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Abstract 

This study exemplifies, analyses and discusses the conceptual metaphors REFUGEES ARE WATER and 

REFUGEES ARE ANIMALS in British media discourse. In order to do this, examples of linguistic tokens of 

the metaphors were collected from four of the biggest newspapers in Britain; Daily Mail, The Sun, The 

Guardian and The Daily Telegraph. Linguistic tokens of the metaphors were found in all of the 

newspapers. The tokens of REFUGEES ARE ANIMALS often appeared within quotation marks, whereas the 

REFUGEES ARE WATER tokens appeared mostly unmarked, implying that REFUGEES ARE WATER is more 

conventionalized than REFUGEES ARE ANIMALS. The analysis of the tokens showed how different aspects 

of REFUGEES are either highlighted or hidden when it is conceptualized in terms of WATER or ANIMALS. In 

the process of highlighting/hiding certain aspects of REFUGEES, the refugees are dehumanized.  
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1 Introduction 

 

The Middle East has experienced a string of wars, civil wars and riots during the 2010s. 

This has created unrest in the region and caused an increase of refugees to flee from 

their home countries to Europe. This in turn has caused unrest in Europe and in 

European political and medial discourse. The contemporary immigration discourse in 

the media is filled with metaphorical expressions. Refugees are "flooding", "flocking" 

and "swarming" to Europe, and this discourse is not necessarily problem-free. In their 

work Metaphors We Live By (1989), linguists Lakoff and Johnson introduced the idea 

that metaphors are not merely a way of talking about things, but a way of thinking about 

and structuring things in our minds as well. This means that the metaphors in the media 

not only influence the way we talk about refugees, but the way we think about them too. 

    Van Dijk has studied media discourse from a CDA (Critical Discourse Analysis) 

perspective and he is convinced that newspapers are the “most pervasive, if not most 

influential” (2008, p.55) source of media judging by how many people they reach and 

influence. Thus, the influence and reach that metaphors in the media might have is 

significant. Several studies on conceptual metaphors in immigration discourse have 

been conducted (Santa Ana 1999, El Refai 2001, Cunningham 2011), and they have all 

found that there is an abundance of different metaphors currently in use, many of them 

with negative implications. However, the discourse in the media is ever-changing, 

meaning that these studies age quickly. This study will try to give a new, updated 

analysis of some of the metaphors used, focusing on the most popular British 

newspapers right now. 

    This study will investigate the two conceptual metaphors REFUGEES ARE WATER and 

REFUGEES ARE ANIMALS, none of them foreign to earlier investigations. These two 

conceptual metaphors and their implications will be exemplified, analysed and 

discussed. This study will provide the reader with both a cross-section of current 

immigration discourse in the media and a more lasting analysis of how we tend to 

discuss refugees in dehumanizing terms.   
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2 Aim and Research Questions 

 

The overall aim of this study is to examine dehumanizing conceptual metaphors in the 

current immigration discourse as they appear in British newspapers. The metaphors in 

question are metaphors using WATER and ANIMALS as source domains, when talking 

about the target domain REFUGEES. The main goal is to investigate the conceptual 

metaphors themselves, as well as to problematize the implications of them. The more 

specific research questions I aim to answer in this study are: 

 

 How are the conceptual metaphors REFUGEES ARE WATER and REFUGEES ARE 

ANIMALS expressed through language?  

 Why are these source domains (ANIMALS/WATER) used to conceptualize this 

target domain (REFUGEES)? 

 What are the features transferred from the source to the target domain and what 

are the implications of transferring these features? 

 What are possible consequences of using these metaphors in media discourse? 
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3 Theoretical Framework 

3.1 Conceptual Metaphor Theory 

Conceptual Metaphor theory was first developed and presented by Lakoff and Johnson 

in 1980 in their work Metaphors We Live By (2003), and is based on the idea that 

metaphors do not solely reside in language, but in the mind. They claim (2003, p. 3) that 

“Our ordinary conceptual system, in terms of how we both think and act, is 

fundamentally metaphorical in nature”. Thus, the metaphors in our language are only 

the linguistic surface structures of underlying metaphorical concepts in our mind. The 

linguistic expressions are in a way evidence that our conceptual thinking is 

metaphorically structured (Lakoff & Johnson, 2003, p. 3). By studying the surface 

structures, we can gain more understanding of our conceptual thinking, and how these 

conceptual metaphors work (Lakoff & Johnson, 2003, p. 7).  To exemplify, Lakoff and 

Johnson use the conceptual metaphor ARGUMENT IS WAR. The idea is that we structure 

arguments based on what we know of the structure of war. This gives rise to linguistic 

expressions such as “Your claims are indefensible.” and “He attacked every weak point 

in my argument” (2003, p. 4). These linguistic expressions are proof that this is the way 

we not only talk about arguments, but the way we think about them as well. 

    Metaphors consist of a target domain and a source domain. The target domain 

(ARGUMENT, LOVE, TIME) is understood in terms of the source domain (WAR, JOURNEY, 

MONEY) (Kövesces, 2002, p. 4). We understand arguments in terms of war, love in 

terms of journeys, and time in terms of money. The source domain is generally more 

concrete, whereas the target domain is more abstract (Kövesces, 2002, p. 6). The source 

domain is thus often something we have extensive (shared) knowledge about, whereas 

the target domain is something that is harder to define or understand. Kövesces stresses 

(2002, p. 7) that the similarities between the source and target domains are mainly there 

because we put them there. The conceptual metaphors, as well as their linguistic 

expressions, are not pre-existing, but something we have created. 

    The correspondences between the domains are called mappings. For the metaphor 

LOVE IS A JOURNEY, Kövesces lists (2002, p. 7) some of the mappings between the 

source and target domain which include (amongst other things): 
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the travellers ->   the lovers 

the distance covered ->  the progress made 

the obstacles encountered ->  the difficulties experienced 

decisions about which way to go ->  choices about what to do  

These mappings can give rise to several different linguistic expressions, such as “we are 

standing at the crossroads”, or “it’s been a bumpy ride”. The mappings are 

systematically structured, with certain parts of the source domain corresponding to 

certain parts of the target domain. According to Lakoff and Johnson (2003, p. 10) “The 

very systematicity that allows us to comprehend one aspect of a concept in terms of 

another (…) will necessarily hide other aspects of the concept. In allowing us to focus 

one aspect of a concept (…), a metaphorical concept can keep us from focusing on other 

aspects of the concept that are inconsistent with that metaphor”. The correspondences 

are the highlighted aspects of the target domain, whereas other things, which do not 

concord with the metaphor, are hidden. The LOVE IS A JOURNEY metaphor highlights 

things on a more structural level, like the participants (travellers/lovers) or the process 

(road/progress) of love. However, it also hides other aspects, such as passion or sexual 

desire. The metaphor is only partial in nature. This explains why we sometimes use 

several different source concepts to make sense of one and the same target domain 

(Kövesces, 2002, p. 84). Certain source domains map certain aspects on the target 

domain, and other source domains map other aspects on it. Hence, we also have the 

conceptual metaphors LOVE IS A NUTRIENT, LOVE IS FIRE and LOVE IS MAGIC (Kövesces, 

2002, p. 91), to capture the things about love that we cannot talk about in terms of 

journeys. Depending on what aspects we want to highlight we can employ different 

metaphors (Kövesces, 2002 p. 90). 

