourse approach to identify frames in an inductive and deductive 

manner, and (3) incorporates a human security framework as its foundation. Ultimately 

sovereignty, meritocracy and responsibility in relation to securitization are not fully 

exclusive of each other; there is great overlap among them. However, they independently 

share important implications for how refugees and asylum seekers are securitized, beyond 

English written texts, and treated in the long term, and what type of assistance could be 

provided to refugees and asylum seekers for greater integration in the future. 

 
	


