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‘Context’: Romanian migration in 
British public discourse 

 “...[For] the critical perspective, historical and social analyses are part of 
psychology. There is no firm boundary...we are examining how history 
creates patterns of thinking – how social processes create the 
individual mind.” (Billig, 2008, p.2-10) 

 Migration as a social topic has ebbed and flowed in British social discourse 

 ‘Romanian migration’ makes sense through a nexus of ‘Balkanist’ discourses 
that have implicated ‘Eastern Europe’ as an ambiguous space both ‘within’ and 
‘outside’ Europe (Todovera, 2009/1997) 

e.g., 
 ‘Barbarians’, later ‘Romans’, interchangeable (106CE<) 
 ‘Peasants’ (1700/1800s) 
 Nationalist upstarts (late 1800s) 
 Dracula(!) (1897) 
 Jewish refugees (early 1900s) 
 ‘Balkans’, ‘tribes’ and ‘nationalists’ (again) (1910s-1930s) 
 Fascists etc. (mid 1940s) 
 Communists during the Cold War (late 1940s-1990s) 
 Orphans (1980-2000s) 
 War hungry ‘tribes’ and nationalists (again) (1990s) 
 Economic migrants/ EU citizens etc (2005-present) 
 Roma travellers (time immemorial) 

 

...these ideas were/are (re)produced in 
sources such as:  

• Travel writing 
• Photography 
• Literature/novels 
• Artwork 
• Cartography 
• Folklore/stories 
• Advertisements 
• Newspapers 

(cf. Cioroianu , 2002; Fox et al, 2012; 
Hammond, 2006, 2007; Jezernik, 2003; 
Kaneva & Popescu, 2011; Zerilli, 2013) 



Cast your mind back 

 But what about during the period 2012-2014? 

 What themes and arguments circulated about 
‘Romanian migration’ in the media? 

 
 

 

 



It’s the final countdown 

British govt: ‘you won’t like it here’ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Migration Watch: The Romanians 
are coming (cf. also the ch4 ‘documentary’) 

 
Nigel 
Farage: 
not in 
my back 
yard 

1st January 2014: 
‘grand opening’ 
and Victor 
Spirescu 



‘why don’t you come over?’ 

 Hysteria: ‘Culture of Blame’, ‘Waiting 

for Godot’ – Ion Jinga, Romanian 
ambassador to Britain (Huffington Post, 
October 2013; Guardian, January 2014) 

 Dialogue: ‘would you want me as a 

neighbour?’  Tommy Tomescu (Guardian, 
May 2014) 

 Power: ‘Europeans party’ (website),  

‘New Europeans’ (website), etc. 

 Balance: backlashes against 

representation in Romanian media (Light 
& Young, 2009) 

 Reclamation: An emigration narrative 

via. a ‘Romanian dream’ (Mesesani, 
2015a, Mesesani, 2015b) and normalising 
representation Guardian, January 2015) 

 

http://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/dr-ion-jinga/romania-europe_b_4056727.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/dr-ion-jinga/romania-europe_b_4056727.html
http://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2014/jan/02/romania-ambassador-jinga-mps-migrants-airports-godot
http://www.theguardian.com/politics/video/2014/may/21/romanian-nigel-farage-westerham-kent-neighbour-video
http://www.theguardian.com/politics/video/2014/may/21/romanian-nigel-farage-westerham-kent-neighbour-video
http://www.europeansparty.org/
http://neweuropeans.net/
http://www.romania-insider.com/ryan-crozier-eliberare-americans-romanian-dream/148152/
http://www.romania-insider.com/ryan-crozier-eliberare-americans-romanian-dream/148152/
http://www.romania-insider.com/john-robert-mckellar-scottish-romania-charity/147615/
http://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/shortcuts/2015/jan/04/victor-spirescu-immigration-nigel-farage


Data & Focus: interpretative repertoires 
in Question Time 

 What specific sets of patterns can be found in how 
‘Romanian migration’ is constructed during live 
public television debate talk? 

 

 Qualitative methodology: corpus-based media/documentary 
analysis  

 Data comprises transcriptions (written talk) from BBCs Question 
Time (Thursday evening current affairs programme) broadcast 
Dec 2012 – Dec 2014 

 Audience members ask questions to an ‘elite’ panel and all 
participate in debate (15/30 min q-a segments) 

 

 Analysis focuses on particular segments that invoke Romanian 
migration as an identifiable topic (e.g. nationality, Europe, 
employment, housing, etc) 



Theory: Discourse Analysis 

(Critical?) Discourse Analysis seeks to explain how social inequalities 
can be reproduced in social interaction (Demuth, 2012; Wetherell & 
Potter, 1992) 

 

How do “people come to describe, explain, or otherwise account for 
the world (and themselves) in which they live” (Gergen, 1985, 
p.266) ? 

