
Milieu 2010  Elaine Burroughs 

 1 

Elaine Burroughs 
Doctoral Fellow 

 
Researching Illegal Immigration in Ireland: A Critical Discourse Analysis 

Approach. 
 

 
Introduction 
The existence of illegal immigration and its perceived “threat” can influence and 
(re)create national policy and legislation, and this reaction to illegal immigration 
can offer insight into, and reflect, an identity of the national populous. Illegal 
immigration occurs world-wide, but different geographic and political contexts 
lead to different understandings of, and responses to, illegal immigration. The 
focus of my PhD research is upon the Irish context, the aims of which are two-
fold. Firstly, I will assess the nature and extent of illegal immigration, an area of 
migration that is greatly under-researched in the Irish context. Secondly, I shall 
research the impact illegal immigration has had on Irish governance and national 
identity. This will be undertaken through a Critical Discourse Analysis of public 
discourses on illegality, specifically from newsprint media and parliamentary 
debates. Researching illegal immigration in Ireland fundamentally reveals 
information about illegal immigrants, but it can also be used as a tool to expose 
concepts of governance and national identity expressed through discourses on 
illegal immigration. Key questions of this research include: what does Irish policy, 
legislation, and parliamentary debate on illegal immigration inform us about Irish 
governance?; what do discourses of illegal immigration (from newsprint media 
and parliamentry debate) portray about Irish national identity? In this article I will 
provide a brief account of the method I am employing to research discourses of 
illegal immigration. Based on the broad theoretical framework of post-
structuralism and the work of Michel Foucault, the method of Critical Discourse 
Analysis (CDA) will be discussed and the particular method of 
argumentation/topoi analysis will be outlined. Also, I will portray how this method 
is significant in researching illegal immigration in the Irish context.  
 
Critical Discourse Analysis 
Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) as a method can take various forms, but it is 
primarily based in theory. These forms can range from theories on society and 
power to theories of social cognition and grammar (Wodak and Meyer, 2009: 23). 
Informed and influenced by post-structuralism, and with Michel Foucault as one 
of its founding-fathers, CDA aims to critically investigate power relations and 
social inequality as it is expressed, signalled, and legitimised through language. 
Most critical discourse analysts assert that language is a medium of dominant 
social force, which serves to legitimize relations of organized power. Discourses 
can create instutionalised ways of thinking, which are manifested and legitimised 
through language (Wodak and Meyer, 2002: 2-23). Essentially, CDA aims to 
question and criticize discourses. It aspires to unravel the giant milling mass of 
discourse, to chart what is said and what can be said in a given time, and to 
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uncover the techniques through which discursive limits are extended or narrowed 
down. CDA reveals the contradictions within, and between discourses, and the 
means by which discourses make particular statements seem rational and 
beyond all doubt, even though they are only valid at a certain time and place 
(Wodak and Meyer, 2009: 2-3). Take for example how in the nineteenth century, 
European’s believed beyond doubt that the earth was flat. This discourse/world-
view was rational at this particular moment in history. Today, this discourse has 
been replaced with the ‘common-sense’ view that the world is not flat, but round.  
 
Typically, CDA researchers are interested in the way discourse (re)produces 
social domination, that is, the power abuse of one group over others, and how 
dominated groups may discursively resist such abuse. For Foucault, power is 
exercised with intention – but it is not individual intention. Foucault focuses on 
how power is exercised through accepted knowledge. Within CDA power is 
mostly perceived in this way, not only because Foucault is one of the theoretical 
“godfathers” of CDA, but also because the text in CDA is often regarded as a 
manifestation of social action that is widely determined by social structure. Power 
is central for understanding the dynamics and specifics of control in modern 
societies, but power remains mostly invisible. Power does not necessarily derive 
from language, but language can be used to challenge power, to subvert it, to 
alter distributions of power in the short and the long term (Wodak and Meyer, 
2009: 9-10). CDA based on Foucault’s discourse theory centres on four specific 
questions. Firstly, what is valid knowledge at a certain place and a certain time? 
Secondly, how does this knowledge arise and how is it passed on? Thirdly, what 
functions does it have for constituting subjects? Lastly, what consequences does 
it have for the overall shaping and development of society? (Wodak and Meyer, 
2009: 34). My research will draw heavily upon these questions, identifying what 
are accepted knowledges of, or “facts” about illegal immigrants, between 2002 
and 2009; analysing how information/knowledge about immigration arises and is 
passed on; how this information produces identity (of them and us); and lastly, 
questioning how this impacts upon Irish society. Finally, when one is conducting 
CDA one must be aware that their research/critique is not situated outside 
discourse – as this would contradict the fundamental assumptions of CDA. The 
analyst can invoke values, norms, universal human rights, and so on, but when 
researching, one must remember that these values, norms, and laws have been 
discursively constructed too. This kind of critique is not ideological, because 
unlike ideology it does not make claims to absolute truth (Jager and Maier, 2009: 
36). Thus, I must make my own position and interests explicit, while retaining 
scientific methodologies and remaining self-reflective of my own research 
process (Wodak and Meyer, 2009: 2- 3). Furthermore, this approach calls into 
question the use of “correct” or “incorrect” terminology. The word “illegal” itself is 
fuelled with connotations. In the Irish context, NGO researchers tend to utilize the 
terms “irregular” or “undocumented”, as these words do not have such negative 
connotations for immigrants. However, immigrants in this position are most often 
referred to as illegal by the government and subsequent enforcement agencies. 
By utilizing an apparently more politically-correct term, will I be distancing my 
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research from that which I wish to analyze? The point of researching illegality is 
to question its social construction. These questions of terminology are ones 
which I will develop further through my research.  
 
