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Abstract

Borders, as both physical and symbolic, delineate socio-cultural conceptions of belonging
that exacerbate differences in power and contribute to migrant exclusion. Borders operate
internally in the everyday lives of migrants by reproducing and reinforcing oppressive relations
with the dominant social group. This study conceptualizes borders as part of a larger system of
power and control that contributes to the marginalization and racialization of vulnerable
populations within the nation as well as internationally. The media plays a significant role in
creating and managing public opinion on issues of culture, race, gender, and citizenship, and thus
is useful for analyzing immigrant representation while illustrating the prevalence of additional,
theoretical borders. The unification of coherent social actors in the media creates a shared
interpretive framework and a collective knowledge within the platform that shapes how
interactions are formed. Through an analysis of posted content on social news platform
Reddit.com, this project aims to uncover the dominant discourse on immigration and its
connection to processes of exclusion that illustrate the construction of theoretical borders in the
everyday lives of migrants. The findings from this study indicate a normalization of exclusionary
discourse through linguistic narratives that perpetuate social inequality by casting migrants as a

cultural “other”.
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Introduction

The simultaneous operation of borders both internally and externally to the nation situates
dominant discourse on immigration within larger structures of systemic power and control. The
conceptualization of borders as both physical and symbolic illustrates the permeability of
processes of governance and securitization that work to actively and passively exclude migrants
from the dominant social group. The physical barriers migrants face in addition to the theoretical
barriers that operate in their everyday lives emphasizes the border as a fluid and shifting variable
that is contingent on status and social location. This research argues that internal bordering
processes act as additional barriers through which migrants must learn to navigate and
manoeuvre which often results in their increased exclusion and marginalization. Bordering
processes materialize in many ways. The overwhelming presence of immigrant exclusion in the
media emphasizes additional bordering processes that migrants are forced to navigate. Because
the media often works to inform and maintain dominant opinions and perceptions, exclusionary
media representations of immigrants can act as an additional barrier. As a result, media platforms
provide useful data for analyzing dominant immigrant representation and their associated
frameworks that also create barriers for migrants. The production, representation, and
consumption of media content reflect pre-existing socio-political realities, but are also
constitutive in the production of meaning (Georgiou, 2012). Thus, the media can be understood
not just as a reflection of reality, but also in its role in constructing reality (Couldry, 2000; as
cited in Georgiou, 2012). The media’s significant role in creating and managing interpretations
of immigration makes it a productive element in dominant representation of immigrants and it
can thus be used to analyze the continuous relationship that gives meaning to dominant discourse
on immigration and about immigrants.

This research analyzes dominant discourse on social news platform Reddit.com with a
focus on immigration. Analysing discourse on immigrants and immigration on Reddit is relevant
because of the media’s increasing popularity as a source for knowledge and information. This
project aims to uncover the most prevalent narratives about immigration on Reddit and to
analyze these in relation to the wider social context for immigration and settlement. This project
argues that dominant discourse on immigration on Reddit emphasizes additional borders that
situate migrants as a cultural “other”. Immigrants face active exclusion through physical and
theoretical spaces internal to their everyday lives. | highlight that Reddit, while offering an
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avenue for open discussion on immigration, demonstrates consistency in user opinions that point
to increased legitimation of negative perceptions of immigrants. Consequently, narratives on
Reddit pose a risk that exclusionary discourse will be further normalized throughout society as a
whole. I begin with a review of relevant literature. | will then discuss the various theoretical
frameworks used to inform this research and will subsequently outline the qualitative
methodological approaches implemented. Next, | will outline the findings of this research and
my analysis. This project will conclude with a summary of the overall results of the research and

provide a brief discussion on its meaning and relevancy to the wider social context.
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Literature Review

This chapter will explore relevant literature on the topic of immigration and bordering
processes. The aim of this section is to demonstrate the relevancy of this research by recognizing
how it is situated in relation to pre-existing literature on the topic. | will begin by exploring the
literature as it relates to bordering and exclusionary processes and the construction of internal
bordering, self-surveillance, and performativity. Subsequently, this chapter will analyze literature
related to media representation and its considerable prevalence in defining exclusionary
perceptions of immigrants and immigration. | will then explore literature on the gendered
barriers to migration at the border and the relationship between exclusion and agency. This
chapter will conclude with a short discussion on the general significance of the literature on the
topic and consider where my research in particular fits in relation to existing knowledge.

Bordering and Exclusionary Practices

Conceptualizing borders as a spectacle emphasizes the border as not only a physical
demarcation between nation states, but also as a symbolic force that transcends physical space
and exists as a social phenomenon. The very existence of borders constructs theories of the
“inside” and “outside”, or “us” versus “them”, often situating migrants as the perceived outsider
in the relationship and consequently creating additional conceptual barriers for them. Borders
become representations of inclusion and exclusion that work to determine who belongs or does
not belong in a given area. Related literature on the topic of bordering processes provides various
definitions that often situate the border in relation to power and control and the overt exclusion
of migrant bodies. Villegas (2018) defines borders as socially constructed processes that
delineate differential membership. They argue that the presence of borders is naturalized through
claims of sovereignty and the imagined need to surveil a lurking “other” awaiting entry; the
border as a conceptual space divides the legitimate from the illegitimate and the protected from
the dangerous (2018). Similarly, Kapoor and Narkowicz (2019) describe that borders illuminate
marginal subjects in vulnerable and precarious positions through maintained raced and class
structures of exclusion. Newell, Gomez, and Guajardo (2017) describe the border as a threshold
between two worlds, or an in-between that is neither here nor there, which perpetuates the
particularly vulnerable social location of migrants. Sharma (2006) refers to the border as a
spectacle, arguing that the spectacle of border enforcement, migration, and citizenship policies

and practices differentiate and stratify flows of people and reinforce lines of race (as cited in
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Helleiner, 2013). The interpretation of internal borders as flexible and transitory points to their
insidious nature. The malleability of borders emphasizes their existence internally throughout the
everyday lived experiences of migrants. Villegas (2018) describes the internalization of borders
through the many barriers that exist for migrant families and explores the ways in which these
barriers serve as bordering practices by defining the availability of services based on
documentation status which actively excludes those deemed “non-members”. Consequently,
social institutions function as an internal border as sites that serve to define inclusion and
exclusion from belonging. Internal bordering is further discussed by Davis (2000), who argues
the existence of “second” and “third” borders that exist throughout various points during a
migrant’s life, such as at highway checkpoints, when attempting to access social services, and
the general omnipresence of borders that follows migrants wherever they go (as cited in Gurman,
2017). Comparatively, Ono (2012) argues that the border moves with migrants in the social
spaces that they navigate, such as in the interior of the nation, their workplaces, and in their
homes (as cited in Villegas, 2018); the border is widespread and omnipresent (Berinstein et al.,
2009; as cited in Villegas, 2018). Menjivar (2014) further explores the omnipresence of borders
through “internalization” and “externalization” , also referred to as “bordering-debordering”.
These concepts emphasize the omnipresence of borders through their adaptable and fluctuating
presence that is permeated across physical and social locations. Menjivar argues that admission
decisions related to immigration are no longer confined to the physical border, but rather security
professionals prefer to start the process of border control at the point of departure through visas
and requirements that permit screening, such as pre-checks and pre-clearance inspections (Bigo
& Guild, 2010; as cited in Menjivar, 2014). Resting on the increased emphasis of pre-border
surveillance and interception, borders become internal to the lives of migrants through state
screening processes that are implemented prior to migration. Even more significant is the ways
in which the state continues to monitor the movements of migrants beyond their initial encounter
with the physical border. Additionally, some migrant bodies are governed more than others,
often based on factors of identity such as race. Policies of interdiction work unevenly and are
implemented dissimilarly, as not all migrants are treated in the same way (Menjivar, 2014). In
particular, Correa (2013) describes that following the War on Terror, Arab-Middle-Eastern-
Muslims were repositioned as threats to national security, and this scope was later broadened to
include all immigrants crossing the United States-Mexico border. In a similar context, the War
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on Drugs reconfigured border patrol’s relationship with Latinas and Latinos in the southwest
(Correa, 2013). Menjivar implements a similar argument in relation to the overwhelming
emphasis of the United States Border Patrol on the southern United States border to stop
Mexican and Central American migrants travelling by land (2014). Romero (2008) emphasizes
how law enforcement officials racially profile people based on perceived “Mexicanness”, such as
dark skin colour, Spanish-speaking abilities, and form of dress (as cited in Correa, 2013). This
form of racialized “policeability” points to the construction of the border as a lawless and
dangerous place that, coupled with discourse on the War on Terror, works to justify increased
militarization (Correa, 2013). Michaelsen (2005) argues that the border exists in a “permanent
state of racial emergency” (as cited in Correa, 2013). These factors emphasize the socio-cultural
relationship with discourse on race that justifies exclusion against certain migrant bodies. The
ways in which the surveillance and governance of migrants occurs beyond the physical border
(both before and after their encounter with it) in addition to the specificity to which certain
bodies are monitored based on socio-historical understandings conceptualizes borders as
increasingly blurred and internalized in nature.

Pacheco (2015) contends that through a decrease in interstate wards and progression in
international trade, globalization has contributed to a “border-blurring” effect and the objective
of denying territorial access to “clandestine transnational actors” (Rytz, 2008; as cited in
Pacheco, 2015). Hyndman and Walton-Roberts (2000) describe that transnationalism is not
simply a theoretical perspective, but a nexus of social and material relationships that blur the
centrality of borders. The relationship between transnationalism and globalization contributes to
border blurring through the increasingly fluid nature of borders that impact migrants far beyond
their experience crossing the physical border, demonstrating the simultaneous greater
interconnectivity of the world and increased securitization which promotes exclusion. Gurman
(2017) contends that the border is blurred as barriers become a daily reality for migrants who are
racially profiled by enforcement officers both at and away from the territorial border. The
increased securitization of borders creates a simultaneous increase in governance and state
control over mobility which further develops the strict physical demarcation of boundaries
between nation states and consequently reinforces representations of difference and perceptions
of belonging. Gurman (2017) explores the securitization of borders by analyzing the ways in
which the border zone acts as a site of power that reflects and shapes racial and ideological
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concepts of the nation. Furthermore, Gurman (2017) states that border enforcement plays a
central role in constructing the racial category of the “illegal alien”, and similarly, Atak and
Crépeau (2013) argue that securitization agents emphasise the security threats posed by “criminal
aliens” which reflects concerns over border security and its relationship to unauthorized
migration. The construction of migrants as threats works to validate and justify the increased
securitization of borders. Menjivar (2014) similarly describes that while borders have been
examined as the physical demarcations that separate territories and through which goods and
people traverse, attention has more recently been devoted to the significance of borders in the
context of national security, control, and securitization. Soto-Bermant further notes that
securitization resulting in increased border controls renews interest in the convergence of state
power and technologies of control (as cited in Menjivar, 2014). Thus, the increasingly securitized
border fuels the assumption that migrants are security “threats” that should be controlled and
regulated. Literature by Ponce de Ledn (2017) contends that migration policies produce the
figure of the immigrant not as a subject in transition but as a latent threat to be regulated and
excluded from society. Literature by Menjivar (2014) advances this argument, describing that
immigrants have been turned into “security issues” and fear is often directed at immigrants as
presumed “terrorists” because of the presumed threat they pose to national security.
Securitization frameworks often extend to include all immigrants as presumptive security threats
in one way or another (Menjivar, 2014). Supportively, Mountz et al. (2012) describe that nation
states and security agencies deploy rationales of deterrence and securitization and consistently
frame these rationales through narratives of migrants as security threats through rhetoric that
illustrates the relationship between securitization and immigration policies. Newell, Gomez, and
Guajardo (2017) demonstrate a similar claim, that the surveillance apparatus deployed by states
and private parties on both sides of the border supports a rhetoric of governance, control,
suspicion, fear, and security. This rhetoric characterizes immigrants as criminal in which their
mere presence increases the risk of violence (Newell et al., 2017). Literature on this topic
emphasizes that frameworks of state power and control that exist both at the border and beyond
are attributed partially to the efforts of the dominant social group in maintaining state
sovereignty and attempting to distinguish the “deserving” and “undeserving” migrant through

securitization policies and practices.



THE NORMALIZATION OF IMMIGRANT EXCLUSION 12

As borders are increasingly securitized, migrant bodies are further criminalized. The
criminalization of immigrants through immigration policies and practices at the border has been
engrained and normalized to such an extent that migrants will engage in self-surveillance or self-
governance at border sites. In particular, Finn, Hennebry, and Momani (2018) analyse the ways
in which Arab youth navigate border sites and manage their marginalization through self-
surveillance. They analyze the relevance of internal and external state borders which exists in
gendered and racialized expressions and how mobility is impaired depending on factors of
identity. Significantly, the study conducted by Finn et al. recognizes the ways in which Arab
youth made attempts to conceal their Arab-ness at the border based on male and female
prototypes, such as young male Muslims who stopped growing their facial hair because it was a
visual marker of their Arab identity and was associated with stereotypes of the Muslim terrorist.
Similarly, Finn et al. found that Arab women who wore a hijab would attempt to avoid racial
profiling at the border by dressing in a more “Westernized” way, such as sporting baggage with
university emblems or wearing their hijab in a back bun to appear more “stylish”. The research
done by Finn et al. points to the significance of self-disciplining and behaviour management at
the border, specifically the ways in which gender and normative understandings of gender play a
role in the way that migrants chose to engage in self-surveillance to minimize the gaze upon
them through a performance of dominant “Canadian” identity. The research done by these
authors demonstrates the malleability of borders both materially and symbolically. The Arab
youth in the study faced additional barriers as a result of their cultural identity and consequently
were forced to attempt to conceal their Arab identity to have a more tolerant border crossing
experience. The border thus becomes a performance through the ways in which migrants perform
their identity, but also through the ways in which the state chooses to assert its control and
dominance. Performativity at the border is further explored by Helleiner (2013) who analyzed
how the state’s assertions of border control and restrictive migration are linked to a perceived
need to “perform” the nation state, often in racialized and nationalized ways to citizens in the
context of globalization. Munck (2008) contends that controlling who enters the state and who
does not is one of the few remaining powerful attributes of national sovereignty (as cited in
Helleiner, 2013). Borders serve the role of framing and conceptualizing immigration policies and
translating these into practice, further informing larger socio-cultural discourses and
representations of inside/outside the nation and social inclusion/exclusion. Gurman (2017)
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contends that efforts to distinguish between the “interior” and “exterior” are embedded in the
legal and institutional roots of the modern nation-state border system. Similarly, Villegas (2018)
argues that borders act as mechanisms that determine membership through processes of social
inclusion and exclusion. Through an analysis of the literature, it becomes evident that social
inclusion and exclusion often becomes conceptualized and determined by the state (and later
validated within other social institutions), while migrants who are in particularly precarious or
vulnerable social locations become increasingly susceptible to state security practices through
which they are consequently deemed as either included or excluded. This is further explored by
Zorn (2014), who argues that migrant exclusion becomes linked to issues for non-status citizens
such as immigration control, detention, deportation, and unequal rights or unequal access to
social, medical, and other public services, consequently causing non-status migrants to become
“erased” in nature. Similarly, Nevins (2007) explores the role of the state in constructing
processes of inclusion and exclusion at the border, describing that dominant terminologies label
migrants as “illegal”, however descriptors like “illegalized” or “unauthorized” instead highlight
how states “produce” migrant status (as cited in Helleiner, 2013). The production of status by the
state becomes representative of power and control that is often emphasized through linguistic
patterns that construct migrant identity, consequently becoming a significant factor in controlling
and managing migrant bodies. DeGenova (2002) redirects away from the “problem” of the
migrant towards the “problem” of the state in a globalized world (as cited in Helleiner, 2013).
Furthermore, migrants who arrive without secure status are subject to “inclusion through
illegalization”, supplying relatively cheap, exploitable, easily controlled, and expendable
workers (DeGenova, 2002; as cited in Helleiner, 2013). Policies often target and marginalize
undocumented works in particular by requiring them to carry identification using “show-me-
your-papers laws” (Caberra, 2014; as cited in Pacheco, 2015). The presumed role of borders is
thus to “protect” the dominant group from the “threat” of undocumented migrants; borders are
multi-faceted, protective mechanisms from a maligned “other” (Villegas, 2018). An analysis of
bordering processes provides an avenue to examine the relationship that is constructed between
institutions and illegalization. The contingency of securitization rests on the construction of
inclusion and exclusion that is determined at borders both internal and external to the nation.
Media Representations as an Additional Border

Representations of the immigrant “other” is a prominent theme throughout media
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discourse in particular. Pottie-Sherman and Wilkes explore the depiction of the immigrant
“other” that is woven throughout media representations of immigrants and immigration through
the dialectical relationship between Canada as a multicultural nation and a racialized, criminal,
and diseased foreign immigrant “other” that seeks to abuse Canada’s “generosity” (2016).
Comparatively, Andeyanju and Neverson (2007) describe that the media construction of the
“other” tends to occur where there are gross inequalities of power and when there are perceived
threats to national identities. The construction of the immigrant “other” is rooted in colonial
power and imperialism which is further perpetuated through media discourse surrounding the
securitization of borders that attempts to “keep out” potential immigrant “threats”. Disney (2017)
contends that within the current sociopolitical climate, attitudes of othering — “us versus them” —
have targeted the internationally disenfranchised groups of immigrants and refugees living in
North American locations. Following a similar discourse, Kadianaki, Avraamidou, loannou, and
Panagiotou (2018) argue that there is a global media tendency for negative representations of
migrants through the construction of the “us” and “them” dichotomy and as an outgroup. The
authors describe that the media tends to construct migrants as a deviant group by characterizing
them as “other” which creates a moral panic as this portrayal becomes perceived as a threat to
the interests and order of the dominate culture. Consequently, the “in-group” is positively
represented in media discourse. Disney describes that the creation of an “in-group” and an “out-
group” through othering processes is representative of the assumption that a group has innate or
biological (essential) qualities that make them better or worse (Ghorashi, 2010; Hanson-Easey,
Augoustinos, & Moloney, 2014; as cited in Disney, 2017). Evidently, these constructions are
often represented in various forms of media and can consequently be used to manipulate social
or political arenas. Correspondingly, Pacheco (2015) explores the implications of “us” and
“them”, arguing that it is the physical border wall that becomes a symbolic representation of the
source that creates the “us” versus “them” dichotomy. The author argues that the term “illegals”
alone contributes to this depiction of otherness where immigrants are dehumanized and
perceived as undeserving of the same human rights, and it is through this perception that their
existence becomes based on this status of illegality in which laws openly and actively oppose
their presence. VVollmer (2017) contends that there is a particular thematic portrayal of migrants
in news reports, as news articles covering the topic of migration identify immigrants with a

particular family of lexemes that are linked to illegality. The most common adjective that
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describes immigrants consistently and saliently is “illegal” (Blinder & Allen, 2016; as cited in
Vollmer, 2017). This points to the normalization of exclusionary discourse towards immigration
that is often presented throughout media networks. Furthermore, the literature by Kadianaki et al.
(2018) explores the ways in which the media often portrays immigrants as economic, security,
and cultural threats to the nation which becomes further intensified through the use of
threatening and sensationalist media language, consequently provoking the construction of the
immigrant “other”. Significantly, the authors note the tendency of relationships to form between
different types of crimes and ethnicities that are informed by stereotypes. The construction of the
immigrant “other” creates additional barriers for migrants based on their identity and iassociated
stereotypes. A related body of literature argues that immigrants are often portrayed as racially
and ethnically divergent, harmful, opportunistic, or ungrateful which determines the character of
immigration policy and the resultant logic of inclusion and exclusion that bars immigrants’
access to full citizenship (Masuoka and Junn, 2013, Schrag, 2010; as cited in Ponce de Ledn,
2017). Literature on the topic of migrant “othering” provides a basis for analysis when looking at
the ways in which stereotypes of immigrants and immigration are informed and managed
through the media and how these interpretations might transpose to migrant experiences both at
the border and beyond.

