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While these lines were written, Taliban we­
re conquering Afghanistan, establishing a 
regime of terror in the country, while con­
currently provoking a wide conflict in the 
Western public sphere about responsibi­
lities and consequences of this situation. 
More specifically, Europe witnesses a ra­
cist and xenophobic wave of discourses 
against a new possible escape of refugees 
toward Europe; presently such discours­
es abound in politics and the media. It is 
more than a truism nowadays that, in cri­
sis-stricken Europe, there is an increasing 
politicization of migration, which takes 
place against the background and mu­
tual overlapping of diverse crises. More 
specifically, migration has become a focal 
and quite polarizing issue in the European 
public sphere especially since the num­
bers of refugees, escaping from conflict 
territories of the Middle East (e. g., Syria), 
crossing the Mediterranean, dramatically 
increased starting in 2014 (Bevelander  & 
Wodak, 2019a). The so-called “refugee cri­
sis,” as this movement was portrayed by 
mainstream media and powerful political 
figures in Europe (Krzyżanowski, Trianda­
fyllidou,  & Wodak, 2018), contributed to 
social and economic tensions (such as the 
Eurozone “debt crisis”) that took place in 
the European Union and played into Brex­
it that followed.

Against this backdrop, refugee and 
migrant populations were met with sol­
idarity by groups of European citizens 
and NGOs while, simultaneously, they 
were scapegoated by extreme right-wing 
voices and attacked both physically and 
symbolically, revealing the intensity of 

racist hatred in the European Union. The 
images of citizens, for example, in Les­
bos island, Greece, rescuing and hosting 
refugees who were fleeing from the Turk­
ish coast, and the pro-refugee manifes­
tations yielded to a wave of exclusionary 
discourses such as the right-wing popu­
list UKIP’s anti-EU campaign, which was 
founded on an anti-migration sentiment 
and favored by mainstream British media 
(Cap, 2018). Moreover, fences were raised 
among EU member-states (Rheindorf  & 
Wodak, 2018), the debate on the Schen­
gen area was thrown in turmoil (Boukala & 
Dimitrakopoulou, 2018), and the essence 
of the project of the European integration 
was put to the test (Bevelander & Wodak, 
2019b) due to the rise of what has been 
called politics of fear (Wodak, 2015).

As a consequence, the “refugee crisis” 
and the related developments in the pub­
lic sphere attracted huge multidisciplinary 
research interests in the fields of com­
munication and discourse studies (Bala­
banova & Trandafoiu, 2020; Krzyżanowski, 
Triandafyllidou,  & Wodak, 2018; Musolff, 
2017; Viola & Musolff, 2019; among others). 
To name but a few of the recent studies on 
the topic, scholars focused on analyzing 
dehumanizing metaphors (e. g., Musolff, 
2015) such as “flows / tides of migrants,” 
as a means that favor the exclusion of the 
migrant populations from the host soci­
eties. Moreover, in some cases, scholars 
have shown how discursive constructions 
of migrant and refugees contributes to 
the construction of explicit and implicit 
argumentation and consequently justify­
ing racist exclusionary views (e. g., Serafis, 
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Greco, Pollaroli, & Jermini-Martinez Soria, 
2020a, 2020b; Serafis, Raimondo, Assimak­
opoulos, Greco, & Rocci, 2021).

This Thematic Section aims to deep­
en the relevant scholarly discussion about 
the issues highlighted before by bringing 
to the fore critical cutting-edge research 
from discourse and communication stud­
ies on migration in different European 
contexts where the so-called “refugee cri­
sis” played out. In particular, the papers 
included in this Thematic Section repre­
sent different scholarly perspectives from 
a multidisciplinary mosaic of approach­
es, with a particular focus on Spain, Italy, 
Greece, and Germany. In many ways, the 
papers expand previous research by focus­
ing, for example, on migration in relation 
to the ongoing COVID-19 public health cri­
sis, or on the (re-)emergence and the ulti­
mate naturalization of extreme right-wing 
populist forces and voices in different EU 
settings, as well as the time frame to un­
derstand how migration is represented in 
discourses after the 2015 peak period.

Focusing on Spain, in her paper, “Ref­
ugees, coronavirus and the politics of rep­
resentation in the Spanish press,” Alicia 
Ferrández-Ferrer cross-examines the mi­
gration issue in relation to the COVID-19 
pandemic outbreak. The author focuses on 
the Spanish mainstream press. More spe­
cifically, she analyzes news articles pub­
lished by the Spanish newspapers El País 
and El Mundo, showing that representa­
tions of migrants have changed owing to 
the COVID-19 pandemic. In particular, the 
author shows that there are shifts toward a 
representation of migrants and refugees as 
victims or as a threat, but also a portrayal of 
migrants as necessary and as active agents 
in the context of a global emergency.

