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Abstract
Anti-immigrant narratives are central to the production and circulation of hate speech in contemporary 
political life. Connected to nationalist imaginaries that figure migrants as threats in a context of demo-
cratic crisis, social polarization and the spread of disinformation in digital environments. This article 
analyzes the ways in which the Trump administration used these narratives to rationalize the exclusion 
and de-subjectification of migrants. This research adopted a qualitative and interpretive approach and 
the corpus was selected through purposive sampling, comprising official speeches, slogans and im-
migration policies in both presidential terms. The analysis was based on three categories: temporal 
precarity, juridical exceptionality and representational dehumanization. The results demonstrate that 
the U.S. immigration system works in a coordinated manner, which results in long-lasting uncertainty, 
uneven access to rights, and images that dehumanize migrants and justify their exclusion. Based on the-
se findings, the article suggests ethical and political criteria for transforming dominant narratives and 
recognizing the political agency of migrants.
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Resumen
Las narrativas antiinmigrantes son un elemento central en la producción y circulación de discursos de 
odio. Al articularse con imaginarios nacionalistas contribuyen a la configuración del migrante como un 
símbolo de amenaza, particularmente en contextos de crisis democrática, polarización social y desinfor-
mación en entornos digitales. Este artículo examina los mecanismos mediante los cuales la administra-
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ción Trump instrumentaliza dichas narrativas para legitimar la deshumanización de las personas migran-
tes. Desde un enfoque cualitativo, el estudio se basa en un corpus seleccionado mediante un muestreo 
intencional, integrado por discursos oficiales, slogans y disposiciones migratorias de ambos mandatos 
presidenciales. El análisis se organizó en torno a tres categorías: precariedad temporal, excepcionalidad 
jurídica y deshumanización representacional. Los resultados muestran que el régimen migratorio esta-
dounidense opera de forma articulada, generando condiciones de incertidumbre prolongada, acceso des-
igual a derechos y representaciones que deshumanizan a las personas migrantes y legitiman su exclusión. 
A partir de estos hallazgos, el estudio propone criterios ético-políticos orientados a la transformación de 
las narrativas dominantes y al reconocimiento de la agencia política de las personas migrantes.

Palabras clave
Guerra cultural, migración, nacionalismos, necropolítica, polarización, populismo, trumpismo, xenofobia.

Introduction
It is hard to deny that liberal democracy has entered a crisis. A widespread 

sense of fear, political powerlessness, and collective helplessness (Zubero, 
2015) now affects a large portion of the population. While distrust of insti-
tutions and political parties has steadily eroded democratic legitimacy, this 
phenomenon stems from a much deeper issue. As Forti (2021) argues, the 
past decade has given rise to a profound cultural and values crisis. Marked 
by growing polarization and the fraying of our social fabric, it is fueled by 
a lack of solid moral reference points and the rapid expansion of a thriving 
disinformation industry.

This cultural shift undermines collective values and distorts the core narra-
tives that sustain our sense of belonging. In doing so, it feeds a growing desire 
for order and certainty—a demand increasingly channeled through authorita-
rian, ultranationalist, and identitarian rhetoric (Ryan, 2004). Within this envi-
ronment, figures like Donald Trump have emerged. Yet, defining such leaders 
through conventional labels like populism, post-fascism, or neo-nationalism 
falls short (Rydgren, 2007). We are confronting a novel phenomenon: a his-
torical juncture marked by a far-right populist phase that aggressively pushes 
nationalism, a return to national sovereignty, and the defense of conservative 
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values (Wodak, 2011). At the core of its platform are intensely focused stan-
ces on immigration, security, foreign policy, and corruption (Mudde, 2021).

Forti (2021) classifies this macro-category as the “far right 2.0”—a term 
that helps place this type of leadership ideologically while highlighting its 
departure from historical movements, particularly regarding values and civil 
rights. Today, these leaders operate with a short-term strategic focus, embrace 
constant contradictions, and challenge liberal democracy by decoupling it from 
the popular will. Above all, they center their project on the culture war, relying 
on modern technology as their primary vehicle for spreading disinformation.

In this post-truth era, the far right relies on specific propaganda and com-
munication strategies to polarize the public and tap into voter sentiment. 
These methods draw on documediality (Ferraris, 2019) and rely on emotio-
nal narratives that prioritize visceral reaction over rational thought (Wodak, 
2015). They leverage alternative media to spread fake news and conspiracy 
theories (Cruz-Meléndez, 2025), alongside targeted social media campaigns 
driven by sentiment analysis and high-impact slogans (García-Marín & Apa-
rici, 2019). Algorithms, Big Data, and artificial intelligence amplify these 
efforts (Macías-Ibarra & Guadarrama Chaparro, 2025), fundamentally alte-
ring how truths are created, fragmented, and weaponized to make extremist 
ideas go viral (Rossel Castagneto, 2025).