Furthermore, literature by Huges (2010) similarly explores the ways in which the media
presents mechanisms of governmentality and security as necessary, relatively benign, and
reasonable, which works to depict border agencies positively and to normalize the securitization
of borders. Pacheco (2015) also explores the normalization of border security and describes that
the perception of unauthorized immigration as a threat to American ideals has legitimated the
strategies of border control that are currently in place. Pacheco contends that the border wall is
often presented throughout media discourse as a safety blanket that ensures liberty, protects
national security, and upholds modern civilization, and describes that it is through this
framework that border security works to provide protection to wealthy, privileged societies from
people from “other” places. Evidently, the argument behind border security often stems from an
arbitrary fear of terrorist threats that are based on media perceptions of immigrants. As Pacheco
points out, transnational threats such as unauthorized immigration, drug trafficking, and
transnational terrorism are the primary focus of concern and generally serve military and

economic objectives. Migrants are thus demonized and criminalized through media
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representation that associates the foreign “other” with a moral panic that immigrants are threats
against the homeland which becomes permeated throughout society. Correa-Cabera, Garrett, and
Keck (2014) describe this phenomenon as a “politics of fear” in which the excessively
dramatized depictions of violence and hypothetical hazards of migrants create a media spectacle.
The fear of infiltration is regularly used to rationalize the overzealous and inhumane border
security legislation and processes that intentionally deny unauthorized immigrants seeking safety
and economic opportunity (Corea-Cabera et al., 2014). This argument is supported by Mountz et
al. (2012) who argue that rationales of securitization link migration and mobility to fear-driven
national security policies, converting mobility into regimes of containment and borders into
regimes of exclusion. The politics of fear is regularly permeated throughout media discourses,
and it works to formulate negative representations and the criminalization of migrants which
creates an additional border as they attempt to navigate the host society. Atak and Crépeau
(2013) argue that the issue of migration is represented as an existential threat to fundamental
values of society and the state, a construction which helps convince society that exceptional
measures are needed in response to this existential threat. Evidently, the depiction of migrants as
“threats” acts as rationale for securitizing borders as well as state control and governance of
migrant bodies. As immigration and securitization increases are further conflated, border control
practices are expanded. Atak and Crépeau introduce a compelling argument, stating that the
securitization process is largely dependent on an existing audience that legitimizes and
reproduces the securitization framework. Thus, the successful securitizing actor must identify the
needs and sentiments of their audience accordingly, resorting to a security language that in some
way resonates in the given socio-cultural environment (Atak and Crépeau, 2013). The use of
specific language and discourses towards migration rhetoric and the highlighting of certain
aspects of migration in the media provides citizens with a very limited understanding which
helps to establish and construct negative interpretations of migration, in addition to justifying
securitization methods which acts as further rationale for the increased securitization of borders.
Gendered Barriers to Migration at the Border

Gendered positioning within discourses such as immigration illuminates accounts and
positions of women and men that would otherwise remain hidden by highlighting the
significance of gender in migrant responses and representations. Bhuyan, Osborne, and Cruz

(2016) identify contradictory effects of migration, gender roles and social practices, and while
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migration is seen as a powerful catalyst for social change, it has differential impacts on women
and men. In particular, Palmary, Burman, Chantler and Kiguwa (2010) propose that gender is not
merely an additional discretionary or supplementary variable that qualifies an already existent
gender-neutral category of “migrant”, but rather structures categories of male or female with the
pro-typical (often presumed economic) migrant characterised as the single male and the woman
positioned as dependent or victim. Similarly, Byuhan et al. further contend that while gender is a
fluid category in social practice that includes trans and non-binary ways of being, immigration
policies reproduce a heteronormative gender binary. The gendered experiences of migrants are
relevant to border crossing and immigration in the preconceived categories and assumptions that
are made at the border and beyond which further places migrants into specific classifications
based on a limited gender binary. Gender plays a significant role in the experiences and
perceptions of migrants crossing the physical border and beyond. Zavos (2010) argues that
gender is a constitutive relation in the symbolic construction of the nation-state that is organized
according to a sexualized division of roles between women and men in the family. The
perceptions of migrant men and women often rely heavily on the division of gender roles in the
family. The author expands their argument by discussing the two-way substantiation that occurs
based on these gendered understandings — such as “mother” or “father” — which gain meaning in
the context of the nation-state through the public/private and political/cultural divide which fixes
male and female migrants and structures gender relations. Thus, the role of the nation-state in
constructing and managing representations of migration based on gender becomes relevant
through media depictions of migrant positionality. Bhuyan et al. (2016) support this argument,
stating that a gendered examination of the state’s role in legally categorizing immigrants adds to
understandings of how gender and intersecting identities are intertwined with migration flows.
Migration laws permit states to discriminate along multiple axes, such as race, class, ability,
sexual orientation, and gender to meet state objectives (Bhuyan et al., 2016). The state’s role in
managing these discourses becomes contingent on broader sociological ideals surrounding pre-
existing and constructed understandings of identity. Literature by Correa (2013) describes that
feminist scholars often use migrant women’s experiences to shed light on the legal forces
affecting their lives and their bodies, such as marriage, work, social welfare, and reproductive
rights, which are organized along lines of gender and race. A particularly important aspect of

Zavos’ work is their discussion on the ways in which migrant women’s issues often remain
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marginal in both political representations and subject matter. Zavos argues that while migrant
women become the object of political demands, this occurs uniformly through evoking
representations of victimhood. The victimization of migrant women is attributed not only to
racism and the exploitation they suffer in host countries, but also to patriarchal social relations
that may be exacerbated in countries of origin where they often feel under siege. Thus, Zavos
contends that migrant women are represented in the media as more insecure, exploited,
oppressed, vulnerable, and victimized than their male counterparts. Furthermore, the normative
dimension of gendered discourses that determine the possible subject positions and roles for
migrant women is so powerful that, even when migrant women themselves appear as speaking
subjects in public contexts, they adopt stereotypical and commonly accepted or recognized
female roles and subject positions, such as mothers (Zavos, 2010). In a similar context, Bhuyan
et al. describe the role of patriarchal control in migrant women’s lives which stems from both
political and intimate relations. They argue that migrant women are repeatedly subject to control
from the state and from the men in their lives to such an extent that unequal gender power
relations impact women’s options to negotiate their intimate relationships and their movement in
and out of states (Bhyuan et al., 2016). The role of gendered understandings is significant enough
that it impacts the migratory ability of migrant women both internal to and external to borders
which can work to create a form of gendered “illegality”.

The relationship between exclusion and agency that migrant women occupy is
demonstrated by Georgiou (2012), who argues that forms of media work in various ways, both
positively and negatively, to represent migrant women. In particular, they argue that while the
media provides a limited representation of migrant women, it can also act as an outlet for
migrant women to maintain and demonstrate agency. Georgiou describes that migrant women,
although often marginalized, sometimes seize opportunities for voicing their interests and
alternative sets of representations against hegemonic ones widely circulating throughout the
media and within ethnic communities and the broader society. In an interconnected world, media
can provide new tools for gendered and racialized minorities seeking visibility and a voice
(Georgiou, 2012). The relationship between migrant women’s resistance to oppression and
oppression itself is also supported by Bailey (2011), who contends that migrant women exist in a
space between oppression and the agency to create a better life. Bailey argues that

representations of migrant women could arguably act as a form of grassroots activism which
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empowers migrant women as individuals and as a community contesting exclusionary systems of
representation and participation. Furthermore, this expands their resistance beyond the
boundaries of their homes and into the public sphere. In contrast, Georgiou simultaneously
argues that women are symbolically annihilated in the media through omission, condemnation
and trivialization, arguing that if a group is absent or trivialized in the media then it becomes
easier to believe that it does not exist, it does not matter, or only matters when it fits appropriate
roles. The reoccurrence of particular representations of migrant women in the media works to
reproduce stereotypes, and these media stereotypes confirm social, cultural, and political
hierarchies. The relationship between both agency and marginalization that migrant women
experience within and throughout various forms of media representation points to the
significance of the public sphere in simultaneously creating and managing forms of both
violence and voice that migrant women experience. Migrant men and women thus face differing
variables when it comes to the borders and barriers they must learn to navigate.
Summary and Discussion

Literature on the topic of immigration and bordering processes emphasizes the complex
and multifaceted relationship between migrant exclusion, identity, and media representation that
demonstrates the pertinence of social location in constructing ideologies of belonging. The
analyzed literature points to dominant perceptions of borders and migration that emphasizes the
role of the state and their securitizing agents in reinforcing and justifying immigrant exclusion.
This study seeks to contribute to our understanding of dominant discourse on immigration by
emphasizing the role of the media in creating and managing particular representations of
migrants that point to the normalization of exclusion. However, this project offers an approach
that is distinct from existing literature by articulating the relevance of these intersections in
relation to discourse that is reinforced by social actors within the popular social news media site
Reddit.com. The following chapter will outline the theoretical frameworks used to inform the
research processes.
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Theoretical Framework

This chapter will discuss the theoretical frameworks that inform this research. I begin by
exploring Gloria Anzaldua’s Borderlands theory in addition to Border Theory and its related
processes such as bordering, re-bordering, and border blurring frameworks to examine the ways
in which borders exist in multiple and simultaneous theoretical spaces. Next, | will explore
Judith Butler’s theory of performativity to conceptualize the parallels between repetitive identity
performance and both state and self-surveillance that influence the ways in which the physical
border is experienced and managed through migrant’s awareness of their social location at
border spaces. Finally, I will outline Foucault’s theories of power and social control to analyze
border negotiations through the in-group and out-group power dynamic that is created between
the state and migrant bodies and explore the influence of power in forms of control, surveillance,
and resistance. This chapter concludes with a brief discussion on how the frameworks outlined
here are useful for understanding the role of borders in defining the social reality of migrants.

Borderlands and Border Theory

Both Borderlands and Border Theory emphasize the complex processes and considerable
prevalence of borders in defining our social reality. Border Theory perceives borders as
symbolic, material, affected, embodied, and experienced; borders are widespread and ever-
present and work to inform the complex relationship between identity and belonging. Used
collectively in analysis, Borderlands and Border Theory draw from one another other to inform
the practices, processes, and implications of borders on the migratory experiences of immigrants,
both at the border and beyond, through an understanding of borders as not simply physical
demarcations between nation-states, but as borders that operate internally in everyday life.
Through the perspective of borders as an embodiment of patriarchal and colonial systems of
oppression and state governance and control, both Borderlands and Border Theory frameworks
can be used to conceptualize borders as spectacle through the additional oppressive spaces they
create that are neither “here” nor “there”, but are widespread and omnipresent.

Developed by Gloria Anzaldla, Borderlands Theory establishes the border between two
countries as a metaphor for all types of crossings: those between geopolitical boundaries, sexual
transgressions, social dislocations, and the crossings necessary to exist in multiple linguistic
cultural contexts (Cantu & Hurtado, 2007). Anzaldia’s framework, expanded from W.E.B.

Dubois’ theories on double consciousness, argues that living in the borderlands creates a third
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place between cultures and social systems (Canti & Hurtado, 2007). Although Anzaldda’s
analysis references the US-Mexico border in particular, her framework can be used broadly to
conceptualize the complex relationship between border spaces in general. Thus, Anzaldda’s
argument contends that the two spaces on either side of the border merge to create a third,
theoretical, in-between border-culture space. According to Naples (2010), Anzaldia’s
conceptualization of the borderlands as a metaphor offers a new way of viewing the border:

Borders are set up to define the places that are safe and unsafe, to distinguish us from

them. A border is a dividing line, a narrow strip along a steep edge. A borderland is a

vague and undetermined place created by the emotional residue of an unnatural

boundary. It is in a constant state of transition. The prohibited and forbidden are its
inhabitants...the only “legitimate” inhabitants are those in power, the whites and those

who align themselves with whites. (Anzaldua, 2007, p. 25-6).

Thus, Anzaldua’s Borderlands Theory is significant in that it conceptualizes the extent to which
borders exist in multiple and simultaneous theoretical spaces and that change based on the
identity and experiences of the person inhabited by them. As a result, the border works to
determine and inform who is “deserving” and “undeserving” of national state protection through
its policies and practices. Similarly, Border Theory takes as its object of inquiry any physical or
psychic space that is possible to address problems of boundaries, such as borders among
different countries, borders among ethnicities, borders between genders, borders among
disciplines, and the like (Vila, 2003; as cited in Naples, 2010). Evidently, both Borderlands
Theory and Border Theory use the border as a metaphorical representation of any situation that
has restrictions, limitations, or barriers which challenges the dominant understanding of borders
and the purposes they serve.

Importantly, Borderlands Theory includes the ability to hold multiple social perspectives
while simultaneously maintaining a centre that revolves around fighting against concrete and
material forms of oppression (Canti & Hurtado, 2007). The borderlands thus represent not only
living between two countries, but also living between two social systems. This results in the
experiential understanding of being within a system while simultaneously retaining the
knowledge of an outsider who comes from outside the system (Cantu & Hurtado, 2007).
Anzaldua defines this as a mestiza consciousness, and the development of it allows people to
navigate different social contexts and maintain knowledge of what it means to reside in different
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social and political interstices (Cantu & Hurtado, 2007). Anzaldla argues that the work of
mestiza consciousness is to break down the subject-object duality that is permeated through
gendered and racialized differences by healing the split that originates in the very foundation of
our lives, our culture, our languages, and our thoughts and requires an uprooting of dualistic
thinking in both the individual and the collective consciousness (2007). Thus, developing a
mestiza consciousness and living in the borderlands become interrelated as both involve being
exposed to multiple social worlds which provides the ability to navigate and challenge various
conceptions of social reality. Importantly, however, stigmatized social identities based on
sexuality, gender, race, class, ethnicity, and ability are not additive; they do not result in
increased oppression — instead, sources of oppression are conceptualized as intersecting in a
variety of ways depending on the social context (Cantl & Hurtado, 2007). Thus, within
Borderlands Theory, oppressions are not ranked nor are they conceptualized as static, rather they
are recognized as fluid systems that take on different forms and nuances depending on the
context (Cantl & Hurtado, 2007). The cross-border politics that are experienced by those living
at the borderlands and who have exposure to a mestiza consciousness present a distinctive way
of understanding both the physical and theoretical impact of borders and the way in which the
oppressive experiences of migrant bodies transform how the border is encountered.
Furthermore, state power is increasingly prevalent at the borderlands. Through material
border fortifications, controls, and the symbolic marking of state territory, citizens have direct
and intimate encounters with the state and thus those living at the borderlands have more
knowledge than the average citizen about the stakes of statehood and its actual conditions
(Pfoser, 2015). The presence of the state at the borderlands is significant because its narratives
on the border foregrounds the multiple ways in which it can become a subjective reference point
(Pfoser, 2015). Evidently, those who experience the borderlands are more subjected to state
control and surveillance due to its increased presence; those living at the borderlands are able to
form a dualistic interpretation of living at an intersection between two worlds, experiencing and
navigating multiple social systems while simultaneously performing their identity in a way that
protects them from further state violence. Significantly, the border forms a site of tensions
between security concerns while simultaneously making claims for greater border mobility
(Pfoser, 2015). Thus, particular migrant bodies are targeted and borders are experienced
differently based on knowledge of state affairs and migrant identity. Looking at the ways in
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which the border and the presence of the state in the borderland is perceived differently by
different people provides a more grounded picturing of border dynamics in which different
border imaginaries are rooted in different historical memories and current positionalities in the
borderland (Pfoser, 2015). Pfoser argues that depending on their historical identities, people
interpret the border either as a barrier to previously free movement or as a security device and
engage in correspondingly different relations to the state, privileging local concerns for mobility
or adopting the state’s concerns over security and sovereignty (2015). Consequently, those
whose identities are informed by the borderlands experience a distinct form of state governance
that is permeated through their everyday lives as a result of their increased knowledge of state
presence and ability to navigate multiple social worlds at this third border space.

