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Abstract

This thesis examines how migration is discursively constructed within contemporary
European institutional communication as both a problem requiring regulation, control, and
border management and a responsibility grounded in protection, human rights, and
humanitarian obligation. While existing scholarship has extensively explored migration
through the lenses of securitisation, governance, and humanitarianism, these dimensions are

often analysed separately.

The study addresses the following research question: “How do competing discursive
constructions of migration function within contemporary European institutional discourse,
and what do they reveal about the underlying tensions in EU migration governance?” To
answer this question, Norman Fairclough’s (1992) three-dimensional model of Critical
Discourse Analysis (CDA) is applied to two institutional texts: the European Commission
Communication “Striking a Balance on Migration: An Approach that is Both Fair and Firm”
(2024) and the introductory remarks delivered by the Council of Europe Commissioner for
Human Rights, Michael O’Flaherty, before the European Parliament’s Subcommittee on

Human Rights (2026).

The analysis is conducted across Fairclough’s textual, discursive practice, and social practice
dimensions and the findings demonstrate that migration within contemporary European
institutional discourse is neither constructed exclusively as a governance challenge nor
exclusively as a humanitarian responsibility. Rather, both framings coexist within the same
institutional field, reflecting broader tensions embedded within EU migration governance.
While the European Commission primarily frames migration through managerial language
centred on implementation, efficiency, and control, O’Flaherty constructs migration through

the language of legal obligation, rights, and institutional accountability.

Ultimately, the thesis contributes to existing scholarship by demonstrating how competing
migration discourses are simultaneously produced, sustained, and contested within

contemporary European institutional communication.
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Introduction

Migration, which is broadly understood and defined as the movement of individuals across
geographical or political boundaries, has for long been a defining feature of European history.
Although it has always taken social, economic, and humanitarian dimensions, it is only in
recent decades that migration has gradually come to occupy such a central and contested
position within European institutional agendas and public discourse. This shift has been
shaped by a number of factors, such as fluctuations in migration flows, and geopolitical
instability in neighbouring regions. These factors, among others, have contributed to
elevating migration from a comparatively contained policy area to one of the most politically

charged issues of contemporary Europe.

In that context, the way migration is represented within European political communication
has steadily become a significant concern, shaped by the institutional, legal, and political
frameworks, through which those realities are interpreted and communicated. European
institutions, supranational organisations, and international human rights bodies each engage
with migration from different perspectives, which, as a consequence, leads to migration not
being represented in a singular manner across the European governance landscape, but in
many different ones. Migration is subject to a range of interpretations that vary considerably
depending on institutional positioning, political context, and the values and responsibilities

that different actors bring to the issue.

Within contemporary European political communication, two broad and often competing
framings of migration can be identified. In some institutional contexts, migration is
considered primarily a governance challenge, namely a matter of border security, irregular
flows, and institutional capacity. In others, migration is presented through the lens of
international protection and humanitarian obligation, foregrounding the legal and moral
responsibility to safeguard individuals in need and to uphold the commitments enshrined in
international human rights and refugee law. These are not simply different policy preferences;
they represent fundamentally different ways of constructing what migration is and what it
demands of European governance. Therefore, the tension between them is structural and

embedded in the way of how European institutions communicate about migration.



The way migration is framed within institutional discourse has concrete consequences for
how it is understood and governed. Framing determines which aspects of a phenomenon are
made visible and which are obscured, which actors are foregrounded and which are
marginalised, and which responses are presented as necessary, reasonable, or legitimate. In
this sense, language is not merely a vehicle for conveying pre-formed political positions but
an active site in which political realities are constructed and contested. Furthermore,
institutional discourse carries particular weight in this regard, given that it is produced by
actors with formal authority and circulated within governance structures that shape policy
outcomes. Examining how migration is discursively constructed within such contexts is
therefore not only an academic exercise but a contribution to understanding how political
meaning-making influences the governance of one of Europe's most pressing contemporary

challenges.

This thesis takes up precisely that task. It examines how migration is constructed through
competing discourses within contemporary European institutional communication, focusing
on the tension between control-oriented and protection-oriented framings and exploring how
these representations emerge, interact, and coexist within the same institutional discursive
field. The analysis draws on a selection of institutional texts produced within the European
governance space between 2024 and 2026, applying Critical Discourse Analysis as its
primary methodological framework. Rather than treating the two framings as fixed opposites
or as evidence of simple policy incoherence, the study approaches them as part of a broader
and more complex process of discursive negotiation, one that reflects deeper tensions within
EU migration governance and raises important questions about the relationship between

language, legitimacy, and political authority in contemporary European institutions.

The relevance of this study lies in its focus on a particularly significant moment in the
development of EU migration governance. Recent developments, most notably the adoption
of the New Pact on Migration and Asylum in 2024 and the intensifying debate surrounding
the externalisation of migration control, have brought the tension between control and
protection into sharp relief, generating new forms of institutional communication that sit at
the intersection of governance, law, and humanitarian responsibility. By examining how
competing constructions of migration function within this moment, this thesis contributes to a

broader scholarly conversation about how institutional discourse produces meaning, mediates



competing values, and shapes the political understanding of migration within the European

Union.
Research Question

This thesis examines how migration is constructed through competing discourses in
contemporary European institutional communication and specifically, how it is
simultaneously framed as an issue requiring regulation, control, and border management, and
as a responsibility grounded in protection, human rights, and humanitarian obligation. The
central research question is: How do these competing discursive constructions of migration
function within contemporary European institutional discourse, and what do they reveal about

the underlying tensions in EU migration governance?
Research Gap

As of now, scholars such as Huysmans (2006), Bigo (2002), and Ucakar (2025) have
identified the tension between control and protection within EU migration discourse.
However, existing studies have tended to examine these framings at a theoretical or long-term
level rather than through close linguistic analysis of specific contemporary institutional texts.
Studies that do examine both framings together did not focus on examining how they are
linguistically enacted and contested within the same contemporary institutional moment.
Therefore, what remains underexplored, is how control-oriented and protection-oriented
discourses interact, overlap, and contest one another within the same institutional discursive
field, and particularly within the post-Pact moment of EU governance, where the language of

“fair and firm” explicitly attempts to hold both framings simultaneously.
Methodology

This chapter outlines the methodological framework applied in the thesis in order to examine
how migration is constructed within contemporary European political communication. The
study is qualitative in nature and is based on Norman Fairclough’s three-layered Critical
Discourse Analysis (CDA). Through the analysis of selected political and institutional texts,
the methodology seeks to explore how language contributes to the simultaneous construction

of migration as both a problem requiring control and a responsibility requiring protection, and



how these competing constructions coexist, interact, and generate tension within the same

institutional discursive field.

The chapter begins by presenting the aim of the study and clarifying central terminology
relevant to the analysis. It then outlines the philosophical assumptions underlying the
research, including its ontological and epistemological positioning. Following this, the
chapter explains the selection and sampling of data, before presenting Critical Discourse
Analysis and Fairclough’s three-dimensional framework as the methodological approach
guiding the analysis. Finally, the chapter addresses methodological limitations and ethical

considerations relevant to the study.
1. Aim of the Study

The aim of this thesis is to examine how migration is constructed within contemporary
European political discourse and to explore how migration is framed through competing
institutional representations. More specifically, the study investigates how migration is
discursively presented predominantly as an issue associated with control, border
management, externalisation, and regulatory governance in one institutional context, and
predominantly as a responsibility connected to protection, human rights, and humanitarian
obligations in another, while attending to how both registers coexist and interact within each
text. By analysing selected European Union and Council of Europe institutional texts
produced between 2024 and 2026, the study seeks to identify how linguistic choices,
discursive strategies, and institutional contexts contribute to shaping different understandings
of migration within European political communication. The purpose is not to evaluate the
truth-value of these representations, but rather to examine how they are constructed,
stabilised, and legitimised through discourse, and how they reflect broader ideological

tensions within European migration governance.
2. Terminology

As migration discourse often involves concepts that are used interchangeably despite carrying
different meanings, it is important to clarify the terminology applied throughout this thesis.
The following definitions are used in order to ensure conceptual consistency within the

analysis:



2.1 Migration

Migration refers broadly to the movement of individuals across geographical or political
boundaries, often involving a temporary or permanent change of residence. Migration may
occur for economic, political, social, environmental, or humanitarian reasons, and includes

both voluntary and forced forms of movement (Castles et al., 2014).

2.2 Refugee

According to the 1951 Geneva Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, a refugee is a
person who is unable or unwilling to return to their country of origin due to a well-founded
fear of persecution based on race, religion, nationality, political opinion, or membership in a

particular social group (UNHCR, 1951).

2.3 Discourse

The term discourse, as applied in this thesis, refers to socially and institutionally situated
language use through which meaning is produced, reproduced, and contested. Following
Fairclough (1992), discourse is understood not merely as a reflection of social reality but as a
constitutive practice, a means by which political and social meanings are actively constructed

rather than simply transmitted.

2.4 Framing

Framing refers to the process by which communicators select and emphasise certain aspects
of a perceived reality in order to promote particular problem definitions, causal
interpretations, or policy responses (Entman, 1993). In this thesis, framing is understood as a
discursive practice through which institutional actors construct migration as either a
governance challenge requiring control or a humanitarian responsibility requiring protection.
As this is one of the main theories that will be used throughout the project, a more elaborate

view on Framing will be given in the Theory section.



2.5 Political Discourse

Political discourse refers to forms of communication produced by political and institutional
actors with the aim of shaping public understanding and legitimising policy decisions. In this
thesis, it includes institutional communications, official statements, and speeches relating to

migration governance within the European context.

2.6 The New Pact on Migration and Asylum

The New Pact on Migration and Asylum is a legislative and policy package adopted by the
European Union in 2024, establishing a new framework for managing migration and asylum
across EU member states. It introduces mechanisms for solidarity, border procedures,
screening, and returns, and represents the primary institutional and policy context within
which the Commission Communication analysed in this thesis was produced (European

Commission, 2024).

2.7 Externalisation

Externalisation refers to policies through which states or supranational entities transfer or
delegate migration control functions to third countries outside their territory, including border
management, asylum processing, and return procedures (Lavenex, 2006). In the EU context,
this typically involves cooperation agreements whereby countries of origin or transit are

incentivised to prevent migration flows from reaching EU borders.

2.8 EU Institutional Discourse

For the purposes of this thesis, the term European institutional discourse refers to official

political communication produced by or within European supranational institutions.