This dynamic was clearly reflected in the Donald Trump administration. 
The recurring imagery of an “invasion,” metaphors of plagues or foreign 
criminality, and the relentless focus on border walls and mass deportations 
served as more than just border security measures. They formed a deliberate 
narrative that framed the migrant as a primary threat. Yet this semantic shift 
is not an isolated tactic; it is a structural pillar of the broader culture war re-
defining American politics today, legitimizing forms of exclusion by tapping 
into public anxieties for political gain.

Racist, xenophobic, and aporophobic rhetoric does more than reinforce 
a white, Christian, and Anglo-Saxon national identity—it actively dehuma-
nizes migrants. Stripped of dignity and visibility, migrants are turned into 
symbols onto which collective fears, resentments, and societal anxieties are 
projected. Ultimately, this battle extends beyond standard politics; it is fought 
across symbolic, emotional, and media spaces where basic humanity is routi-
nely suspended. Building on this premise, this study examines how migrants 
become trapped in opaque, ambiguous legal systems that reduce their lives 
to managed, surveilled, and disposable existences. I analyze this condition 
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through three interconnected categories: temporal precariousness, the zone 
of legal exceptionality, and representational dehumanization.

To address this objective, the study opens with a review of existing re-
search on anti-immigrant narratives, followed by an outline of the methodo-
logical framework. It then analyzes the mechanisms of desubjectification 
within the U.S. immigration system through the lens of the three proposed 
categories. Finally, I discuss the core findings and outline ethical and poli-
tical criteria designed to challenge and disrupt these dominant narratives.

State of the Art
The study of migration narratives has gained significant traction in re-

cent research, particularly regarding how these narratives are constructed 
and circulated within the public sphere. Much of this literature explores the 
role of the media in shaping public perceptions of migrants, highlighting 
recurring tropes that portray them as threats, victims, or heroes (Benson & 
Wood, 2015; Klocker & Dunn, 2003; Carmona, 2024). Scholars have also 
examined securitization processes that normalize anti-immigrant rhetoric by 
framing migration through the lens of ongoing crisis (Maneri, 2018; Can-
tat et al., 2025). Within this body of work, the intersection of humanitarian 
and security frameworks emerges as a primary mechanism for legitimizing 
border control practices (Triandafyllidou, 2018; Garelli & Tazzioli, 2018).

Other studies emphasize how political actors construct these narratives as 
part of a broader struggle over public meaning and political power. Beyond 
simply reflecting discourse, the media helps determine which issues gain pu-
blic traction, while political actors adapt their strategies to maximize media 
coverage (van Dijk, 1991; Koopmans, 2004). The reach of these narratives 
depends on what scholars call political opportunity structures, which dicta-
te which discourses take root in the public sphere and how effectively they 
take hold (Koopmans & Statham, 1999; Ferree, 2009).

In this context, anti-immigrant narratives are closely tied to the rise of 
nationalist and populist movements. These movements rely on simplifying 
complex issues, enforcing strict us-versus-them dichotomies, and invoking 
perpetual threats (Fukuyama, 2018; Wodak, 2015)—fostering what several 
authors define as a “culture of fear” anchored in insecurity and institutional 
mistrust (Linke & Smith, 2009; Moïsi, 2010; Glassner, 1999).
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From a critical standpoint, researchers have also demonstrated how the-
se narratives align with specific modes of migration governance. Here, a 
migrant’s legal status is directly tied to regimes of control that enforce vul-
nerability and compliance through mechanisms of legal exceptionalism (Kas-
parek, 2016; Landau, 2005), operating within a broader global architecture 
of mobility management (De Genova, 2002; Sayad, 2008; Andrijasevic & 
Walters, 2010; Mezzadra & Neilson, 2013).

Building on these foundations, this research marks a critical continuation 
of these approaches while proposing an essential analytical pivot. Although 
existing scholarship offers valuable insights into anti-immigrant narratives 
and their social impacts, it tends to analyze the temporal, legal-political, and 
symbolic dimensions in isolation, leaving a noticeable gap regarding how 
these narratives can be actively transformed. This study seeks not only to 
dissect how these discourses generate fear and justify exclusion, but also to 
equip readers with conceptual tools and ethical-political criteria to directly 
critique and dismantle them.