   Another cognitive process similar to metaphor is metonymy. In metaphors the 

connection between the source and target domain is made across domains. In 

metonymies, on the other hand, the entities are connected through some form of 

closeness. As Kövesces puts it: “we try to direct attention to an entity through another 

entity related to it” (2002, p. 144). An example of a metonymy is THE PRODUCER FOR 

THE PRODUCT, which gives rise to linguistic expressions such as “I’m reading 

Shakespeare” or “She loves Picasso” (Kövesces, 2002, p. 144). Other examples of 

metonymies are THE PART FOR THE WHOLE, THE PRODUCT FOR THE PROCESS or THE 

PLACE FOR THE INSTITUTION. 
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3.1.1 Key Concepts 

 Conceptual Metaphor – an underlying metaphor that resides in the mind, not 

the language. One thing is understood in terms of another (e.g. LOVE IS A 

JOURNEY). 

 Metonomy –  A cognitive process that uses one entity to give mental access to 

another (e.g. THE PRODUCER FOR THE PRODUCT) 

 Linguistic expression/linguistic surface structure – the conceptual metaphor 

or metonymy as it appears in the actual spoken/written language (e.g. “it’s been 

a bumpy ride”).  

 Source domain – the concept that is utilized in order to understand/make more 

sense of the target domain (e.g. JOURNEY). 

 Target domain – the concept that is understood/explained in terms of the source 

domain (e.g. LOVE). 

 Mappings – the correspondences between the source and the target domain (e.g. 

the travellers -> the lovers). 

 Highlighting – when the source domain highlights one (or more) aspect of the 

target domain (e.g. LOVE IS A JOURNEY highlights the participants or processes of 

LOVE). 

 Hiding – when the source domain hides one (or more) aspect of the target 

domain (e.g. LOVE IS A JOURNEY hides the passion or sexual desire in LOVE) 

3.1.2 The Great Chain of Being 

Since one of the metaphors investigated in this study is REFUGEES ARE ANIMALS, it is 

necessary to talk about The Great Chain of Being. Kövesces calls The Great Chain of 

Being a “folk theory of how ‘things’ are related to each other in the world.”  (2002, p. 

126). It puts entities in a hierarchal “moral” order based on attributes and behaviours: 

HUMANS – ANIMALS – PLANTS – COMPLEX OBJECTS – NATURAL 

PHYSICAL THINGS (Lakoff, 1996, p. 81). According to Kövesces “this becomes a 

metaphorical system when a particular level of the chain (…) is used to understand 

another level” (2002, p. 126), such as when the behaviour or properties of animals are 

mapped onto humans (or in this case, refugees). 
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3.2 Newspaper Discourse 

Many people get their news from newspapers, either in print or on the internet. In his 

book Discourse and Power, which looks at media discourse from a Critical Discourse 

Analysis (CDA) perspective, Van Dijk says (2008, p. 55) that “[t]here can be little 

doubt that of all forms of printed text, those of the mass media are most pervasive, if not 

most influential, when judged by the power criteria of recipient scope”. He also claims 

that newspapers are believed to be “qualitatively superior” to other types of media. 

Thus, newspapers are powerful, both in terms of readership and in how they are 

perceived by their consumers. Van Dijk goes on to argue that: 

Knowledge acquisition and opinion formation about most events in the world 

appears to be largely based on news discourse in the press and on television, which 

is shared daily by millions of others. Its power potential, therefore, is enormous, 

and close scrutiny of the schemata, topics and style of news reports is therefore 

crucial to our understanding of the exercise of political, economic, social and 

cultural power, and of the communication and acquisition of the ideologies that 

support it. (2008, p. 58) 

In short, newspapers are powerful tools, in the same way that metaphors are powerful 

tools of language, and there is great value in investigating the discourse of newspapers 

because the latter play a significant part in shaping our worldview.  

    In this study both the language that the newspapers produce and the language they 

report of will be taken into consideration. Even if the metaphors used in the newspaper 

are direct quotes, they still have the same power and spreading potential as words 

written by a journalist. Newspapers both produce and reproduce language. The language 

that is reproduced is often the language of power-holders, such as politicians (Van Dijk, 

2008, p. 53). Van Dijk claims (2008, p. 55) that “many power holders (as well as their 

talk) get routine coverage by the news media, and thus their power may be further 

confirmed and legitimated”. Thus, when newspapers reproduce politicians’ words they 

are further confirming them and spreading them. 

3.3 Immigration in Newspaper Discourse 

The reports about refugees according to Van Dijk (2008, p. 59) “tend to be stereotypical 

or negative, focusing on immigration difficulties and illegality, emphasizing perceived 

cultural differences and the problems entailed by them.” However, he also claims (2008, 
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p. 59) that even though the reports are negative they might be “very subtle” in their 

negativity and that “overt racial abuse is exceptional”. One ongoing discussion 

regarding the subject of immigration in media discourse concerns the terms migrant and 

refugee. According to Adrian Edwards at UNHCR (2016), the terms are often used 

interchangeably, which is problematic. He explains that UNHCR “say ‘refugees’ when 

we mean people fleeing war or persecution across an international border. And we say 

‘migrants’ when we mean people moving for reasons not included in the legal definition 

of a refugee”. The distinction is important since refugees are protected by other laws 

than migrants, and Edwards claims that: “Blurring the two terms takes attention away 

from the specific legal protections refugees require”. (2016) 

3.4 Previous Research on Immigration Metaphors 

Several investigations have been made about the use of metaphors in immigration 

discourse (Santa Ana 1999, El Refai 2001, Cunningham 2011). These studies agree that 

there are several different conceptual metaphors with the target domain REFUGEES in 

use, and that the same conceptual metaphors can give rise to a number of different 

lexical expressions. Depending on the context, and the method, earlier research presents 

various results. Cunningham’s investigation focused on legal texts, and found that the 

metaphors IMMIGRANTS ARE ALIENS, IMMIGRATION IS A FLOOD, and IMMIGRATION IS AN 

INVASION were the most pervasive (2011, p. 1545). El Refai’s study on metaphors for 

Kurdish immigrants in Austrian newspapers focused on metaphors describing refugees 

in terms of WATER, CRIMINALS or INVADING ARMIES, and claims that these are the most 

used metaphors (2001, p. 352). Santa Ana carried out a more qualitative study in Los 

Angeles, gathering more data than El Refai did, over a longer time, and found that the 

metaphor REFUGEES ARE ANIMALS was by far the most common (1999, p. 191).  

    The various results do not mean that one study is qualitatively different than another, 

but rather shows that the context is key when talking about metaphors. Language is 

constantly changing, and varies depending on where in the world you are. ALIENS, 

WATER, INVADING ARMIES, CRIMINALS, and ANIMALS are all examples of source 

domains that are used to describe refugees, and even if researchers find differences as to 

which of them are employed the most in certain situations, it doesn’t mean that the 

others are non-existent. 



12 

 

4 Material and Method 

4.1 Material and Limitations 

This study is qualitative in nature, focusing on analysing the metaphors themselves and 

the implications of them. The main goal is not to make a definitive counting of how 

often the metaphors occur in the different newspapers, rather, the newspapers are 

sampled in order to gather the material used in the analysis. The study is limited to four 

newspapers (Daily Mail, The Sun, The Guardian and The Daily Telegraph), and only 

articles from 2010 and onward are used in the study. This is because the focus of the 

study is to present examples and evidence of current, not historical, language use when 

talking about immigrants. The study is also limited to the conceptual metaphors 

REFUGEES ARE WATER and REFUGEES ARE ANIMALS and the linguistic expressions they 

give rise to. Multiple examples of the same linguistic expression from the same 

newspaper will not be included in the material. Finally, the study is also limited to 

British Newspapers. The group of interest in the study are refugees, fleeing war, and 

since most refugees fleeing the current war in the Middle East come to Europe first, the 

focus will be on British Newspapers. 