Argumentation / Topoi Analysis 
CDA can employ numerous theoretical approaches, diverse methods, and 
different levels of examination (Fairclough, 1992; Wodak, and Meyer, 2002 & 
2009; Wodak, and Krzyzanowski, 2008). I am utilizing the method of 
argumentation/topoi analysis to research illegal immigration, as this method, 
pioneered by Utz Maas, is principally based on the work of Foucault. Historical 
argumentation analysis demonstrates how in complex ways discourse is 
determined by society (Wodak and Meyer, 2009: 17). Topoi is the plural of the 
Greek word topos, representing models of argumentation that express a distinct 
rhetorical perspective and scheme of thought embedded in a given text (Boke et 
al., 2000: 24-25 in Bauder, 2008c: 297-298). By recognizing and exploring 
multiple perspectives and thought schemes simultaneously, topoi analysis is able 
to explore the multidimensional nature of media and parliamentary debate, and 
juxtapose various thematic positions that underpin discourse (Crespi, 1997; 
Fairclough, 1992; Taylor, 2001 in Bauder, 2008c: 297-298). On a more practical 
level, topoi analysis are frequently used by social scientists as the concepts are 
easier to apply for researchers who lack a linguistic background (Wodak and 
Meyer, 2009: 21). Topoi analysis is relevant to an analysis of immigration in 
Ireland as it has been applied in empirical studies of immigration discourses in 
both the German (Bauder, 2008a; Wengeler 2000 & 2003) and Canadian 
contexts (Bauder, 2008c). 
 
In his analysis of immigration discourses, Wengeler (2000) identified sixteen 
topoi that occurred in the German newsprint media (e.g. economic, culture, 
humanitarian, political). The economic utility topos suggests that migration 
produces economic benefits or causes economic damage. The culture topos 
proposes that migration is desirable or undesirable for “cultural” reasons. I have 
applied this method of analysis to the Irish context. My aim is to examine 
discourses of illegal immigration from newsprint media and parliamentary 
debates from 2002 to 2009. As this method has only previously been conducted 
in the German (Bauder, 2008a; Wengeler, 2000 & 2003) and Canadian (Bauder, 
2008c) contexts, and in order to ensure that this method could be applied to the 
Irish context, I firstly carried out a pilot study. I compiled all articles relating to 
illegal immigration from The Irish Times, dated January to June 2009. From this 
initial research, I learned that this method could be applied to my research with 
some minor changes. I utilized six topoi in total: control, humanitarian, economy, 
culture, danger and other. Five of these topoi were utilized by Wengeler and 
Bauder. In addition, I employ the topos “control” to coincide with the Irish data 
gathered. Each topos was further categorized as positive, negative, or neutral. 
Many articles were assigned multiple topoi, since different principles of 
argumentation intertwined and were presented within a single article, paragraph, 
or sentence (Bauder, 2008c: 297). To ensure a consistent application of this 
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method, after some months of research, the coding was reviewed to ensure that I 
was consistent in coding the data. I present one example of a text passage to 
illustrate the contents of the topoi under investigation. This is a quote from The 
Irish Times, published on the 31st December 2003:  

“Are we quite sure we want to spend so much money turning every violent and illegal 
immigrant into a solid citizen? Because logically, if we are to be so extravagant towards 
people who have no right to be here at all, then we should be even more generous to those 
who are here lawfully, but who still have to be coaxed out of indulging their traditional 
cultural practices – oh, you know, a spot of girl-killing here or maybe a touch of rape there”. 

 
I have identified three topoi from this extract. 

Economy – negative: “spend so much money” 

Danger – negative:  “violent” 

Culture – undesirable: “to be coaxed out of indulging their traditional cultural  
    practices – oh, you know, a spot of girl-killing here or  
    maybe a touch of rape there”. 

 
These topoi (economic, danger, and culture) illustrate how illegal immigrants can 
be portrayed in a negative way. Although, it is intriguing to see how these topoi 
reveal aspects of Irish identity; where the Irish people are spoken of as “solid 
citizens” in comparison to illegal immigrants who are not. This newsprint 
discourse is an excellent example of the research I wish to conduct; to analyze 
discourses through methods which directly reflect the theories of Foucault – how 
discourses can position people in respect of others. Following Wengeler (2000) 
and Bauder (2008c), once all of the data is gathered and analyzed (both 
newspaper articles and parliamentary debates), I will conduct a quantitative 
analysis of how frequently the topoi occur. This analysis enables me to assess 
which modes of argumentation were used most often. In addition, the frequency 
of topoi can be examined in its temporal context and related to various stages or 
periods of the immigration debate, policy, and legislation, and to external events, 
such as the security/terrorism debates. Finally, I will conduct interviews to 
supplement this data, especially the parliamentary debate data, where speakers 
who figure prominently will be interviewed. 
 
Conclusion 
This paper has briefly outlined one method of CDA, and portrayed how it will be 
applied to researching illegal immigration in the Irish context. With this 
framework, I believe that this PhD research project will provide a necessary and 
worthwhile insight into illegal immigration in Ireland, but it will also unravel 
concepts of Irish governance and national identity, which previously may have 
been difficult to identify.  
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