Materials and Method
This research adopts a qualitative, interpretive approach grounded in critical 

documentary analysis. This methodological strategy serves to examine the sym-
bolic construction of migrants within the framework of the culture war driven 
by the Trump administration, drawing on a review of discursive and normati-
ve materials produced across both presidential terms (2017–2021 and January 
20, 2025, to April 30, 2026). This latter timeframe marks the beginning of the 
second presidential term and was established as the cutoff date for the docu-
mentary corpus to ensure a well-defined set of materials—guaranteeing analyti-
cal consistency without incorporating subsequent events or policy measures.

The corpus was selected using purposeful sampling based on the fo-
llowing criteria:

a.	 Relevance to the U.S. immigration agenda: Direct impact on the 
formulation, communication, or implementation of the Trump 
administration’s immigration policy.

b.	 Ability to convey narratives of threat: Use of discursive devices that 
frame immigration as a threat to national security, crime, invasion, 
or a national emergency.
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c.	 Recurrence in political communication: Repeated use of these dis-
cursive devices across various media and points in time throughout 
the analyzed periods.

Based on these criteria, a documentary corpus was compiled consisting of 
executive orders, speeches, official statements, and widely disseminated slo-
gans from the administration’s political communication (see Appendix 1). Whi-
le this primary corpus forms the core of the documentary analysis, institutional 
reports, academic studies, and journalistic sources are relied upon exclusively 
to contextualize the phenomenon—these supplementary materials do not form 
part of the analyzed corpus itself. Appendix 1 details the complete list of do-
cuments, including issuance dates, material types, sources, and access links.

The unit of analysis comprises statements, metaphors, and representa-
tions that construct the migrant as a threatening figure. This analytical work 
was conducted in two stages. First, a critical, systematic reading of the cor-
pus was carried out to identify discursive patterns tied to the production of 
fear, exclusion, and otherness. These findings were then interpreted through 
three analytical categories: temporal precariousness, the zone of legal excep-
tionality, and representational dehumanization.

Rather than presenting these categories as novel concepts, they are pro-
posed as an analytical framework designed to systematize and interpret the 
temporal, legal, and symbolic mechanisms driving the desubjectification of 
migrants. The tables in the results section summarize the discursive function 
of the analyzed materials, the specific emotions mobilized, and their relation-
ship to the broader culture war.

Regarding limitations, it is important to note that the corpus was selec-
ted intentionally rather than exhaustively; as such, the results do not aim for 
statistical generalization. Furthermore, because this is a qualitative and in-
terpretive study, the conclusions offer a critical reading of how migration 
was symbolically constructed in the Trump era, rather than a comprehensive 
evaluation of every dimension of U.S. immigration policy.

Analysis and Results
Analysis of the corpus reveals recurring discursive and normative pat-

terns through which the Trump administration framed migration as a threat 
to security, sovereignty, national identity, and social order. These patterns 
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consistently emerge across executive orders, presidential speeches, official 
statements, and political campaign slogans, where institutional and symbo-
lic mechanisms converge to justify various forms of control and exclusion.

For analytical clarity, the findings were organized into three interrelated 
categories: temporal precariousness, zones of legal exceptionality, and repre-
sentational dehumanization. Please note that all cited excerpts in this section 
reflect my own translations.

a) Temporal precariousness 

Temporal precariousness emerges in the corpus through provisions and 
discourses that generate profound uncertainty around entry, stay, and access 
to international protection. This extends well beyond simple administrative 
delays or bureaucratic friction; it encompasses regulatory suspensions, open-
ended admission criteria, and outsourcing mechanisms that defer the reso-
lution of legal status indefinitely. In this framework, waiting operates not as 
an accidental byproduct of policy enforcement, but as a deliberate structural 
component designed to manage, deter, and govern mobility (see Table 1).

Table 1 
Patterns Identified in the Category of Temporary Precariousness

Corpus document Discursive function Emotion evoked Relationship  
to the culture of war

EO 14163. Realigning the 
United States Refugee Ad-
missions Program (January 
20, 2025)

Makes international protection 
contingent on a political judg-
ment regarding the applicant’s 
usefulness or suitability

Uncertainty, Lack of 
Protection

Redefines asylum as a pri-
vilege subject to national 
interest, not as a humani-
tarian right

Executive Order 14159. 
Protecting the American 
People Against Invasion 
(January 20, 2025)

Establishes the permanent 
possibility of deportation as 
a tool for everyday discipline

Anxiety, constant 
vulnerability

Makes immigration status 
a revocable privilege, not a 
stable right

Inaugural Address (January 
20, 2025)

Shifts the burden of waiting 
outside the country’s borders, 
obscuring its human cost

Waiting, uprooting
Reinforces the border as a 
line that protects an “us” 
from a threatening “outside”