3. Philosophy of Science

3.1 Theory and Research

This study adopts a qualitative and interpretivist research approach. Rather than aiming to

identify objective truths about migration, the thesis focuses on how migration is constructed
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through language, discourse, and institutional communication. Political texts are therefore
treated as meaning-making practices embedded within broader ideological and institutional

structures.

The relationship between theory and research in this study is primarily theoretically informed
rather than strictly deductive. As Bryman (2016) notes, qualitative research often involves a
recurrent relationship between theoretical frameworks and empirical material, in which
theory guides the analysis without fully predetermining its findings. Theoretical perspectives
such as framing theory, social constructionism, migration governance, and securitisation
provide the analytical lens through which the empirical material is interpreted, guiding the
identification of recurring discursive patterns. The analysis also remains open to meanings
and tensions emerging from the texts themselves that extend beyond what the theoretical
frameworks prescribe, a necessary condition of Critical Discourse Analysis, which, according
to Fairclough (1992), requires sustained and open engagement with the specificity of each

text rather than the mechanical application of pre-formed categories.

3.2 Ontological and Epistemological Stances

Ontologically, the thesis is grounded in social constructionism. Social reality is understood as
produced and reproduced through discourse rather than existing as a fixed or objective
structure independent of language. Migration, in this sense, is not treated as a self-evident
phenomenon but as a category whose meaning is continuously constructed within political

and institutional communication.

From an epistemological perspective, the study follows an interpretivist approach.
Interpretivism emphasises that knowledge is always context-dependent and shaped by
interpretation. Accordingly, the analysis focuses on how institutional actors construct
meaning through language, how these meanings become stabilised, and how they reflect

broader power relations within European governance structures.
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4. Data Selection

4.1 Qualitative Data

The thesis is based exclusively on qualitative data consisting of institutional speeches, official
communications, and policy-related statements. The reason why that type of qualitative data
was chosen, is because the study focuses on discourse, representation, and meaning-making
rather than quantifiable variables. Specifically, qualitative data will allow us to emphasize
words rather than numbers, thus serving our purpose of discourse analysis, in which the focus

lies mainly on text and construction of social realities (Bryman, 2016).

Henceforth, the texts selected are analysed as discursive constructions rather than factual
descriptions. Particular attention is given to lexical choices, argumentation strategies,
metaphors, modality, and representations of actors such as migrants, states, institutions, and

external actors.

4.2 Data Sources

The empirical material for this thesis consists of two primary institutional texts produced
within the European governance space between 2024 and 2026. The first is a formal
Communication from the European Commission to the European Parliament, the European
Council, and the Council, titled “Striking a Balance on Migration: An Approach that is Both
Fair and Firm” (European Commission, 2024). This document was produced in the context of
the New Pact on Migration and Asylum and represents the Commission's official
communication of its approach to migration governance at a significant moment in EU policy
development. As a core EU executive document, it carries formal institutional authority and
is addressed directly to the principal legislative and decision-making bodies of the Union,
making it a highly relevant site for examining how migration is officially constructed and

legitimised within EU institutional communication.

The second source is a public address delivered by the Council of Europe Commissioner for
Human Rights, Michael O'Flaherty, before the European Parliament's Subcommittee on
Human Rights earlier this year, in February 2026, titled “Neither Innovative nor Smart:
Externalisation as a Migration Policy Path of Human Rights Risk” (O'Flaherty, 2026). This

address offers a critical institutional perspective on EU externalisation policies, evaluating
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their compatibility with international human rights obligations. Although the Council of
Europe operates independently from the European Union, its Commissioner engages directly
with EU institutions and his statements carry recognised authority on human rights standards
applicable across member states. In this sense, the address does not represent an external
critique of EU policy, but an institutionally embedded challenge from within the broader

European governance landscape.

These two texts were selected because they represent distinct institutional positions within
European migration discourse, specifically, one oriented primarily towards governance,
management, and control,while the other foregrounded protection, legality, and human rights.
However, neither discourse is entirely absent from either text. This contrast is not incidental
but analytically productive, as it allows for an examination of how competing discursive
constructions of migration are produced and legitimised within the same institutional field
(Fairclough, 1992). In both those documents migration is addressed as a central rather than
peripheral concern, and both are recent enough to reflect the contemporary state of EU
migration discourse. For these reasons, together they constitute a focused but analytically rich

corpus for Norman Fairclough’s Critical Discourse Analysis.

5. Data Sampling

The selection of these texts follows a purposive logic, meaning that they were chosen
intentionally on the basis of their relevance to the research question rather than through
random or representative sampling (Bryman, 2016). In qualitative discourse-oriented
research, as in this case, this approach is standard practice, since the analytical value of a text
lies in its capacity to illuminate the discursive phenomenon under investigation. The two
documents selected fulfil this criterion in a particularly direct way: the Commission
Communication primarily embodies the control-oriented framing of migration that the thesis
sets out to analyse, while the O’Flaherty address primarily embodies the protection-oriented
framing. It is, however, important to note that both texts engage both registers to varying
degrees, which is precisely what makes their juxtaposition analytically productive. The
decision to limit the corpus to two texts reflects the depth of analysis that Critical Discourse
Analysis requires: close, detailed engagement with linguistic and rhetorical structures

demands a focused corpus rather than a broad one (Fairclough, 1992).
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6. Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA)

The methodological framework applied in this thesis is Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA),
drawing specifically on the work of Norman Fairclough. According to Fairclough (1992),
language is not merely a neutral medium of communication but a form of social practice that
both reflects and actively shapes social reality. CDA is grounded in this understanding,
treating discourse as a site where power relations, ideological positions, and institutional
logics are produced and reproduced. Migration discourse is therefore analysed not simply as
description, but as a form of governance through language, where meanings of control,

protection, responsibility, and threat are constructed and legitimised.

Fairclough’s (1992) three-dimensional model structures the analysis into three interrelated
dimensions: textual analysis, discursive practice, and social practice. Each dimension
operates at a different level of abstraction, moving from the linguistic features of individual

texts to the broader social and ideological structures within which discourse is embedded.

6.1 Textual Analysis (micro level)

The first dimension focuses on the linguistic features of the texts themselves. Fairclough
(1992) identifies vocabulary, grammar, modality, transitivity, and metaphor as key analytical
categories through which discourse constructs meaning. At this level, the analysis examines
how migration is linguistically constructed through specific choices of wording. Particular
attention is given to how institutional actors describe migrants, for instance, as subjects of
protection, risk, pressure, or responsibility, how actions are attributed through constructions

such as states “must manage”, “are required to”, or “need to protect”, and how institutional

authority is expressed through modality and evaluative language.

This level also considers the use of binary oppositions such as legal/illegal, regular/irregular,
and protection/control, which are central to structuring migration discourse within EU
institutional communication. Importantly, these oppositions are not treated as fixed or
mutually exclusive; rather, the analysis attends to how they are deployed, destabilised, and
complicated within each text, reflecting the thesis’s central argument that control-oriented
and protection-oriented constructions coexist rather than simply oppose one another. As

Fairclough (1992) notes, such oppositions are never neutral, rather, they reflect and reinforce
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particular ways of categorising social reality, foregrounding certain actors and relations while

marginalising others.

6.2 Discursive Practice (meso level)

The second dimension of CDA focuses on how texts are produced, circulated, and interpreted
within institutional contexts. This includes attention to authorship, institutional authority,
audience design, and intertextuality. Fairclough (1992) argues that texts do not exist in
isolation but are shaped by the conditions of their production and the networks of other texts

and discourses they draw upon, the so-called “intertextuality”.

In this thesis, discursive practice is particularly significant because the selected texts originate
from highly institutionalised actors namely, the European Commission and the Council of
Europe, meaning that their discourse is not individual but bureaucratic and policy-driven. At
this level, the analysis examines how migration discourse draws on existing policy
frameworks such as the New Pact on Migration and Asylum, how institutional narratives are
reproduced across documents, and how certain framings become stabilised through repetition

within EU governance structures.

6.3 Social Practice (macro level)

Lastly, the third dimension situates discourse within broader social, political, and ideological
structures. At this level, as Fairclough (1992) argues, the analytical task is to interpret
discourse in relation to the wider social and institutional conditions that both shape and are
shaped by it. This includes examining how migration discourse relates to broader tensions
within European governance, such as sovereignty versus supranational coordination, border

control versus human rights obligations, and security versus humanitarian responsibility.

In this project, social practice analysis connects linguistic choices to broader ideological
formations, showing how institutional discourse contributes to legitimising particular
governance models. Control-oriented discourse, for instance, may normalise externalisation
practices by presenting them as reasonable and necessary governance responses, while
rights-based discourse may challenge or constrain such policies by invoking legal and moral
obligations that exceed the logic of management. Fairclough (1992) describes this

relationship between discourse and social structure as dialectical- meaning, that discourse is

15



shaped by social conditions but simultaneously acts upon them, reproducing or transforming

the ideological frameworks within which governance takes place.
7. Methodological Limitations

As with any qualitative research, this study is subject to a number of limitations that should
be acknowledged in the interest of transparency. The most significant limitation concerns the
scope of the analytical corpus. The decision to limit the analysis to two primary institutional
texts reflects a deliberate methodological choice: namely, Critical Discourse Analysis, as
Fairclough (1992) conceives it, demands close and sustained engagement with linguistic and
rhetorical structures, which is incompatible with a broader corpus. However, this means that
the findings, while analytically grounded, cannot be generalised to EU migration discourse as
a whole. The Commission Communication and the O’Flaherty address are treated as
analytically productive representatives of competing institutional registers, not as
comprehensive samples of a broader discursive field. Conclusions drawn from them speak to
the specific post-Pact moment in which they were produced rather than to the full range of

European institutional communication on migration.

A related limitation is the synchronic nature of the analysis. By focusing on two texts
produced within a specific governance moment in 2024 and 2026 respectively, the study
captures the dual construction of migration as it operates at a particular point in time rather
than tracing how it has developed or shifted across a longer period of time. This is a
meaningful constraint given that scholars such as Ucakar (2025) and Mistiaen (2025) have
demonstrated, through longitudinal analysis, that EU migration discourse has undergone
significant transformation over decades. The present thesis cannot speak to the transformation
directly, and findings of this project should be understood as a contribution to understanding

a specific contemporary moment, rather than as an account of historical discursive change.