4.2 Data Gathering 

In order to find linguistic tokens of the metaphors, a number of search words were 

gathered from earlier studies on the subject, as presented in table 1 below. All the search 

words were used in all of the newspapers together with the word refugees. The results 

from Daily Mail, The Guardian and The Daily Telegraph were then ordered by 

“relevance”. That is, articles which matched the search words best as well as more 

recent articles were displayed first. The search function of The Sun does not enable you 

to sort or filter the results at all, rather it shows the results by date.    

    The examples for analysis were then chosen based on a number of criteria which 

make them more fruitful for this analysis than others. Firstly, the articles were limited to 

articles from 2010 and forward, to make sure the current perspective of the study is 

maintained. The articles chosen also only described the refugees coming to Europe, 

rather than refugees in other parts of the world. Examples that contained more than one 

metaphor were deemed more interesting and both more explicit and more implicit uses 
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of the metaphors were chosen. Furthermore, multiple examples of the same linguistic 

surface structure in the same newspaper were avoided.  The examples were limited to 

six per newspapers, thus 24 examples in total were gathered and used as material for the 

analysis. This number was chosen in order to have a sample size big enough for 

different examples and contexts to occur, but small enough to keep the study qualitative 

and give enough space to the analysis of the different examples. The examples were 

then numbered by the order in which they appear in this study. The examples are 

presented in full in Appendix 1. For the purpose of analysis, the tokens of the 

conceptual metaphors are presented in bold in the examples. 

    Some of the search words used can generate a number of different results in the 

newspapers’ search engines. They generate results that contain the word in isolation, as 

well as results where different forms of the word appear. The search word flood thus can 

generate the noun flood the plural noun floods, the verb floods, the verb flooding and so 

on. All of the forms of the word are of interest to this study, since they all share the 

same sememe, the same “minimal UNIT OF MEANING” (Crystal, 1991, p. 312). The 

underlying conceptual metaphor is concerned with meaning, rather than linguistic 

surface structure. Thus, words that share the same sememe are all interesting when 

investigating the conceptual metaphor. 

 

Table 1, Search words used in the data gathering.  

WATER ANIMALS 

SEMEME SEARCH WORDS WORD CLASS SEMEME SEARCH WORDS WORD CLASS 

‘flow’ 
flow N 

‘flock’ 
flock N 

flow V flock V 

‘flood’ 
flood N 

‘swarm’ 
swarm N 

flood V swarm V 

‘tide’ 
tide N ‘animals’ animals N 

tidal wave N ‘hunt’ hunt V 

‘wave’ wave N ‘jungle’ jungle N 

‘influx’ influx N 
 

‘drain’ drain V 
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4.3 Newspaper Selection 

Since the study is qualitative and focuses on the metaphors and the implications of 

them, the metaphors that reach the most people are the most interesting ones for this 

study. Therefore the selection of newspaper is based on readership figures. The two 

most popular tabloids (Daily Mail and The Sun) and the two most popular 

newspapers/broadsheets (The Guardian and The Daily Telegraph) were selected for 

data-gathering. The readership figures come from the National Readership Survey and 

are based on both readers of the print version and the online version of the papers, and 

the data is gathered from the online versions. Daily Mail is a conservative tabloid and is 

currently the most read newspaper in the UK, with a daily readership of 4 173 000 

people (3 915 000 in print). The second largest paper is also a tabloid, The Sun, but has 

no stated political affiliation. Its daily readership is 4 173 000 (3 915 000 in print). Of 

the broadsheets the most read one is The Guardian, a centre-left newspaper with a daily 

readership of 1 989 000 (828 000 in print). The second biggest broadsheet is the 

conservative The Daily Telegraph with a daily readership of 1 844 000 (1 139 000 in 

print). (National Readership Survey, 2017) 

    The selection was, as stated, based on readership. However, the decision to include 

both broadsheets and tabloids was based on the possibility of them reaching different 

audiences. The broadsheets have a more serious approach, reporting mainly national 

and international news, whereas the tabloids also include news about celebrities and 

other populist subjects. Choosing the most popular newspapers from both categories 

gives the opportunity to study the context of the metaphors, and to see possible 

differences in use of metaphors between the genres.  
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5 Results and Analysis 

5.1 Water 

Previous studies (El Refai 2001, Santa Ana 1999) show that the metaphor REFUGEES 

ARE WATER seems to be a very productive metaphor, generating a large number of 

different linguistic surface structures. Thus, many search words could be gathered from 

earlier studies. The search words as they appeared in my examples are presented in table 

2 below. 

 

Table 2. Linguistic surface structures of the water metaphor. 
SEMEME WORD FORMS WORD CLASS 

‘flow’ flow N 

‘flood’ 
flood N 

floodgates N 

‘tide’ 
the human tide N 

tidal wave N 

‘wave’ 
wave N 

waves N 

‘influx’ influx N 

‘drain’ drain V 

 

All search words generated at least one example in this study, and some of them 

appeared in some different forms, though most of them only appeared in noun form. In 

addition to this, the water metaphor was also utilized and extended in a number of other 

ways not presented in table 2, which will be presented last in this section of the paper. 

5.1.1 Classification 

Kövesces argues (2002, p. 29) that one important way of classifying metaphors is to 

look at how ‘conventionalized’ they are, “in other words, we can ask how well worn or 

how deeply entrenched a metaphor is in everyday use by ordinary people for everyday 

purposes”. REFUGEES ARE WATER generated many linguistic tokens, both the ones 

presented in table 2, and some more presented later in the study. The many different 

utilizations of the metaphor seem to imply that it is a highly conventionalized way of 

both thinking and talking about refugees. The fact that the examples are gathered from 
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such an influential type of source as newspapers (with high circulation) also implies that 

it is highly conventionalized. 

    Another way of classifying metaphors is by what “cognitive functions they perform” 

(Kövesces, 2002, p. 33), and here there are three categories; structural metaphors, 

ontological metaphors and orientational metaphors. REFUGEES ARE WATER is a structural 

metaphor, a metaphor in which “the source domain provides a relatively rich knowledge 

structure for the target concept” (Kövesces, 2002, p.33). WATER, the source domain, is 

what maps structures onto REFUGEES in the metaphor. As earlier stated, the source 

domain is more tangible and easier to understand than the target domain, which is more 

abstract (Kövesces, 2002, p. 6). In the REFUGEES ARE WATER metaphor this relationship 

might seem counter-intuitive at first. A refugee does not seem too abstract, but actually 

very tangible, since it is a human and one of the things we are most familiar with are 

humans, the human body and the human behaviour. In contrast, water can feel big, vast, 

and more abstract. However, in the REFUGEES ARE WATER metaphor and its linguistic 

surface structures, the target domain is rarely just one refugee, or even one group of 

refugees. There is another cognitive process at work here, a metonymy. The metonymy 

PART FOR THE WHOLE, or even PROCESSE FOR PROCESS. The refugees in the examples 

come to stand for all of the refugees, or even for the whole process of fleeing from one 

country to another. This process is, unlike a single refugee, a very abstract concept, 

especially for someone who has never experienced it first-hand. Water seems, in 

comparison, much more tangible. It provides a source domain of which we have, as 

Kövesces calls it, “rich knowledge”. Water is something that everyone is familiar with. 

The movement of water and its attributes become what structures the whole process that 

refugees metonymically stand for in the REFUGEES ARE WATER metaphor. 