While Borderlands Theory and Border Theory work together to conceptualize the
complexities of the border and the physical and theoretical spaces it occupies, Border Theory
itself can be analysed more specifically through related processes such as bordering, re-
bordering, and border blurring. These concepts similarly view the border as a fluid and shifting
variable in the lives of those who experience the border more distinctively than others; the border
is interpreted differently based on multiple experiential factors of migrant identity and a differing
sense of social reality. Thus, bordering frameworks contend that the border evokes multiple
responses in different scenarios. Importantly, seeing borders exclusively through a statist lens
(whether through geopolitical imaginations and narratives or concrete practices and institutional
realities) provides only a limited understanding of how borders work and the meanings inscribed
in them (Rumford, 2011; as cited in Pfoser, 2015). Evidently, bordering frameworks discern
borders as methods of observation to distinguish not only between geopolitical boundaries, but
between the boundaries that are created and permeated in the lives of migrants and the additional
obstacles that are faced based on socio-cultural constructions of belonging. The border can be
viewed as an adaptable, fluid, fluctuating, and unstable presence that is a symbolic
acknowledgment of one’s social status, as it either obstructs one’s mobility and creates
interruptions in their everyday life, or it allows them to travel freely and have access to more
social resources without the control and manipulation of the state. Balibar describes that for a
poor person from a poor country, the border is not only an obstacle which is very difficult to
surmount, but it is a place he run ups against repeatedly, passing and repassing through it and it
becomes, in the end, a place where he resides (2002; as cited in Pfoser, 2015). The passing and
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repassing of the border is aggregated by processes of re-bordering, which similarly refers to the
ways in which the border is constructed to influence almost all aspects of social life; borders are
constituted by activities at multiple scales, and a diverse range of actors can be involved in the
making, remaking, and contesting of them (Pfoser, 2015). Rebordering, and similar processes
that affect the lives of those who are impacted by borders, is also influenced and experienced by
migrants through their treatment, regulation, and representation. An aspect of rebordering
includes the increasingly punitive regulation of migration which rests on the
hypercriminalization of immigrants and their intensified socioeconomic vulnerabilities (De
Giorgi, 2010; as cited in Menjivar, 2014). Rebordering practices are thus contingent on the fact
that borders can be challenged, strengthened, constructed, deconstructed, and remade to fit
society’s various constructions of securitization frameworks which in turn works to affect the
extent to which migrant bodies are regulated.

In a similar context, border blurring refers to the ways in which border divisions between
national state territories are becoming increasingly blurred to include not just physical border
lines, but theoretical borders as well. This includes the borders migrants face both before and
after crossing the physical border through screening processes, government surveillance and
examinations, as well as the borders faced when attempting to access various social resources.
The concepts of outsourcing and insourcing of border controls can be used to further understand
and conceptualize border blurring practices. Relying heavily on networks of state surveillance
technology, outsourcing and insourcing refers to the expansion of border controls beyond the
physical border to the exterior through the strengthening of controls accompanied by the
proliferation of expulsions and/or deportations (Burman 2006, Coutin 2010, Hing 2006,
Waldinger & Fitzgerald 2004, Willen 2010; as cited in Menjivar, 2014). While outsourcing
mitigates difference through blurring territorial borders to enhance control, insourcing serves to
establish difference, creating new forms of social stratification in receiving countries (Menjivar
& Kanstroom, 2014; as cited in Menjivar, 2014). Thus, the processes of outsourcing and
insourcing are contingent on border blurring as they acknowledge the ways in which the border
is permeated throughout the everyday lives of migrants through the perpetuation of social
hierarchies, methods of surveillance and control, and the power asserted over particular migrant

bodies. Evidently, processes of outsourcing and insourcing contribute to the blurring and



THE NORMALIZATION OF IMMIGRANT EXCLUSION 25

reassertion of migration control that result not only in the absolute exclusion of immigrants but
in their subordinate inclusion as well (Boehm, 2012; as cited in Menjivar, 2014).
Performativity

Judith Butler’s theory of performativity can be used as a framework to conceptualize the
ways in which the border becomes a performance through the identity that social actors choose
to “perform” when navigating border sites, often in an attempt to prevent increased state
surveillance. While the centrality of Butler’s theory is gender, it can be expanded upon to
conceptualize the performance of identity as a whole. Butler’s performativity theory argues that,
as social actors, our gender is constructed through repetitive performances of its dominant
constructions. Butler argues that our gender is performed through our actions but more
importantly their associated semantic meanings that constitute gender constructions. Thus, her
phenomenological theory of “acts” seeks to explain the mundane way in which social agents
constitute social reality through language, gesture, and symbolic sign (Butler, 1988). Evidently,
gender becomes a constructed identity, a performative accomplishment which the mundane
social audience, including the actors themselves, come to believe and to perform in the mode of
belief (Butler, 1988). Butler’s performativity framework can be used to make sense of the
physical border and the ways in which it operates and is experienced and managed. Migrants
crossing territorial lines at border spaces become aware of their social location as they navigate
border security and engage in self-surveillance that becomes permeated through their everyday
lives. Thus, performativity becomes relevant as migrants feel they are forced to perform their
identity in a particular way to substantiate their innocence. Situated against the structural
backdrop of whiteness as a cultural signifier for innocence at border spaces, migrants work to
persevere through what is often an imbalance of social and political relations at the border (Finn,
Hennebry, & Momani, 2018). Evidently, migrants navigate border and transit sites often by
dislocating themselves from their cultures and actively managing their fears and anxieties
through self-disciplining practices such as behavioural self-surveillance (Finn et al., 2018). Self-
surveillance not only becomes a method of crossing border spaces with increased ease, but
surveillance is originally stipulated and taught by the state through state-surveillance practices
exacerbated so much that self-surveillance becomes permeated in the unconscious actions of
migrants. It becomes evident that securitized ethnic minorities confront a reality of questions,

detainment, and harassment on a much more profound level, in which their individual identities
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are scrutinized, their travel choices questioned, their risk profiled, and their bodies biometrically
assessed in the state’s attempt to weed out “legitimate” from “suspect” travelers (Cresswell,
2010, Nagra & Maurutto, 2016; as cited in Finn et al., 2018). These aspects of surveillance,
control, and management at border sites force many migrants to disassociate themselves from
their culture and “perform” their identity in a different way in an effort to manage their
behaviour and appear less of a “threat” to the state. Thus, it becomes evident that gender (as
Butler argues), and other factors such as race and/or sexuality, are performed in ways that align
with dominant expectations and that in turn, reinforce existing social relations.

Repetition is a substantial aspect of Butler’s framework, arguing that social action
requires a performance which is repeated. This repetition is at once a re-enactment and re-
experiencing of a set of meanings already socially established; it is the mundane and ritualized
form of their legitimation (Butler, 1988). Gender, for example, is an act which has been
rehearsed, much as a script survives the particular actors who make use of it, but which requires
individuals in order to be actualized and reproduced as reality once again (Butler, 1988). The
repetitive performance of identity by migrants at border sites works to legitimize existing social
relations and thus maintains forms of social reality through identity management that are
produced and reproduced at the border. While Butler (1988) argues that the body becomes its
gender through a series of acts which are renewed, revised, and consolidated through time, I
argue that migrants become the identity they perform at the border through the ways in which
they engage in self-surveillance and cultural identity management in an effort to avoid further
state sanctioned violence. The necessity of repetitive acts of identity performance at the border
for many migrants further conceptualizes the dangers associated with engaging with “true”
identities at the border, such as Muslim women wearing hijabs or Muslim men with long beards
that could potentially amplify the Muslim terrorist stereotype as a potential threat. Evidently, the
risks associated with appearing too “ethnic” if it does not “fit in” to the acceptable social
conditions of the border site becomes permeated in the border control practices that target and
further securitize certain migrant bodies. Not only are migrants forced to curtail their cultural
background at the border, but the necessity of performance is expanded to include all aspects of
social life which causes their performative identity to become permeated both at the border and
beyond. As the border follows migrants throughout their lives, so does the requirement of state-
accepted identity performance to manage the borders that operate in everyday life as additional
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oppressive spaces faced by migrants. Butler argues that the “acts” of performance become a
shared experience and collective action through which the very category of the personal is
expanded to include political structures, so there is a theatrically-based and less individually-
oriented view of acts (1988). Identity performance thus becomes actualized through the
processes of repetition, necessity, and shared experiences of state sanctioned violence targeted at
particular migrant bodies.

Foucault’s Theories of Power and Social Control

Foucault’s theories primarily address the relationship between power and knowledge and
the ways in which they are used to demonstrate social control through social institutions. In
particular, Foucault’s analysis focuses on particular modes of objectification, of the forms of
knowledge and relations of power through which human beings have been constituted as subjects
(Smart, 2003). Foucauldian frameworks analyse how human beings govern themselves and
others and the ways in which particular rationales are implemented to constitute rules and
procedures for certain acts which legitimate activities through the provision of reasons and
principles (Smart, 2003). Evidently, Foucault’s conception of power and control can be used as a
theoretical framework to further analyse the border and its associated bordering practices through
the understanding that the border is an institution which exemplifies a significant amount of
power and social control over the actors under its purview. There is significant influence of
power over the hierarchy and forms of control, surveillance, prohibition, and constraint;
everywhere that power exists, it is being exercised (Bouchard, 1977; as cited in Smart, 2003).
Significantly, Foucault argued that where there is power, there is resistance. The existence of
power depends on the presence of a multiplicity of points of resistance (Smart, 2003). Both
power and resistance are synonymous with sociality; their respective forms may change, but a
society without relations of power and therefore forms of resistance is, in Foucault’s view,
inconceivable (Smart, 2003). The relationship between those in power and those resisting is
significant, then, as the state requires migrants and their vulnerability in order to properly
function as a powerful institution.

At the border, power exists in the hands of the state and is exercised through processes of
detainment, securitization, and control over migrant bodies and often becomes legitimated and
rationalized through “othering” discourses. Social control is thus demonstrated through border

control practices both at the border and within the everyday lives of migrants beyond the border
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through the subject-object duality that exists between those in power and those not in power.
However, Foucault’s conception of power is not conceived as property or possession of a
dominant class or state, but rather as a strategy; the effects of domination associated with power
arise not from an appropriation and deployment by a subject, but from manoeuvres, tactics, and
techniques (Smart, 2003). Thus, a relation of power does not constitute an obligation or
prohibition imposed upon the “powerless”, rather it invests them and is transmitted by and
through them (Smart, 2003). The tactics of domination asserted by the state through border
control policies and practices are thus representative of the larger socio-economic climate which
promotes an unequal divide between the powerful and the powerless and results in an unequal
distribution of social resources and degree of inclusion and belonging. Importantly, Foucault
conceptualized power neither as an institution nor a structure but as a complex strategic situation,
as a multiplicity of relations of power, as simultaneously intentional yet non-subjective (Smart,
2003). This becomes evident through the ways in which power can be both invisible and visible
depending on perspective; power is demonstrated in a multitude of complex ways through both
concrete negotiations over power at the border, such as detainment, as well as through its
theoretical implications, such as the ways in which migrants often automatically engage in self-
surveillance to avoid state violence. Evidently, the existence of power both at the border and
beyond works to create an in-group and an out-group dynamic between the powerful (the state)
and the powerless (migrant bodies). Significantly, power dynamics create the subject, with the
forms, modalities, practices, and techniques of self through which the individual is constituted
and becomes conscious of himself as a subject (Smart, 2003). Through Foucauldian frameworks,
it can be argued that migrants thus become conscious of their positionality as subject in the
duality of power relations at the border.
Summary and Discussion

| emphasize the role of theory in constructing epistemological awareness, drawing
collectively on Borderlands Theory, border theory(s), Butler’s theory of performativity, and
Foucault’s theory of governmentality to guide my analysis. The theories employed throughout
this project create collective schemes of understanding that establish relevancy to the research
question. Thus, the frameworks used to inform this project emphasize the role of borders in
defining the social reality of migrants. The frameworks inform this research by conceptualizing
relevancy in the symbolic and internalized operation of borders that construct securitization and
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othering processes and that often actively work to perpetuate exclusion towards migrant bodies.

The subsequent chapter will explain the methodological approach implemented to conduct this
research.
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Methodology

The qualitative methodological approach used for this study is a discourse analysis
informed by frame analysis theory. This approach was implemented in an effort to best
understand and conceptualize the relationship between user behaviour on the social news
platform Reddit.com and dominant discourse on immigration. | begin with an overview of a
discourse analysis method and explain its associations with frame analysis theory and their
relevancy to this research. | then explore the significance of social media in general in addition to
the specificities of Reddit as a discursive space and how it worked as a platform to conduct this
research. This chapter also outlines the research processes implemented to create the conceptual
frameworks used to gather my data and explains the sampling approach. The chapter concludes
with a reflection on the general analytical processes employed and an evaluation of how well
they worked to understand the way that dominant discourse on immigration is taken up on
Reddit.

Discourse and Frame Analysis

| draw on Cheek’s (2004) elaboration of discourse analysis to examine the linguistic
repertoires on Reddit and how these are linked to different representations of the social world. A
discourse analysis conceptualizes how meaning is created in different social contexts. It refers to
ways of thinking and speaking about aspects of reality and gives structure to the manner in which
a particular topic, object, or process is talked about (Kress 1985; as cited in Cheek, 2004). In a
discourse analysis, language is conceived as a vehicle for action, where the action being studied
is the representations (Cheek, 2004). For this study, a discourse analysis method is useful
because we can analyse how the discourse on immigration is represented in the context of Reddit
and identify the dominant themes and symbolic meanings based on their discursive portrayal
within the platform. Furthermore, discourse analysis is concerned with the way in which texts
have been constructed in terms of their social and historical “situatedness” (Cheek, 2004). Thus,
discourse analysis as a form of inquiry contends that language is not transparent or value free;
language does not have universal meaning but is assigned particular meanings by both speakers
and listeners according to the situation in which language is being used (Cheek, 2004).
Analyzing my data discursively recognizes the ways in which the linguistic patterns in the Reddit
posts exemplify various forms of social inclusion and exclusion based on ideologies of migrant

acceptance and belonging or lack thereof. A discourse analysis method works well with this
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research as it demonstrates that the symbolic meaning applied to the language used throughout
Reddit can be conceptualized and understood in terms of how semantic meaning is situated
within the text.

Frame analysis, as both a method and a theory, contends that actors classify their
experiences according to guided frames of reference in order to grasp their significance and
communicate them to others. Frame analysis offers a theoretical, methodological, and critical
tool for exploring processes of meaning making and influence among governmental and social
elites, news media, and the public (Allen, 2017). A frame is a socially shared organizing
principle that works symbolically to shape democratic discourse and influence public opinion by
creating and promoting particular vocabularies; frames appear vividly in media coverage (Allen,
2017). Frame analysis theory, alongside discourse analysis, can be used to critically analyse the
representation of immigration discourse on Reddit by conceptualizing definitions of social
representations that are built up in accordance with “frames” of understanding. Frames allow us
to make sense of events by permitting us to dissect experience into easily manageable wholes.
By viewing immigration discourse through the “frame” of its representation on Reddit, this study
analyses meaning and the portrayal of different themes related to immigration through its
conceptual frameworks. Through both discourse analysis and frame analysis theory, the
approach to this research attempts to make sense of the representation of immigration the effects
of discourse by constructing meaning through frames of understanding.

The Significance of Social Media

Social media is a space that connects users instantaneously based on common interests.
Often, the connection of users creates an online collective identity that is formed through shared
narratives. Narratives are a form of personalized communication that connects members through
shared symbols, memes, stories, and personal anecdotes (Bennett & Segerber, 2012; as cited in
Buyukozturk et al., 2016). Moreover, these narratives serve as analytic constructs that build on
each other to unify discussions into a coherent relational whole (Davis, 2002; as cited in
Buyukozturk et al., 2016). The unification of coherent actors creates a shared interpretive
framework and a collective knowledge within the platform which shapes how interactions are
formed. The structure of social media networks, however, can sometimes foster contestation
rather than cohesion, creating an additional barrier to user mobilization and a sense of opposition

towards another user or group of users. The structural barriers that social media spaces create can
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be analyzed discursively to conceptualize relevancy in certain topics such as immigration.

Social media is also a significant source of information where opinions are gathered and
formed. As a result, it is a useful tool for analyzing the common representations of immigrants
and immigration. Immigration discourse and representations in social news media platforms like
Reddit are exclusionary and maintain negative perceptions of immigrants. Consequently, these
negative representations work to create additional barriers for migrants in their everyday lives.
The internalization of borders becomes permeated through these barriers that are maintained
through exclusionary discourses. The media as a tool for analysis allows us to conceptualize the
ways in which negative representations and exclusionary language acts as a border that
transcends physical space directly and indirectly impacting migrants in many avenues of their
social lives.

Throughout this project, | refer to Reddit as a social news media site rather than a social
media site. To clarify the distinction between the two, social media sites, like Facebook, Twitter,
and Instagram, follow the personal anecdotes of individuals on pages that are representations of
their “real” selves. Reddit, on the other hand, is curated for community approval as a group
within pages that are organized by topic rather than by person. The format of Reddit as a media
site thus differs from typical social media sites as there is no identification of users and who they
engage with. Rather, Reddit can be described as an internet forum that anonymously produces
and reproduces content thematically based on topic or user interest. Therefore, | opt to describe
Reddit as a social news media site because it recognizes that it is not a social networking
platform, but rather a network that is used by social actors to curate and engage with specific
topics with each other, not for each other.