 

More than an analysis of ‘words’ or ‘ideas’ – it is a study of people’s 
sense-making resources (Ana, 1997; Edley, 2001; Edwards, 2006) 

 

Burr (1995, p.2-5): 

 A critical stance toward taken-for-granted knowledge 

 Knowledge is cultural and historically specific 

 knowledge is sustained by social processes 

 knowledge and social action go together 

 
 



Analytic approach 

 “The term interpretative repertoire is an attempt to capture 
the 'doxic' (Barthes, 1977) nature of discourse. An 
interpretative repertoire is a culturally familiar and 
habitual line of argument comprised from 
recognisable themes, common places and tropes 
(doxa)” (Wetherell, 1998:400) 

 

 Main Questions: 

 What sort of arguments are being used? 

 What tropes or metaphors often crop up? 

 What issues are problematic or taken-for-granted? 



Findings (1): The ‘Island Repertoire’ 

 constructs a dilemma between physical/social space and 
the resulting enlarged population 

 movement becomes problematic because of the inherent 
limitations of the receiving space (sometimes also 
size/nature of the migration) 

 Links with classic Britain/Continent dichotomy, but also a 
sense of Thomas Malthus’ infamous  ‘Essay on the Principle 
of Population’ (1998/1798)? 

 

THREAT AND VULNERABILITY 
 



 
Epistemic uncertainty vs. spatial certainty 

Example 1 
Diane There is going to be a pressure when these two countries restrictions are lifted 

and those people are gonna come here and they are gonna come here it's a very 
very nice deal (.) coming to the UK in terms of access to benefits and I'm sure 
Mark is going to try and come back to me and say ‘well we've got this under 
control’ the coalition the conservatives haven't got it under control 

Example 2 
Nadine er there has been no tidal wave, but (.) there might be tomorrow, there might 

be next year. We don’t know. That is the problem. We could have a tidal wave 
from Yug- anywhere. This is the problem. And I really object to these objectives 
and these targets ‘we’re gunna have a cap on immigration’. We can’t put caps on 
immigration. Because we have open borders. Legally we are unable to do that  

Example 3 
Nigel (...) and my argument (.) that I wouldn’t dispute, that controlled immigration 

can be a big net benefit to Britain, economically, and culturally, and everything 
else. But we have no control, and we’ve no idea, just how many people are 
coming, five hundred thousand are coming, eight hundred thousand are coming, 
there is nothing we can do. 

 



Findings (2): The ‘Imperative Repertoire’ 

 used to implore and legitimise moralised arguments 
favouring the receiving community  

 centrally relied on the tension between ‘contribution’ 
versus ‘drain’/‘burden’ of migration and/or migrants.  

 Roots in Weber’s (2005/1930) analysis of the Protestant 
‘hard work’ ethic? 

 

(IL)LEGITIMACY AND BURDEN 

 



Whose right to be a ‘burden’?  
Even if you ‘contribute’, can you belong? 

Example 1 
Peter (...) the average wage i- in Bulgaria and Romania is le- approximately half the 

minimum wage (.) in Britain. And so this is why last time when Labour got it 
wrong we had Polish professors comin- coming along to be cleaners in Britain. 
A:nd it does have an effect I’m afraid (...) The effect on public services, schools, 
housing, all of these things. 

Example 2 
Paul (…) you know freedom of movement of people (.) might work (0.4) when you’ve 

got economies of similar er of similar size and also (.) where the wages are 
similar (.) so ourselves, France, the Scandinavian countries, where it doesn’t 
work, is, take for example Bulgaria and Romania (0.2) where the average wage is 
three hundred and fifty Euro a month, the minimum wage is one hundred and 
fifty Euro a month (.) look the traffic will only be (.) one way (...) if you’ve got 
the skills that this country needs, yes please come here and work, but it makes 
no economic sense to have an open door while we have a million young people 
unemployed. 

Example 3 
Nadine  (...) People do come and they do stay (...) The people they present the biggest 

threat to, those people that come from Spain, and Romania and other countries 
haven’t got skills, who come to here to take the jobs of what (.) we would call 
blue collar who workers. So it’s people er in constituencies like Harlow and others 
who who actually feel the treat of not having protection of their borders because 
their jobs are in competition. 