A further limitation concerns the interpretive nature of Critical Discourse Analysis itself.
CDA is a subjective methodology in the sense that analytical conclusions depend on the
researcher’s interpretive choices, for instance, which linguistic features to foreground, how to
contextualise them, and what broader claims to draw from them (Fairclough, 1992). To

mitigate this, all interpretive claims in this thesis are grounded in textual evidence drawn
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directly from the primary sources, and the analytical framework provided by Norman

Fairclough (1992) is applied consistently across all three levels of analysis.
8. Ethical Considerations

Since the study is based exclusively on publicly available institutional documents and official
speeches, no personal or sensitive data is involved. Therefore, the research does not raise

ethical issues related to consent or confidentiality.

However, because CDA is inherently interpretive and critical, careful consideration is given
to maintaining transparency in analysis and avoiding selective or de-contextualised
interpretation. All textual interpretations are grounded in explicit linguistic evidence from the

selected material.

Literature Review

In regard to migration, the relationship between control and protection has been a subject of
scholarly inquiry in European studies, political communication, and critical discourse
analysis. Numerous scholars have noted that European migration governance is not structured
by a single logic, but rather, by competing narratives that frequently coexist within the same
institutional texts. The literature reviewed of the scholarly articles selected for this chapter
traces the key contributions of scholars who have identified the tension at its core, and
situates the present analysis within the broader field. Namely, the five sources selected for
this literature review are Huysmans’s “The Politics of Insecurity: Fear, Migration and Asylum
in the EU” (2006), Bigo’s “Security and Immigration: Toward a Critique of the
Governmentality of Unease” (2002), Mistiaen’s “From Peace and Freedom to the Topos of
Management: The Evolution of Migration Discourse and the Construction of European
Identity” (2025), Ucakar’s “Securitization, Humanitarianism, and the Religious Dimension of
European Migration Policy” (2025), and Carta, Zardo, and Sguazzini’s “Beyond the
Internal-External Policy Divide: How the EU Communicates on Migration” (2025). The
retained sources collectively cover the foundational tension this thesis addresses, its
institutional and sociological dimensions, and the contemporary state of EU migration

discourse research.
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The Foundational Tension: The Politics of Insecurity: Fear, Migration

and Asylum in the EU

One of the most important scholars is Jef Huysmans, whose book “The Politics of Insecurity:
Fear, Migration and Asylum in the EU” (2006) is considered of utmost importance of how
migration is discursively constituted as a security problem in European political life.
Huysmans (2006) argues that one of the defining characteristics of EU migration discourse is
the contrast between the negative portrayal of asylum seekers and irregular migrants on the
one hand, and the acknowledgement that economic migration is necessary and desirable on
the other. That inevitable contrast is not portrayed as a policy inconsistency but a structurally
embedded feature of European migration governance. In that way, as Huysmans emphasizes
in the preface “a contradiction between the overall liberalizing image of the EU, and its

relatively repressive policy towards migration [is created]” (2006, p.4).

Huysmans’s contribution is critical for this thesis in two respects. Firstly, he provides a
theoretical ground of why the dual discourse is not a contradiction to be resolved but a
permanent feature of how migration is politically produced and perceived in the EU. The
tension between control and openness, between security and humanitarianism, does not
reflect a failure of policy coherence but is intrinsic to the governmental rationality that
structures European migration governance. Secondly, his work demonstrates that security is
not a natural property of migration (Huysmans, 2006), but rather, migration becomes a

security issue through specific rhetorical and institutional practices.

However, it must be noted that Huysmans’s analysis predates the particular political moment
in which this thesis is situated. His framework does not account for the way in which
post-2015 EU institutional discourse has increasingly adopted humanitarianism as an explicit
and prominent register. Instead, the present thesis takes Huysmans’s foundational insight (that
EU migration discourse is structured by competing logics) and tests it against the specific
discursive conditions of 2024-2026, attending to how the humanitarian register has become

more elaborate and rhetorically visible than it was in the earlier period he examined.
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Securitization as Institutional Practice: Bigo and the Governmentality

of Unease

An additional important scholar work is Didier Bigo’s article named “Security and
Immigration: Toward a Critique of the Governmentality of Unease” (2002). Bigo’s source
complements Huysmans’s viewpoint by offering a sociological explanation for why the
securitization of migration is so institutionally strong and prevalent. Bigo argues that the
framing of migration as a security problem is not a straightforward response to objective
threats but is produced and sustained by the professional interests, institutional routines, and
technological capacities of security bureaucracies (Bigo, 2002). As Bigo argues, security
professionals such as border guards, intelligence agencies, and migration management bodies
have a structural interest in defining migration as a domain requiring their expertise and
resources, and they do so through practices of surveillance, categorization, and risk
management that naturalize the association between migration and insecurity (2002). “The
metaphor of the body politic embedded in the sovereignty myth -in the need to monitor
borders to reassure the integrity of what is “inside” in the practice of territorial protection, in
the technologies of surveillance- creates an image of immigration associated with an outsider
coming inside, as a danger to the homogeneity of the state, the society, and the polity” (Bigo,

2002, p. 67).

This insight is directly applicable to the analysis of the Commission Communication, in
which the European Commission presents the New Pact on Migration and Asylum as a
technical and administrative achievement designed to make migration management more
efficient, while simultaneously invoking the humanitarian values of protection and solidarity.
Bigo's framework allows us to see this not as a genuine reconciliation of security and
humanitarianism but as a discursive strategy in which management language colonizes both

registers, presenting control as care and efficiency as fairness.

Bigo’s work also provides an important bridge between the theoretical framework of
securitization and the empirical analysis of this thesis. By grounding securitization in
institutional practices rather than in dramatic speech acts, he makes it possible to analyse how
the control discourse operates through mundane bureaucratic language. This is a crucial

methodological point for the methodological framework applied in this thesis, which
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examines how control is discursively produced through lexical choices, syntactic structures,

and rhetorical strategies that may not announce themselves as securitizing (Fairclough, 1992).
Mistiaen: The Topos of Management

Valériane Mistiaen’s article “From Peace and Freedom to the Topos of Management: The
Evolution of Migration Discourse and the Construction of European Identity” published in
Critical Discourse Studies (2025), represents the closest contemporary scholarly companion
to this thesis in terms of methodology. In her article, Mistiaen conducts an analysis of
migration-related lexicon in EU discourse for the duration of over 70 years, spanning from
1951 to the 2024 Migration Pact, drawing on ten EU Treaties and ninety-six secondary law
texts. Her central finding is that since the Tampere Council of 1999, EU migration discourse
has undergone a decisive shift toward what she terms a “topos of migration management” a
discursive formation that has abstract terminology and presents particular governance

arrangements as natural, neutral, and inevitable (Mistiaen, 2025).

What makes this finding analytically significant and relevant to this thesis is the
demonstration that the topos of management operates as a self-reinforcing rhetorical loop or a
set of recurring themes: it draws on statistical language, technocratic framing, and appeals to
efficiency to construct migration governance as a primarily administrative challenge rather
than a political or ethical one (Mistiaen, 2025). As an example, Valériane Mistiaen (2025)
highlights the increasing prevalence in EU treaty language of terms such as “flows”,
“management”, and “returns” vocabulary that frames migration as a technical problem to be
processed rather than a human phenomenon requiring normative engagement. In doing so,
this discourse bridges political divides by appearing to occupy a position above ideology,

making it difficult to contest without appearing to oppose rational governance itself

(Mistiaen, 2025).

This analysis is directly relevant to the Critical Discourse Analysis applied to this project, as
words that appear in the political communication suchlike ‘fair and firm” (European
Commission, 2024) frame precisely the kind of apparent synthesis that Mistiaen identifies.
By pairing a humanitarian adjective with a governance one, fairness and firmness held
together as complementary rather than competing values, leading to the Commission's text

enacting the managerial topos in its contemporary form: absorbing both the protection
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register and the control register into a single governance logic that presents their coexistence
as natural and unproblematic (Mistiaen, 2025). Mistiaen’s work therefore provides an
important analytical lens for reading the compelling political communication, suggesting that
what appears as a dual construction may in practice be a discursive strategy through which
management language neutralizes the tension between competing values rather than

genuinely reconciling them (Mistiaen, 2025).

Humanitarianism as Legitimating Cover: Ucakar and EU Migration

Policy Discourse

In “Securitization, Humanitarianism, and the Religious Dimension of European Migration
Policy” (2025), TjaSa Ucakar provides one of the contemporary accounts of the dual
discursive logic that structures EU migration governance. In her work, Ucakar is examining
twelve major EU migration policy documents from 1989 until 2024, according to which, she
concludes, that the European migration discourse has evolved from an overtly securitized
framework toward what appears to be a more humanitarian and managerial discourse
following the 2015 refugee crisis (Ucakar, 2025). However, rather than representing a
normative shift away from securitization, this transition reflects a reconfiguration in how

restrictive governance is communicated and justified.

Central to Ucakar’s argument is the claim that humanitarian discourse increasingly coexists
with, rather than replaces, logics of control. While recent EU institutional language
emphasizes solidarity, protection, and the moral obligation to “sav[e] migrant lives,” the
operational priorities of migration governance remain directed toward “containment, selective
inclusion, and externalizing responsibility” (Ucakar, 2025). As the author explains, despite
the apparent softening of institutional rhetoric, “the core exclusionary logic -filtering,
controlling, and marginalizing migrants- remains unchanged despite shifting language”
(Ucakar, 2025). In this sense, humanitarianism does not challenge securitization but instead
becomes embedded within it, functioning as a legitimating discourse through which

restrictive practices are rendered politically and morally acceptable.

This contribution is particularly significant for the present thesis because it directly engages
with the tension between migration as a phenomenon requiring control and migration as a

humanitarian responsibility requiring protection. Ucakar conceptualizes contemporary EU
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migration discourse as characterized by a “discursive duality” in which Europe is
simultaneously represented as “a defender of human rights” and “a region with tightly
controlled borders” (Ucakar, 2025). Her analysis therefore challenges interpretations that
frame humanitarian and securitarian narratives as mutually exclusive. Instead, she
demonstrates how they operate simultaneously within the same institutional discourse,
producing a governance framework in which humanitarian language may reinforce rather

than constrain mechanisms of regulation and exclusion.

In the context of the thesis “The Dual Construction of Migration in EU Discourse: Migration
as a Problem to Be Controlled and a Responsibility to Be Protected in Contemporary
European Political Communication”, Ucakar’s work offers an important interpretive
foundation that suggests that the apparent coexistence of humanitarian and regulatory
language should not be interpreted simply as policy balance, but rather as a productive

tension revealing deeper contradictions within EU migration governance (2025).