Reddit

Founded in 2005, Reddit.com is a social news media platform where users post, share
content, and comment in a discussion-like thread. Users are able to “up-vote” or “down-vote”
submitted posts which dictates their visibility. Up-voting and down-voting allows users to
virtually agree or disagree with posts and comments. Narratives with more up-votes are moved
to the top of the thread while narratives with more down-votes are moved to the bottom. Reddit
is a network of “communities” based on people’s interests, and each individual community
within the platform is referred to as a subreddit. Each subreddit is essentially a page devoted to a

specific topic which allows users to browse and search for content that is relevant to their
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interests. The purpose of subreddits is to create niche communities where users can engage with
like-minded people and browse content related to their interests. In most cases, each subreddit
has its own rules, expectations, and guidelines for its users to follow based on the demographic
of its users and the type of content that is posted. Subreddits and users have a method of being
distinguished on Reddit. Within the Reddit algorithm, /r/ indicates that it is a subreddit and /u/
indicates that it is a user account. An example of how this looks on the platform is /u/User and
/r/Subreddit. This allows the viewer to distinguish which user the content is posted by and which
subreddit the post belongs to. The fact that there is a subreddit for virtually any topic
demonstrates the breadth and depth of Reddit as a social news platform in general but also
demonstrates the extent to which Reddit is often used as a method of social interaction for many
types of people with different interests. Significantly though, it is important to acknowledge that
Reddit is most likely more popular among particular demographics of people based on their age,
social location, and geographical location. Tentative conclusions can be drawn for this research
based on assumptions about Reddit users and how they might differ from those who engage with
other forms of media interaction. It is also important to acknowledge that the information we are
often susceptible to in mainstream social and news media platforms is predominantly derived
from the opinions of the dominant group. Because my study is an analysis of the opinions that
are being represented and portrayed by the dominant group within each community on Reddit, it
IS important to recognize the ways in which Reddit in particular shapes what is said and how it is
being said. Additionally, the content on Reddit is overwhelmingly dominated by the United
States context, however the argument for Canada does not differ fundamentally and it can be
assumed that there are parallels in dominant discourse across nations. These factors are important
to acknowledge as it demonstrates that my study is not necessarily an analysis of the population
as a whole, but rather an analysis of the viewpoints of users on the Reddit platform in particular.
Moreover, Reddit facilitates anonymous discourse and interaction. Users have the power
to determine their username and thus the ease with which they could potentially be identified.
Many users opt to make their handle a miscellaneous combination of letters and numbers which
conceals their identity. The anonymity of Reddit is significant as it has the potential to dictate
what users decide to post based on their associated identity; users may be less inclined to censor
their posts and comments because of their anonymity which could increase their likelihood of
posting more controversial discussion points. The anonymity of Reddit users also means | cannot
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guarantee that | am getting an accurate or diverse representation of all people because of my
inability to characterize their demographic. Evidently, the type of media platform can impact
how ideas are shared and maintained. For example, the representation of dominant discourse on
immigration may differ between platforms such as the news, social media, film, or television, or
even more specifically through social media platforms such as Twitter and Facebook based on its
algorithm and user demographic. Some social media sites, such as Facebook and Twitter, have
been shown to be beneficial to social movement processes due to their linear nature (Kang, 2012;
as cited in Buyukozturk et al., 2016), meaning that dialog appears in the order it was posted.
Reddit’s algorithm differs as it allows users to rank discussions through a process of up-voting
and down-voting other’s comments which creates non-linear conversations (Buyukozturk et al.,
2016). In this type of dialogue, users rank narratives, which moves comments with more up-
votes to the top of the discussion, while shifting unpopular comments to the bottom of the
discussion thread (Buyukozturk et al., 2016). The discussions on Reddit operate as a virtual
space where actors can negotiate, navigate, and transform their collective identities, frames, and
mobilize actors over time (Buyukozturk, 2016). Significantly, Reddit users can curate their front
pages by subscribing to certain subreddits in addition to upvote or downvote material. This can
create the sense that Reddit is what you make of it; your experience on the site is completely
dependent on the subreddits you decide to subscribe to. Because the navigation of Reddit is
based on user interaction and has various socio-technical structures that impact what information
is featured, it is a platform that introduces new types of biases, meaning that Reddit does not
have the same sort of ideological embedding that most traditional news medias do (Jirgens &
Stark, 2017; as cited in Lundmark & Ledrew, 2019). Thus, the way in which mainstream
immigration discourse is discussed and maintained becomes relative to the platform through
which it is being represented based on user demographic and site algorithms. This becomes a
significant aspect of my analysis as my research aims to uncover the types of immigration
representations that are dominant on threads specifically within Reddit and how these
representations may contribute to additional bordering processes for migrants. | chose Reddit in
particular for this research as its algorithm provides unique discursive capabilities within the
media network, functions anonymously, and is a discursive space that attracts millions of users

which provides a lot of data for analysis.
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Conceptual Framework
In an effort to ensure the content derived from Reddit is thoroughly representative of the
immigration discourse on Reddit as a whole, a coding frame was established to inform the
research process. These codes were chosen based on my interpretation of the most relevant and
prevalent discourses and stereotypical representations associated with immigrants and
immigration that are often perpetuated through media platforms. The conceptual framework
included three categories of codes related to immigration discourse that | wanted to search for
within two subreddits. They are:
1. “lllegal” Immigration
2. Borders and Securitization
3. Intercultural Engagement and Inclusion/Exclusion
Derivative from these conceptual frameworks, specific keywords were chosen to use
when searching within each subreddit. This was done in an effort to bring up the most relevant
posts by using more commonly and widely used language related to the immigration discourse.
Table 1 outlines the keywords for each code that were used to search within the subreddits.
Table 1
Keywords Derived from Coding Frame

Coding Frame Keywords Searched in Subreddit

"lllegal” Immigration title:illegal immigration OR illegal immigrant

Borders and
Securitization
Intercultural Engagement
and Inclusion/Exclusion

title:borders AND security NOT state

title:immigrant AND assimilate

By using the advanced search criteria that Reddit offers, | was able to search “title:” with my
keywords to bring up just the posts that had these keywords in its title. Using Boolean operators
such as “OR”, “AND”, and “NOT” in between the concepts ensured that my research was more
specific and susceptible to posts including all relevant terms which contributed to more
productive search results. Within the Borders and Securitization framework in particular, 1 opted
to use “NOT state” because without it, posts were surfacing that were not representative of
immigration discourse. Once the keywords were searched, | filtered the posts by “Top” and “All
time”. Filtering the posts in this way gave me a more specified dataset to observe and allowed
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me to view the posts that had the most upvotes and user engagement which demonstrated the top
themes related to the immigration discourse within each framework. Top posts are a combination
of posts that receive the most positive votes, or upvotes, and the highest number of comments in
the post discussion section, therefore representing the most active post at that time-point
(Buyukozturk et al., 2016). | then analysed the top three posts within both subreddits that were
determined by the filters | applied in the search. Significantly, Reddit provides data on the
percentage that each post is “upvoted”, referring to the percentage of the number of upvotes in
comparison to the number of downvotes. For example, a post with 4 total votes, 3 upvotes and 1
downvote, means that the post is 75% upvoted. For this research in particular, the user
engagement with the posts and comments is particularly important as it provides insight into the
popularity of the discussion points which conceptualizes the division of user opinions more
clearly.
Sampling

The data used for this study is derived from two popular subreddits within the Reddit
community: /r/UnpopularOpinion (with 1.1 million members) and /r/ChangeMyView (with 940k
members). In the “About Community” section on /r/UnpopularOpinion, the description states,
“Got a burning question you want to share? Spark some discussions!”. Similarly, the moderators
on /r/ChangeMyView describe the community to be “A place to post an opinion you accept may
be flawed, in an effort to understand other perspectives on the issue. Enter with a mindset for
conversation, not debate”. While subreddits exist that are specifically related to the immigration
discourse, such as /r/ImmigrationCanada, | chose to gather the data from two subreddits that are
seemingly neutral at first glance. These subreddits provide a detailed avenue for analysis as they
are fairly generalized; they are neither politically left nor right-wing at the surface level which
most likely causes them to attract a more diverse group of responders. Gathering data from two
subreddits ensures that the scope of my research is comprehensive and representative of the most
common discourses related to immigration across multiple communities on Reddit. Limiting my
data to just one subreddit would have decreased the breadth of my research.

| gathered data from the top three search results from each code within both subreddits.
The sample size of the posts in this research was determined in an effort to productively gather
enough data that was representative of the immigration discourse. Using three conceptual

frameworks and analysing the top three posts from each code is rooted in the objective of
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conducting research that demonstrates saturated data. With this sample size, | was able to get a
representative sample of the discourse without seeing too many repetitions in the data. A larger
sample size would not have provided me with much more in terms of content as | was already
able to conceptualize the dominant themes within each framework using the top three posts that
came up in each search. Additionally, I had to limit my sample size to accommodate the
feasibility of this project based on my allotted time frame. My aim was to have a manageable
dataset that still captured the research goal. It should also be noted that all Reddit posts are
automatically archived after six months, meaning that users can no longer comment or vote on
them after that time frame. Because all of the posts used in this study were more than six months
old, I was working with data that was no longer able to be altered in any way. This was
beneficial for my research as it allowed me to work with the data freely as | was not required to
set specific time-frames for analysis.
Methodological Processes

The process of gathering my data began by first exploring Reddit to become more
familiar with the platform as a whole. Learning the specificities of how Reddit works was a
critical aspect of being able to use the platform to my best advantage. | began the research
process by exploring various subreddits and posts related to immigration in an effort to
distinguish the most prevalent themes and have a basic understanding of the general ways in
which immigration was being discussed by Reddit users as a whole. | searched key words as
simple as “immigration” and “immigrant” in the search bar which provided me with a broad
perspective of the general portrayal of immigration throughout the platform. This allowed me to
not only see the context through which the topics were being discussed by users within various
subreddits, but it also allowed me to explore other related terms which helped in developing my
coding frame. Getting an impression of the general ways in which immigration was being
represented was critical as it allowed me to see which subreddits the topics were most popular in
as well as create specific conceptual frameworks that were relevant within the platform as a
whole. Once my coding frame was established, | developed key words to search for. These were
developed by demonstrating reflexivity in conceptualizing what I thought to be the most
common, everyday terms users would use when discussing the topics from the framework. |
chose two subreddits to analyse by searching the keywords from the coding frame in the Reddit

search bar to see which subreddits the most popular posts that surfaced belonged to. It was
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important to choose subreddits that included posts related to immigration so there was enough
data to conduct the research. Once the two subreddits were chosen, | searched the codes within
each one to bring up the relevant posts and analysed them discursively and qualitatively to
decipher their main themes. Furthermore, in my analysis section of this research, | present my
findings thematically rather than by post. This was done in an effort to avoid repetitive analysis
as many themes continually resurfaced throughout the research, despite the division between
codes.

Ethics

Reddit as a platform is accessible as it does not require an account to be able to view its
content and is therefore public domain, however an account is required to be able to post or
comment on a post within the platform. Because | was not engaging with users directly or
posting on the platform, I did not have to create a Reddit account to conduct this research.
Usernames were not included in this research for ethical purposes and also because user identity
was not relevant for the purposes of this study. Additionally, it should be noted that within my
findings and analysis, | opted not to include in-text citations for each Reddit post. This is because
by providing the reader with the exact method of how I gathered my data, it is assumed that they
have enough information already to find the origin of the posts and | could thus avoid repetitive
in-text citations following each quotation from Reddit.
Summary and Discussion

Recently, immigration has become a popular discussion topic across media platforms,
making sites such as Reddit an ideal method of determining its dominant representation. The
high levels of engagement by social actors on Reddit ensures the narratives on the site are
representative of a large user demographic and are consequently highly influential on the
opinions of the dominant group throughout society. As a discursive space, Reddit worked well
for the analytical processes of this research. The adaptability of Reddit’s structure emphasizes
the researcher’s flexibility in choosing methods, search criteria, and subreddits that work best to
capture the specific research goal. Thus, Reddit’s malleability makes it an ideal platform to
conduct research. The structural implications of Reddit were beneficial for this research because
it facilitates non-linear discourse, offers contained discursive spaces, and functions
anonymously. Reddit’s non-linear structure shows content based on popularity which worked

well for this research in particular as it showed which posts and comments had the highest user
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engagement, pointing to the dominant immigration narratives within each community. Reddit’s
contained discursive spaces were beneficial as they provided a clear division of community’s
relative to specific topics. The contained spaces that subreddits offer allowed the scope of this
research to be narrowed down by gathering data that was relevant to immigration specifically
while getting a general impression of its dominant representation across the platform as a whole.
Finally, Reddit as a social news media site worked well for this research as it is a structure that
functions anonymously which ensured this research did not breach privacy or ethics protocols.
Thus, Reddit was an ideal platform to examine dominant discourse on immigration in the media
as the structure of the virtual space was extremely adaptable and offered non-linear dialogue for
anonymous users while providing contained discursive spaces through subreddit communities.

Because of Reddit’s structural implications, the platform plays a significant role in
reinforcing dominant discourse on immigration. While the structure of a virtual space may
influence user’s interactions with it, it is equally important to consider the user’s ability to shape
the online space through their actions. Thus, Reddit’s malleability is emphasized through the
creation and implication of user’s passive and active interaction on the site. The anonymity of
Reddit users and the lack of social consequences when controversial posts and comments are
made are factors that are unique to the platform and consequently impact the ways in which
topics are discussed. Thus, dominant immigration discourses that are permeated throughout the
analyzed subreddits on the platform are representative of Reddit users’ perceptions on
immigrants and immigration that are not influenced by fear of social opinion as their identity is
protected. This potentially represents the extent to which these narratives are permeated not just
throughout the Reddit platform but throughout society at large. Additionally, the coding frame
employed throughout this research worked well in determining the most commonly used
immigration narratives. The results from the search in each subreddit brought up posts that
defined parallels between the coding frame and the dominant discourse and thus provided a
window for analysis into the larger picture of immigrant representation. The approach of both
discourse analysis and frame analysis theories worked well in defining the representations of
immigrants and immigration through the linguistic repertoires that identified symbolic meaning
based on their discursive portrayal within Reddit. Constructing linguistic patterns through frames
of understanding was critical in demonstrating a reflexive analysis of immigration discourse.

Overall, the various methodological approaches employed throughout this research worked well
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for the topic and allowed me to draw tentative conclusions regarding the prevalence of
exclusionary narratives towards immigrants throughout the Reddit platform.

In the subsequent findings and analysis chapter, | explore both the posts and their
relevant comments in an effort to thoroughly examine the portrayal of immigration within the
discussion threads as a whole. The analysis of the data is organized thematically to better
demonstrate the influence of dominant discourse and to assess the relevancy within themes that
emerged from multiple posts at a time.
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Findings and Analysis

This chapter provides the findings and analysis for the study and situates the analysis in
relation to relevant literature. The dominant themes derivative from the posts that will be
analyzed throughout this chapter are: The “Deserving” and “Undeserving” Migrants, “Othering”
and the Dichotomy of “Us” versus “Them”, Migrants as Security Threats, Migrant Employment,
The Physical and Theoretical Construction of Borders, and Immigrant Assimilation. This chapter
begins with an overview of the findings and analysis. Secondly, | provide a brief overview of
each theme to demonstrate how it is situated within the context of the Reddit posts. Finally, the
posts are analyzed thematically to conceptualize dominant discourse on immigration and how it
is reinforced within each of the identified themes. This chapter will conclude with a discussion
on how Reddit reflects dominant discourse and its potential significance to society as a whole.

Overview

This section provides an overview of the findings and analysis from the coding of
dominant discourse on immigration within two communities on Reddit. The coding frame was
selected with an eye to critically analyze dominant representations of immigrants and
immigration in social news media by drawing connections between exclusionary discourse and
the ways in which representations contribute to additional bordering processes on the Reddit
platform, and perhaps in society at large. The findings from this research provide insight into the
ways in which exclusionary dialogue towards immigrants has been normalized throughout media
platforms. This section first explores the results from the coding frame search within Reddit. |
will then describe the dominant themes that were uncovered from an analysis of the discourse,
explain the differences in user engagement per code, and conceptualize relevancy in linguistic
patterns and time frames within the search.
Search Results

The search results from each conceptual framework yielded a variety of results, however,
a consistent narrative throughout the posts was a dialogue that constructed immigrants as “other”
and related justifications for exclusionary immigration policies and practices. The patterns of
dialogue about immigration on Reddit demonstrate a degree of consistency in the perceptions of
immigrants and therefore poses a risk that these exclusionary discourses will be further
normalized within popular consciousness. Dominant discourse on immigration was evident

through Reddit user’s language choice and the way in which they positioned themselves within
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the scope of the topic. Broadly, these results indicate that Reddit, as a unique discursive space,
while offering an avenue for discussion on immigration, demonstrates consistency in user
opinions that point to increased legitimation of negative perceptions of immigrants (Table 2).
Table 2 provides a visual representation the posts that surfaced within each conceptual
framework and subreddit. Here, we can situate the posts in relation to one another and visualize
patterns within the search results to compare dominant discourse between frameworks and

Reddit communities.
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Coding Frame

Borders and Securitization

Intercultural Engagement and

Illegal Immigration

Inclusion/Exclusion

Table 2: Posts from Coding Frame per Subreddit

Subreddit

/r/UnpopularOpinion

/r/IChangeMyView

As the child of legal immigrants, illegal
immigrants can go get fucked

Mass shootings in the US are a greater
national emergency than illegal
immigration (the reason for the wall)

Wanting illegal immigrants to be
punished for breaking the law isn’t
wrong

If America really wants illegal
immigrants out in order to preserve
American jobs and save American tax
dollars, America should take measures
to reduce demand for illegal workers,
rather than fight against the incentives
by trying to keep them out

You are not racist if you hate illegal
immigrants

We (the United States) should focus
less on Mexican illegal immigration
and more on fixing Mexico

The border wall is not immoral

It is hypocritical to criticize liberals for
politicizing school shootings while
using the Mollie Tibbets murder to
argue for increased border security

Instead of increased border security,
elongated detention, and a wall, illegal
immigration should be fought by
cracking down on the companies that
take advantage of the low-wage labour
that illegal immigrants offer

The US/Canada border should be
opened

Opposing border security is an
untenable position

Mainstream liberals/leftists are
supportive of (essentially) open borders
for the US

If you think it's wrong for an immigrant
to fly their home country's flag but
okay for someone in the states to fly
the confederate flag, you are a
hypocrite

There is nothing wrong with countries
trying to have immigrants assimilate
into their culture

If immigrants don't want to assimilate
then they should not be welcome

Immigrants should not have to take a
citizenship test involving the country’s
history, political system, etc. unless the
details of these subjects are common
knowledge among an overwhelming
majority of the native population

Telling immigrants to speak English in
the US isn't xenophobic and other
countries do it too

I think telling native citizens to adapt to
incoming immigrant cultures is worse
than telling incoming immigrants to
adapt to native cultures

43
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Note that Table 2 shows the titles from Reddit posts. In my analysis, | go into further detail
exploring the user’s elaboration of their post and comments in the thread following the post.