Remarks by President 
Trump at the 45th Mile 
of the New Border Wall 
(January 12, 2021)

Shifts the responsibility for 
reception to third countries

Exclusion,  
abandonment

Symbolically defines who 
can belong to the “Ameri-
can community” and who  
is excluded

Note: Author’s own elaboration based on an analysis of the documentary corpus.
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At the regulatory level, this dimension is clearly illustrated by Executive 
Orders 14163 and 14159, both signed on January 20, 2025, and published in 
the Federal Register. Executive Order 14163, “Realigning the United States 
Refugee Admissions Program,” pauses the U.S. Refugee Admissions Pro-
gram (USRAP) indefinitely, tying any future entry to whether it aligns with 
broader national interests. The decision effectively defers the reopening of 
the program while introducing open-ended criteria, stipulating that admission 
will be granted only to individuals who can “fully and appropriately integra-
te into the United States”. Meanwhile, Executive Order 14159, “Protecting 
the American People Against Invasion,” expands enforcement, return, and 
expulsion provisions, ensuring that presence on U.S. soil remains perpetua-
lly overshadowed by the threat of deportation.

This underlying logic translates directly to the administration’s public 
messaging. In his January 20, 2025 inaugural address (recorded by The Ame-
rican Presidency Project), President Trump announced the reinstatement of 
the “Remain in Mexico” policy, forcing asylum seekers to wait outside U.S. 
borders while their claims are processed. A similar rationale was articulated 
earlier, during a January 12, 2021 address celebrating the completion of Sec-
tion 45 of the border wall, where he emphasized that individuals apprehended 
at the border would be returned to a neighboring country “rather than being 
admitted into an American community.”

Together, these policy frameworks and public narratives displace protec-
tion proceedings to external, third-country spaces, lengthening wait times and 
stripping migrants of basic legal stability. Under this structure, waiting ceases 
to be a simple administrative delay; instead, it becomes a state of constant, 
forced displacement across borders, laws, and institutional jurisdictions—
subjecting individuals to cyclical detentions, expulsions, and renewed en-
counters with border enforcement.

b) Zones of Legal Exceptionality

Unlike temporal precariousness, which centers on waiting and uncertain-
ty, this category reveals how select executive orders, speeches, and official 
statements draw on concepts like emergency, invasion, criminality, and te-
rrorism to authorize extraordinary measures. Here, exceptionality is framed 
as an indispensable defense against scenarios constructed through the lan-
guage of threat (see Table 2).
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Executive orders serve as the core normative foundation for this pattern. 
Most notably, Executive Order 14159, “Protecting the American People 
Against Invasion,” redefines irregular migration as an existential threat to 
the state by framing it as an “invasion”. Within this framework, the defining 
element is not deportation itself, but rather how the Trump administration 
manufactures a state of emergency to justify exceptional forms of state pro-
tection and power.

Table 2 
Patterns identified in the category of of legal exceptionality

Corpus document Discursive function Emotion evoked Relationship  
to the culture of war

EO 14159. Protecting the American 
People Against Invasion (January 
20, 2025)

Redefines irregular migration 
as a threat to the state by fra-
ming it “invasion”

Alarm, defensive 
urgency

Legitimizes exceptional 
measures in response to an 
existential emergency

EO 14161. Protecting the United 
States from Foreign Terrorists and 
Other National Security and Public 
Safety Threats (January 20, 2025)

Links immigration admission 
to criteria of political, cultural, 
and security loyalty

Suspicion, dis-
trust of foreigners

Transforms national citizen-
ship into an ideological, not 
merely legal, condition

EO 14287. Protecting American 
Communities from Criminal Aliens 
(April 28, 2025)

Associates irregular migration 
with organized crime and an “in-
vasion of the southern border”

Fear of crime, 
outrage

Justifies federal intervention 
as protection for “legitimate” 
communities

EO 14385. Protecting the National 
Security and Well-Being of the 
United States and Its Citizens from 
Criminals and Other Public Safety 
Threats (February 6, 2026)

Expands government access to 
personal information based on 
security criteria

Surveillance, 
suspicion

Normalizes the expansion 
of control as a guarantee of 
collective well-being

President Donald J. Trump Stands 
by His Declaration of a National 
Emergency on Our Southern Border 
(March 15, 2019)

Characterizes the border as a 
simultaneous humanitarian and 
security crisis

Urgency, immi-
nent threat

He maintains that the emer-
gency is a permanent state of 
affairs that justifies extraor-
dinary measures

Inaugural Address (January 20, 
2025)

Announces a military deplo-
yment and the suspension of 
civil liberties under the Alien 
Enemies Act