Institutional Heterogeneity: Carta, Zardo, and Sguazzini on EU

Migration Communication

Moving on to “Beyond the Internal-External Policy Divide: How the EU Communicates on
Migration” (2025), Caterina Carta, Federica Zardo, and Mattia Sguazzini examine whether
competing constructions of migration are features of EU discourse as a whole or are
distributed unevenly across institutional actors. By challenging assumptions of institutional
coherence, the authors argue that EU migration discourse is characterised by a “variable
geometry of discourses on migration” in which institutional actors frame migration according
to “distinctive institutional logics, programmatic ideas, and norms” rather than through a
single, unified narrative (2025). In other words, instead of speaking with one unified
institutional voice, the EU communicates migration through differentiated discursive registers

shaped by different aspects, among others, bureaucratic position and political mandate.

Carta et al.’s findings are extremely significant due to the fact that they demonstrate that
competing constructions of migration are structurally embedded within EU communication
(2025). Their analysis shows that institutional actors associated with internal governance,
particularly DG HOME and the Commission, tend to frame migration through a domestic

security logic, emphasizing border control, surveillance, and the management of irregular
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mobility. An example of the above-mentioned is given from the period of post-2015
migration context, when DG HOME increasingly characterised borders as a “first line of
defence” and framed migration as a matter of internal security aimed at “protecting [the EU]
citizens” (Carta et al., 2025, p.11). As the authors observe, heightened instability at Europe’s
borders meant that “the values DG HOME pursued were geared towards protecting the
homeland and, hence, ended up de facto securitising a humanitarian emergency” (Carta et al.,

2025, p. 20).

At the same time, Carta et al. demonstrate that other institutional actors, like the High
Representative and the European External Action Service (EEAS), construct migration
through a markedly different register. Rather than prioritising border defence, EEAS
emphasises “global responsibility,” multilateral cooperation, and “the respect of each and
every human life,” (Carta et al., 2025, p.16) framing migration crises primarily through
humanitarian and geopolitical concerns. The two contrasting viewpoints, as observed in the
“Beyond the Internal-External Policy Divide: How the EU Communicates on Migration”
(2025), justify therefore that migration cannot be communicated through a singular discourse,
but through competing institutional priorities in which protection and control coexist

unevenly across actors.

This contribution reframes the coexistence of control and protection discourses as a broader
institutional condition rather than a contradiction confined to individual texts. Carta et al.
explicitly argue that the distinction between internal and external migration governance “does
not hold up discursively” since “multiple borders are, therefore, enacted discursively based
on the speakers’ institutional belonging” (Carta et al., 2025, p. 20). This insight directly
supports the central argument of this thesis that migration is simultaneously constructed as a
problem requiring regulation, control, and border management, and as a humanitarian
responsibility grounded in protection and solidarity. Rather than resolving this tension, EU
institutional communication appears to reproduce it through differentiated communicative

roles.

Conclusion

The literature reviewed in this chapter explain that the tension between control and protection

in EU migration discourse is not accidental. Rather, it is structurally embedded, institutionally
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reproduced, and has been observed by scholars across more than two decades of research
(Huysmans, 2006; Bigo, 2002). More recently, the humanitarian register has grown more
elaborate and rhetorically visible, yet scholars have shown that this shift is largely
surface-level, with the underlying theme of control and exclusion remaining intact to a certain
extent (Ucakar, 2025; Mistiaen, 2025). Furthermore, this dual construction is not evenly
distributed across EU institutions but is produced differently depending on institutional

mandate and political function (Carta et al., 2025).

By applying CDA to two contemporary EU institutional texts that embody opposing poles of
this discursive field, the analysis moves from identification to mechanism: what specific
lexical choices, rhetorical strategies, and argumentative structures produce and sustain the
dual construction, and what do they reveal about the governance contradictions that European
institutions must simultaneously manage and conceal? In doing so, this thesis responds
directly to Mistiaen (2025) by showing that the managerial topos is actively contested from

within European institutional communication.

Theory

In order to examine how migration is constructed within contemporary European political
communication, this thesis draws on four complementary theoretical perspectives. Framing
Theory is applied in order to explore how migration is presented and represented through
political discourse (Entman, 1993), while Social Constructionism provides the foundation for
understanding why discourse and meaning-making are central to the study of migration
(Berger & Luckmann, 1966). Additionally, the thesis incorporates perspectives from the
theory of Migration Governance (Geddes, 2018) in order to examine how migration is
structured within broader European institutional frameworks, and finally, Securitization
(Buzan, Waever & de Wilde, 1998) is included as a supplementary theoretical lens to analyse
instances where migration is discursively associated with urgency, risk, or political pressure.
All together, these theoretical perspectives provide a multi-layered conceptual framework for

analysing how migration is discursively constructed across the selected texts.

Framing Theory
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The first theory this thesis draws on, is Robert Entman’s Framing Theory (1993), with the
aim to examine how migration is represented within contemporary European political
communication. Framing theory is particularly relevant to this study because it provides a
structured way of understanding how meaning is constructed through language, selection, and
emphasis within institutional discourse. More specifically, rather than assuming that political
communication reflects an objective reality, framing theory conceptualises discourse as an
active process of interpretation in which certain aspects of reality are highlighted, while
others are backgrounded or excluded (Entman, 1993). In Robert M. In Entman’s words,
“[fJraming essentially involves selection and salience. To frame is to select some aspects of a
perceived reality and make them more salient in a communicating text, in such a way as to
promote a particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or
treatment recommendation for the item described” (1993, p. 53). In that way, framing is the
selection of specific aspects of perceived reality and their amplification in communication in
order to promote a particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation,
and/or policy recommendation (Entman, 1993). This definition highlights that framing is not
merely descriptive, but inherently interpretive and strategic in shaping how issues are

understood.

Within the context of migration, framing is particularly significant because migration is not a
singular or self-contained policy issue. Instead, it is a multidimensional phenomenon that
intersects with governance, law, humanitarian protection, economic regulation, and
institutional coordination. As a result, migration can be framed in multiple ways depending
on institutional context and communicative purpose. It may be constructed as a governance
challenge requiring coordination and administrative capacity, as a legal responsibility
grounded in international obligations, or as a normative commitment to human rights and

protection.

In addition to the above-mentioned, framing theory emphasises that political communication
contributes to the construction of social reality by organising complex issues into coherent
narratives. Through linguistic choices such as metaphor, categorisation, modality, and
repetition, institutional actors shape how audiences interpret migration. These discursive
strategies contribute to stabilising certain interpretations over time, making them appear
natural in policy debates (Entman, 1993). In relation to the selected corpus for instance,

framing theory enables analysis of how migration is constructed differently within European
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institutional communication. EU governance-oriented discourse tends to frame migration in
terms of coordination, policy management, and institutional responsibility, while Council of
Europe discourse tends to frame migration in terms of rights protection, legal accountability,
and normative obligations. These differences are not contradictory in a simple binary sense,
but, rather, reflect different institutional mandates and interpretive priorities within European
political space. Robert Entman’s theory also highlights that frames define problems, diagnose
causes, evaluate moral implications, and propose solutions (Entman, 1993). This is
particularly relevant to the present study, as both governance-oriented and rights-oriented
discourses do not merely describe migration, but construct it in ways that justify specific

forms of institutional response and political action.

Framing theory therefore functions as a key interpretive tool that bridges discourse and
analysis. While Critical Discourse Analysis provides the methodological framework for
examining linguistic structures, Robert M. Entman’s theory explains how broader patterns of

meaning are constructed and stabilised across texts (1993).

Ultimately, framing theory allows migration to be understood not as a fixed policy object, but
as a discursively constructed issue shaped through competing interpretive lenses within

European institutional communication.

Social Constructionism

This thesis draws on Social Constructionism as a foundational theoretical perspective in order
to explain why discourse is central to the study of migration. Social constructionism provides
a framework for understanding social reality as something that is continuously produced,
reproduced, and transformed through interaction, language, and institutional practices rather

than existing as a fixed or objective structure independent of interpretation.

A central contribution to this perspective is provided by Peter L. Berger and Thomas
Luckmann, who argue in “The Social Construction of Reality” that social knowledge is
created through processes of habitualisation, institutionalisation, and legitimation (Berger &
Luckmann, 1966). These processes describe how repeated social practices become stabilised
as “common sense” knowledge, even though they are historically contingent and socially
produced. From this point of view, migration is not treated as an inherently fixed category,

but as a socially constructed phenomenon whose meaning is shaped through discourse,
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institutional practice, and political interpretation. The meaning of migration is therefore not
stable or universal, but depends on the social, political, and institutional context in which it is

articulated (Berger & Luckmann, 1966).

Within the context of European political communication, this is important, given that
migration is not understood uniformly across institutional actors. Instead, different
institutions construct migration in ways that reflect their respective mandates, normative
frameworks, and political responsibilities. As a result, migration may be constructed
simultaneously as a governance issue, a legal obligation, a humanitarian concern, or a policy

coordination challenge (Berger & Luckmann, 1966).

According to the authors, Peter L. Berger and Thomas Luckmann (1966), social
constructionism also places emphasis on the fact that language does not merely describe
reality, but actively produces it. Through repeated discursive practices, certain meanings
become institutionalised and appear natural, while alternative interpretations are marginalised
or rendered less visible. This is particularly relevant in the context of EU discourse, where
institutional repetition and policy continuity contribute to stabilising certain dominant
narratives about migration governance. In the context of the project, social constructionism
provides the epistemological foundation for treating political speeches and institutional
statements as sites where meaning is actively constructed. The political communications,
therefore, are not approached as a reflection of migration reality, but as a set of discursive

practices through which migration is defined, negotiated, and institutionalised.

All in all, social constructionism supports the core assumption underlying this research: that
migration is not an objective or self-evident phenomenon in political discourse, but a concept
whose meaning is continuously produced through language, institutional practice, and power

relations.

Migration Governance

In addition to framing theory and social constructionism, this thesis draws on Migration
Governance as a third central theoretical framework in order to examine how migration is

structured, regulated, and legitimised within European institutions.
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According to Geddes, migration governance refers to the institutions, legal frameworks,
policy mechanisms, and political practices through which migration is managed across
national, regional, and supranational levels (2018). Taking the definition of Migration
Governance within the European context, migration governance can be understood as the
kind of governance shaped by long-term institutional cooperation and policy coordination

concerning migration, asylum, and border management (Geddes, 2018).