5.1.2 Water as an Uncontrollable Force 

One of the things that are frequently mapped onto refugees in the REFUGEES ARE WATER 

metaphor is the uncontrollable aspect of water, and the inevitability with which it moves 

from one place to another. This gives rise to a subordinate metaphor that might be 

expressed as: REFUGEES ARE AN UNCONTROLLABLE MASS OF WATER. 
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The human tide: Waves of migrants keep coming as Hungary warns millions are 

‘breaking down the doors’ of Europe and Germany says EU should only take 

refugees from crisis-hit areas (1)1 

 

In this example the refugees are described as waves that keep coming, implying that like 

real waves in water this is something that is unstoppable and regular. The phrase the 

human tide however, indicates that this wave is bigger than usual, and impossible to 

stop. Another example of REFUGEES ARE WAVES can be found in example 2; where 

readers are warned that “next wave of refugees may end up in Europe”. In this example 

the inevitability of waves is mapped onto the refugees, as they “may” end up in Europe. 

    Another entailment of the REFUGEES ARE AN UNCONTROLLABLE MASS OF WATER is 

that the refugees need to be contained in much the same way that we try to contain 

water by dams or diversions. This gives rise to more general expressions such as 

“control the flow of refugees and migrants” (3) or “to stem flow of refugees” (4), but 

also to more literal ones; 

 

A SHOCK ruling by Euro judges yesterday opened the floodgates to illegal 

immigrants. (5) 

 

5.1.3 Water as a Threat to the Nation 

    The implication of water and water masses (and in turn, refugees) as something that 

needs to be controlled is that it poses a threat if it is not controlled. For example “the 

human tide” (1) implies that there will be destruction when the tide hits the shores. 

Refugees are thus perceived as a threat with the same powers as tides or floods; 

 

CHAOS in Turkey could mean a fresh flood of migrants coming in to Europe as 

the troubled country’s visa deal with the EU is on the brink. (6) 

  

We will not allow Israel to be submerged by a wave of illegal migrants and 

terrorist activists. (7) 

 

In both of these examples the “flood” of refugees causes problems in the same ways as 

floods of water do. Example 7 implies that the refugees might actually submerge all of 

Israel. As something is submerged in water, it risks drowning, dying and destruction. 

                                                 

1 The number within parentheses is the number the example is given in appendix 1 
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The implication then being that this it what threatens Israel when they receive refugees. 

Moreover, this example also puts illegal migrants and terrorist activists in the same 

group, further implying that migrants are dangerous.  

    Another way that this threat is perceived is when another metaphor is employed; THE 

NATION IS A CONTAINER. More specifically, THE NATION IS A CONTAINER THAT HOLDS 

FLUID, and A MASS OF PEOPLE IS A FLUID. The threat is expressed as the container 

becoming full or spilling over: 

 

The rhetoric in the media is one that suggests that the UK is ‘full’, and that those 

arriving on our shores are a drain on our economy. (8) 

 

Archbishop of Vienna said wave of migrants has stretched continent beyond 

‘capacities and possibilities’. EUROPE is fit to burst because of the ‘unbelievable’ 

number of refugees, an Austrian cardinal has declared. (9) 

 

The nation/containers in these cases, the UK and Vienna, are both filled with 

fluid/people/refugees to the breaking point. In example 8, the refugees are both 

perceived as something that overflows and drains the nation in the same sentence. This 

comes from utilizing two different aspects of the water domain which ironically 

contradict themselves.  

    Another way the threat is perceived is as a threat to the country. In order to control 

this threat toward the country, the borders need to be controlled. The borders and the 

way of controlling them are expressed in different ways. 

 

Hungary’s prime minister has called for the EU to establish a new frontier on the 

Greek border to stop the flow of migrants completely. Viktor Orban said ending the 

influx of refugees would be ‘the decisive issue of 2016’ (10) 

 

Trucks carrying wire fencing have arrived in the Slovenian village of Veliki Obrez, 

close to the border with Croatia, a day after the government said it would start 

erecting barriers to control the flow of refugees and migrants. (3) 

 

Hungarian prime minister calls for fences to be built on Greece's northern border to 

stem flow of refugees (4) 

 

In these examples, both more abstract and more concrete ways of controlling the 

borders are expressed. In example 1 a need to establish a new frontier implies another 

http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/immigration/index.html
https://www.theguardian.com/world/croatia
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metaphor concerning refugees, that REFUGEES ARE AN INVADING ARMY. It is not clear, 

however, what the frontier will consist of. In the other two examples (3, 4), it is clear 

that actual physical fences will be built to control the refugees entering.  

    Finally, there is yet another way this threat is perceived, and it is utilizing another 

highly conventionalized metaphor about the nation; THE NATION IS A HOUSE. 

 

The human tide: Waves of migrants keep coming as Hungary warns millions are 

‘breaking down the doors’ of Europe and Germany says EU should only take 

refugees from crisis-hit areas (1) 

 

In this case, the uncontrollable wave of refugees is a threat to the nation in the same way 

as a tidal wave is a threat to a house. It has the possibility to destroy it and “break down 

the doors” of the house. The refugees are then perceived as a threat to one thing close to 

many of our hearts, our home. 

5.1.4 Why Water? 

As previously stated, WATER is a very productive source domain, since most people 

have extensive, shared knowledge about it. But why is WATER utilized as a source 

domain when talking about the target domain of REFUGEES? This study focuses mainly 

on refugees who come from the Middle East to Europe, and whose route to Europe 

often involves crossing the Mediterranean Sea. In her study, El Refai suggests (2001, p. 

359). that “the fact that the refugees actually came across the sea seems to have created 

a strong sense of a ‘natural’ thematic link between the people and the water” This 

connection might seem a bit arbitrary, but one strong indicator that this might be the 

case is the consistency with which the actual descriptions of the refugees and their 

journey across water mingle with the metaphorical ones. Example 2 is the longest one in 

this study, and it captures the link between the metaphorical and the actual reality of the 

refugees entering the country: 

 

Turkey warns next wave of Syrian refugees may end up in Europe. Turkey has 

reached its total capacity for refugees. Now, there is talk that a new wave of 

refugees may emerge. ‘That would exceed Turkey's (capacity), and it would put the 

EU face to face with more migrants’, Volkan Bozkir told the newspaper Hurriyet 

during a trip to Brussels. Europe is already struggling with an immigration crisis, 

and European states cannot agree how to cope with it. More than 135,000 refugees 

and migrants have arrived in Europe by sea in the first half of this year, and almost 

2,000 have died this year trying to cross the Mediterranean. (2) 
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In this example, the refugees are first talked about metaphorically in the terms of waves, 

however, as the text progresses it takes up the actual reality of the refugees and their 

journey across the sea. In this example it is easy to see where the use of water terms is 

metaphorical, and when it is not. This is not always the case, as can be seen in the 

following examples:  

 

The rhetoric in the media is one that suggests that the UK is ‘full’, and that those 

arriving on our shores are a drain on our economy. (8) 

 

Germany is the main destination for many of those who risked the boat crossing to 

Greece this summer, and if the country called even a partial halt to the flow of new 

arrivals it could strand tens of thousands of refugees in ill-prepared countries. (11) 

 

In these examples, there are mainly two expressions that are ambiguous; shores and 

strand. It could be argued that the refugees are actually, physically stranded, standing 

on our shores. They arrive where the water meets land, and in that sense these are not 

metaphorical expressions, but descriptions of reality. However, it could also be argued 

that the expressions are metaphorical in nature. The refugees are stranded on our shores, 

not only literally, but metaphorically as well. They bear similarities to ship wrecked 

travellers, not necessarily certain where the boats have taken them, and often with 

minimal belongings with them.  

