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XENOPHOBIA
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Among the many words related to migration, xenophobia is one that is rarely acknowledged
or explicitly named. It is frequently expressed indirectly, presented as concerns related to
national identity, culture, or security, and used as a social and political logic that structures
institutions, media narratives, and policies governing migration and belonging. For this reason,
like many other migration-related concepts, xenophobia has its roots in the colonial period
and in power relations that continue to resonate within contemporary migration contexts. Its
persistence, often without the explicit use of the term itself, suggests that xenophobia has
long been internalized within social and political discourse. Though the word might be
confused and treated as a synonym of ‘racism’, xenophobia is more accurately characterized
as fear and animosity toward perceived foreignness, which may align with but isn't confined
to racialized perspectives. Additionally, Merriam-Webster dictionary informs us about the
‘semantic overlap’ of these words with the word ‘nativism’, defined as “a policy of
favoring native inhabitants as opposed to immigrants” or “the revival or perpetuation of

an indigenous culture especially in opposition to acculturation.”

As it has been a tradition to look for the ethymological roots of a researched term or concept,
in trying to do the similar thing, Makari challenges the teaching that highlight xenophobia as
having roots from Greek civilization as he states “In the end, however, “xenophobia” simply
was not to be found in the surviving texts of antiquity. With so much literature lost, it is
impossible to know whether “xénos” and “phobos” were ever linked by some lost scribe.
However, one thing was clear: those who assumed that our xenophobia descended from
ancient Greece were simply wrong. While wrapped in a toga and looking as ancient as the
Acropolis, this word did not spring forth there or then.” (Makari, 2021, p.10,) His persistent
research on the concept reveals that the concept has its roots back from the construction of
Western empire and the kingdom of Spain as he puts forth that “the prehistory of that moral
and political peril called xenophobia may be grasped by zooming in on the creation of the very
first modern Western empire, for there the dynamics of host and stranger played out in
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https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/indigenous
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/acculturation
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extremis.” (2021, p. 18,). During the periods of modernization, anxieties about strangers grew
more intense in early modern Europe amid times of crisis like diseases, wars, and unstable
economies. Social upheaval was often attributed to travellers, displaced communities, and
religious minorities. In the period following the rise of the nation-state, the idea and presence
of the ‘foreigner’ began to be viewed with decreasing tolerance, as nationalism, in Bauman’s
words ‘chauvanistic variety of nationalism’ (2016, p.13,), and national identity became
increasingly defined through borders. The growing intolerance toward foreigners, which
became institutionalized over time, was reinforced through colonial practices that normalized
exclusion, hierarchy, and domination. Edward Said illustrates how colonial discourse created
lasting portrayals of non-European peoples as irrational, primitive, or menacing (Said, 1993).
These depictions persisted even after colonial rule ended. Rather, they became ingrained in
urban societies and continue to influence perceptions of migrants from formerly colonized
areas. Mbembe, reflecting from Fanon, explains this paradox and complexity stating that “ The
true problem is the following: It is not okay for them not to be like us. But it is also not okay
for them to become like us. For the dominant, both options are absurd and intolerable in equal

measure.” (2019, p.138)

In the millenium, during which the accumulation of global political instability, economic
insecurity, and increased migration driven by multiple factors—particularly in the 21st century
and especially in the period following 9/11— accumulated, has led to the term’s selection as
the Word of the Year in 2016 in an online dictionary platform due to its salience in global
political and cultural discourse. Dictionary.com defines xenophobia as the fear or hatred of
foreigners, people from different cultures, or strangers, as well as the rejection of customs
and cultural practices perceived as unfamiliar and that the heightened public fascination with
the term was closely tied to worldwide occurrences, such as assaults on expatriates in South
Africa, the Brexit vote in the UK, and the 2016 presidential election in the United States. These
instances coincided with an increase in hate crimes and nationalist language, leading to a
greater awareness of xenophobia in public discussions. Dictionary.com highlights that

2
B i e NRTH % vniversipap

/,%s F— m s T | B pSALAMANCA m UMCS
Tdesne —_— INSTITUTE FOR MEDITERRANEAN STUDIES . s e




a‘ ___ __ MigraMedia
MIG “- =" Migration Narratives in European Media: Teaching, Learning, and Reflecting

Erasmus+ Projekt 2023-1-DE01-KA220-HED-000154375 sia Baaean s
xenophobia is not an idea to be glorified, but one that requires serious contemplation, as it
shows how the fear of the “other” persists in influencing social and political contexts. Digital
media has amplified this dynamic. Simplified stories and emotionally intense visuals spread
quickly, enhancing fear and spreading misinformation. Zygmunt Bauman contends that
migrants increasingly serve as symbols where societies project uncertainty about how to

respond to unfamiliar people causing anxiety and fear (2016, p.9).

Media, the most practical medium to effect masses, significantly influences public perceptions
of migration and contributes to the normalization of xenophobic beliefs. By means of
repetitive framing, simplified stories, and emotionally impactful visuals, media portrayals
frequently depict migrants mainly as risks, burdens, or crises instead of as individuals situated
within social and historical contexts. Particularly, digital media accelerates this process by
facilitating the quick dissemination of false information and frightening content, which
heightens moral panics around migration. Migrants are more frequently used as symbolic

representations rather than actual people in this mediated situation.

Examining xenophobia beyond its obvious description reveals it to be a structurally sustained
logic with historical roots rather than an impulsive or personal response. Xenophobia
functions by constantly redefining who belongs and who does not, from its origins in colonial
power relations and the establishment of nation-states to its current reproduction through
political rhetoric, migratory policy, and media portrayal. Its ability to stay anonymous while
influencing public opinion and policy while being ingrained in stories of identity, culture, and
security is what gives it its lasting power. Therefore, it is crucial to comprehend xenophobia in
this larger context in order to analyse migration as well as to address the power dynamics that
still govern mobility, difference, and belonging in the contemporary world in which we are all
‘fated to coexist, whatever the rhetoric which dreams of a return to an unmixed nation.’

(Bauman, 2016, p.63)
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