This theoretical framework allows the thesis to move beyond simplified understandings of
migration as either “control” or “humanitarianism.” Instead, migration is understood as a
governance field shaped by overlapping institutional logics that coexist, compete, and interact
within European political space (Geddes, 2018). What makes migration governance
particularly relevant to this thesis is that it reveals migration not as a single policy issue, but
as a field shaped by competing institutional priorities. On the one hand, European migration
governance is concerned with regulation: managing migration flows, coordinating member
states, and maintaining administrative capacity within the EU system (Geddes, 2018). On the
other hand, it is deeply tied to normative and legal obligations concerning asylum, human
rights, and international protection. As Geddes (2018) argues in his article, EU migration
policy is expected to be “built on strong foundations and clear values” and organised around
principles of “solidarity and responsibility” (p. 124), highlighting that governance is not only

technical but also ethical and political.

These overlapping priorities create an inherently hybrid system in which migration
governance becomes both regulatory and rights-based at the same time. Rather than existing
outside governance, tensions between border control, humanitarian obligations, and
institutional coordination are embedded within its very structure. Andrew Geddes (2018)
emphasises that migration governance cannot be understood as merely administrative, since it
has direct implications for “the allocation of values and resources within and between EU
states” (p. 120). In this sense, migration governance is also a site of political negotiation,
where competing understandings of responsibility, sovereignty, and cooperation shape

institutional responses.

Ultimately, migration governance provides the structural foundation for understanding the
discursive tensions analysed in this thesis, making it the most directly operational theory in

relation to the empirical material.
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Securitization

Last but not least, this thesis draws on Securitization Theory as an analytical perspective that
operates at two related but distinct levels. At the theoretical level, the framework developed
by Buzan, Waver, and de Wilde (1998) provides the conceptual foundation for understanding
how migration can be discursively constructed as a security threat requiring exceptional
governance responses. At the sociological level, Bigo’s (2002) extension of securitization
theory into institutional practice provides a more directly applicable analytical tool,
explaining how securitizing logic operates not through dramatic speech acts but through the
mundane bureaucratic language of migration governance, precisely the kind of language that
characterises the Commission Communication analysed in this thesis. In comparison to
framing theory and social constructionism, securitization occupies a more targeted role within
the analysis, applied primarily to identify moments where governance discourse normalises
control through the language of care, responsibility, and balance rather than through explicit
security rhetoric. Nevertheless, elements of securitizing language may still emerge in subtle
ways, particularly when migration is framed as a challenge to institutional capacity, social

stability, or governance effectiveness.

Developed by Barry Buzan, Ole Weaver, and Jaap de Wilde (1998), Securitization Theory
conceptualises security not as an objective condition, but as a socially and politically
constructed process. According to the authors, securitization occurs when political actors
present an issue as an existential threat requiring exceptional measures beyond the routines of
ordinary politics (Buzan et al., 1998). Accordingly, an issue becomes securitized when it is
represented as “an existential threat requiring emergency measures and justifying actions
outside the normal bounds of political procedure” (Buzan et al., 1998, p. 24). In this sense,
securitization is fundamentally about discourse: language does not merely describe threats

but actively contributes to constructing them.

Within migration discourse, securitization becomes relevant insofar as migration can be
framed through narratives of pressure, disruption, instability, or systemic overload.
References to “migration crises,” strained asylum systems, border pressures, or challenges to
institutional cohesion may contribute to a discursive environment in which migration is
positioned as a matter of urgency rather than ordinary governance. Such representations can,

in turn, help legitimise accelerated policy responses, restrictive measures, or intensified
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border management (Buzan et al., 1998). As Buzan et al. (1998) argue, securitization moves
issues “beyond established rules of the game” (p. 23), allowing political actors to justify

responses that might otherwise be contested.

Simultaneously, it is important to emphasize that securitization is not treated here as the
dominant explanatory framework. Unlike studies that focus explicitly on migration as a
security issue or on populist and emergency-driven rhetoric, this thesis is primarily concerned
with institutional communication and discursive framing within European organisations.
Consequently, securitization is applied selectively and cautiously, mainly to identify moments
where governance discourse adopts heightened urgency, risk-oriented language, or

exceptionalist framing (Buzan et al., 1998).

Overall, securitization theory provides a useful supplementary lens to migration discourse
and it certainly helps illuminate how certain forms of language may contribute to

constructing migration as an issue requiring intensified governance responses (Buzan et al.,

1998).

Conclusion

Taken together, the four theoretical frameworks outlined in this chapter form an integrated
analytical foundation that directly supports both the research question and the methodological
approach of this thesis. Rather than operating independently, each theory contributes a
distinct but complementary layer of analysis, and it is their combination that enables the kind

of multi-level examination this thesis undertakes.

To start with, Framing Theory provides the primary conceptual tool for identifying how
migration is linguistically and rhetorically constructed across different institutional contexts.
By drawing attention to certain aspects of migration over others, suchlike control over
protection, management over rights, efficiency over obligation, it allows the analysis to
identify not only what is said in the two primary sources but what is foregrounded, what is
marginalised, and what remains unsaid (Entman, 1993). Social Constructionism provides the
epistemological foundation for this interpretive move, establishing that the constructions
identified through framing analysis are not distortions of some objective migration reality but
are themselves constitutive of the political meanings through which migration is understood

and governed (Berger & Luckmann, 1966).
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In regard to Migration Governance, the theory situates these discursive constructions within
the structural and institutional realities of the European political system (Geddes, 2018). This
framework explains why competing constructions of migration are not simply the result of
individual rhetorical choices but emerge from structural tensions embedded within
governance itself between regulatory and normative logics, between administrative efficiency
and human rights obligations, between member state sovereignty and supranational
responsibility (Geddes, 2018). Without this structural dimension, the discursive analysis risks
treating language as autonomous from the institutional conditions that produce and constrain

it.

Lastly, Securitization theory by Buzan et al. (1998), adds a further interpretive layer by
identifying the specific discursive mechanisms through which migration is constructed as a
matter of urgency, risk, or threat. Crucially, this framework does not presuppose that
securitization is total or uniform, but rather, it directs the analysis towards moments where

governance discourse shifts towards security logic without being fully defined by it.

Collectively, these frameworks enable an analysis of migration as a discursively constructed
phenomenon shaped by framing choices, produced through socially situated
meaning-making, structured by competing institutional logics, and partially inflected by
securitization dynamics. This integrated approach directly addresses the research gap
identified in this thesis by providing the conceptual resources to analyse how these
constructions coexist, interact, and generate tension within the same institutional
communicative space. The theoretical framework does not simply describe the dual
construction of migration: it explains why such a construction is structurally inevitable,

discursively produced, and analytically significant.
Analysis

Introduction

The analysis of the project “The Dual Construction of Migration in EU Discourse: Migration
as a Problem to Be Controlled and a Responsibility to Be Protected in Contemporary
European Political Communication” applies Norman Fairclough’s (1992) three-dimensional

model of Critical Discourse Analysis to two primary institutional texts: the European
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Commission Communication “Striking a Balance on Migration: An Approach that is Both
Fair and Firm” (European Commission, 2024), and the introductory remarks delivered by the
Council of Europe Commissioner for Human Rights, Michael O’Flaherty, before the
European Parliament's Subcommittee on Human Rights in February 2026 (O’Flaherty, 2026).
The analysis begins from the textual level, examining specific lexical choices, modality, and
rhetorical structures, before moving to the discursive and social practice dimensions in
subsequent sections (Fairclough, 1992). The two texts are read in productive tension with one
another: where the Commission Communication represents the EU’s executive governance
voice, constructing migration primarily through the logic of management and balance, the
O’Flaherty address represents a critical institutional counter-voice, constructing migration
through the logic of rights, legal obligation, and institutional accountability. Together, they

make visible the subtle dual construction that this thesis sets out to examine.

Textual Analysis

The Commission Communication: Language of Management and Balance

The Commission Communication opens with a declaration that immediately establishes its
discursive frame: “Migration is a European challenge that requires a European response”
(European Commission, 2024, p. 1). The noun “challenge” constructs migration as a problem
to be overcome rather than a human phenomenon to be engaged with normatively, while, the
phrases “European challenge” and “European response” paired together, perform a rhetorical
closure, as they define the problem and its solution within the same institutional framework,
naturalising the Commission’s authority to govern migration framings. This is significant
when read against O’Flaherty’s (2026) opening, which constructs migration as “a
phenomenon as old as humanity”, a framing that resists the exceptionalism embedded in the

Commission’s challenge discourse and instead situates migration within the normal range of

human experience.

The Commission’s managerial register is sustained throughout. The Pact is presented as
establishing “fair, efficient, and sustainable migration management over the long term”
(European Commission, 2024, p. 1). The sequencing of these three adjectives is analytically
revealing: “fair” appears first, invoking values of equity and humanitarian concern, but is

immediately followed by “efficient” and “sustainable”, two terms which are drawn from
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administrative and economic registers that reframe the governance objective as primarily one
of system performance. The humanitarian register is present but subordinate, positioned as a
legitimating qualifier rather than a governing principle. The document’s conclusion reinforces
this logic: “Anchoring our actions in our values and acting together in fairness and firmness,
the EU has shown that it can deliver on migration” (European Commission, 2024, p. 17). The
verb “deliver” , which is taken from project management discourse, reveals that fairness and
firmness are constructed as complementary instruments of operational achievement rather

than as values in tension with one another.

The control register is most visible in the document's treatment of borders, returns, and
irregular migration. The Pact will ensure that “all irregular migrants will be registered and
subject to screening of identity, security, and health” (European Commission, 2024, p. 2). The
passive voice “will be registered”, “will be subject to” constructs irregular migrants as objects
of governance rather than subjects with agency or rights. They are processed, screened, and
assessed against criteria of security risk. The document further states that “by ensuring quick
returns of those rejected in the border procedure, we send a clear message that the new
European system will not tolerate abuse” (European Commission, 2024, p. 3). The word
“abuse” is particularly significant: it frames irregular entry not as a symptom of displacement
or structural vulnerability but as a deliberate exploitation of the EU’s generosity, a moral
failing on the part of the migrant. This stands in sharp contrast to O’Flaherty’s (2026)
statistical reframing, which draws on the Commission’s own data to show that only 4.5% of
those seeking to migrate into the EU are considered for return, a figure that directly

challenges the scale of the “abuse” the Commission’s language implies.