Various representations of immigrants and immigration present oppositional arguments
that co-exist on the Reddit platform. This research sheds light on the interconnectedness of
different representations of migration which highlights the legitimation of some narratives in
comparison to others, for example how the media serves to legitimate and maintain
discrimination against migrants by associating them with criminality. The findings suggest that
Reddit reproduces boundaries by creating and re-creating conceptions of belonging that
continually construct migrants as an out-group and thus as a threat to the dominant social,
cultural, and political order of the nation. The narratives from this study present ideas of identity,
national sovereignty, and citizenship that draw parallels between immigration and conceptions of
belonging. This study further suggests that Reddit users tend to criminalize migrants through
their representation as a deviant group in need of surveilling. Specifically, users on the analysed
subreddits demonstrate a general distrust towards unauthorized migrants, often presenting them
in direct opposition to authorized migrants and consequently perpetuating criminalization
discourse through the use of illegalization frameworks. It was found that many of the posts and
their comments attempted to present “solutions” to the immigration “problem” by situating
immigrants within assimilation frameworks that attempt to maintain the sovereignty of the
dominant group. The findings as a whole demonstrate that dominant immigration discourse on
Reddit establishes themes of immigrant exclusion. Although inclusionary discourses were also
revealed throughout the research, they were often presented in opposition to more dominant
exclusionary narratives that were increasingly legitimated and justified by Reddit users as they
situated migrants as economic, security, and cultural threats to the order of the dominant group.
The disproportionately negative perceptions of migration on Reddit may impact the social debate
of migration within society as a whole. The socio-political and ideological context through which
immigration is discussed is contingent on the legitimation or contestation of the opinions of
social actors. The findings from this research therefore raise concerns about the ways in which
user engagement in social media might reinforce dominant discourses that are detrimental to
immigrants.

The findings demonstrate differences in the posts between the two subreddits,
/r/lUnpopularOpinion and /r/ChangeMyView. In particular, /r/UnpopularOpinion showed more
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explicit language and blatant immigrant exclusion in their posts. While /r/ChangeMyView also
exhibited these factors, their posts were more diverse in the division of exclusionary and
inclusionary discourses as some of the posts presented frameworks that were accepting or open-
minded towards immigration. Furthermore, /r/ChangeMyView offered a more political
representation of the immigration discourse, often relating it to current events. This could be
based on differences in the characterization of each subreddit, as /r/ChangeMyView specifically
asks their users to “enter with a mindset for conversation, not debate” which could contribute to
a less adversarial discourse. The description of the subreddit could thus play a role in the ways in
which Reddit users frame their post. Despite these differences, however, the search results
between the two subreddits were quite similar and presented comparable themes. This
demonstrates that dominant immigration discourses presented in the findings are so distinct and
permeated in the platform that they transcend through multiple communities across Reddit.
These results indicate that Reddit offers a discursive space for users to openly discuss and debate
their opinions with others without fear of consequence, but the frameworks that users draw on
are often blatantly discriminatory and exclusionary. Furthermore, there is no mechanism within
Reddit for ensuring that claims made within the threads regarding immigration policy are factual,
or at least grounded in empirical evidence. Reddit thus overwhelmingly serves as a hub for
stereotypes and misconceptions to become augmented through the spread of false information.
On the surface level, comments often presented a variety of contrasting opinions about
immigration, making an analysis of the discussion thread as a whole particularly important to
determine the degree to which it simply reinforced a dominant discourse. What was found to be
particularly prevalent was the extent to which the comments on the Reddit posts made circular
arguments. This made it difficult in many cases to conclusively determine whether the post as a
whole was in support or opposition to immigration. Some conclusions can be drawn based on the
amount of exclusionary comments in comparison to inclusionary comments as well as up-vote
percentages. This can partially be attributed to the algorithm of Reddit, as comments are
displayed on a basis of their popularity rather than linearly. Exclusionary language continued to
be maintained even throughout the comments that demonstrated counter-discourse to the
dominant discourse on immigration throughout Reddit. However, these sympathetic accounts
were still relevant to the overall narrative on Reddit and points instead to the normalization of

exclusionary language and that could potentially be incorporated by Reddit users unconsciously.
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The scope of this research analyzes the threads from the posts as a whole, therefore conclusions
cannot be drawn from the title of the posts alone.

Themes

| was able to differentiate six relevant themes that were exhibited on Reddit:
The “Deserving” and “Undeserving” Migrant

“Othering” and the Dichotomy of “Us” versus “Them”

Migrants as Security Threats

Migrant Employment

SAREEE I

The Physical and Theoretical Construction of Borders

6. Immigrant Assimilation
While | categorize the posts as belonging to one or two themes, it should be recognized that the
majority of these themes are interconnected. Their interconnectivity demonstrates the
malleability of dominant discourse on immigration and its popularity across multiple conceptual
frameworks and subreddits. The aforementioned themes are all representative of the exclusionary
language that attempts to justify discrimination towards migrants and perpetuates their
marginalization. The themes are explored in further detail later in this chapter.
User Engagement

Certain topics of discussion are more popular among Reddit users than others. In

particular, unauthorized migration was the most popular topic discussed throughout both
subreddits (see Figures 1 and 2). The higher user engagement in the “Illegal” Immigration
framework is a representation of the interests and priorities of Reddit users. Tables 3 and 4
quantitatively demonstrate user engagement per code which shows the significant increase in
upvotes and user comments on posts that surfaced from the “lllegal” Immigration framework.
Reddit users’ focus on the topic of unauthorized migration in comparison to the other conceptual
frameworks points to the ways in which social actors are often driven by fear of the immigrant
“other”. This was also linked to the focus of the state on securing the border on Reddit (and the
significant amount of coverage this gets in the news media) which promotes a politics of fear and
impacts society’s perceptions of danger. The increased user engagement on the topic of
unauthorized migration on Reddit was linked to fear of the immigrant “other” and the perceived
“threat” they potentially pose to national security. These results were similar between both
subreddits. Figures 1 and 2 and Tables 3 and 4 provide visual indicators of the extent to which
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these discourses materialize within the Reddit platform and allows us to compare differences in

user engagement between subreddits and conceptual frameworks. The “Percent Upvoted” section

also provides insight into the popularity of the frameworks and allows us to see the division of

users that “agreed” from those who disagreed with the post.

Table 3: User Engagement per Code in /r/UnpopularOpinion

/r/lUnpopularOpinion

Upvotes Comments Sg\r/%etgg

Postl 18,400 3600 67%

"Illegal” Immigration  Post 2 7400 3300 63%
Post 3 7700 3300 65%

Post 1 749 698 77%

Borders and Security ~ Post 2 201 87 91%
Post 3 128 159 81%

Intercultural Post 1 1,200 457 85%
Engagement and Post 2 475 287 79%
Inclusion/Exclusion Post 3 439 104 87%

Figure 1: User Engagement per Code in /r/lUnpopularOpinion
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Table 4: User Engagement per Code in /r/ChangeMyView

/r/ChangeMyView
Upvotes Comments SS\%‘QB

Post1 3,100 715 81%
"Illegal” Immigration  Post 2 2700 492 93%
Post 3 1800 668 79%
Post1 3,100 806 88%
Borders and Security ~ Post 2 67 125 83%
Post 3 24 252 68%
Intercultural Post 1 243 128 93%
Engagement and Post 2 195 90 85%
Inclusion/Exclusion Post 3 166 119 91%

Figure 2: User Engagement per Code in /r/ChangeMyView
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As demonstrated above, the user engagement within both subreddits differ slightly because, in
general, there are more up-votes and comments on posts within /r/UnpopularOpinion than in
/r/ChangeMyView. These findings are consistent with the number of users that are subscribed to
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each subreddit, as /r/UnpopularOpinion has approximately 160k more members than
/r/ChangeMyView.
Linguistic Patterns and Normalization of Migrant Exclusion

The breadth of the exclusionary language across multiple conceptual frameworks and
subreddits demonstrates the extent to which migrant exclusion has been normalized throughout
the Reddit platform. The repeated use of problematic terms such as “illegal immigrant” promote
social exclusion and further marginalizes immigrants. The use of these terminologies
demonstrates that many Reddit users accept the discourse of illegality. Current migration
scholars opt to use terms such as “non-status” or “unauthorized” as they do not accept that a
person can be “illegal” by simply existing in a certain area. Significantly, it was found that
Reddit users who attempted to challenge dominant discourse on immigration often continued to
maintain exclusionary language through their problematic word choice. These user’s attempt in
offering counter-discourse to dominant discourse on Reddit were minimized through their
presumably unconscious continued use of problematic language. This points again to the
normalization of illegalization frameworks that demonstrate othering processes through the
sometimes inadvertent word choice of Reddit users. The consistency in linguistic patterns
throughout this study could point to the demographic of Reddit users who simply lack an
understanding of the meaning behind their word choice. The repeated use of problematic
language represents a normalization of exclusionary immigration discourse, however, the
prevalence of users who challenged dominant discourse, even despite their often problematic
word choice, still highlights the relationship that exists on Reddit between both dominant and
subordinate discourse.

Timeframe

The timeframe of the posts is important when analysing immigration representation in the
media. Despite the fact that Reddit has existed since 2005, the posts that surfaced from the search
results were predominantly from within the last two years. This becomes even more significant
when you consider that the search results were filtered to bring up the top posts of all time. This
demonstrates that immigration has become a more popular and widely discussed topic within the
last two years. In the larger context of this research, this means that the priorities of social actors
fluctuate when perceived social issues change over time. The fluctuation on the topic of
immigration can partially be attributed to the social construction of moral panics — we see an



THE NORMALIZATION OF IMMIGRANT EXCLUSION 50

increased focus on immigration after significant social and political events that create moral
panics such as the War on Drugs and the War on Terror (both of which, in one way or another,
targeted the immigrant community). In recent years, the increased focus on building a border
wall at the United States-Mexico border (arguably, another moral panic) could point to the
recently heightened focus on immigration within the Reddit platform, especially because Reddit
users tend to concentrate particularly on current events as they relate to immigration discourse.
And now, in an increasingly globalized world, justification for immigration surfaces which
creates additional pushback from opposing political groups who argue the importance of
maintaining nationalism and state sovereignty, and these arguments consequently materialize in
media representation.

The “Deserving” and “Undeserving” Migrant

Discourse that differentiates between the “deserving” migrant and the “undeserving”
migrant is coded in many ways. Legality, as both produced and experienced, often works to
determine a migrant’s deservingness of protection and acceptance. The state’s complicity in
reinforcing ideologies of legality becomes prevalent within the systemic forces that operate at a
global level and disproportionately affect migrants based on intersectional factors of identity. An
analysis of the Reddit posts revealed that many users situated migrants against each other by
labeling them as either “good” — a desirable migrant who is a model-minority and will assimilate
or integrate — and “bad” — a migrant who will not. Consequently, migrants are categorized as
either deserving or undeserving of the protections associated with having status. This points to
the speculation that society’s perception of deservingness is often representative of a migrant’s
ability to meet certain expectations by contributing to society in a circumscribed way while
simultaneously ensuring the culture of the dominant group is maintained.

Using the “Illegal” Immigration code in the /r/UnpopularOpinion subreddit, post #1
states: “As the child of legal immigrants, illegal immigrants can go get fucked”. The user
elaborates, describing:

My family had to go through a painstakingly complicated process to get here. Become

citizens and carve out a living for themselves. If you think you can just jump the line and

come live a lovely new life in a better country without doing the legwork, then you
deserve to be told to get fucked and go back to your country and you shouldn’t be

surprised when it happens.
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The narratives presented by this Reddit user demonstrates their frustration with non-status
migrants and their presumed “illegality”. As a result, this user is emphasizing the deserving and
undeserving dynamic that is related to status and non-status migrants and their assumed
deservingness of national and state protections associated with legality. The linguistic patterns
throughout this post, such as the term “illegals™, is representative of “othering” processes that
can differentiate between “deserving” and “underserving” migrants, creating additional
consequences and barriers for unauthorized migrants attempting to navigate society. The use of
the term “illegals” alone contributes to a depiction of otherness where immigrants are
dehumanized and perceived as undeserving of the same constitutional and human rights, and
through this perception, their defined existence becomes solely based on this status of illegality
in a country where laws openly and actively oppose their presence (Nevins, 2010; as cited in
Pacheco, 2015). The construction of legality is formulated on a basis of socially constructed
notions of what is “right” and “wrong”, however, it is also often informed by cultural
assumptions associated with race, gender, and social location. In the same thread, another user
commented stating: “Free school? Free food for lunch? Free financial services? Free medical
assistance at the state level? Yeah illegal immigrants are abusing the system and should be
kicked out”. This narrative is naive to the unfortunate realities of living without status by
assuming these resources are readily available to non-status migrants. Undocumented migrants in
Canada face numerous challenges including the constant possibility of suspicions about their
status, the risk of encounters with immigration authorities, and the barriers associated with
obtaining essential services (Bhuyan, 2013; Goldring & Landolt, 2013; Villegas, 2013; as cited
in Villegas, 2018). These factors, combined with living in constant fear of deportation and other
inequities associated with quality of life, reveal the adversities faced by unauthorized migrants in
particular and the extent to which borders exist and are permeated at an increased rate throughout
their lives. One user commented on the post, offering a contrasting opinion:
What shit do illegal immigrants get? Do you know that no illegal immigrant will get food
stamps and the health care they do get is restricted? | hope you realize that not everyone
is able to come here legally and wait it out. We survived the recession because of the
field workers and a good amount are here illegally. They pay their taxes, add to social
security and unemployment all of which they won’t ever be allowed to collect. Count
yourself blessed your family didn’t have to endure illegal immigration. My father has
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been legal for quite a bit and he still has nightmares of hiding from *“la migra”. | hope you

cherish that legal resident status you have and realize there are a lot of people who wish

they had the same opportunities we have.
In contrast, this user offers insight into some of the realities associated with being an
undocumented migrant. They demonstrate that migrants (and unauthorized migrants in
particular) are subject to daily risks, intimidation, and harassment associated with their
precarious status. What is particularly contrasting between this comment and the comment
discussed above is the user’s identification of the restrictions associated with unauthorization.
While the first comment states that “illegal” immigrants are “abusing” the system by having
resources handed to them, the second indicates that the system was not structured to support
unauthorized immigrants in the first place. The numerous additional obstacles that are faced by
unauthorized migrants, such as simultaneously contributing to the global economy but being
unable to reap the associated benefits, points to the potential disparities of the immigration
system that works to contribute to the marginalization of immigrants. While the contrasting
arguments between these two posts demonstrate the breadth of Reddit users, the majority of
comments on this thread in particular are in support of the user’s original post which argues
against unauthorized migration. What is also notable is the fact that even the users who seem to
argue in favour of supporting unauthorized migrants continue to demonstrate problematic
language by using terms such as “illegal”. By opting to use these terms, these users are accepting
the discourse of illegality by affirming that a person can in fact be “illegal” simply by living in a
certain area.

Themes of immigrant deservingness, identity, and belonging are further maintained
within post #2 in /r/UnpopularOpinion within the “Illegal” Immigration framework. The post
states: “Wanting illegal immigrants to be punished for breaking the law isn’t wrong”. The user
further describes:

I hate how people think it’s racist or wrong for thinking this. If a person commits a crime,

then they should be punished. It isn’t hard to understand. If you want to come to

America, then come here legally. 1t’s simple. Don’t think you can get away with breaking

the law. 1I’m a supporter of legal immigrants. | feel like it’s so fucked up to call someone

racist for this even though we are right.
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This user simplifies the complexity of issues around status. This user fails to acknowledge that
the basis of many immigration laws are situated to further marginalize, exclude, and criminalize
migrant bodies which makes obtaining status even more difficult. This post reveals several
themes related to the dichotomy of status and belonging through comments that validate
authorized migrants and invalidate unauthorized migrants. The legal/illegal and
deserving/undeserving dynamic is elaborated through these comments that situate migrants
against each other through systems of oppression that work to divide migrants based on their
presumed potential to contribute to society. Functioning as an internal border by defining who
belongs and who does not, this post demonstrates the ways in which immigration status and
belonging intersect to construct some migrants as deserving and others as underserving or
dangerous.
The “deserving” and “undeserving” migrant stereotype is further reiterated in the Borders
and Securitization framework within a comment on post #1 in /r/UnpopularOpinion:
Discrimination is not a bad thing in and of itself, it's the ability to tell the good from the
bad so you can choose what is best. It's very important to be discriminating...If the US
wants to discriminate among migration candidates for the candidates who will most
contribute to the prosperity of the country, that's a good thing for the country and not bad
in any way.
This Reddit user elaborates the possibility that states work to accept migrants based on their
ability to make “positive” impacts on society while attempting to maintain sovereignty by only
accepting what they define to be “good” migrants. The subject of the migrant and their
associated identities have been created by national borders, such as the “good” immigrant who is
hard working, or the “bad” border jumping refugee (Bauder, 2013). Consequently, borders are at
the core of practices of oppression, subordination, and exclusion. The intersection between
criminalization and unauthorization becomes prevalent as patterns emerge between discourses
that suggest the interest of the state in demonstrating power and control over migrant bodies
rather than protection. Consequently, a public rhetoric of fear is created, where the role of the
state is one of surveillance, punishment, and incarceration (Orellana & Johnson, 2012; as cited in
Villegas, 2018). The discourse presented in these Reddit posts points to the potential role of the
state in determining a migrant’s acceptance for membership in society, as it can be argued that
the state functions as creators and managers of borders which consequently determines a
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migrant’s status. Villegas (2018) argues that the embodiment of the border defines the migrant
body as a site of exclusion and potential violence. Thus, these discourses elaborate that it is at the
border that decisions are made regarding identity and belonging, but it is also where laws are
enacted that actively oppose the presence of certain migrant bodies.