5.1.5 Drone Footage – Alternative Explanation 

An example that provides another explanation to the link between the source domain 

WATER and the target domain REFUGEES is found in example 12: 

 

The flow of migrants and refugees through Slovenia continued unabated as drone 

footage shows hundreds of migrants crossing farmland on foot near the border with 

Croatia. (12) 

 

The article features both pictures and videos taken by a drone. The pictures are thus 

taken from straight above, and many of them at a high altitude, similar to satellite 

footage. Visually the similarities between rivers of water and the walking refugees are 

striking, especially in the video where the people are actually moving. Since the pictures 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/travel/destinations/europe/slovenia/


21 

 

are taken from a high altitude separate individuals are not distinguishable, but rather it 

looks like a dehumanized, steadily moving mass. Much like water. 

5.1.6 Further Utilization of the Water Domain 

As mentioned in the introduction to this part of the essay the search words were not the 

only examples of the REFUGEES ARE WATER metaphor. Many examples that were chosen 

had more than one metaphor in it, and many of the additional metaphors further utilized 

the water domain in ways not expressed in the initial table of search words: 

 

The rhetoric in the media is one that suggests that the UK is ‘full’, and that those 

arriving on our shores are a drain on our economy. (8) 

 

Archbishop of Vienna said wave of migrants has stretched continent beyond 

‘capacities and possibilities’. EUROPE is fit to burst because of the ‘unbelievable’ 

number of refugees, an Austrian cardinal has declared. (9) 

 

We will not allow Israel to be submerged by a wave of illegal migrants and 

terrorist activists. (7) 

 

The collapse of Colonel Gaddafi’s regime could result in a tidal wave of refugees 

and illegal immigrants pouring into Europe, EU ministers were warned on 

Monday night. (13) 

 

Refugee influx a major opportunity for Germany, leading economist says 

Marcel Fratzscher says benefits of absorbing refugees to offset demographic crisis 

will clearly outweigh the costs in five to 10 years. (14) 

 

In these examples other linguistic surface structures of the metaphor REFUGEES ARE 

WATER are visible: full, fit to burst, submerged, pouring and absorbing. Full and fit to 

burst map the way water behaves in containers onto refugees. Submerged utilizes the 

same mappings as flood and tidal waves do. Pouring extends the mappings to how 

water behaves when transferred from one container to another, drawing on the fact that 

nations can be seen as containers and that the refugees move from one nation/container 

to another. Finally, absorbing maps the ability that water has to slowly seep into the 

earth, suggesting that the refugees in the same way can slowly seep into the nations. The 

article the quote comes from is one of the most refugee-positive ones in the sample and 

it is interesting that it too uses the metaphor. However, it utilizes a different aspect of it, 

making it feel less dehumanizing than in the other examples. 
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5.2 Animals 

The conceptual metaphor REFUGEES ARE ANIMALS seems to be a bit less productive than 

REFUGEES ARE WATER. The search words do not generate an equally wide range of 

linguistic forms as REFUGEES ARE WATER. The results of the search words are presented 

in table 3 below. 

 

Table 3 – Linguistic surface structures of the animal metaphor. 

SEMEME WORD FORMS WORD CLASS 

‘flock’ 

flock N 

flock V 

flocked V 

‘swarm’ 
swarm N 

swarmed V 

‘hunt’ hunting V 

‘jungle’ jungle N 

 

The search words for REFUGEES ARE ANIMALS generated more examples of varying 

word classes than the REFUGEES ARE WATER metaphor did. Additionally, the WATER 

metaphor generated multiple examples with several metaphorical expressions in them, 

whereas the tokens of the ANIMALS metaphor mostly appeared in isolation. 

5.2.1 Classification 

The REFUGEES ARE ANIMALS metaphor does not seem as conventionalized as the 

REFUGEES ARE WATER metaphors. It does not generate as many or as varied linguistic 

surface structures, neither does it further extend the metaphor beyond the search words 

in any of the examples that were found. Moreover, many of the tokens of the metaphor 

appear in the examples within quotation marks. El Refai suggests in her study that the 

“marking or signalling of metaphors (…) is customarily used in connection with more 

unusual or controversial metaphor themes” and that inverted commas or quotation 

marks “encourages an ironical reading” (2001, p. 361). Thus, the marking of the 

REFUGEES ARE ANIMALS metaphor further implies that it is not as conventionalized as 

REFUGEES ARE WATER, since the latter generally appear unmarked. The exception to this 

is the word flock and the different forms of it. It does not appear within quotation marks 
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in any of the examples. This specific linguistic surface structure seems to be more 

conventionalized than any of the others, and more conventionalized than the underlying 

conceptual metaphor as well. 

    When it comes to classification based on cognitive function, REFUGEES ARE ANIMALS 

belong to the same category as REFUGEES ARE WATER, structural metaphors. The source 

domain (ANIMALS) gives structure to the target domain (REFUGEES). Similarly to the 

REFUGEES in the WATER metaphor, REFUGEES metonymically stands for all refugees or 

for the entire process of fleeing. The REFUGEES ARE WATER search words mostly 

generated results in noun form, whereas REFUGEES ARE ANIMALS generated both noun 

and verb forms. This implies that the mapping works a bit differently in the different 

metaphors. Whereas the WATER metaphor mostly maps features of water, its movement 

and our experience of it, onto the refugees, the ANIMAL metaphor rather maps 

behaviours from the animals onto the refugees. The structure the target domain 

(REFUGEES) receives from the source domain (ANIMALS) is the structure of verbs, of 

action, rather than the structure of the actual animals. 

5.2.2 Flocking Refugees 

In the examples, the refugees are often described as flocking from one place to another, 

be it from one country to another or one place in a country to another. In the British 

media discourse investigated, most of the instances of flocking appeared in the context 

of refugees moving from France to Britain, via Calais. Contrastingly to the water 

metaphors which were mainly concerned with the movement from the refugees’ home-

countries to Europe. 

 

Thousands of refugees could flock to Britain from France if voters decide to leave 

the European Union, a spokesman for David Cameron said on Monday, 

underlining the prime minister's stance that an exit would hurt security (15) 

 

Hundreds have flocked to a makeshift campsite 30 miles along the coast at 

Dunkirk since the Jungle was cleared last November. (16) 

 

Hundreds of migrants flock to Cherbourg ferry port as Calais ‘Jungle’ demolition 

continues (17) 
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The fact that the movement is smaller than in the WATER metaphors might have 

something to do with the difference between the behaviour of animals and the behaviour 

of water. A river, for example, flows over long stretches of land, often crossing multiple 

borders. Flocks of animals, on the other hand, rarely move over as big landmasses, but 

rather over quite small distances. Flocking also seems to imply more sudden 

movements, rather than the constant stream of water. However, both tokens, flock and 

flow, seem to be so conventionalized that they can appear in positive contexts as well as 

negative ones, such as in the following example: 

 

Yes, refugees will tend to flock to Germany, Austria and Sweden, but so will 

capital, investment and technology. Benefits come with costs, and in any event the 

attempt to wilfully interfere with such flows will move us toward the worst 

traditions of social engineering, about which central and eastern Europe are 

understandably more cognisant and concerned. (18) 

 

   So far, all of the examples contain the word flock in verb-form, indicating (as 

previously stated) that the mappings between the domains are concerned with 

behaviours and actions rather than characteristics. One of the tokens of flock does 

however, appear in noun form: 

 

European churches say growing flock of Muslim refugees are converting (19) 

 

It is interesting that this example appears in a religious context since a highly 

conventionalized metaphor within Christianity is that GOD IS A SHEPHERD, and that 

PEOPLE ARE SHEEP (New International Version, Psalm 23). The use of flock here might 

imply that the converted refugees now are protected by the shepherd that is the Christian 

god. The implication of flock thus being a more positive one in this particular context. 