Resolve, national 
alarm

Presents the state of emer-
gency as an act of defense 
of sovereignty

Address to the 80th Session of the 
United Nations General Assembly 
(September 23, 2025)

Calls for international con-
tainment of migration on the 
grounds of sovereignty

Outrage, Exhaus-
tion

Projects the narrative of excep-
tionalism onto a global stage

America First (2016–2025)
Prioritizes national interests 
as the guiding principle of all 
political decisions

Defensive pride, a 
sense of belonging

Framing exclusion as a ne-
cessary condition for protec-
ting the political community

Note: Prepared by the author based on an analysis of the documentary corpus.
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Executive Order 14161, “Protecting the United States from Foreign Te-
rrorists and Other National Security and Public Safety Threats,” establishes 
as explicit policy the protection of citizens from foreign nationals who may 
commit terrorist acts, threaten national security, advocate ideologies of hatred, 
or exploit immigration laws for malicious ends. It further stipulates that ad-
mitted foreign nationals must not hold hostile attitudes toward U.S. citizens, 
culture, government, institutions, or foundational principles. Consequently, 
immigration admission is bound not merely to legal compliance, but to ideo-
logical, cultural, and security evaluations.

Executive Order 14287, “Protecting American Communities from Cri-
minal Aliens,” reinforces this framing by directly linking irregular immigra-
tion to the proliferation of transnational criminal organizations, cartels, and 
terrorist threats. Furthermore, the invocation of an “invasion of the southern 
border” is revived to justify heightened federal intervention under the ban-
ner of community protection. Similarly, Executive Order 14385, “Protecting 
the National Security and Well-Being of the United States and Its Citizens 
from Criminals and Other Public Safety Threats,” broadens state surveillan-
ce capabilities by expanding the Department of Homeland Security’s access 
to criminal background data and promoting cross-border intelligence sharing 
for immigration enforcement.

This structural framing extends consistently into presidential rhetoric and 
official communications. The official statement “President Donald J. Trump 
Stands by His Declaration of a National Emergency on Our Southern Border” 
characterizes border conditions as an acute humanitarian and security crisis 
threatening vital national interests. In the 2025 inaugural address, a national 
emergency at the southern border was officially declared, accompanied by 
the deployment of military personnel and the invocation of the Alien Enemies 
Act to confront what was explicitly termed an “invasion.” Subsequently, du-
ring the address to the United Nations General Assembly on September 23, 
2025, an explicit appeal was made for international bodies to halt mass mi-
gration, arguing that unchecked arrivals compromise state sovereignty, drive 
criminal activity, and strain public resources.

Finally, the “America First” doctrine consolidates this ideological stan-
ce, establishing national self-interest as the primary imperative of migration 
policy. Taken together, these regulatory and discursive materials demonstrate 
a cohesive pattern: migration is systematically equated with national emer-
gencies, territorial invasions, criminality, terrorism, and existential threats to 



247

Carmen Lilia Cervantes-Bello. Governing through fear: anti-immigrant narratives and dehumanization in the Trump era

sovereignty. Through this mechanism, legal exceptionalism is institutiona-
lized, transforming national security into the central organizing principle of 
immigration governance and legitimizing the differential application of law 
toward non-citizens.

c) Representational Dehumanization 

Representational dehumanization manifests through the discursive me-
chanisms by which migrants are constructed as a threat to the political com-
munity. This dimension demonstrates how exclusion is legitimized at the 
symbolic level through a repertoire of representations identified in slogans, 
press releases, and official speeches, as detailed below. Unlike the two pre-
vious categories, which focus on time management and legal exceptionalism, 
the emphasis here rests on the narrative devices that create moral distance 
from the migrant population (see Table 3).

Table 3 
Patterns identified in the category of representational dehumanization

Corpus document Discursive function Emotion evoked Relationship  
to the culture of war

Build the Wall  
(2015–2021)

Turns the wall into a 
symbol of protection and 
territorial control

Fear and anger (toward 
immigrants as a threat)

Presents the physical border as 
a symbolic defense of the nation

America First (2016–
2025)

Establishes a hierarchy 
between legitimate belon-
ging and external threats

National pride, fear of 
economic and cultural 
loss; resentment.