The Commission’s humanitarian register is not entirely absent. The text acknowledges that
“providing assistance to any persons found in distress at sea is an obligation under
international law” (European Commission, 2024, p. 6) and describes the EU as “a continent
where protection is guaranteed for those in need” (European Commission, 2024, p. 1).
However, protection is consistently constructed as conditional and residual that is available to
those who qualify following screening and procedure, rather than as a primary obligation
that precedes and constrains governance mechanisms. Legal duties toward protection are
acknowledged but embedded within a broader framework of management, screening, and

return, diluting their normative force. This is precisely the dynamic that Ucakar (2025)
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identifies as surface humanitarianism: the language of protection is present, but its function is

legitimating rather than governing.

The O’Flaherty Address: Language of Rights, Risk, and Accountability

Where the Commission constructs migration as a governance challenge requiring
management, the O’Flaherty address constructs it as a legal and moral reality requiring
accountability. This contrast is established from the opening lines. By grounding migration in
historical continuity and empirical normalcy “migration is a phenomenon as old as humanity
and people continue to migrate primarily by regular means” (O’Flaherty, 2026). The address
refuses the Commission’s framing of migration as an exceptional pressure demanding
extraordinary governance responses. The statistical evidence introduced immediately after
-that only 4.5% of those seeking to migrate into the EU are considered for return- functions
rhetorically to deflate the crisis discourse that pervades the Commission’s text, repositioning

irregular migration as a marginal rather than dominant feature of European mobility.

O’Flaherty then explicitly names the rhetorical mechanism through which control policies are
legitimised: “much emphasis is put on the purported need to provide ‘tough’ responses and
deter people from coming to Europe, and this is used to justify legalising previously unlawful
measures or shifting asylum and migration functions elsewhere, often in the guise of
so-called ‘innovative solutions’” (O’Flaherty, 2026). The adjective “purported” contests the
self-evident necessity of tough responses, marking the Commission’s governance logic as a
political construction rather than an objective requirement. The scare quotes around “tough”
and “innovative solutions” perform a delegitimising function, signifying that they expose
these terms as discursive strategies that normalise exceptional measures by clothing them in
the language of reasonableness and progress. The phrase “legalising previously unlawful
measures” 1s particularly striking: it names a process that the Commission describes as
reform and consolidation, but constructs it instead as a progressive erosion of legal standards

-a reading that the Commission's own text cannot accommodate within its managerial frame.

On externalisation, O’Flaherty’s language is legally precise and unambiguous: “all such areas
of cooperation are replete with human rights risk. Where externalisation initiatives have been
implemented, serious human rights violations have been documented systematically”

(O’Flaherty, 2026). The adverb “systematically” removes the possibility of treating
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documented violations as exceptional or incidental, constructing them as a predictable and
structural feature of externalisation policy. This directly challenges the Commission’s
construction of EU cooperation with third countries as a form of governance assistance
subject to monitoring and safeguards. Where the Commission describes EU-funded work in
Libya as including “human rights training and monitoring for the Libyan Ministry of the
Interior and border guards” (European Commission, 2024, p. 6), O’Flaherty describes the
same cooperation in terms of its consequences: “when Libya, equipped with European
speedboats, equipment and intelligence, attacks migrants in the sea and then subjects them to
torture on land” (O’Flaherty, 2026). The directness of this language in the following
instances: “attacks,” and “torture” constructs a chain of institutional responsibility that the

Commission’s vocabulary of capacity building and safeguards structurally forecloses.

The most revealing contrast between the two texts lies in how each handles legal obligation.
The Commission acknowledges international law but consistently embeds it within a broader
governance framework that prioritises implementation and border security. O’Flaherty, by
contrast, insists that legal principles are non-negotiable constraints that precede and limit
governance choices, urging states to “assiduously honour clear legal principles, such as those
prohibiting refoulement and torture” (O’Flaherty, 2026). The word “assiduously” signals that
these are not aspirational commitments but binding obligations requiring active and
continuous attention, a framing that implicitly challenges the Commission’s treatment of legal
standards as one element among several to be balanced against the imperatives of
management and control. In this sense, the two texts do not simply offer different
perspectives on migration; they construct different institutional realities in which the same

legal frameworks carry different normative weight and different governance implications.

Discursive Practice

The second dimension of Fairclough’s (1992) three-dimensional model focuses on discursive
practice, which is the conditions under which texts are produced, circulated, and consumed
within institutional contexts. This level of analysis moves beyond what the texts say to
examine how they say it: who is speaking, to whom, under what institutional authority, in
what genre, and through what intertextual relationships with other texts and discourses
(Fairclough, 1992). As Fairclough (1992) argues, texts do not exist in isolation but are shaped

by and draw upon networks of prior texts, institutional conventions, and existing discursive
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formations, a process he terms intertextuality. At this level, the Commission Communication
and the O’Flaherty address reveal not only different positions on migration but different
institutional logics, different audiences, and different relationships to authority and
accountability, all of which shape the discursive constructions identified in the textual

analysis above.

Institutional Authorship and the Production of Authority

The conditions of production of the two texts are fundamentally different, and these
differences have direct consequences for how migration is constructed within each. The
Commission Communication is a formal institutional document produced by the European
Commission and addressed to the European Parliament, the European Council, and the
Council of the European Union. This means it speaks from within the core executive
architecture of the EU, addressing the principal legislative and decision-making bodies of the
Union simultaneously. The genre of the Communication, namely, an official document
published in the Official Journal of the European Union and accessible through EUR-Lex,
carries significant institutional weight. It is a policy-defining text, produced by an institution
with legislative initiative, and it speaks with the authority of an actor that has both proposed

and overseen the Pact on Migration and Asylum.

This institutional positioning shapes the text’s discursive register in important ways. As the
author of the Pact it is presenting, the Commission is simultaneously narrator and protagonist:
it describes achievements that are its own, frames challenges as problems it has addressed,
and projects a future in which it leads implementation. This self-referential dimension is
visible throughout: “The Commission has started preparations for the implementation and
operationalisation of the Pact” (European Commission, 2024, p. 3); “The Commission will
lead the collective work on this, starting with a Common Implementation Plan, and will
accompany Member States every step of the way” (European Commission, 2024, p. 17). The
repetition of “the Commission will” constructs the institution as the indispensable agent of
European migration governance, a discourse that simultaneously legitimises its authority and
naturalises its governance role. This is consistent with what Fairclough (1992) identifies as
the institutional voice: a mode of address in which the speaker claims authority not as an

individual but as the representative of a legitimated institutional order.
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The O’Flaherty address is produced under fundamentally different conditions. It is a set of
introductory remarks delivered orally before the European Parliament’s Subcommittee on
Human Rights, subsequently published as an official document by the Council of Europe
Commissioner for Human Rights. The genre of the address of spoken remarks before a
parliamentary subcommittee is inherently more dialogic and less settled than a formal
Commission Communication. O’Flaherty speaks as an invited expert and institutional
watchdog, addressing MEPs rather than legislative bodies of which he is part. His authority
derives not from executive power but from legal expertise, mandate, and the normative
weight of the human rights framework he represents. The text’s opening: “Thank you for the
invitation to engage with you today” (O’Flaherty, 2026) signals this dialogic positioning
immediately: it is a speaker who has been asked to account, not an institution reporting on its

own achievements.

This difference in production conditions is analytically significant because it explains, at the
discursive practice level, why the two texts construct migration through such different
registers. The Commission’s text is produced within a governance logic that requires it to
demonstrate effectiveness, consolidate institutional authority, and present its own actions as
legitimate and successful. O’Flaherty's text is produced within a watchdog logic that requires
it to assess, challenge, and hold accountable, a logic that demands critical distance from the

very governance arrangements the Commission presents as achievements.

Audience Design and the Construction of the Reader

A central dimension of discursive practice is audience design, which is defined as the way in
which texts construct their implied readers and position them in relation to the text’s claims
and arguments. The Commission Communication and the O’Flaherty address construct
strikingly different implied audiences, and these constructions reveal the different political

work each text is performing.

The Commission Communication addresses the European Parliament, the European Council,
and the Council -its formal institutional recipients- but its implied audience is broader. The
use of the first-person plural “we” and “our” throughout the document constructs a collective
European subject that encompasses institutions, member states, and, implicitly, European

citizens: “the EU’s Member States are now better equipped than ever before to face
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constantly evolving and complex challenges, acting together with fairness and firmness”
(European Commission, 2024, p. 1). This construction of a unified European “we” performs
an important discursive function: it presents the governance arrangements described in the
Pact as the product of shared values and collective will, rather than as contested political
choices. The reader -whether MEP, head of government, or European citizen- is implicitly
invited to identify with this collective subject and to accept its governance logic as an

expression of shared European values.

The Commission also constructs a specific category of external others against which this
collective is defined. Irregular migrants are consistently positioned outside the “we”: they are
the objects of governance, the subjects of screening, return, and deterrence. They are
described variously as people who “mislead the authorities” (European Commission, 2024, p.
2), who represent potential “security risk[s]” (European Commission, 2024, p. 2), or who
engage in ‘abuse of the system” (European Commission, 2024, p. 3). The construction of this
external other serves to consolidate the collective European subject by defining what it is not,
which is a classic discursive strategy through which, as Huysmans (2006) demonstrates, the
securitization of migration reinforces European identity by positioning migrants as threats to

the social and institutional order that Europe represents.

The O’Flaherty address constructs a very different implied audience and a very different
relationship to the subject of migration. Addressed to members of the European Parliament’s
Subcommittee on Human Rights, the text assumes an audience that is already committed to
human rights principles and that is capable of holding governance actors to account. The
implied reader is not invited to identify with European governance achievements but to
exercise critical scrutiny of them. This is evident in the address’s rhetorical structure:
O’Flaherty presents evidence, draws conclusions from documented cases, and issues
recommendations, a structure that constructs the reader as a rational evaluator of evidence

rather than as a participant in a collective governance project.

Significantly, O’Flaherty also constructs the migrants themselves differently. Where the
Commission's text positions migrants as objects of processing and governance, the
O’Flaherty address positions them as holders of rights and subjects of institutional
obligations: states must “assiduously honour clear legal principles” (O’Flaherty, 2026)

directed toward them; externalisation policies may expose them to “ill-treatment or arbitrary
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detention” (O’Flaherty, 2026); and the European Convention on Human Rights provides them
with protections that states must not erode. This re-subjectification of migrants and their
construction as rights-bearing individuals rather than governance objects, is itself a
significant discursive intervention, one that challenges the fundamental premise of the

Commission’s managerial framing.