“Othering” and the Dichotomy of “Us” Versus “Them”

Within the Reddit platform, the dichotomy of “us” versus “them” is present and points to
processes of migrant “othering”. Othering frameworks are socially and culturally constructed to
capitalize on difference and create processes of exclusion and dehumanization that maintain the
power of the dominant group. In the context of migration studies, the “us” and “them”
dichotomy often situates migrants as a cultural “other” through maintaining exclusionary
discourse that perpetuates difference (Villegas, 2018). These frameworks emphasize
constructions of the “other” that often situate social actors against each other and
disproportionately marginalize immigrants. Reddit users within the analyzed threads perpetuate
the “us” and “them” dichotomy; in most cases, the Reddit user is “us” while the immigrant is
“them”. Reddit as a conceptual space contributes to these dichotomies by situating migrants as a
cultural “other” through the conscious and unconscious assumption that they pose a threat to the
order of the dominant social group. Interestingly, the findings indicate that the “us” versus
“them” dichotomy within Reddit often positions status and non-status migrants against each
other which contributes to additional constructions of identity and belonging based on status and
further maintains the disproportionally high interests of Reddit users when it comes to
unauthorized immigrants as a topic of discussion.

Othering processes are demonstrated throughout the data, however they become
increasingly prevalent when Reddit users discuss unauthorized migration. Within the “lllegal”
Immigration framework, search result #3 in /r/UnpopularOpinion states “You are not racist if
you hate illegal immigrants”. The user elaborates by stating “You are not racist for believing
illegal immigrants belong in jail. lllegal immigrants ruin it for legal immigrants. You broke the
law to get here, you go to jail...IT’S NOT ABOUT RACE, IT’S ABOUT THE LAW”. This user
elaborates othering processes in their post by emphasizing ideologies of difference as it relates to
race and the securitizing presence of the state. Contrary to what this post suggests, race plays a
significant factor in the immigration discourse as immigration and border laws work to

perpetuate fear and discrimination against racial minorities and those in precarious social
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locations. Border-crossing policies are representational performances of the state’s sovereignty,
national identity, and territoriality; “the border” has become a key discursive icon and
manifestation of controlling migration (\VVollmer, 2017). Border and immigration laws
particularly in the United States are about race because state concerns over security and
sovereignty are permeated in the active opposition of racialized bodies in an effort to maintain a
white nationalist dominant discourse. Either implicitly or explicitly, migration is framed by the
general categories of race, race relations, and ethnicity (Cohen, 2002; as cited in Kadianaki et al.,
2018). Kadianaki (2018) provides an example, stating that typically, different types of crime are
linked to different ethnicities: Arabs are casted as terrorists in Western Europe and North
America (Van Dijk, 2000) and Latinos as cheating the system in the United States (Chavez,
2001). Through this, migrants become framed as a cultural “other” and, consequently, as a
cultural threat due to their perceived differences from those around them. The malleability of
borders thus becomes relevant when discussing the role of the state in producing and reproducing
barriers. The exclusion of minorities becomes evident when specific populations are forced to
experience the state to a greater extent than others based on geographical and cultural relevance,
such as those living at the borderlands. State power is always present at the edges of states.
Pfoser (2015) describes that borders, as sites of mobility and enclosure, are negotiated in
everyday life and shaped by the differentiated incorporations of the state into people’s lives.
Analysing people’s experiences of the border and sentiments towards the state provides insight
into how borders are perceived on the ground and thus give a better understanding of their
stability and malleability (Pfoser, 2015). The cultural relevance of othering processes is
demonstrated within comments on the original Reddit post discussed above. One user stated:
“People against illegal immigrants seem to only care about those from south of the border, and
somehow forget the 580,000 from Europe” and another user described: “lllegal aliens are treated
very differently depending on their race/origin. That's a topic worth addressing”. These Reddit
users challenge the dominant narrative by presenting counter-discourse that emphasizes race as a
signifier of privilege and of a migrant’s deservingness of protection. Dominant discourse on the
platform often perpetuates the association of racialization and criminalization. The Reddit users
who challenge this discourse emphasize that those with increased experience navigating state
boundaries are often in vulnerable positions based on social location (frequently physical
indicators such as race). This becomes a significant factor in the presence of the state in their
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lives as they are assumed to be dangerous or viewed as “other”, consequently constructing “us”
versus “them” ideologies and emphasizing securitization frameworks. These counter-discourses
thus emphasize social location as a symbolic marker of belonging in relation to the immigration
discourse and state presence and control through the illegalization of certain migrant bodies.

Within the “Illegal” Immigration conceptual framework, one user commented on post #1
in /r/lUnpopularOpinion, stating:

Moved to the US with my parents when | was 6, went through the whole legal process.

Just turned 22 last month, still no end in sight. All I want is my damn green card so | can

work and make a life for myself. It pisses me off that these illegals are getting shit handed

to them while legal immigrants like myself and my family have to wait endlessly.
The assumptions that are made about non-status migrants and their presumed ease of life ignores
the historical and contemporary processes of exclusion towards this population but also suggests
ignorance to the difficulties of obtaining legal status. This user’s comments which assume
undocumented migrants get resources “handed to them” maintains the emergence of othering
processes that are demonstrated throughout this research. Furthermore, assuming that all
migrants came to a country without authorization in the first place ignores the extenuating
circumstances that could have contributed to a migrant’s lack of status, such as immigrants who
came to a country with a legitimate visa and then overstayed without being able to renew it. This
post elaborates overemphasized, discriminatory assumptions towards undocumented migrants
which contributes to the ignorance and misinformation that is circulated throughout media
platforms and works to maintain difference through “us” versus “them” constructions.
Migrants as Security Threats

As borders are further securitized, migrant bodies are further criminalized. The increased
securitization of borders extends to include all immigrants as presumptive security “threats”
through state governmentality frameworks. As immigration is increasingly viewed as a legal
debate, migrant bodies are consequently criminalized through fears that are developed from
ideologies of difference. These fears include losing a national and cultural identity and a
collective identity, facing crime that immigrants supposedly bring, and having to support
immigrants who become unemployed which creates a public charge to society that can
exacerbate economic discrepancies (Menjivar, 2014). These discourses are representative of the

power and control that is performed over migrant bodies, often in an effort to maintain a white
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supremacist racial hierarchy. Borders thus become a part of a larger system of power and control
that regulate the lives of migrants and consequently casts certain migrant bodies as criminal. This
becomes further justified through media representation that degrades immigrant populations and
reinforces immigrants’ criminality and the burden they have been constructed to represent
(Menjivar, 2014). The media continues to reinforce the notion of migrants as continually
committing illegal acts and is justified through racist ideologies of difference which perpetuates
the criminalization of migrant bodies.

An analysis of post #1 in /r/ChangeMyView within the “Illegal” Immigration framework
challenges dominant discourse by highlighting the often unreasonable emphasis on the
“problem” of immigration in the United States. The post states: “Mass shootings in the US are a
greater national emergency than illegal immigration (the reason for the wall)”. The user
elaborates by explaining: “There have been five mass shootings in the last five days (the last
week of January), but our president is threatening to declare a national emergency over an
immigration problem that's at its lowest in nearly 20 years. WAKE UP AMERICA!”. This
Reddit user challenges dominant discourse by emphasizing the often irrational portrayal of
migrants as threats to national security. While this user identifies immigration as a “problem”
and contributes to exclusion by referring to unauthorized immigration as “illegal”, they also
recognize the often unfair political focus on deterring immigration in comparison to other
national emergencies that should potentially take precedence. Border security and the idea of the
border wall become relevant topics within this thread, exploring the relationship between
unauthorized immigration channels and the significance of a border wall or increased border
security in general and its effects on decreasing the amount of unauthorized migrants in the
United States. This theme is further maintained throughout the Borders and Security conceptual
framework. Post #1 in /r/ChangeMyView states: “It is hypocritical to criticize liberals for
politicizing school shootings while using the Mollie Tibbets murder to argue for increased border
security”. The user further contends:

Every time there is a school shooting in America, Democrats make an argument for

increased gun control. Conservatives and conservative media come out and criticize

democrats for being heartless. They say it is wrong to politicize a tragedy so quickly after
it happens. But with the announcement that Mollie Tibbets was murdered by an



THE NORMALIZATION OF IMMIGRANT EXCLUSION 58

undocumented immigrant, Republicans are making no delay in politicizing it and using it

to push for increased border security.

This post is significant as the Reddit user is drawing connections between current events and the
type of response from authorities which shows the interests and priorities of political groups.
Conservative media often capitalizes on stories that work to dehumanize and exclude immigrants
which perpetuate these representations. The comments on the Reddit thread contribute to
securitization frameworks by discussing the importance of stricter border-laws to decrease the
probability of crimes committed by unauthorized migrants. One user commented:

Building the wall is only a part of the strategy to reduce illegal immigrants in the US, but

you can’t seriously argue it won’t cut down on illegal border crossings. We know walls

work. That’s why they are everywhere. And building a wall doesn't take away anyone’s

civil liberties. Apart from the money, and some environmental effects, no one but those

crossing the border illegally are significantly affected.
Physical border walls are rooted in xenophobic conceptions of belonging. Through exclusionary
processes, physical border walls work to “keep out” the foreign “other” as they are perceived to
be threats to national securitizing agents. This Reddit user’s assumption that building a wall will
not take away anyone’s civil liberties fails to acknowledge the impact of borders on migrant
bodies and further dehumanizes their existence through situating them as an unimportant variable
in networks of safety and freedom. The presumed “threats” posed by both authorized and
unauthorized migrants become an overwhelmingly common representation of immigration
discourse on the Reddit platform, which tends to immobilize counter-discourse. Migrants face
exclusion through their characterization as economic threats whereby they are accused of
stealing jobs from the local population and receiving social benefits, and presumed security
threats in various contexts where migration is associated with terrorism and other criminal
activities or illegality (Kadianaki et al., 2018). These representations are further intensified by
the use of threatening and exclusionary media language.

On the same post, many Reddit users commented describing their distrust of
unauthorized migrants in particular and their negative or threatening associations, such as with
the illegal drug trade. One user commented:

The wall is not all about illegal immigrants, and more about overall border security...The

majority of illegal drugs come through the southern border via a form of illegal
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immigration...a wall would present a tougher border to penetrate, so maybe only half as

much illegal hard drugs would make it through, which could potentially save half those

lives.
The relationship that is formed between unauthorized immigration and drug trafficking can be
partially attributed to the criminalization of unauthorized migrants in general. The association
that the War on Drugs has with drug war border violence has impacted and contributed to the
nations’ public perceptions of fear and has brought about government policies to target drug
trafficking with political-economic legislation (Pacheco, 2015). Comments on the Reddit threads
that assume the majority of immigrants are involved in the illegal drug trade is an example of the
ways in which migrant bodies are overtly criminalized and increasingly susceptible to negative
stereotypes that label them as threats to security that should be surveilled. In the mainstream
media, the migration debate has been driven by disproportionate focus on irregular migration,
associating migrants with the rise of crime, social problems, rise of unemployment, and
exploitation of the welfare state, among others (Milioni et al., 2015; as cited in Kadianaki et al.,
2018). There is a clear relationship between a politics of fear related to the unauthorized migrant
“other” and the escalation of violence at the border. It is imperative to note that regardless of the
escalated drug-related violence on the Mexico side of the border, there has been no knowledge of
terrorists entering through the US-Mexico border yet it continues to be the domestic policy focus
on the war on terror (Garrett & Storbeck, 2011; as cited in Pacheco, 2015). Correa-Cabrera
(2014) explains that the violence associated with drug groups and cartels in Mexico has caused
an increase in migration to the United States. The association of immigrants and the illegal drug
trade is further explored within post #3 of /r/ChangeMyView in the “Illegal” Immigration
framework. The post states: “We (the United States) should focus less on Mexican illegal
immigration and more on fixing Mexico”. The user then elaborates by describing that: “One of
the problems with illegal immigration is drug crime...we could strengthen Mexico and allow it
to reach its full potential by putting a huge dent in the cocaine, heroin, and methamphetamine
problem in the U.S. as well as in Canada”. A lot of the rhetoric in the comments of this post
regarding the drug trade situate Mexico as the “criminal”, however, one user challenges
dominant discourse and explores the ways in which the United States is complicit in the
relationship:
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Here’s the thing though, drugs are a problem not because of Mexico, or any other Latin

American country, but because there is simply a demand for drugs in the US. Americans

like their drugs and are willing to pay for them. Thinking that sending the

ClA/military/etc. to get rid of the cartels (as laughable and improbable as that actually is)

won’t do anything to address the problem of Americans still wanting drugs.
The comments made by this Reddit user recognizes the role of the United States in both creating
and managing the violence associated with the drug trade with Mexico and thus the perceptions
of Mexican immigrants in particular. Drug organizations conduct violent business in a highly
competitive market because of the high demand for product. The narratives in this Reddit post
emphasize that the United States plays just as large of a role in the cartel organization violence
because they offer such a sizeable customer base, however it is often Mexico that is cast as
criminal and through an erroneous association, Mexican immigrant bodies are criminalized.
United States’ policy and the failing War on Drugs are tied up in the disarray of security the
border from the profit gained from selling those drugs within the United States (Pacheco, 2015).
The discourse on Reddit demonstrates an interesting and contrasting relationship that is formed
between the state and migrants. The discourse within these Reddit posts on society at large
potentially points to the role of the government in exploiting, capitalizing on, and profiting from
the trade opportunities that migrants provide while simultaneously criminalizing migrant traffic
across borders. Increasing border security does not increase safety, but rather it targets, excludes,
and further marginalizes certain migrant bodies which perpetuates violence against that
population.
Migrant Employment

The commodification of migrants fills a critical need within the nation to ensure there is a
constant and cheap supply of labour (DeGenova, 2002; as cited in Helleiner, 2013). This system
works to maintain white hegemonic ideals and racial hierarchies by capitalizing on brown and
black migrant bodies that historically performed that role. Migrant workers are in a precarious
and vulnerable social location that casts them as “foreigners” who are readily deportable.
Unauthorized migrant workers are increasingly susceptible to inhumane working and living
conditions, violence, abuse, and unfair wages (Helleiner, 2013). Because of these vulnerabilities
and their precarious status, they can be easily taken advantage of and are less likely to speak up

about their mistreatment. The theme of migrant employment materialized in complex ways
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throughout the discussion threads on Reddit, however, discussions on the role of the state in
capitalizing on cheap migrant labour were most popular. Many users blamed migrants and their
employers for the issues associated with migrant labour, although these discussions failed to
recognize ideologies and systems that are designed to maintain power and control over
vulnerable migrant bodies.

In /r/UnpopularOpinion, the comments on post #2 in the “Illegal” Immigration
conceptual framework revealed the contentions associated with migrant labour. One user
commented stating:

My father managed to bring us over legally but ONLY because he had a trade skill the

USA was interested in. If it weren’t for that, he would have been denied his working visa.

| also know people who came from the same country illegally because they just weren’t

being accepted through the legal process. It’s way harder than most of us think.
This argument demonstrates the role of state actors in using migrant workers to their advantage,
for example only admitting workers if they meet certain criteria or have a skill that is in short
supply. Another user participated, stating: “California would crumble without illegals working
under wage... Americans won’t do those jobs due to low pay”. In response, a user stated:

Oh, so keep California running with indentured slave labour? AKA migrant workers who

make pennies on the dollar in comparison to many Americans? Migrant lives are in

constant danger with zero protection. They are underpaid, live in squalor, no legal
recourse for rights being violated (because they are here illegally), no healthcare. Yet

California happily builds an entire economy on them because they are cheap labour.
Similarly, another user commented, stating: “Businesses that rely on illegally underpaying and
exploiting their workers to exist do not deserve to exist”, while someone else said: “Throw the
business owners in jail too. They’re exploiting a vulnerable population that they know can’t
report their mistreatment”. The discourses within these comments challenge dominant
representation by emphasizing the United States complicit role in the exploitation of vulnerable
populations. At the same time, some narratives emphasize that unauthorized migrants do not
“belong” in the first place:

We are only going to get better at tracking illegals and deporting them, so either we

change these laws or those farms will fail eventually anyways. | don't understand the
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argument that we need to keep illegals to support/subsidize an industry that shouldn't

exist in our current legal framework.

Similarly, a user replied: “If the illegal immigrants weren’t here in the first place the citizens of
this country wouldn’t be put in that moral predicament. It comes down to the person who hired
them. Shame on them”. This post and its comments demonstrate some contradictory arguments,
as the users recognize that the United States capitalizes and relies on the exploitation of migrant
labour for profit while simultaneously arguing that unauthorized migrants should be punished for
breaking the law by working without status. One user commented, stating: “The law itself is
unfairly created and wrong, so there’s that. What | mean is, the quotas and timeframe for legal
immigration are insane and unrealistic. If you want people to follow a system, don’t rig that
system against them”. This narrative recognizes the unfair system that migrants are forced to
navigate which further demonstrates the additional barriers that are permeated throughout the
immigration system. The variety of content posted on this thread in relation to migrant labour
policies points again to the emergence of themes of the deserving/undeserving immigrant. The
discourses on Reddit emphasize the state’s significantly large role in determining which migrants
are deserving of acceptance which are often based on their ability to be productive members of
society defined as contributing to economic value in a narrow sense, potentially working to
maintain sovereignty and white nationalism.