Reinforces the opposition bet-
ween a legitimate “us” and a 
threatening “other”

Make America Great 
Again (MAGA)  
(2015–2025)

Links national recovery 
to the restoration of an 
idealized past

Nostalgia, resentment, 
fear of decline

Presents immigration as the 
cause of national decline

Victims of Illegal Immi-
gration Urge the Senate 
to Pass Legislation to 
Save American Lives 
(July 12, 2017)

Portrays migrants as res-
ponsible for harm to U.S. 
citizens

Pain, outrage
Justifies punitive measures by 
appealing to the protection of 
U.S. victims

Address to the 80th Ses-
sion of the United Nations 
General Assembly (Sept-
ember 23, 2025)

Characterizes migration as 
an invasion that depletes 
public resources

Fear, rejection, public 
alarm.

Extends the narrative of threat 
to a scenario of international 
responsibility
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Corpus document Discursive function Emotion evoked Relationship  
to the culture of war

Address at the World Eco-
nomic Forum in Davos 
(January 21, 2026)

Associates migrants with 
violent crime and mental 
disorders

Repulsion, fear
Reduces migrants to figures 
of social danger, alien to the 
community

Executive Order 14224. 
Designating English as 
the Official Language of 
the United States (March 
1, 2025)

Presents a common lan-
guage as a condition for 
unity and civic integration

Conditional belonging, 
cultural exclusion.

Requires cultural assimilation 
as a prerequisite for legitimate 
inclusion

Note: Prepared by the author based on an analysis of the documentary corpus.

Slogans offer an initial glimpse into the symbolic condensation of this 
narrative. “Build the Wall” transforms the border into a metaphor for pro-
tection and territorial control against external threats, while “America First” 
establishes a hierarchy between those who legitimately belong to the nation 
and those depicted as competitors for resources, security, and recognition. 
“Make America Great Again” links national recovery to the restoration of an 
idealized past, wherein the exclusion of the “other” is presented as a neces-
sary condition for regaining lost greatness. These messages mobilize fear, 
anger, nostalgia, and resentment, reorganizing political debate around a rigid 
division between a threatened “people” and a migrant “other” framed as the 
primary cause of decline and insecurity.

This representation is similarly embedded in official statements. The press 
release “Victims of Illegal Immigration Urge the Senate to Pass Legislation 
to Save American Lives” (July 12, 2017, The White House Archives) directly 
connects irregular immigration to violent crime and positions migrants as 
inherently responsible for harm suffered by U.S. citizens, invoking the figu-
re of the national victim as an emotional device to reinforce the association 
between migration and danger.

Likewise, the address delivered before the United Nations General As-
sembly on September 23, 2025, characterizes migration as an invasion that 
undermines national sovereignty, drives up crime, and depletes public resou-
rces. Similarly, during an address at the World Economic Forum in Davos on 
January 21, 2026, migrants are associated with murderers, drug traffickers, 
gang members, and individuals with severe mental health conditions, provi-
ding the context to justify the elimination of social benefits and the withhol-
ding of resources from so-called sanctuary cities.
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Complementing this, Executive Order 14224, “Designating English as 
the Official Language of the United States,” frames the adoption of a shared 
language as an indispensable condition for national unity, civic integration, 
and the preservation of a common American culture. While this measure does 
not directly criminalize migrants, it contributes to the drawing of a symbo-
lic boundary between those who embody the legitimate national identity and 
those who must undergo processes of linguistic and cultural assimilation.

Collectively, the analyzed materials demonstrate that the migrant is re-
peatedly constructed as a multifaceted threat across security, economic, and 
cultural dimensions. Rather than appearing as isolated references, these di-
mensions are systematically combined within single documents and speeches, 
reflecting a deliberate, multidimensional construction of the migrant threat.

Conclusions and Discussion
The results of the analysis demonstrate that the construction of migrants 

as a threat under the Trump administration does not operate solely through 
discursive measures; rather, it functions as a mechanism of desubjectifica-
tion that articulates temporal, legal, and symbolic dimensions to regulate 
time, territory, and frameworks of recognition, thereby generating systema-
tic vulnerability. Furthermore, this mechanism is not limited to institutional 
coercion, but lies at the center of a cultural battle in which the national ima-
ginary is reconfigured through the manipulation of negative emotions such 
as fear, suspicion, and hatred.