Intertextuality: How Each Text Draws on Prior Discourses

One of the most productive analytical tools at the discursive practice level is intertextuality,
which is the way in which texts draw on, reproduce, or contest prior texts, discourses, and
frameworks. According to Fairclough (1992), all texts are intertextual in the sense that they
carry traces of other texts and discourses, either explicitly through citation or implicitly
through the adoption of particular vocabularies, genres, and argumentative structures. The
intertextual relationships of the two primary sources are markedly different and reveal the

different discursive traditions within which each is embedded.

The Commission Communication draws heavily on the intertextual field of EU policy
documents, legislative frameworks, and governance reports. It repeatedly cites and references
its own prior texts -the European Agenda for Migration (2015), the EU Action Plans on
various migration routes, the Common Implementation Plan, and the eleven legislative
instruments of the Pact itself- constructing a coherent narrative of institutional progress in
which each document builds on the last. This dense intertextual network performs a
legitimating function: it presents the Pact not as a political choice but as the culmination of a
rational, evidence-based governance process that has been developing over years. The text
states, for instance, that “the EU’s response draws from practices dating back more than 25
years” (European Commission, 2024, p. 1), anchoring the present governance arrangements
in a long institutional trajectory that naturalises them as the product of accumulated

experience rather than contested political decisions.

The Commission’s text also draws on the intertextual resources of economic and
development discourse, particularly in its treatment of legal migration and external
partnerships. Legal migration is described as “an opportunity for European societies and
economies, including by addressing labour shortages” (European Commission, 2024, p. 1),

and the EU's Global Gateway investment strategy is cited as a framework for “tackling root
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causes" of irregular migration. This economic framing positions migration governance within
the wider discourse of EU global engagement and development policy, lending it an
additional layer of legitimacy by connecting it to the EU’s self-presentation as a responsible

global actor.

The O’Flaherty address draws on a very different intertextual field: international human
rights law, UNHCR guidance, and comparative case studies from outside Europe. The
address explicitly references the experience of “Australia with Nauru and Papua New Guinea,
of the United States and Guantanamo Bay, of Israel and Rwanda” (O'Flaherty, 2026) as
precedents for externalisation policies. The above is a striking intertextual move that
positions EU practice within a global comparative frame rather than within the self-referential
narrative of European governance progress. By invoking these cases, O’Flaherty introduces
an evaluative standard that is external to the EU’s own institutional discourse, one that
measures European policy not against the EU’s own stated values and legal frameworks but

against documented outcomes in comparable cases elsewhere.

Furthermore, the address explicitly references the Commission’s own data (the 4.5% return
figure) as evidence against the Commission’s own governance logic. This intertextual
appropriation is analytically significant: O’Flaherty turns the EU’s institutional authority
against itself, using the Commission’s numbers to challenge the Commission’s narrative. This
is a form of what Fairclough (1992) calls critical intertextuality: the deployment of an
opponent’s own discourse to undermine their position, and it is particularly effective because

1t cannot be dismissed as external criticism.

Circulation and the Stabilisation of Discourse

The final dimension of discursive practice concerns how texts circulate and how their
discursive constructions become stabilised, or challenged within the broader institutional
field (Fairclough, 1992). The Commission Communication, as a formal policy document
published in the Official Journal of the European Union and addressed to the principal
legislative bodies of the EU, occupies a privileged position in the circulation of European
migration discourse. It sets the terms for implementation discussions, frames the objectives
against which progress will be measured, and shapes the vocabulary through which member

states are expected to discuss migration governance. When the Commission states that the
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Pact provides “a new gold standard of border management” (European Commission, 2024, p.
5), this is not merely a descriptive claim but a performative one: it actively works to stabilise
a particular understanding of what good migration governance looks like and what standards

should be applied to it.

The O’Flaherty address, by contrast, occupies a different position in the circulation of
European migration discourse. As a set of introductory remarks delivered before a
parliamentary subcommittee, it reaches a more targeted audience and carries a different kind
of institutional weight. However, its publication as an official document by the Council of
Europe Commissioner for Human Rights gives it formal institutional standing within the
European governance space, and its delivery before the European Parliament, gives it a direct
institutional audience that can translate its claims into legislative scrutiny. In this sense, the
O’Flaherty address functions as a counter-discourse: it does not simply criticise from outside
but intervenes within the institutional field, deploying the authority of international human

rights law to contest the governance logic that the Commission’s text seeks to stabilise.

This dynamic between a hegemonic institutional discourse seeking to stabilise a particular
governance logic and a critical institutional counter-discourse challenging its terms, is
precisely what Bigo (2002) identifies as the political dimension of migration governance: the
field in which competing institutional actors deploy different forms of authority to define
what migration is, what it demands, and who has the right to govern it. The discursive
practice analysis of these two texts makes this dynamic visible at the level of institutional
communication, showing how the dual construction of migration is not merely a rhetorical
feature of individual texts but a structural condition of the field within which European

migration discourse is produced and contested.

Social Practice

The third and final dimension of Norman Fairclough’s (1992) Critical Discourse Analysis
examines discourse at the level of social practice: the broader ideological, political, and
institutional structures within which texts are produced and to which they contribute. At this
level, the analytical task is not to examine what the texts say or how they circulate, but what
they do: how they reproduce or challenge existing power relations, what governance logics

they sustain or contest, and what ideological formations they reflect and reinforce. As
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Fairclough (1992) argues, the relationship between discourse and social structure is
dialectical, meaning that discourse is shaped by social conditions but simultaneously acts
upon them, reproducing or transforming the ideological frameworks within which
governance takes place. Applied to the two primary sources of this thesis, the social practice
analysis examines how the Commission Communication and the O’Flaherty address are
embedded within, and actively contribute to, broader struggles over the meaning, governance,

and political management of migration in contemporary Europe.

Naturalising Control: The Commission’s Perspective

At the social practice level, the Commission Communication functions as more than a policy
document. Specifically, it functions as an ideological instrument through which a particular
understanding of migration governance is naturalised and legitimised. The text’s repeated
invocation of the “fair and firm” pairing is not merely a rhetorical device but an ideological
formation: it presents a specific political arrangement that prioritises border control, returns,
and the restriction of irregular migration, as the expression of shared European values rather
than as a contested political choice. As the document concludes: “Anchoring our actions in
our values and acting together in fairness and firmness, the EU has shown that it can deliver
on migration” (European Commission, 2024, p. 17). The equation of “our values” with
“fairness and firmness” performs an ideological closure, in other words, it forecloses the
possibility that European values might demand something different, something more fully

protective of the rights of those subject to the governance arrangements being celebrated.

This ideological function is inseparable from the broader political context in which the
Commission Communication is situated. The document was produced at a moment of
significant political pressure across EU member states, with anti-immigration parties
achieving electoral success in several countries and the politics of migration governance
increasingly shaped by nationalist and restrictive demands. In this context, the Commission’s
“fair and firm” framing performs a specific political function: it offers a discourse that can
simultaneously address the concerns of member states demanding stronger border controls
and those committed to humanitarian principles, constructing both as compatible expressions
of the same governance logic. This is precisely what Bigo (2002) identifies as the
governmentality of unease, the production of a governance rationality that normalises control

by embedding it within the language of care, responsibility, and shared values. This dynamic
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confirms, additionally, what Huysmans (2006) identified as the structural contradiction at the
heart of EU migration governance: the coexistence of a liberalising self-image and a
repressive migration practice, elaborated in the post-Pact moment through the discursive

pairing of fairness and firmness.

The Commission’s treatment of externalisation at the social practice level is particularly
revealing in this regard. The document describes EU cooperation with Libya, Tunisia, and
other North African countries in terms of capacity building, training, and monitoring,
constructing these arrangements as technical governance tools subject to oversight: “All
EU-funded migration-related programmes are closely monitored including through external
evaluation, and the independent monitoring system already in place for Libya will be further
strengthened elsewhere in North Africa, to oversee implementation including human rights
compliance” (European Commission, 2024, p. 7). At the ideological level, this framing
performs a crucial function: it acknowledges the existence of human rights risks while
simultaneously constructing them as manageable through monitoring and evaluation
mechanisms. The possibility that externalisation is structurally incompatible with human
rights obligations, rather than merely subject to implementation challenges, is not available
within this discursive framework. The social practice analysis reveals this not as an oversight
but as an ideological necessity: to acknowledge the structural incompatibility would be to

undermine the entire governance logic that the Pact represents.

The aforementioned is in accordance with Mistiaen (2025), who identifies the topos of
management, the discursive formation through which EU migration governance presents
itself as neutral, technical, and above ideology. At the social practice level, this topos
functions to depoliticise migration governance, rendering contested political choices as
administrative necessities and deflecting accountability by locating responsibility within
procedural frameworks rather than political decisions. When the Commission states that
“migration is not a passing phenomenon, and everything points to the fact that it will continue
to be very present and dominate political agendas in the future” (European Commission,
2024, p. 2), it naturalises the permanence of the governance apparatus it has constructed,
presenting it not as a political choice that could be made differently but as an inevitable

response to an objective social reality.
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Contesting the Frame: O’Flaherty and the Limits of Management

Where the Commission Communication functions ideologically to naturalise and legitimate a
control-oriented governance logic, the O’Flaherty address functions counter-ideologically, as
it denaturalises the Commission’s framing, names its political character, and insists on an
alternative set of normative commitments grounded in international human rights law. At the
social practice level, this counter-ideological function is organised around three interrelated
moves: the exposure of governance arrangements as politically constructed rather than
technically inevitable, the reassertion of legal obligations as non-negotiable constraints rather
than aspirational commitments, and the construction of institutional accountability as a moral

and legal imperative.

The first of these moves is most visible in O’Flaherty’s treatment of the language of
innovation that surrounds externalisation policy. By placing “innovative solutions” in scare
quotes and describing them as “so-called,” O’Flaherty explicitly names the rhetorical strategy
through which politically contested practices are presented as technical progress: “much
emphasis is put on the purported need to provide ‘tough’ responses and deter people from
coming to Europe, and this is used to justify legalising previously unlawful measures or
shifting asylum and migration functions elsewhere, often in the guise of so-called ‘innovative

299

solutions’” (O’Flaherty, 2026). At the social practice level, this sentence does more than
critique a specific policy. It exposes the ideological mechanism through which governance
arrangements are legitimised by being coded as innovative, rational, and forward-looking.
This is a direct challenge to the discursive formation that Mistiaen (2025) identifies as the
topos of management, which presents governance arrangements as natural and inevitable.