Examining political discourse in the 
Italian context, in his paper “Emergen­
za sanitaria, emergenza immigrazione. 
Il discorso anti-immigrazione di Matteo 
Salvini,” Dario Lucchesi analyzes right-
wing populist discourse of Matteo Salvini 
on social media, with a particular focus 
on migration (March 2020–March 2021). 
The author synthesizes quantitative anal­
ysis and critical discourse analysis to stu­
dy Salvini’s posts and user comments. 

He identifies the linguistic strategies that 
contribute to the construction of a sense 
of emergency and reinforce the process of 
“securitization” of national borders and 
the re-legitimation of national identities. 
The author shows that Salvini systemati­
cally organized the migratory narrative on 
negative campaigning, blaming political 
opponents, and recontextualized the mor­
alization of borders.

Turning to the Greek context, in the 
paper “Far-right discourse as legitimacy? 
Analysing political rhetoric on the ‘mi­
gration issue’ in Greece,” Salomi Boukala 
follows a discourse-historical approach 
(DHA) to critical discourse studies (CDS) 
to show the normalization of far-right 
political rhetoric on the migration issue. 
She does so by analyzing statements from 
mainstream political representatives, 
namely the current Greek prime minis­
ter, Kyriakos Mitsotakis, and political fig­
ures from the ruling political party New 
Democracy. In particular, the author uses 
an argumentative-based DHA approach, 
considering the argumentative schemes 
of Aristotelian topoi and the study of fal­
lacies to investigate how the leadership of 
the Greek government justified its political 
agenda on security, law, and order, thus 
underpinning a far-right rhetoric.

Within the same national context, in 
their paper “From the illegal migrant-crim­
inal to the illegal migrant-invader: Critical 
analysis of the semantic change of the 
Greek term λαθρομετανάστης ‘illegal mi­
grant’,” Nikos Stamatinis, Argiris Archakis 
and Villy Tsakona provide evidence from 
the analysis of the Hellenic Parliament Pro­
ceedings where the term λαθρομετανάστης 
“illegal migrant” is used. Following a criti­
cal discourse-analytical perspective and 
employing the principle of the interplay 
between macro-level dominant discours­
es vs. micro-level discursive choices and 
strategies, the authors trace the semantic 
trajectory of such a term, showing how this 
was re-contextualized in relation to the he­
gemonic national-racist discourse of the 
1990s, in which migrants were perceived 
as criminals. Moreover, they examine how 
the re-emergence of the older racist use of 
the term in question as a reaction against 
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the guidelines of political correctness is 
anew connected with national-xenopho­
bic discourse, that tends to frame migrants 
as invaders and a national threat.

Finally, in their paper “The ‘refugee 
crisis’ as an opportunity structure for 
right-wing populist social movements: The 
case of PEGIDA,” Marco Bitschnau, Dennis 
Lichtenstein and Birte Fähnrich focus on 
the strategic communication of the right-
wing PEGIDA movement in Germany. In 
particular, they unveil the frames and 
master frames of the PEGIDA movement 
and the role of the 2015 “refugee crisis” in 
shaping them. They employ a qualitative 
content analysis of speeches held at PEGI­
DA rallies between 2014 and 2016. Their 
paper shows that PEGIDA employed the al­
leged “Islamization of Europe” as the only 
master frame prior to the refugee crisis. 
They also demonstrate the emergence of a 
new master frame, the “Perils of Asylum.” 
This master frame arises during and due 
to the “refugee crisis” and incorporates ele­
ments of the previous Islamization master 
frame. The crisis is an opportunity struc­
ture through which PEGIDA’s message 
can be modified and updated  – but this 
requires that the old and the new mas­
ter frame can be aligned with each other.
Through that prism, the authors enable 
us to get to a better understanding of the 
“crisis” as an opportunity structure for 
right-wing populist social movements to 
deepen their roots in German society and 
broaden their audience.

The different papers in this Thematic 
Section offer, thus, perspectives on micro 
and macro discursive and communica­
tion strategies regarding events related to 
international migration and their politi­
cal interpretation in communication. We 
hope the readers of SComS will enjoy read­
ing context and country specific analyses 
informed by different approaches offered 
by this collection of papers.
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