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Simulating Experiences of 
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Media Forms Around Factual Narratives
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ABSTRACT

Immigrationisahighlypoliticisedandemotiveareaofpublicdiscourse.Duringthepeakoftheso-
called‘RefugeeCrisis’inEurope,anumberofEUpoliticiansandmassmediaoutletsmanipulated
theabstractideaof‘themigrant’asascapegoatforanumberofsocialillsincludingrisingcrime,
unemploymentandnationalsecurity.Yet,duringtheseyears,somenewsorganisationsdidseekto
counterthedominantnegativenarrativesaroundmigrationbyexploringnewmodesofstorytelling
aroundinteractiveandimmersivedigitalenvironments.Thisstudyexaminesfoursuchmediaprojects,
alldevelopedbetween2014and2016.Theirinteractivenarrativessoughttobreakdownpopular
discourseswhichportrayedmigrantsas“theother”bycreatinganemotionalconnectionbetween
mediauserandtheexperienceofrefugeesthemselves.Forthisresearch, journalists,editors,and
producerswereinterviewedtodeterminethemotivationsofthecontentcreatorsandtheimpacttheir
storytellingtechniqueshadonviewers.
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INTRoDUCTIoN

Duringtheyear2015,anestimatedonemillionpeoplelefttheirhomelandstomakethedangerous
journeyintoEurope.AccordingtotheUNHCR,this“unprecedented”numberofmigrantswereforced
tofleedueto“persecution,conflictandpoverty”(UNHCR/IOM,2015).Halfofthesedisplaced
peoplewereescapingthecivilwarinSyria.OtherscamefromAfghanistanandIraq.Mostofthese
refugeesenduredtheperilousvoyageacrosstheAegeanSeafromTurkeyintoGreeceofteninsmall
andfragileinflatableboats.Inthesameyear,about150,000crossedtheMediterraneanSeaintoItaly
fromNorthAfrica.Duringthefirstfivemonthsof2016,morethan2,800werefeareddrownedin
theMediterranean.InMay2016,theG7summitinJapandeclaredthe‘largescalemovementsof
migrantsandrefugeesasaglobalchallengewhichrequiresaglobalresponse’(G7Statement2016).

Itwasahumanitarianemergency in theheartofEurope thatspannedseveralyearsandstill
continuesinto2019.Duringthistime,asanumberofstudieshaveshown,manyEUpoliticalleaders
andmediaorganisationssought tomakepoliticalcapitaloutof thecrisisbyportrayingrefugees
asa threat (Wodak2015,Crawley&Skleparis2018).According toKrzyzanowskietal. (2018),
these“politicizedandmediatizedvisions”portrayed“mainlyimaginaryscenariosofmigrantsas
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adanger”(p.8).Pineo-PineoandMoore(2015)describetheconsciousmanipulationofthepublic
discourseonimmigrationasa“narrativeoroppression”(p.4).Inthischargedsocialclimate,theUN
HighCommissionerforRefugees,AntonioGuterres,warnedabouttheescalationof“anti-foreigner
sentiments”(UNHCR/IOM,2015).

Public debate over the social and economic impact of the refugee crisis became distorted
throughalensofright-wingmediatisation(Trianafyllidou2017,LaBarbera2015).Asthishappened,
once-commonlyusedtermsinimmigrationdiscoursebecameloadedwithideologicalandpopulist
rhetoric.Inthisway,theword“‘migrant’comesimplicitlytomeansomeonewho’stravellingfor
economicreasons,ratherthanforasyetundeterminedones”(Kingsley,2016).However,somemedia
organizationsdidseektocounterthesedominantnegativenarrativesinpopulardiscourse.InAugust
2015,forexample, theTVnetworkAlJazeerabannedtheuseof theword‘migrant’ todescribe
thosecrossingtheMediterraneanSea.BarryMalonewastheonlineeditoratAlJazeerawhostates:

The umbrella term migrant is no longer fit for purpose when it comes to describing the horror unfolding 
in the Mediterranean. It has evolved from its dictionary definitions into a tool that dehumanises and 
distances, a blunt pejorative. (Malone, 2015)

In a similar vein, the categories of ‘refugee’, ‘economic migrant’, and ‘transitory migrant’,
forexample,becameeitherredundantormisleading.AccordingtoCrawleyandSkleparis(2018),
“thesecategoriesprovelargelyincapableofadequatelyexplainingthecomplexexperiencesandback
storiesofthosecrossingtheMediterraneanin2015.”(p.51).Otherresearchershavewarnedagainst
theuseof theword“crisis”itself.Krzyzanowskietal.state,“referringtoamigration“crisis”is
bothstigmatizing—especiallyforthemigrantsthemselves—andaddinganunnecessarilyalarmistic
connotationtothisdiscourse”(2018,p.3).

Migrants Portrayed as “The other”
Thisnegativemediatednarrativewascultivatedoverseveralyearsand,inmanycases,wasdesigned
toraisedoubtsover thestatusofrefugeesandtosolidifypublicsupportaroundtheirpoliciesof
exclusionandrhetoricof‘bordercontrol’.Astheiragendaconverged,bothpoliticiansandring-wing
newspapersmanipulated the lexiconof immigrationandportrayed themigrant ‘crisis’ througha
simplevantagepoint:Ourselvesagainst‘TheOthers’.Asaresult,accordingtoTriandafyllidou(2017)
mediareportingwas“subjugatedtodominantdiscoursesonwhobelongsandwhoarethe‘aliens’,
the‘outsiders’”(p.2).Indiscussinghisnotionofa“New(s)Racism”,VanDijk(2000)describes
that“ethnicissuesprovide…polarizedidentificationformostwhitereaders:UsandThem”(p.37).
AtatimewhenEuropeancountrieswerestillreelingfromthefinancialcrisisanddealingwiththe
politicsofausterity,these‘others’becameascapegoatwhowereblamedforallmannerofsocialills.
Atvarioustimesimmigrantshavebeenblamedforrisingcrime,socialunrest,unemploymentand
nationalsecurityconcerns.“Anybodycanpotentiallybeconstructedasdangerous‘other’,shouldit
becomeexpedientforspecificstrategicandmanipulativepurposes”(Wodak,2015).ToLaBarbera
(2015),“migrantsinEuropearestillthemostmarginalisedothers”(p.6).FoxdescribestheUKdebate
onimmigrationaheadofthe2016Brexitreferendum:“italmostbecameamythicalfightagainstevil
forcesthathadtobenamed,shamedandexpelledfromthecountry”(2018,p.97).

Inthemidstofthisemotiveandpoliticisedpublicdiscourse,thepowerofthemetaphorwas
employedasanideologicaltool.Thiswasnotanewstrategyspecifictothe‘migrationcrisis’but
theresurgenceofanestablishedpracticeofdemonisationinmediarepresentation.In2008,David
Cisnerosstatedthat“immigrantsareframedvisuallyandmetaphorically,usingsimilarrepresentational
strategies,asdangerousanddestructivepollutants”(p.570).Suchnegativeandloadedmetaphors
resultinthede-humanizationofrefugeesandasylumseekers.AccordingtoPineo-PineoandMoore
(2015)“metaphorspresentaculturalnarrativethataffectsthemoralconsiderationofthecharacters
involvedinthestory”(p.1).Suchpejorativemetaphorsaroundimmigrationwerenotconfinedto
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