5.2.3 Swarming Refugees 

Another token of the metaphor with strong biblical implications is one used by British 

Prime Minister David Cameron in a speech from 2015. He called the refugees entering 

Britain a swarm that needed to be stopped, which quickly generated headlines such as: 

 

Calais crisis: Cameron pledges to deport more people to end ‘swarm’ of migrants 

(20) 
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Calais crisis: Deport more migrants to stop ‘swarm’ crossing Mediterranean, says 

David Cameron (21) 

 

This statement was quickly met with criticism, such as in the following example: 

 

Mr Cameron reacted to the crisis at Calais last month by referring to migrants as ‘a 

swarm of people’ – sparking acting Labour leader Harriet Harman to remind him 

he was talking about ‘people, not insects’.  (22) 

 

In this example, labour leader Harriet Harman calls out David Cameron, saying that by 

implying that groups of refugees are swarms, the entailment is that he is saying that 

refugees are insects. 

    In these examples, swarm is marked with inverted commas which either indicates that 

it is a quote or that it is a metaphorical expression. Whatever the case, this is an example 

of what Van Dijk means when he says that language of power-holders is reproduced in 

newspapers (Van Dijk, 2008, 53). He also claims that the fact that it is a quote does not 

matter and that the newspapers are further confirming and legitimizing this kind of 

language by reproducing it (2008, p. 55). The following example was published some 

time after David Cameron first used the term swarm, and the term used without 

quotation marks or any other type of marking: 

 

HUNDREDS of rioting migrants swarmed Brit cars and lorries at the flash-point 

port of Calais – in scenes described as ‘like The Walking Dead’. (23) 

 

The article that the quote is taken from is rather negative towards refugees, and the 

metaphors in this example contribute to and further emphasize this. The use of the word 

swarm does not only put refugees on the same level as insects, but it carries strong 

biblical implications that are negative too. One of the ten plagues of Egypt in the Old 

Testament was an invasion of swarms of locusts: 

 

If you refuse to let them go, I will bring locusts into your country tomorrow. They 

will cover the face of the ground so that it cannot be seen. They will devour what 

little you have left after the hail, including every tree that is growing in your fields. 

They will fill your houses and those of all your officials and all the Egyptians—

something neither your fathers nor your forefathers have ever seen from the day 

they settled in this land till now. (New International Version, Exodus 10:3-6) 
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The implication of the metaphorical expression is that the refugees, much like the 

locusts of Egypt will bring death and destruction to the country.  

    Furthermore, if you look at the differences between swarm and flock, the swarm is 

something that cannot be contained or controlled. A flock, on the other hand, can be 

herded, implying that the refugees can be controlled at least to some degree. Due to this, 

swarm has a more hostile implication than flock, which might be a reason as to why it 

was received with criticism. 

5.2.4 In the Jungle 

One of the more indirect linguistic surface structures of the REFUGEES ARE ANIMALS 

metaphor is the fact that politicians and newspapers have named a refugee-camp in 

Calais, France, “the Jungle”. This term has become quite conventionalized, often 

appearing without quotation marks or further explanations as to what it means: 

 

Hundreds of migrants flock to Cherbourg ferry port as Calais ‘Jungle’ demolition 

continues (17) 

 

Hundreds have flocked to a makeshift campsite 30 miles along the coast at 

Dunkirk since the Jungle was cleared last November. (16) 

 

In both of these examples jungle is used in collocation with flocking, which strengthens 

the underlying REFUGEES ARE ANIMALS metaphor. It also extends the metaphor to 

REFUGEES ARE JUNGLE-ANIMALS. The implications of jungle are rich. Neither France nor 

Britain have any jungles, which emphasizes the foreignness of the refugee camp (and 

the people living there). Moreover, the jungle is a place of feral animals, and it is 

uncivilized and dangerous. The relationship of refugees and the camp is metonymical in 

nature: THE PLACE FOR THE INHABITANTS. The jungle stands for the refugees, and thus all 

of the implications of jungles are transferred to the refugees. It is not only the actual 

physical space that is perceived as dangerous and uncivilized, but the people living in it 

as well. 

5.2.5 The Great Chain of Being 

One of the most important implications to consider when talking about the REFUGEES 

ARE ANIMALS metaphor is the Great Chain of Being. Since animals are placed below 

humans in the Great Chain of Being, the REFUGEES ARE ANIMALs metaphor places the 
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refugees below humans as well. This means that things such as human attributes, 

behaviours and rights are taken away from them. As Santa Ana puts it, The Great Chain 

of Being “has been used to justify denigration of certain groups of people (…) for two 

centuries” (1999, p. 201).  One example that further strengthens the idea of refugees as 

belonging below humans in The Great Chain of Being is: 

 

A mob of up to 50 stone-throwing neo-Nazis went ‘hunting’ after migrants 

in the eastern German city of Bautzen on Tuesday in a repeat of scenes 

which played out there two months ago. (24) 

 

This example extends the metaphor from REFUGEES ARE ANIMALS to REFUGEES ARE 

GAME, implying that refugees are something you can hunt. 
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6 Discussion 

The conceptual metaphors REFUGEES ARE WATER and REFUGEES ARE ANIMALS highlight 

and hide different aspects of the target domain REFUGEES. The REFUGEES ARE WATER 

METAPHOR and its linguistic tokens turn refugees into a mass, a mass that in most cases 

cannot be controlled by humans. It highlights the number of the refugees, the movement 

of them and the seemingly endless influx of them. It plays on people’s fears, and turns 

refugees into destructive forces such as tides or floods, threathening to drown or 

submerge the country they are entering. Thus, the refugees become something that 

needs to be stemmed, controlled or stopped entirely because of their destructive power. 

By highlighting this, the metaphor hides other parts of the target domain. It takes away 

the individuality, and the experiences of the refugees. It also hides the fact that they are 

fleeing from something and are in need of help. It dehumanizes them, and turns them 

into something they are not. 

    The REFUGEES ARE ANIMALS metaphor and its tokens work in somewhat the same 

way. It lumps the refugees together into flocks or swarms, taking away their 

individuality, and turns them into a group or mass. Furthermore, the REFUGEES ARE 

ANIMALS metaphor also implies that the refugees are dangerous, but in other ways than 

the WATER metaphor. By means of metaphor, the refugees are placed in the jungle, and 

turned into dangerous jungle animals. This further implies that the places where 

refugees are living or staying are dangerous and foreign. It highlights the other-ness, 

and the dissimilarities between refugees and non-refugees. Finally, the REFUGEES ARE 

ANIMALS metaphor also separates refugees from other humans in another way. By 

talking about refugees in terms of animals, the refugees are assigned a less-than-human 

standing. It places them below other humans in the Great Chain of Being. This is a 

dehumanizing process, denying refugees human rights and human experiences and 

feelings. It also justifies an inhumane treatment of refugees. 

    The findings in this study confirm that the metaphors found in earlier studies by 

Santa Ana (1999), El Refai 20001 and Cunningham (2011) are still being used. Because 

the nature of this study is qualitative rather than quantitative it is impossible to say if 

they are used more or less. However, many of the WATER tokens appear unmarked, and 

some of the ANIMAL tokens as well, meaning that they are on their way to becoming 

conventionalized. In comparison to earlier studies, this study has focused only on two 
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metaphors, and has made a more in depth analysis of those metaphors, hopefully adding 

something to the discussion as to why they are problematic. Santa Ana claims (1999, p. 