O’Flaherty insists that they are neither.

The second move, the reassertion of legal obligations, operates at the social practice level by
repositioning international human rights law not as one consideration among several but as a
framework that precedes and constrains governance choices. This is ideologically significant
because it challenges the Commission’s implicit hierarchy of values, in which humanitarian
principles are acknowledged but subordinated to the imperatives of management and control.
O’Flaherty insists that states must “assiduously honour clear legal principles, such as those
prohibiting refoulement and torture” (O’Flaherty, 2026), and that the externalisation of

migration functions does not dissolve these obligations: states retain responsibility for the
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human rights consequences of the arrangements they fund, equip, and support. At the social
practice level, this argument challenges a foundational premise of the Commission’s
externalisation logic, that responsibility for human rights compliance can be transferred to

third country partners through monitoring and training mechanisms.

The third move, the construction of institutional accountability, is perhaps the most politically
significant at the social practice level. O’Flaherty directly challenges the EU’s
self-presentation as a responsible global actor committed to human rights, arguing that
documented violations in the context of EU-funded externalisation arrangements constitute
not implementation failures but structural outcomes: “all such areas of cooperation are replete
with human rights risk. Where externalisation initiatives have been implemented, serious
human rights violations have been documented systematically” (O’Flaherty, 2026). The
adverb “systematically” is ideologically charged: it removes the possibility of treating
violations as exceptional or incidental, which is what the Commission’s monitoring and
evaluation discourse implicitly relies upon, and constructs them instead as predictable
features of a governance model that is structurally incompatible with human rights
obligations. This is a claim not about implementation but about the governance logic itself,
and it represents a direct ideological confrontation with the Commission’s “fair and firm”

framework.

Underlying Tensions in EU Migration Governance

Read together at the social practice level, the two texts reveal the broader ideological tensions
that structure contemporary EU migration governance. The first and most fundamental is the
tension between sovereignty and legal obligation between the EU's claim to manage
migration according to its own political and institutional priorities and its obligations under
international human rights law and refugee law. While this thesis cannot claim to trace this
tension historically, given its contemporary scope, the findings of this analysis are consistent
with and reinforced by the longitudinal work of Huysmans (2006), Ucakar (2025), and
Mistiaen (2025), who demonstrate that this structural condition has been embedded within
EU migration governance over decades. The Commission Communication consistently
frames this tension as resolved and the Pact is presented as an arrangement that is

simultaneously firm in its governance and fair in its values, while the O’Flaherty address
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insists that the tension is not resolved but suppressed, with legal obligations systematically

subordinated to governance imperatives.

The second tension is between the EU’s self-presentation as a global actor committed to
human rights and development contributing “42% of global funding” for refugees (European
Commission, 2024, p. 13) and positioning itself as “the world’s leading donor in support to
refugees”, and its simultaneous investment in externalisation arrangements that, as
O’Flaherty documents, produce systematic human rights violations. At the social practice
level, this is not simply a contradiction between stated values and actual practice, it is a
structural feature of an institutional discourse that must simultaneously appeal to
humanitarian norms to legitimate itself globally and advance control-oriented governance
arrangements to satisfy political demands domestically. The “fair and firm” framing is the
discursive mechanism through which this structural tension is managed -not resolved- at the

level of language.

The third tension is between the construction of migration as a shared European challenge
requiring collective governance and the human consequences of that governance for the
individuals subject to it. The Commission Communication addresses itself to member states,
institutions, and European citizens: it speaks of “our values”, “our external borders” and “our
partners”, constructing a collective European subject for whom effective migration
management is a shared achievement. The migrants themselves are objects of this governance
rather than subjects within it, processed, screened, returned, and deterred. O’Flaherty’s
address insists on restoring their subjectivity; they are rights-bearing individuals to whom
obligations are owed, not governance problems to be solved. This tension between the
collective European subject of the Commission’s discourse and the individual rights-bearing
subject of O’Flaherty’s discourse is, at the social practice level, the most fundamental

ideological divide that the two texts reveal: a disagreement not merely about policy but about

what and who European migration governance is ultimately for.

All in all, the social practice analysis reveals that the dual construction of migration identified
at the textual and discursive practice levels is not a superficial rhetorical phenomenon but is
grounded in deep ideological tensions within European migration governance. The
Commission Communication does not simply use humanitarian language strategically, it is

embedded within an ideological formation that genuinely seeks to reconcile control and
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protection within a single governance logic, while structurally privileging the former. The
O’Flaherty address does not simply criticise from outside, but rather, it intervenes from
within the European governance space to insist that this reconciliation is ideologically
constructed and legally untenable. Together, the two texts make visible the contradictions that
EU migration governance must simultaneously manage and conceal: between sovereignty
and obligation, between global humanitarian commitments and domestic political pressures,
and between the collective European subject of governance discourse and the individual
human beings whose lives are shaped by its consequences. As Geddes (2018) observes, EU
migration governance extends “beyond the technical aspects of governance to expose the
consequences of EU actions for the allocations of values and resources” (p. 120), and it is
precisely these consequences, rendered visible through the confrontation between the two

texts, that the social practice analysis brings into analytical focus.
Discussion

The analysis conducted based on the three layers of Norman Fairclough's (1992) Critical
Discourse Analysis demonstrates that migration in contemporary European institutional
discourse is neither uniformly constructed as a security and governance problem nor
uniformly as a humanitarian responsibility. Instead, as the textual, discursive practice, and
social practice analyses collectively show, both registers are present within the same
institutional field, and it is precisely their coexistence, and the tension it generates, that

characterises EU migration discourse in the post-Pact era.

At the textual level, the Commission Communication constructs migration primarily through
the language of management, efficiency, and governance, a register in which humanitarian
commitments are present but subordinate, functioning in that way as legitimating qualifiers
rather than governing principles. The O’Flaherty address constructs the same phenomenon
through the language of rights, legal obligation, and institutional accountability, insisting that
the governance arrangements the Commission presents as balanced are structurally
incompatible with the legal obligations they claim to uphold. These are not simply different
policy perspectives; they are, as the discursive practice analysis demonstrates, produced by
different institutional logics, addressed to different audiences, and embedded in different

intertextual traditions that carry different forms of authority.
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At the social practice level, the dual construction reveals something more fundamental than a
rhetorical disagreement. The Commission’s “fair and firm” central framing performs an
ideological function where it presents a contested political arrangement as the natural
expression of shared European values, naturalising control and marginalising the possibility
that European governance might be held to a more demanding standard of legal and moral
accountability. O’Flaherty’s address performs a counter-ideological function, as it
denaturalises that framing, names its political character, and insists on the primacy of legal

obligations that the Commission's governance logic structurally subordinates.

These findings are consistent with, and extend, the scholarly literature reviewed in this thesis.
Huysmans”s (2006) foundational observation, highlighting that EU migration discourse is
structured by a contradiction between a liberalising self-image and a repressive migration
practice, is confirmed and elaborated in the post-Pact context: that contradiction is no longer
merely present as an institutional condition but is actively performed and contested through
language. Furthermore, Ucakar’s (2025) argument that humanitarian language in EU
discourse functions as legitimating cover for a continuing logic of control and exclusion is
demonstrated  through specific textual choices in the Commission Communication.
Mistiaen’s (2025) topos of management, the discursive formation through which EU
migration governance presents itself as neutral and technical, is visible in the Commission’s
treatment of externalisation as a monitoring and implementation challenge rather than a
structural human rights problem. And lastly, Carta et al.’s (2025) finding that competing
migration discourses are institutionally distributed across different actors within the European
governance space is confirmed by the discursive contrast between the Commission and the
Council of Europe Commissioner. Therefore, the two institutional voices that operate within
the same governance landscape, construct migration through fundamentally different

registers.

In doing so, this thesis addresses a gap that existing scholarship has left largely unexplored.
While prior studies have examined control-oriented and protection-oriented framings of
migration extensively, they have tended to treat them as separate analytical objects or to trace
their evolution across extended periods of institutional change. Thus, what has received less
attention is how these two constructions can coexist, compete, and be linguistically produced
within the same contemporary institutional field. The analysis presented here demonstrates

that this coexistence is not accidental but structurally embedded, and that approaching it
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through CDA at a specific governance moment makes visible dimensions of EU migration

discourse that broader or more historical approaches cannot reach.
Conclusion

Taking everything into consideration, this thesis set out to examine how migration is
constructed through competing discourses within contemporary European institutional
communication, and what those constructions reveal about the underlying tensions in EU
migration governance. Throughout the analysis, Norman Fairclough’s three-dimensional
Critical Discourse Analysis (1992) has been applied to two primary institutional texts: the
O’Flanery address “Neither innovative nor smart: externalisation as a migration policy path
of human rights risk” and the European Commission Communication “Striking a balance on
migration: an approach that is both fair and firm”. The study has demonstrated that the dual
construction of migration, both as a problem requiring control and a responsibility requiring
protection, is not a rhetorical inconsistency but a structural feature of how European

institutions communicate about one of the most contested political issues of our time.

The Commission Communication (2024) and the O’Flaherty address (2026) do not simply
represent different positions on migration policy. Rather, they construct different institutional
realities, utilize different forms of authority, and draw on different discursive traditions to
make their respective claims. Where the Commission presents the New Pact as a balanced
and values-driven governance achievement, O’Flaherty insists that the same arrangements are
replete with human rights risk and legally not justifiable. That confrontation, played out
through specific words and rhetorical strategies, is what makes these two texts analytically
productive, and what makes the dual construction visible as something more than surface

rhetoric.

What the analysis ultimately reveals is that the tension between control and protection in EU
migration governance is not a problem to be resolved. It is a structural condition that
institutional discourse must continuously manage, and the language of “fair and firm” is the
mechanism through which that management is performed. The coexistence of these two
framings reflects the political necessity of appearing to reconcile what cannot -within the

current governance framework- be reconciled.
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In this sense, through the use of Critical Discourse Analysis (Fairclough, 1992), the thesis
contributes not only to the study of migration discourse but to a broader understanding of
how institutional language mediates between political pressure and legal obligation, between
governance imperatives and humanitarian responsibility, and between the interests of states

and the rights of individuals.
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