Reddit users further discuss the theme of migrant employment on post #2 within the
“Illegal” Immigration framework in the subreddit /r/ChangeMyView. The post states: “If
America really wants illegal immigrants out in order to preserve American jobs and save
American tax dollars, America should take measures to reduce demand for illegal workers, rather
than fight against the incentives by trying to keep them out”. Interestingly, this topic also
emerged within the Borders and Securitization framework. Post #2 in /r/UnpopularOpinion
similarly states: “Instead of increased border security, elongated detention, and a wall, illegal
immigration should be fought by cracking down on the companies that take advantage of the
low-wage labour that illegal immigrants offer”. Significantly, these posts are distinguishable as
they take a bottom-up rather than a top-down approach to unauthorized migration by arguing that
the root of the issue lies in the current economic climate that requires cheap migrant labour to
function. The user in the first post identifies the disparities associated with the current method

the United States has employed to manage unauthorized immigration, however by doing so, they



THE NORMALIZATION OF IMMIGRANT EXCLUSION 63

categorize unauthorized migrants as an “out-group” that should be denied entry into the United
States in an effort to “preserve American jobs”. One user commented on the thread exploring the
precarious position that undocumented immigrants are in when they are faced with poor working
conditions:

Companies figured out long ago that illegal immigrants are far more likely to accept low

pay, poor working conditions and unreasonable demands, since the illegal immigrant

isn’t able to complain to the government (they’d be deported even if the company does

get fined). So many companies are quite happy to ignore the law.
On the second post, a user commented with a similar argument: “These people (illegals) are
being exploited and used as slave labor. Their desperation makes them more likely to accept jobs
with poor pay and no benefits”. These examples demonstrate that some Reddit users have an
understanding of the vulnerabilities migrant workers face and attempt to resist dominant
discourse. They also demonstrate the malleability of borders as a conceptual space through the
additional barrier that undocumented migrant workers face due to their precarious social
location. This further represents the ways in which the border moves with migrants into those
social spaces where they live: the interior of the nation, their workplaces, and in their homes
(Ono, 2012; as cited in Villegas, 2018). For undocumented migrants, simple everyday activities
such as working, driving, and going to school are at risk of being transformed into criminal and
illicit acts with dire consequences that range from abuse, exploitation, detention, and deportation
(Berinstein et al., 2006; as cited in Villegas, 2018). The users on the discussion thread on Reddit
generally lack an understanding of the permeability of these consequences within the lives of
non-status migrants. Reinforcing this discourse, another user commented: “They are not real
immigrants. They are illegals. They have committed a criminal act whose prescribed punishment
is deportation. Real immigrants follow the proper process. Illegals should be deported, and those
that employ them should be punished”. This user enhances the discourse of migrant
criminalization (in particular towards migrant workers) while demonstrating the ways in which
the construction of legality is permeated within multiple discourses across the Reddit platform.
The Physical and Theoretical Construction of Borders

A common theme that presented itself throughout this research is the ways in which
borders are constructed both physically and symbolically. The presence of borders is experienced

physically through demarcations between nation states that differentiate between “here” and
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“there” and “us” and “them” and is justified through claims of sovereignty and the perceived
need to surveil a lurking “other (Villegas, 2018). The border as a conceptual space divides the
legitimate from the illegitimate and the protected from the dangerous (Villegas, 2018).
Conceptions of physical securitization agents through borders, barriers, and walls emphasize the
division between nation states that work to maintain white nationalist agendas and perpetuate
state sovereignty, consequently excluding migrant bodies. Borders also move beyond the
physical space to theoretically act as additional barriers for migrants. Ideologies embedded in the
discourse on Reddit demonstrate the ways in which social actors participate in the construction
of internal borders by reproducing exclusionary discourse. Exclusionary discourse defines the
apparent differences between status and non-status migrants and their perceived deservingness of
protection which works to create an additional, symbolic border.

In the discussion within the “Illegal” Immigration framework on post #1 in
/r/lUnpopularOpinion, one user commented, stating: “Our tax dollars are being wasted to pay for
these illegal immigrants because they came from a country that fucked themselves and the U.S is
just expected to clean up after them because their country fucked up”. Similarly, another user
contributed: “These illegal immigrants should fix their own country. If they have no money or
discernible skills, they shouldn’t be thinking of migrating”. In the context of Reddit, these
discourses are rooted in the self-interest of the United States whose presumed goal is to maintain
and preserve an assumed superiority through nationalist ideologies. What is happening here on
Reddit reflects dominant discourse and presumably influences society in general by forming a
relationship between nationalism and immigrant exclusion that acts as bordering processes.
These comments confer additional barriers, contributing to negative assumptions and stereotypes
that consequently perpetuate violence and exclusion against migrants. The potential for media
platforms such as Reddit in emphasizing these ideologies rests on the construction of difference
that perpetuates white state-sovereignty. By passively accepting and practicing the narrative that
people are only allowed to legitimately belong to a certain territory, the media and politics of
fear create aliens of undocumented immigrants (Pacheco, 2015). The social construction of
internal borders faced by migrants is representative of ideologies developed by society’s
constructions. Analyzing border negotiations and the relationship between citizens and the state
that are articulated in people’s expectations and claims can provide us with a better
understanding of how people participate in the making of borders and contribute to the stability
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and malleability of political orders (Pfoser, 2015). Thus, the social construction of borders that is
demonstrated within these comments are representations of processes of re-bordering or the
internalization of borders which views the border as an adaptable and fluctuating presence that is
made, re-made, and has differing effects on mobility based on social location which is often
contingent on status.

Themes of borders and migrant criminalization also become prevalent throughout the
Borders and Securitization conceptual framework. In particular, post #1 in /r/UnpopularOpinion
identifies a relationship between morality, the border wall, and immigration laws. The post
states: “The border wall is not immoral”. The user elaborates by describing:

The act of building a wall is not immoral. It is any sovereign nations right to build a

border wall, to have secure borders. It is not immoral to have a wall designed to keep

undocumented immigrants out. It can be argued that it’s immoral to focus on the wall
rather than immigration laws, and it can be argued that some of the people pushing for
the wall are immoral, but the wall itself is not immoral and people should stop labeling it
as such.
The arguments presented by this Reddit user are demonstrate awareness through their language
choice by referring to immigrants as “undocumented” rather than “illegal”, however, they
simultaneously suggest that it is not immoral to use border walls to “keep out” immigrants which
exacerbates discourses of exclusion and criminalization. Comments on this post generally
present narratives arguing that securing the border should not be considered immoral, however, it
is not necessarily a “solution” to the “illegal immigration problem”. One user specifies:

Illegals use many ways to get in. Physically walking across is one of them. A wall will

prevent most of that. Yes, some will be determined enough to tunnel under and scale

over, but a wall will make border patrol have a much easier time patrolling. Having a

wall is not the end all of stopping illegals. There is much more to do especially with those

who employ them.
Securitization frameworks become emphasized throughout this Reddit thread. This discourse
reiterates the wall as a symbolic representation of the desire to control and exclude based on fear
and suspicion of “others” beyond it. Manley and Silk (2014) characterize the process of
surveillance as one that enacts control and the assertion of sovereignty via the exclusion of

minority populations or those who are deemed “unwelcome” in addition to the normalization of
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an “accepted” majority (as cited in Newell et al., 2017). The Reddit users on this thread reiterate
these frameworks through the justification of border patrol agents further securing border sites
and thus further criminalizing migrants attempting to cross the border.

Within the Borders and Securitization framework in /r/UnpopularOpinion, similar
narratives are presented with post #3. The post states: “Opposing border security is an untenable
position”. The user further describes:

The wall is absurd, but only because it’s insanely expensive and can be thwarted with a

fucking ladder. There are much more effective, cheap, and technologically advanced

ways of protecting the border than a wall. However, the wall is not, like many have
claimed, unethical. Maintaining control of who comes into and out of a country is part of
what makes a country sovereign; without this, a country does not and cannot claim to
control its territory or what goes on in it. It doesn’t matter if the people are drug dealers
or refugees fleeing a conflict, a country has the right to determine who comes in and out,
especially if it’s a large group of people.
Similar to the post discussed above, the narratives presented in this post exacerbates the
supposed rights of sovereign nations in securing their borders and arguments of ethics and
morality. The border wall as a symbolic monument provides a perception of security for those
inside the nation as they believe its physical presence will tangibly stop terrorists. The
construction and phenomenon of the border wall and its portrayal by the media as a safety
blanket can be attributed to globalization and the war on terror (Pacheco, 2015). The dramatic
shift towards a vision of the border wall that ensures liberty, protects national security, and
upholds modern civilization is more or less derivative from the perception of the United States as
being on the righteous and vindicated side of defending the general welfare of its people from
those on the “other” side (Pacheco, 2015). This framework contends that border security and the
desire for a physical border wall is a result of providing protection to wealthy, privileged
societies from people from “other” places. The comments made by these users on Reddit
delineate a relationship between immigration laws and exclusionary discourse. In the larger
context outside of the platform, this potentially points to the current realities of law enforcement
that often work to perpetuate the exploitation and discrimination of unauthorized migrants
through state-sanctioned violence and securitization in the form of physical barriers.
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Open Borders and Canada/United States Border Representation

The topic of open borders was discussed throughout two of the analyzed Reddit posts.
The prevalence of this topic on Reddit highlights some of the voices that went against dominant
discourse on immigration. The topic of open borders as discussed on Reddit generally points to
discourse that supports an openness to immigration. However, there are significant differences
between arguments about open borders between the Canada-US border and arguments about
open borders in general that emphasize fear of the foreign “other”. The Reddit users within these
posts generally argue for open borders between Canada and the United States specifically, which
points to a demonization of presumed “foreign” nations. Within the Borders and Securitization
framework, post #2 in /r/ChangeMyView identifies the significant relationship between open
borders and increased mobility between Canada and the United States. The post states: “The
US/Canada border should be opened”. The user elaborates:

There are big economic benefits to an open border, especially more labour mobility and

lower prices for a lot of goods. There are big human benefits to people who don’t have to

wait for long periods to get a visa for, say, spousal immigration. The welfare systems in

the two countries are similar enough that few rational people would uproot themselves

and move for government benefits. Opening the border with the US doesn’t meaningfully

impact the ability of Quebec to have a distinct society any more than the open borders

with Ontario and New Brunswick do.
This user’s analysis of the potential of open borders is limited only to the border between the
United States and Canada. Although this user does not explicitly state this, their argument of
open borders strictly between United States and Canada potentially highlights xenophobic
frameworks related to fear of “foreign” nations and the presumed security threats they pose.
Many comments on the post situate Canada and the United States in opposition to each other in
their border control policies and practices by suggesting that Canada is much more relaxed in
terms of their securitization protocols. Reddit users on the thread argued that in order for an open
border policy to work between Canada and the United States, Canada would have to increase the
levels of security at the border. This is represented in the comments of the post by one user who
argued in opposition to open borders:

The US has pretty strict requirements for security which Canada probably doesn’t match

up to. Not to mention we’d also need to align immigration practices. All it takes is an
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immigration crisis where one illegal alien murderer turns out to have arrived from

Canada to reconsider the scheme.
Drawing on literature from Pottie-Sherman and Wilkes (2016), Bloemraad, de Graauw, and
Hamlin (2015), and Hardwick and Mansfield (2009), immigration in the media is often
represented through a direct juxtaposition of border control policy and practices between Canada
and the United States. They argue that the Canadian border and its security agents are often
positioned in contrast to the United States by portraying Canada as the morally superior nation
through its benign representation of its border. The juxtaposition between Canada and the United
States reproduces common stereotypes that depict Canada as a welcoming, generous, and
multicultural nation and the United States as unwelcoming and harsh in its border control
practices and treatment of migrants, reinforcing a particular image of Canadian nationalism. The
users on this thread reinforce these ideologies through discussions on open borders between the
two nations: “The obvious problem with this is that the U.S. would entirely be trusting Canada
for its border security. If someone makes it into Canada, then they automatically have access to
the U.S”. Another user replied: “Which means Canada would pretty much need to strictly abide
by American security standards”. The discourses emphasized in this thread reiterate frames that
position national identity in Canada in comparison to and demonization of the United States
(Hardwick & Mansfield, 2009). The contrast between Canada and the United States in relation to
the immigration discourse managed by the media is illustrated through discourses such as “law-
abiding/law-less, diplomatic/hardline, peaceful/militaristic, and mosaic/melting pot” (Pottie-
Sherman & Wilkes, 2016). These narratives are reiterated throughout this Reddit thread. Some
users, however, challenge dominant discourse and argue that the United States and Canadian
border are similar in their policies and practices: “There’s a conception that Canada has much
laxer security and law enforcement than the US. It really doesn’t. The admissibility criteria for
Canada are virtually identical to those of the US, and Canadian border guards have access to the
same databases as US guards”. One user replied: “Security requirements between Canada and the
United States really do match up. We share security databases and have the same rules” and
another stated: “Our entry requirements and border security is identical to that of the US”. While
dominant discourse on the thread continues to emphasize difference between securitization at the
Canadian and United States border, these comments reflect the voices of those in opposition to
the narrative. However, the dominant discourse suggests that if borders were to open between the
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two nations, Canada would have to “step up” to match the levels of security at the United States
border. Reddit users on this thread in general support a juxtaposition between Canada and the
United States in their representations of immigration practices and border control policy. This
discourse potentially reinforces misleading narratives surrounding the prevalence of Canadian
nationalism and multiculturalism at the border.

Discourse related to open borders is also prevalent within the Borders and Securitization
framework in the third post within /r/ChangeMyView: “Mainstream liberals/leftists are
supportive of (essentially) open borders for the US”. In their post, this Reddit user defines an
open border policy as “Allowing in any immigrant to the US who does not commit serious
crimes or pose a security concern (like terrorism, drug cartels, etc.)”. What is happening here on
this Reddit post reflects dominant discourse that often positions immigrants as criminals and as a
threat to the nation. This Reddit user’s argument continues to demonstrate processes of exclusion
based on their characterization of migrants as “security concerns”. One user commented: “I don't
support totally open borders because | think, beyond a certain point, large-scale immigration can
slow assimilation and provoke ethnic conflict between immigrants and native-born citizens”.
Reflecting dominant discourse, this post emphasizes assumptions that are made regarding
immigrants and their presumed association with terrorism, violence, and drugs. At the same time,
this user draws on open border discourse that is limited to the United States which reiterates
frameworks that emphasize the lack of discussion on Reddit regarding opening borders in
general. This discourse highlights the ways in which depictions of migration are strategically
chosen in the media and emphasize disproportionate representations of nation, race, gender, and
class constructions which portray certain migrant bodies and nations as security threats (Pottie-
Sherman & Wilkes, 2016). These constructed media representations demonstrate the ways in
which the border acts not just as a physical barrier between nations but it also exists broadly
throughout media depictions which play a role in the production of stereotypes towards both
migrants and certain borders between nations. The way that migrant representations are
deliberately and strategically presented throughout media discourses also produces additional
barriers as the depictions are often driven by negative stereotypes and generalized assumptions
about race.

Immigrant Assimilation

For social actors, assimilation refers to conforming to the dominant cultural norms of the
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host society. Assimilation discourses are harmful to immigrants as they contribute to a loss of
cultural, religious, and ethnic identity that creates an expectation of conformity to the norms of
the dominant group. The assumption of assimilation as it relates to immigration is that “they”
will assimilate into “our” ways, perpetuating the belief that “our” ways are somehow superior.
Assimilation discourse thus works to perpetuate state sovereignty and nationalism that actively
opposes the presence of migrant bodies unless they are able to “properly” conform to the
dominant group’s culture. Immigrants are thus constructed as “guests” who are “accommodated”
and “tolerated” by the receiving country. When migrants fail to properly “assimilate”, they are
followed by a representation as fanatics, attached to their own religion and customs, forming
ghettos, and endangering social order which justifies their discrimination (Malik, 1996; as cited
in Kadianaki et al., 2018). Capitalizing on difference, migrants thus become unwelcomed and
cast as “alien” and consequently a threat to the dominant social order. Through this, the
responsibility for “assimilation” is placed on the migrants where the host society is represented
as passive with no responsibilities over the matter (Kadianaki et al., 2018). Discourse within the
analyzed threads on Reddit present assimilation frameworks that points to migrants as posing a
threat to the makeup of the political, social, and cultural order of the nation. Dominant discourse
related to immigrant assimilation also points to the “melting pot” tradition of the United States
that emphasizes assimilation through its association with immigrant cultural dislocations.
Assimilation discourses are extremely prevalent within the Intercultural Engagement and
Inclusion/Exclusion conceptual framework. Search result #2 in /r/ChangeMyView states: “There
is nothing wrong with countries trying to have immigrants to assimilate into their culture”.
Similarly, within the same conceptual framework, search result #2 in /r/UnpopularOpinion
states: “If immigrants don't want to assimilate then they should not be welcome”. This user
elaborates:
Why are you leaving your country if you love it so much? Because it’s a shit hole. You
know it, I know it, everybody knows it. And that's fucking okay. You can assimilate into
the US without abandoning your own culture, and without shitting on ours. But sure,
come here and take advantage of our system while still disrespecting us.
In addition to assimilation discourses, this post is also a representation of the “us” versus “them”
dichotomy that situates migrants as outsiders to the dominant group. This Reddit user’s argument

that migrants “take advantage of our system” perpetuates various stereotypes and assumptions of
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immigrants as “abusers” of the receiving country’s “generosity” and they are consequently
expected to be thankful for the opportunities provided to them. The representation of immigrants
in this thread points to a dialectical relationship between a welcoming and generous nation and a
threatening and foreign immigrant “other”. One user offered a rebuttal to the post:
Not everyone who immigrates to America is fleeing from a shit hole of a country. Many
immigrants who immigrate to the U.S. are here for the education, and don’t necessarily
feel “like Americans”. Just because a person feels proud of their heritage doesn’t mean
they hate American culture.
This comment emphasizes the narrative of users who challenged dominant discourse within the
post by elaborating the over-emphasis of “Americanness” and melting-pot ideologies. However,
the dominant discourse within this thread on Reddit argues the perceived importance of
immigrant assimilation, that assimilation is a vital aspect of the function of society, and that
immigrants should only be welcome if they are willing to conform to the dominant cultural
norms. One user commented: “If your “traditions” somehow conflict with the laws, traditions,
and standards of decency in your destination country, then nope. Stay where you are and use
your intellectual prowess to improve your own country”. Within the same conceptual framework,
assimilation discourses are also explored through a discussion on citizenship. Post #2 in
/r/ChangeMyView states: “Immigrants should not have to take a citizenship test involving the
country’s history, political system, etc. unless the details of these subjects are common
knowledge among an overwhelming majority of the native population”. Citizenship tests serve a
symbolic representation of nationalism and patriotism that work to test the knowledge of
immigrants. The idea of a “test” in general points to the assumption that receiving countries want
to accept the “best” immigrant candidates through processes of exclusion. One user commented:
The point of immigration for most countries is to bring in the best people from other
places in the world, who will fit well within the new society. These tests are not designed
to accept any random person to become part of the country, but they want above average
people who can help make the nation better. Holding immigrants to a higher standard
makes sense, because even though much of the information may be useless in everyday
life, it ensures the immigrant is willing to study and work hard to become involved in

their new home.
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This user highlights dichotomies such as the “deserving” and “undeserving” immigrant and the
*good” and “bad” immigrant through the perception that these tests work to ensure the nation is
only accepting immigrants who can productively contribute to the prosperity of the nation. It
could also be argued that citizenship tests facilitate the political and cultural demands of the
receiving country by ensuring immigrants have a “good enough” understanding of the historical
elements of the nation. This points to processes of assimilation that work to ensure immigrants
are on the right path or have the right tools to “properly” demonstrate the values of the state and
patriotism in lieu of their original cultural identity.