In the category of temporal precariousness, the analysis confirms the 
centrality of time as a mechanism of discipline and control. The suspension 
of admission programs, the outsourcing of procedures, and deportation and 
forced detention outside U.S. territory demonstrate that waiting is not a side 
effect of the system, but rather an extreme form of chronopolitics (Jacobsen 
et al., 2021). In this regard, the findings align with the perspective of De Ge-
nova (2021), who posits temporal precariousness as a form of political pro-
duction of uncertainty, and with Khosravi (2018), for whom making migrants 
wait implies a form of time appropriation. This dimension also allows for 
a revisit of Sayad’s (2008) reflection on the contradictory nature of the mi-
gratory experience, marked by functional incorporation alongside exclusion 
from full legal and political recognition.
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Regarding the zones of legal exceptionality, this category illuminates 
how the Trump administration simplifies the complexity of the migration 
phenomenon by linking it primarily to issues of national security, sovereig-
nty, and public order. The repeated association between irregular migration, 
invasion, terrorism, crime, and national decline legitimizes the expansion 
of state powers of surveillance, control, and expulsion. This interpretation 
connects directly to the notion of the state of exception proposed by Agam-
ben (1995), who argues that under such circumstances, the sovereign does 
not merely apply the law or act completely outside of it; rather, the sovere-
ign suspends the law while continuing to invoke it, occupying a space from 
which it decides when the law applies and when it does not.

However, the analysis also allows for a broader interpretation, since ex-
ception appears not solely as a legal suspension, but as an administrative, 
border-related, and discursive practice that is normalized through executive 
orders, official reports, and presidential narratives. In this vein, the arguments 
put forward by Mezzadra and Neilson (2013) are particularly relevant for un-
derstanding the border as a method of differentiating between forms of mobi-
lity, rights, and belonging, in which legality becomes a negotiable privilege.

For its part, the category of representational dehumanization confirms that 
immigration control policies require a symbolic construction to render exclu-
sion socially acceptable. The corpus shows that migrants are represented as 
invaders, criminals, terrorists, economic burdens, or culturally unassimilable 
individuals. These representations construct moral distance and reduce the 
complexity of the migratory experience to abstract categories. At this point, 
the analysis engages Butler’s (2006) framework, which warns that specific 
frames of representation restrict the recognition of certain lives as fully wor-
thy of protection. It likewise aligns with Wodak (2015), in that the repetition 
of exclusionary discourses fosters their normalization in the public sphere, 
and with Marina (2021), who notes that social hatred is frequently directed 
against abstract categories rather than specific individuals.

In this sense, the Trump administration’s anti-immigrant narrative should 
be understood not merely as electoral rhetoric or a communicative strategy 
for polarization, but as a form of governance through fear. The invocation 
of threat enables the management of negative emotions to reinforce the op-
position between a national community requiring protection and a migrant 
“other” constructed as a threat. Thus, fear not only accompanies immigra-
tion policy, but actively produces the conditions of legitimacy for its most 
restrictive measures.
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These findings engage with and expand upon the existing literature. Whi-
le previous studies have separately documented media framings of threat, 
mechanisms of deportability, and the discursive strategies of right-wing po-
pulism, this work demonstrates that these dimensions reinforce one another, 
producing a cumulative effect that cannot be fully captured when examined 
in isolation. Therefore, the articulation of these three analytical categories as 
an integrated tool constitutes the central contribution of this study, comple-
mented by a propositional framework aimed at identifying ethical-political 
criteria for transforming dominant narratives. This approach aligns with cri-
tical perspectives in political communication that move beyond mere diag-
nosis to address the conditions for structural change.

From an ethical perspective, recognizing migrants as political subjects 
with their own agency requires moving past a welfare-based logic and ad-
vancing toward forms of solidarity grounded not only in compassion, but in 
political commitment. In this sense, the notion of agonistic solidarity (Chou-
liaraki, 2013) offers a vital alternative: rather than widening the gap between 
those who suffer and those who observe, it proposes creating spaces where 
the pain of migrants can be articulated in all its complexity, recognizing mi-
grants as political subjects capable of addressing and challenging the observer.

From a media perspective, narrative frameworks that sensationalize su-
ffering and reinforce emotional distance must be transformed, promoting 
journalistic practices that integrate migrant voices and highlight the struc-
tural causes of forced mobility. This urgency stems from a broader trend in 
the contemporary media regime, which transforms solidarity into an aesthe-
tic experience centered on the viewer rather than the suffering subject, the-
reby reinforcing the distance between those who observe from a position of 
privilege and those who are represented (Sontag, 2003). This shift demands 
moving from emotion to justice, and from media consumption to transfor-
mative action.

In the political sphere, a comprehensive overhaul of the immigration sys-
tem is required—one that breaks with the logic of exceptionalism and gua-
rantees fundamental rights such as due process, safe mobility, and family 
reunification. Migrants are not merely bearers of vulnerability; they are also 
bearers of knowledge, practices, and forms of resistance that challenge the 
logic of exclusion and mechanisms of control. Recognizing this dimension 
necessitates moving beyond a welfare-based perspective that reduces migrants 
to objects of aid, restoring their capacity for agency, whose transformative 
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potential challenges traditional notions of nation, citizenship, and humanity. 
Ultimately, confronting the narrative of fear involves re-examining the mea-
ning of humanity itself and opening the possibility to imagine a more just, 
pluralistic, and inclusive political community.