 



Reclamation – inverting the metaphors 
Nicolai now that the er (.) tidal wave of er Romanian and Bulgarian immigrants has er failed to 

materialise (0.3) er will the racist er rhetoric now (.) s- subside and will Romanians and 
Bulgarians be once more feel welcome in this country? 

Stake exposure – undermining authority 
Susie  (...) what was the prime minister’s response to the terrible problem of Chinese 

migr:ation? He’s decided to relax the visa rules for the Chinese, it’s all right if they come, 
he doesn’t want the Romanians here, doesn’t want the Bulgarians, doesn’t matter if they 
look a little bit dusky a little bit dark, people that don’t bring enough money in, he’s 
happy for people who he can make a buck out of or go on a trade mission to with his 
father in law. [the way we t:alk about migration in this country (3)] frankly I have found 
the way we have discussed the migration issue utterly appalling, completely disgusting, 
obnoxious, offensive, and very un-British and I would like it to just try and change and 
grow up [and be sensible.] 

More statistics – countering ‘facts’ with more ‘facts’ 
Ken (...) It is not the fault of Romanians, it is not the fault of people coming from anywhere in 

the Commonwealth (...) The benefit thing, as it happens, the European immigrants are 
less likely to claim benefit than practically any group of the population, because they 
come here (Applause) they come here to do jobs, which unfortunately we still have skills 
we can't fill without people coming from East Europe. They come to do jobs that other 
people can't do (continues) 

Common identity – ‘European’? 

Norman (...) Vince Cable was telling me that one of his constituents er that he was canvassing 
said ‘oh I’m fed up with all these people coming to this country, I’m going to go live in 
Spain’ and there’s a sense of irony that she was exercising the same rights as people 
were exercising to come here.  

Findings (3): Resisting these repertoires? 



Discussion: ideology beyond the words 

Migration becomes inherently problematic 
 

 Complementary meanings 

 

(1) Either/both limit ‘numbers’ or limit ‘access’  
- Limited space > impending mass movement > spatial crisis 
- Moral obligation > own social group under risk > moral crisis 
Migrant identity and ‘belonging’ in either case can be blocked 

 

(2) Either/both civil society (e.g., institutions, resources) and/or culture is threatened 
(e.g., values, norms) 

 Migrant can always become a threat/burden in these terms 

 

 Raises an important epistemological question: just who is the immigrant, and who is 
the citizen? Can they ever become the ‘same’ when talking about migration? 

 

 Blurred ideological division between Balkanism/nationalism (distinctive ‘in-group’ 
elevation and Other denigration) and alternative egalitarian (equality) notions, 
despite all still demarcating ‘us’ and ‘them’ (Billig, 1995; Todovera, 2009/1997) 

 

 

 



Discussion: 
alternative voices? 

 How do self-defined Romanians construct their 
identities and manage these public discourses? 

“What do you mean Polish? I can be Chinese if you 
want me to be” – participant 9 

“she [her cousin] always referred to English people as 
like ‘they’, you know. And I found that very we↑ird 
I mean what do you mean by ‘they’? you know 
like there’s ‘they’ and there’s ‘u:s’ or 
something. See you’re (.) already excluding 
yourself in that sense” – participant 1 

“Well, in the end we are all people” – participant 3  

 

 



Discussion: opening a new can of worms?  

3: I don't know. I've said it's been a really good experience. If someone would be 
asking me if they should study abroad, I would say, definitely yes. Even with all 
these immigrant labels, it doesn't matter much. 

 Henry: The labels don't mean much to you? 

 3: Yes. Even to other people, it doesn't have to mean something. It's just media 
after all. I've met a lot of people here and not one of them was racist or 
discriminatory. 

Henry: So it's almost made up? 

 3: Yes. 

Henry: Blown up to be something that it, perhaps, isn't. 

3: Yes. 

Henry: Is it a label that you would identify with? If someone said, "Are you an 
immigrant?" Would you say, "Yes," or is that something that...? 

3: I've thought about it. I am, bottom line, I am. It scares me to think that I 
am. I don't know why. It makes me think I'm not part of that culture of 
being an immigrant. Being, not unwelcome, but not being a part of that 
culture. 

Henry: Because it differentiates 

3: Yes. It makes you different. Exactly. 



So the argument continues...  
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