In a similar context within the Intercultural Engagement and Inclusion/Exclusion
conceptual framework, post #1 in /r/UnpopularOpinion states: “If you think it’s wrong for an
immigrant to fly their home country’s flag but okay for someone in the States to fly the
Confederate flag, you are a hypocrite”. This user elaborates by stating:

The confederate flag is not only a blatant refusal to assimilate. It is a symbol of

rebellion against the unity of the country in which you live... The bottom line is that if

you believe immigrants should not wave their home country’s flags because it is a refusal

to assimilate and antagonizes the culture of the country in which they now reside, then

you must also feel the same way about the Confederate flag to be logically consistent.
The argument presented by this Reddit user is interesting as it offers a contrasting opinion in
relation to the other analysed posts consistent with the theme of immigrant assimilation. While
this post represents the normalcy of the expectation of immigrants to assimilate, it also highlights
the power and privilege that is attributed to white people through racial hierarchies that situate
immigrants in contrast to the dominant group and perpetuate assimilation discourses. The general
consensus of Reddit users throughout this thread argues that flags are symbolic representations
of the meaning that is ascribed to them, and people should have the freedom to fly whatever flag
they want. However, when discussing immigrants flying their home country’s flag in America,
the dominant narrative referred to this as “tolerable” or “acceptable” by the dominant group
rather than promoted or celebrated. One Reddit user said: “It is acceptable for immigrants to fly
their home country’s flag”, and another user stated: “If you’re flying a foreign flag in America to
show where you’re from and what your culture is, that’s reasonable”. These linguistic narratives
contribute to exclusionary discourses that continue to situate migrants as the cultural other within

Reddit. The narratives presented within this post and its comments perpetuate ideologies
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embedded in immigrant exclusion that contribute to the assumption that the acceptance of
immigrants rests on their ability to properly assimilate. The general discourse on Reddit
emphasizes that immigrants can celebrate their own cultural identity, but they must do so
“behind closed doors” and in a way that does not disrupt the cultural identity of the dominant
group.

Also within the Intercultural Engagement and Inclusion/Exclusion conceptual
framework, post #3 in /r/UnpopularOpinion states: “Telling immigrants to speak English in the
US isn’t xenophobic and other countries do it too”. This post demonstrates the breadth of
immigrant assimilation discourses and the extent to which particular representations have
become normalized in certain countries. The discourse on Reddit that expects immigrants to
speak English while in the United States points to the normalcy of cultural exclusion if migrant
identity is not passable as “American” enough (i.e., if they do not assimilate “properly”). The
comments on this thread presented many discourses, both in support and opposition to the
argument. Significantly, one user opposed the argument presented in the original post by
drawing connections between language and race. They stated:

So many people who share your view express it in blatantly racist language. The “sPEaK

EngLiSh!!!!” people typically aim their arguments at “Mexicans” (by which they really

mean brown-skinned people from anywhere in Central or South America) and brown-

skinned people from elsewhere in the world; they don’t seem to mind when they
encounter white Europeans who don’t speak English. And of course, the brown-skinned
people who do speak English and work to assimilate are patted on the head and called

“hardworking” and “good Mexicans,” because they’re perceived to have cast aside their

own cultures to adopt American culture (however you define it).

This user challenges dominant discourse by identifying factors of identity that contribute to
othering processes, such as race, and their role in the reproduction of nationalist discourses that
work to maintain hegemonic values of whiteness while also capitalizing on the “deserving” and
“undeserving” immigrant stereotype. This user also recognizes white privilege, as telling
immigrants to “speak English” is particularly xenophobic because it is most often directed at
brown and black bodies. In contrast, many users commented maintaining exclusionary discourse.
One user argued: “If you can’t speak English you don’t belong in America”. Another user stated:
“You cannot have a properly functioning nation if everyone is speaking a different language.
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People should speak the same mother tongue of English in America”. Comments like these are
particularly interesting because the United States does not actually have an “official” national
language. The discourse presented on Reddit that points to the assumption that English is the
“mother tongue” of the nation is rooted in colonialism and white nationalism that actively
excludes non-English speaking bodies, particularly brown or black ones. Narratives on the
relationship between immigration and language are further explored in post #3 of
/r/ChangeMyView. The post states: “I think telling a native citizen to adapt to incoming
immigrant cultures is worse than telling incoming immigrants to adapt to native cultures”. The
user elaborates:

My premise is this...you just spent a whole bunch of money and years of your time, filled

out endless paperwork, uprooted your life and said goodbye forever to loads of friends

and family all to come here and you don’t try to learn the native language. This is

ridiculous to me. Absolutely obnoxious and even a little racist.
This Reddit user reinforces dominant discourse as it relates to assimilation and the perceived
importance and desire of immigrants in learning the dominant language of the host society. The
narrative that not learning the language of the dominant group is “a little racist” reinforces
misleading conceptions of power relations. The narratives in this post ignore the systemic
relationship of power in North America that is rooted in colonialism and Eurocentrism through
which whiteness is associated with privilege. Thus, despite what this user implies, immigrants
coming to North America cannot be “racist” towards the dominant group because of the
construction of racial hierarchy and power that reproduces discrimination against migrant bodies
in general.
Summary and Discussion

From an analysis of the findings, tentative conclusions can be made regarding dominant
immigration discourse presented within Reddit and its implications on society as a whole. The
results indicate that the dominant narrative throughout the analyzed Reddit posts emphasized
exclusionary discourse by situating migrants as a cultural “other” and as outsiders to the
dominant social group. Dominant representations often materialized through portrayals of
immigrants as abusers of the system, as taking advantage of resources, as criminals, and as
security threats. These stereotypes were augmented when associated with unauthorized
immigrants which was one of the most popularly discussed topics throughout the Reddit posts. In
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conjunction, an increasingly dominant discourse was the portrayal of unauthorized immigrants in
direct juxtaposition to authorized immigrants which emphasized the “deserving” and
“undeserving” immigrant narrative. Overall, exclusionary discourse throughout the posts were
overwhelmingly emphasized through linguistic narratives that presented “othering” frameworks
and further contributed to immigrant exclusion. Exclusionary linguistic narratives were used both
consciously and unconsciously, as Reddit users often continued to implement problematic and
exclusionary terminologies even when attempting to argue in favour of immigration.

Reddit reflects and reinforces dominant discourse on immigration by acting as a
representational outlet for users to frame issues related to immigration, and the framing is then
reiterated via media platforms through a feedback loop. This collective knowledge is permeated
through other social institutions and is a symbolic representation of historical and contemporary
colonial processes that actively and passively exclude migrant bodies. The media is not only a
reflection of pre-existing socio-political realities, but also a constitutive element in the
production of meanings of the self and the other, and it is the permanence and invisibility of the
media in everyday life that sustains media power (Georgiou, 2012). Reddit thus acts as a
platform where exclusionary dominant narratives can be emphasized through the content that is
posted and the ways in which users engage with and rely on that content. The media informs the
ways representations are framed and is a reflection of reality but also plays a significantly large
role in constructing reality which reproduces media’s symbolic power. Consequently, the
potential significance of dominant immigration discourse within social news media like Reddit
for society as a whole is immense as these representations become part of the dominant narrative
which informs and maintains the opinions of social actors. These opinions can potentially
transcend the media platform to establish constructions of migrant belonging within wider
society.

Significantly, these findings should be recognized within the context of their platform.
Although the findings indicate an overwhelming discourse of immigrant exclusion, it should not
be assumed that all social actors present similar narratives. Rather, this data is a representation of
dominant discourse on Reddit specifically and is thus an analysis of the opinions and sentiments
of Reddit users in particular. While tentative conclusions can be drawn about how these
dominant discourses can transcend into larger society, these representations are limited to the
Reddit platform specifically which emphasizes the opinions of Reddit users, not necessarily the
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opinions of society at large. However, this research does demonstrate the portion of social actors
on Reddit that contribute to immigrant exclusion. The research also demonstrated that some
Reddit users challenged the exclusion of immigrants by emphasizing narratives that contrasted
with dominant discourse. The discourse presented by these users are still relevant despite the fact
that they often did not have the vocabulary to challenge the dominant discourse without also
reinforcing exclusion. While there were fewer users who challenged the exclusion of immigrants,
the discourses they presented were still prevalent throughout the analyzed threads. These voices
of dissent are significant despite their tendency to get drowned out by the dominant exclusionary
discourse, and relegated to the bottom of the thread by the up-vote and down-vote processes of
user engagement. Resistance to dominant discourse that these users demonstrated emphasizes the

power of user identity and mobilization that can materialize on Reddit.
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Discussion and Conclusion

This study fills a gap in existing literature on the topic of borders emphasizing the
relationship between dominant discourse on social news media sites such as Reddit and the
parallels to additional bordering processes that transcend physical space and impact migrants.
While previous researchers have explored Border Theory(s) and similar frameworks, this
research is significant as | draw parallels between bordering processes and social news media
representation on Reddit specifically that contribute to immigrant exclusion while emphasizing
the platform’s unique algorithm that contributes to these narratives. This study is significant as it
recognizes the media as an institution that both emphasizes internal borders and reinforces user
mobilization that attempts to challenge dominant discourse. This study recognizes the power of
Reddit in emphasizing dominant discourse, but also the prevalence of counter-discourse and the
ways in which these narratives are often overpowered through a more dominant collective user
identity. Thus, this study contributes to existing research as it defines borders in complex ways
that emphasize their omnipresence both internal and external to the lives of migrants.
Specifically, this study is significant as it highlights the persistence of theoretical borders within
social news media platforms such as Reddit and the power of dominant discourse in reinforcing
immigrant exclusion.

This study demonstrated that negative representations of immigrants and immigration
dominate mainstream media. Borders are experienced differently by social actors. Borders that
exist in media narratives impact vulnerable populations through their invisible yet powerful
omnipresence. The differential knowledge and experiences of borders is contingent on social
location that overwhelmingly impacts migrants, particularly those who are unauthorized. This
study emphasized the prevalence of borders in media presence. Specifically, it demonstrated the
malleability and permanence of borders throughout the lives of migrants by drawing on Reddit as
a conceptual space that works to reinforce exclusionary narratives. This study emphasized
borders as a symbolic space because it provides an avenue for theoretical analysis that situates
borders as a complex variable in the relationship between geo-political boundaries and migrant
belonging. Furthermore, Reddit as a platform fits well into the context of this research due to its
increasing popularity among social actors which provided a lot of data that is recent, relevant to
this time period, and easily accessible. The increasing reliance on the media in informing and

maintaining constructions of social groups and their dominant opinions points to the significance
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of media power in preserving and maintaining internal borders. This research emphasized that
Reddit as a conceptual space offers a platform for discourse that often perpetuates migrant
exclusion through narratives that situate them as “other”. The media is both a reflection of reality
and constructs reality. As a result, the findings from this research point to the role of Reddit in
informing and maintaining dominant discourse both within the platform and potentially outside
of the platform through society as a whole. Thus, constructions of social actors within social
news media have the opportunity to move beyond the platform’s virtual space to impact society
at large which consequentially constructs additional barriers internal to the everyday lives of
migrants.

The repetition of themes that materialized from this study and the saturation of the data
reveals that the general consensus of Reddit users is permeated throughout the platform and
spans across multiple subreddit communities and posts. The increased user engagement within
the “Illegal” Immigration conceptual framework points to the interests and priorities of Reddit
users that highlights their heightened awareness to immigration discourse as it relates to current
events and political discussion. This demonstrates a politics of fear that maintains othering
processes and casts immigrants as criminal which works to justify securitization processes that
“protect” national sovereignty. Reddit user’s linguistic patterns emphasize the exclusionary
narratives levelled against migrants by reinforcing narratives of “us” versus “them”. Consciously
or unconsciously, linguistic patterns play a significant role in the portrayal of Reddit user’s
arguments. Foucault’s conceptions of power, control, and resistance can be revisited to analyze
power relations within the Reddit threads. Foucault argues that where there is power, there is
resistance (Smart, 2003). The research demonstrated that some Reddit users resisted the power of
the dominant group and its dominant discourse by challenging the exclusionary representations
of immigrants. The unequal divide between the powerful and the powerless is emphasized, as the
research demonstrated that while the counter-arguments these users presented were relevant, they
were often drowned out in comparison to more prevalent depictions of dominant discourse and
the collective identity of the dominant group. The Reddit algorithm caused most counter-
discourses to be regulated to the bottom of the thread by the up-vote down-vote processes of user
engagement which revealed the dominant discourse. Thus, based on a combination of the
methodology of this study and the Reddit algorithm, this study highlighted posts that emphasized
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immigrant exclusion because they materialized to a greater extent within the platform which
emphasized the dominant discourse.

The broader implications of this study point to the role of Reddit in constructing and
influencing the normalization of exclusionary narratives and its impact on wider society. What is
happening on Reddit reflects dominant discourse and potentially influences society in general by
emphasizing immigrant exclusion that contributes to bordering processes. The posts and
comments on Reddit confer additional barriers which contribute to negative assumptions and
stereotypes that consequently perpetuate violence and exclusion against immigrants. Beyond
Reddit, the findings could potentially point to the role of state actors in creating and managing
fear of the immigrant “other” through securitization frameworks that emphasize governance,
power, and control over migrant bodies both at the border and beyond. The potential for media
platforms such as Reddit in emphasizing these ideologies rests on the construction of difference
that perpetuates the dominant group and its discourse and constructs power relations that situate
migrants at the bottom. This study demonstrates that dominant representation as it relates to
immigration on the Reddit platform points to exclusionary narratives that situate migrants as a
cultural “other” and consequently work to inform and maintain oppressive discourse,
constructing additional barriers for migrants both at the border and beyond. In its larger context,
this study aims to highlight the systems of oppression, governance, power, and control that
regulate migrant bodies. It emphasizes the systemic forces that operate at a global level and
create and manage disproportionate power relations both at the border and beyond that maintain
the exclusion of immigrants. This study highlights the questions; how are we complicit in the
dispossession of immigrants? How does the media regulate and normalize dominant
representations that serves to legitimate and maintain discrimination against immigrants? How
has the artificial construct of the border been justified? By emphasizing the social construction of
borders and the role of media relations in producing and reproducing exclusionary
representations of immigrants, this study emphasizes the contingency of social actors in creating
and managing negative constructions that potentially transcend virtual space to regulate, govern,
and impact migrants in their everyday lives.

The limitations of this study point to the restrictions of analysis within the Reddit
platform. While this research was able to conceptualize dominant discourse throughout Reddit
specifically, the findings are a representation of Reddit users in particular and not an analysis of
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the population as a whole. This research is not able to provide rationale for representation of
immigrant exclusion throughout wider society, but rather contributes to the significance of media
in reaffirming these representations. Thus, the findings from this research are presumably similar
across other platforms (both within the media and beyond), however this cannot be guaranteed.
While tentative conclusions can be made regarding how Reddit discourse transcends the platform
to impact society at large, this research is limited in providing only a small window of analysis
into Reddit specifically, so it cannot be confirmed conclusively that what happens on Reddit has
wider significance outside of the platform, or if it does to what extent. This study is also limited
in the biases that | faced as a researcher. While the methods and coding frame | implemented to
gather the posts from each subreddit worked well in ensuring the data was not biased, I cannot
guarantee that I did not face biases in selecting the comments that | thought to be most relevant.
Reddit poses challenges because many comments on the posts are irrelevant to the topic, so | had
to select which comments to include in my analysis to ensure | was getting content that was
relevant to immigration discourse as a whole.

Areas for future research could examine subreddits that are designed specifically for
immigrant-on-immigrant conversation. An analysis of subreddits made explicitly for immigrants
could reveal dominant discourse within that community and potentially point to Reddit as a
significant source for information and as a safe space for immigrants to ask questions or have
discussions. In this sense, Reddit could be useful because of its anonymity that conceals user
identity and could protect migrants from risk of violence or deportation. Future research could
also include a comparison of dominant immigration discourse on other mainstream platforms

such as Facebook and Twitter to conceptualize their significance in shaping popular narratives.
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