Finally, this study opens at least two avenues for future research. First, a 
comparative analysis of these mechanisms in other national contexts—parti-
cularly European democracies where anti-immigrant discourse has followed 
similar trajectories—would allow for an evaluation of the explanatory scope 
of the proposed categories beyond the U.S. case. Second, the study of coun-
ter-hegemonic narratives produced by migrant organizations and alternative 
media would complement this research by incorporating the perspectives of 
the subjects themselves into public debates on migration.
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Appendices

Appendix 1. Documentary corpus analyzed

Table A1 
Executive Orders

Document Date of 
Issuance

Type of 
material Source Link to view

EO 14148. Initial Rescissions of Har-
mful Executive Orders and Actions

January 20, 
2025

Executive 
Order Federal Register https://bit.ly/4aEOcxl

EO 14159. Protecting the American 
People Against Invasion

January 20, 
2025

Executive 
Order Federal Register https://bit.ly/4p36YnY

EO 14160. Protecting the Meaning 
and Value of American Citizenship

January 20, 
2025

Executive 
Order Federal Register https://bit.ly/4eLWupF

EO 14161. Protecting the United 
States from Foreign Terrorists and 
Other National Security and Public 
Safety Threats

January 20, 
2025

Executive 
Order Federal Register https://bit.ly/4eVifSI

EO 14163. Realigning the United 
States Refugee Admissions Program

January 20, 
2025

Executive 
Order Federal Register https://bit.ly/3TkXJ6I

EO 14165. Securing Our Borders January 20, 
2025

Executive 
Order Federal Register https://bit.ly/3QFhGVf

EO 14224. Designating English as the 
Official Language of the United States

March 1, 
2025

Executive 
Order Federal Register https://bit.ly/4vaYQTR

EO 14287. Protecting American Com-
munities from Criminal Aliens

April 28, 
2025

Executive 
Order Federal Register https://bit.ly/44fjPdf

EO 14288. Strengthening and Em-
powering America’s Law Enforce-
ment to Pursue Criminals and Protect 
Innocent Citizens

April 28, 
2025

Executive 
Order Federal Register https://bit.ly/4pfLMLF

EO 14385. Protecting the National 
Security and Well-Being of the United 
States and Its Citizens from Criminals 
and Other Public Safety Threats

February 6, 
2026

Executive 
Order Federal Register https://bit.ly/4p7dKcy
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Table A2 
Speeches and Official Statements

Document Date of 
Issuance Type of material Source Link

Victims of Illegal Immigration 
Urge the Senate to Pass Legis-
lation to Save American Lives

July 12, 
2017 Official Statement The White  

House Archives https://bit.ly/4aG2CgF

President Donald J. Trump 
Stands by His Declaration of 
a National Emergency on Our 
Southern Border

March 15, 
2019 Official Statement The White  

House Archives https://bit.ly/3SLWP34

Remarks by President Trump 
During Border Wall Construc-
tion and Operational Update | 
Yuma, AZ

August 18, 
2020 Presidential Address The White  

House Archives https://bit.ly/3QBrhwg

UPDATE: New Border Wall 
Reaches 400 Miles

October 
30, 2020 Official Statement The White  

House Archives https://bit.ly/4wqGvmP

Remarks by President Trump at 
the 45th Mile of the New Border 
Wall | Reynosa-McAllen, TX

January 12, 
2021 Presidential Address The White  

House Archives https://bit.ly/44OxFU6

Inaugural Address January 20, 
2025 Inaugural Address The American Pre-

sidency Project https://bit.ly/4vPXuiL

Address to the 80th Session 
of the United Nations General 
Assembly

September 
23, 2025 Presidential Address Trump Archive https://bit.ly/4ym97zA

Address at the World Economic 
Forum in Davos

January 21, 
2026 Presidential Address Trump Archive https://bit.ly/4wpM1pE

Table A3 
Slogans and Political Communication Messages

Document Period Type of material Source Link

Make America Great Again 
(MAGA) 2015–2025 Campaign slogan Donald J. Trump Campaign https://bit.ly/4vhxvQ3

America First 2016–2025 Political slogan The White House Archives https://bit.ly/3TkY8Gg

Build the Wall 2015–2021 Campaign slogan Donald J. Trump Campaign https://bit.ly/4gXFZrZ

Note: This appendix identifies the documents that make up the primary corpus analyzed. The evidence 
derived from these materials and the patterns identified through their analysis are presented in the 
Analysis and Results section.
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