216) in his study that the conceptual metaphor “IMMIGRANTS ARE ANIMALS is racist. It 

belittles immigrants as it separates non-citizens and citizens, since it assigns them a 

less-than human standing”.  This statement can in my opinion be extended to the 

REFUGEES ARE WATER metaphor as well, based on the findings in this study. The 

metaphors both dehumanize refugees, and thus they are racist. It might not be racist in 

the way we are used to, since they do not consist of slurs or insults. However, Van Dijk 

points out (2008, p. 59) that racism in media discourse “may be very subtle and indirect 

in the quality press and on television. Overt racial abuse is exceptional”. That overtly 

racist language might have disappeared from the mainstream media does not mean that 

racism in the media has disappeared. Instead it appears in more subtle, indirect forms, 

such as metaphors. 

    Santa Ana, in his final discussion (1999, p. 217), recognizes the dangers with 

metaphors in the media, and especially with highly conventionalized ones: 

Sustaining a discourse practice is the root power of prose metaphor. It most 

effectively influences its audience when it does not draw attention to itself; when it 

routinely and transparently invokes and reassigns the cognitive structure of a 

source semantic domain to its target. When an original, truly novel metaphor is 

used, the reader of the turn of phrase is prompted by its novelty to evaluate the 

metaphor for its appropriateness, creativity and utility. 

In this study, both the more hidden metaphor and the more novel metaphor appear. The 

REFUGEES ARE WATER metaphor seems to be highly conventionalized, appearing 

unmarked and thus allowed to pass by unnoticed. The REFUGEES ARE ANIMALS metaphor 

is not as conventionalized, often appearing marked and thus recognized as a metaphor. 

The REFUGEES ARE A SWARM metaphor is an example of the truly novel metaphors Santa 

Ana mentions, and it was evaluated immediately and openly. The metaphor also faced 

criticism for its dehumanizing implications.  

    However, even if novel metaphors are easier to spot and evaluate than highly 

conventionalized metaphors, it does not mean that they are less dangerous. Van Dijk 

says (2008, p. 60) that readers of newspapers “often refer to the newspaper to warrant 

prejudices about ethnic groups” and he goes on to explain that readers use newspapers 

to confirm their own biases: “Even when the media is ambiguous in their various 
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discourses, the information they communicate may, nevertheless, be used to develop 

and confirm existent racist attitudes”. This means that racist language, even when it is 

marked and called out, might still be used to confirm and strengthen already existent 

racist beliefs. It is also important to remember that the metaphors discussed are 

conceptual metaphors. When talking about refugees in terms of water or animals, we 

think about them in terms of water or animals. Thus, when newspapers use these 

metaphors, they are further ingraining and encouraging us to conceptualize refugees in 

these ways, no matter if they appear marked or unmarked, or in positive or negative 

contexts. 

    One could argue that it is the newspapers’ responsibility not to use racist discourse, 

such as the dehumanizing metaphors analysed in this study. However, the media, and 

especially the big mainstream newspapers, investigated in this study “usually remain 

within the boundaries of a flexible, but dominant, consensus, even when there is room 

for occasional dissent and criticism.” (Van Dijk, 2008, p. 56). Thus, the media 

influences its readers, but it must also remain within a certain discourse practice to stay 

current and valid to its readers. The media itself cannot challenge and change a highly 

conventionalized discourse practice. However, El Refai chooses to end her study on a 

positive note, claiming (2001, p. 368) that: “Political and social metaphors on the other 

hand are negotiable. In contrast to highly conventionalized domains such as LOVE, 

political domains are openly debated and discussed, hence the underlying structure of 

these domains can change”. Hence, it is important to challenge these types of metaphors 

before they become too ingrained in our discourse and in our minds. This can be done 

both privately and in the newspapers by talking about the metaphors, and talking about 

why they are dehumanizing and racist.   

    This study is qualitative in nature and focuses on the analysis of the gathered tokens. 

No general conclusions can be drawn about the nature of the different newspapers in the 

study without conducting a more quantitative study that investigates to what degree the 

newspapers uses the metaphors. It was possible to find tokens of the metaphors in all of 

the newspapers, some of them marked and some of them not, and the metaphors were 

used both in negative and positive contexts. The use of these metaphors does not seem 

to be genre-specific, or limited to a certain newspaper, meaning that they have a very 

big impact since they reach a lot of people, and a lot of possibly different audiences.  
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7 Conclusion 

This study aimed to exemplify, analyse and discuss the conceptual metaphors REFUGEES 

ARE WATER and REFUGEES ARE ANIMALS. By sampling four newspapers with high 

readership figures as well as presumably different audiences a number of examples were 

gathered for analysis. 

    The analysis showed that the metaphor REFUGEES ARE WATER seemed rather 

conventionalized. The tokens appeared mostly unmarked, and many different linguistic 

surface structures could be found, as well as several different extensions and variations 

of the metaphor. The REFUGEES ARE WATER metaphor maps the structure of water onto 

refugees, focusing on the movement of water and the inevitability with which water 

moves. It makes refugees appear as a threat that needs to be contained by different 

means, in order to avoid being “submerged” by them.  

    The REFUGEES ARE ANIMALS metaphor does not seem to be as conventionalized as 

REFUGEES ARE WATER. Its tokens, with the exception of flocking, mostly appeared 

marked with quotation marks, as a way of signalling to the reader that they are dealing 

with a metaphor. REFUGEES ARE ANIMALS also generated examples that map danger 

onto REFUGEES, such as the fact that the refugee camp in Calais is called “the jungle”. 

The name implies that the place where the refugees live is dangerous, and by extension 

that the refugees themselves are dangerous. A highly discussed linguistic token of the 

metaphor was British Prime Minister David Cameron’s statement that referred to 

refugees as a “swarm”. This has strong biblical connections, and faced a lot of criticism 

in the media. 

    The metaphors in questions are dehumanizing, and since they are dehumanizing they 

are racist in nature. The newspapers have the power to influence their readers. However, 

the newspapers generally stay within the collective consensus. This means that before 

these metaphors become too conventionalized and ingrained in our minds, more studies 

like the present one need to be conducted. The racist implications of the metaphors used 

in media discourse must be investigated and brought into light. It is also important to 

look at the extent to which they are used in more quantitative studies. It is also of 

interest to study the metaphors as they appear in all forms of discourse, not only in 

newspaper discourse, in order to better understand how we talk about, and thus also 

think about, refugees. 
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Appendix 1 
 

1. “The human tide: Waves of migrants keep coming as Hungary warns millions are 

‘breaking down the doors’ of Europe and Germany says EU should only take 

refugees from crisis-hit areas” 

 
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3243147/Europe-s-divide-Hungary-posts-ads-Lebanese-

newspapers-warning-migrants-not-enter-illegally-Austria-says-3-200-arrived-

border.html#ixzz4dMf407mE  

 

2. “Turkey warns next wave of Syrian refugees may end up in Europe ‘Turkey has 

reached its total capacity for refugees. Now, there is talk that a new wave of 

refugees may emerge. That would exceed Turkey's (capacity), and it would put the 

EU face to face with more migrants,’ Volkan Bozkir told the newspaper Hurriyet 

during a trip to Brussels. 

Europe is already struggling with an immigration crisis, and European states cannot 

agree how to cope with it. More than 135,000 refugees and migrants have arrived in 

Europe by sea in the first half of this year, and almost 2,000 have died this year 

trying to cross the Mediterranean. 

Many of them are fleeing war, repression and poverty in Africa and the Middle East. 

A large number are Syrians, some of whom try to cross the waters between Turkey 

and Greece.” 

 
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/wires/reuters/article-3155809/Turkey-warns-wave-Syrian-refugees-end-

Europe.html#ixzz4dMgTwmHV  

 

3. “Trucks carrying wire fencing have arrived in the Slovenian village of Veliki Obrez, 

close to the border with Croatia, a day after the government said it would start 

erecting barriers to control the flow of refugees and migrants.” 

 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/nov/11/slovenia-fence-refugees-veliki-obrez 

 

4. “Hungarian prime minister calls for fences to be built on Greece's northern border to 

stem flow of refugees” 

 
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/europe/hungary/12089888/Hungary-says-migrant-

influx-to-Europe-must-be-stopped-altogether.html 

 

5. “A SHOCK ruling by Euro judges yesterday opened the floodgates to illegal 

immigrants.” 

 
https://www.thesun.co.uk/news/1247089/european-judges-open-the-floodgates-to-illegal-immigrants-

after-shock-fake-passport-ruling/ 

 

6. “CHAOS in Turkey could mean a fresh flood of migrants coming in to Europe as 

the troubled country’s visa deal with the EU is on the brink.” 

 
https://www.thesun.co.uk/news/1458001/will-turkey-chaos-mean-fresh-flood-of-migrants-coming-to-

europe-from-the-middle-east/ 

 



2 

 

7. “’We will not allow Israel to be submerged by a wave of illegal migrants and 

terrorist activists.’” 

 
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/middleeast/israel/11847304/Israel-prime-minister-

Benjamin-Netanyahu-rejects-calls-to-admit-Syrian-refugees.html 

 

8. "The rhetoric in the media is one that suggests that the UK is ‘full’, and that those 

arriving on our shores are a drain on our economy.” 

 
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/wires/pa/article-3648928/UK-refugees-says-former-archbishop-Rowan-

Williams.html#ixzz4dMj6wXB7  

 

9. “Archbishop of Vienna said wave of migrants has stretched continent beyond 

‘capacities and possibilities’ 

EUROPE is fit to burst because of the ‘unbelievable’ number of refugees, an 

Austrian cardinal has declared. 

In a controversial blast, the Archbishop of Vienna Christoph Schoenborn said the 

migrant influx had gone ‘beyond our capacities and possibilities’” 

 
https://www.thesun.co.uk/news/2493267/man-tipped-to-be-next-pope-wants-refugees-in-europe-to-return-to-

their-homeland/ 

 

10. “Hungary’s prime minister has called for the EU to establish a new frontier on the 

Greek border to stop the flow of migrants completely. Viktor Orban said ending the 

influx of refugees would be ‘the decisive issue of 2016’” 

 
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3390553/Hungary-s-PM-calls-new-defence-line-Greece-s-northern-

border-stop-flow-refugees-completely-Italy-prepares-decriminalise-illegal-immigrants.html#ixzz4dMeRYaB3  

 

11. “Germany is the main destination for many of those who risked the boat crossing to 

Greece this summer, and if the country called even a partial halt to the flow of new 

arrivals it could strand tens of thousands of refugees in ill-prepared countries.” 

 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/oct/31/austria-fence-slovenia-wire-europe-refugees 

 

12. “The flow of migrants and refugees through Slovenia continued unabated as drone 

footage shows hundreds of migrants crossing farmland on foot near the border with 

Croatia.” 

 
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/europe/slovenia/11954678/Migrant-crisis-Drone-footage-shows-

the-flow-of-migrants-in-Slovenia.html 

 

13. “The collapse of Colonel Gaddafi’s regime could result in a tidal wave of refugees 

and illegal immigrants pouring into Europe, EU ministers were warned on Monday 

night.” 

 
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/africaandindianocean/libya/8339225/Libya-up-to-a-million-

refugees-could-pour-into-Europe.html 

 

14. “‘Refugee influx a major opportunity for Germany’, leading economist says 

http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/immigration/index.html
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Marcel Fratzscher says benefits of absorbing refugees to offset demographic crisis 

will clearly outweigh the costs in five to 10 years” 

 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/nov/05/refugee-influx-a-major-opportunity-for-germany-leading-

economist-says 

 

15. “Thousands of refugees could flock to Britain from France if voters decide to leave 

the European Union, a spokesman for David Cameron said on Monday, underlining 

the prime minister's stance that an exit would hurt security.” 

 
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/wires/reuters/article-3437265/Thousands-refugees-enter-Britain-leaves-EU-

Cameron.html#ixzz4dMmn1STL  

 

16. “Hundreds have flocked to a makeshift campsite 30 miles along the coast at 

Dunkirk since the Jungle was cleared last November.” 

 
https://www.thesun.co.uk/news/2898655/migrants-cleared-from-calais-jungle-return-on-e1-public-buses-to-try-

smuggling-themselves-across-channel-again/ 

 

17. “Hundreds of migrants flock to Cherbourg ferry port as Calais ‘Jungle’ demolition 

continues” 

  
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/europe/france/12181102/Hundreds-of-migrants-flock-to-

Cherbourg-ferry-port-as-Calais-Jungle-demolition-continues.html 

 

18. “Yes, refugees will tend to flock to Germany, Austria and Sweden, but so will 

capital, investment and technology. Benefits come with costs, and in any event the 

attempt to wilfully interfere with such flows will move us toward the worst 

traditions of social engineering, about which central and Eastern Europe are 

understandably more cognisant and concerned.” 

 
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2015/dec/07/europe-refugee-crisis-hunger-games 

 

19. “European churches say growing flock of Muslim refugees are converting” 

 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/jun/05/european-churches-growing-flock-muslim-refugees-

converting-christianity 

 

20. “Calais crisis: Cameron pledges to deport more people to end ‘swarm’ of migrants” 

 
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2015/jul/30/calais-migrants-make-further-attempts-to-cross-channel-

into-britain 

 

21. “Calais crisis: Deport more migrants to stop ‘swarm’ crossing Mediterranean, says 

David Cameron” 

 
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/europe/france/11772297/Calais-crisis-Deport-more-migrants-to-

stop-swarm-crossing-Mediterranean-says-David-Cameron.html 

 

22. “Mr Cameron reacted to the crisis at Calais last month by referring to migrants as ‘a 

swarm of people’ – sparking acting Labour leader Harriet Harman to remind him he 

was talking about ‘people, not insects’.” 
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http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3199510/We-t-let-migrants-break-Britain-says-Cameron-denies-wrong-

talk-swarms-refugees.html#ixzz4dMlTvRvk  

 

23. “HUNDREDS of rioting migrants swarmed Brit cars and lorries at the flash-point 

port of Calais – in scenes described as ‘like The Walking Dead’.” 

 
https://www.thesun.co.uk/news/1315538/huge-mob-of-300-migrants-storm-port-in-calais-in-violent-bid-to-

smuggle-their-way-into-uk/ 

  

24. “A mob of up to 50 stone-throwing neo-Nazis went ‘hunting’ after migrants in the 

eastern German city of Bautzen on Tuesday in a repeat of scenes which played out 

there two months ago.” 

 
https://www.thesun.co.uk/news/2102890/migrants-flee-from-50-strong-mob-of-stone-throwing-neo-nazis-after-

they-go-hunting-for-refugees-in-germany/ 

 

 

 

 

 


