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Abstract

Organizations often engage in discursive struggle as they attempt to shape and man-
age the institutional field of which they are a part. This struggle is influenced by
broader discourses at the societal level that enable and constrain discursive activ-
ity within the institutional field. We investigate this relationship by combining a
study of political cartoons, as indicators of the broader societal discourse around
immigration, with a case study of the Canadian refugee system, a complex insti-
tutional field. Our analysis reveals the complex intertextual and interdiscursive rela-
tions that characterize and surround institutional fields, and shows how discursive
struggle in the refugee determination system is shaped by, and shapes, broader soci-
etal discourses.

Descriptors: discourse analysis, institution theory, institution field, refugee,
power, cartoons

Introduction

In this paper, we develop a framework for understanding the inter-rela-
tionship between discursive activity at the level of an institutional field and
the societal discourses that surround that field. While work focusing on dis-
course and language is becoming increasingly common in the organiza-
tional analysis literature (e.g. Huff 1990; Mumby and Stohl 1991; Hatch
and Ehrlich 1993; Boje 1995; Mauws and Phillips 1995; O’Connor 1995;
Phillips 1995; Watson 1995; Ford and Ford 1996; Garsten and Grey 1997,
Hamilton 1997; Keenoy et al. 1997; Litvin 1997; Phillips and Hardy 1997),
the importance of the broader societal context as a source of discursive
resources for organizational and interorganizational discursive activity has
received far less attention (Keenoy et al. 1997). Consequently, while we
are learning more about discursive activity within and between organiza-
tions, the role played by broader discourses in enabling and constraining
this activity is less well understood.

In order to explore these relationships, we draw on a study of the Canadian
refugee system. Specifically, we examine the link between the broader
discourse of immigration — as represented in the form of cartoons — and
the discursive activities of members of this particular institutional field.
As we noted in an earlier paper (Phillips and Hardy 1997), refugees are



Cynthia Hardy, Nelson Phillips

constituted through the discursive activities of different organizations in
this complex institutional field. Refugees are not, however, produced solely
by the discourse that takes place within the refugee system; they are also
produced by much broader discourses that occur at a societal level, and
that act as a resource and a constraint for actors within the field. In this
regard, this paper further develops the themes of our earlier paper to pro-
vide a greater understanding of the discursive context within which indi-
vidual strategies occur.

The remainder of this paper is structured in five sections. We first provide
an overview of discourse analysis and discuss the link between discourse
in a particular institutional field and discourses at the societal level. We
then introduce the example of the Canadian refugee system and show how
broader societal discourses of human rights, sovereignty, paternalism and
empowerment form the foundation of the discursive struggles within it.
Third, we analyze a sample of cartoons to show how the societal immi-
gration discourse helps to constitute refugees. Fourth, we discuss how the
societal immigration discourse constrains and facilitates the activities of
particular members of the institutional field. Finally, we examine the impli-
cations of this study for research and practice.

Discursive Production and Institutional Fields

We define a discourse as a system of texts that brings an object into being
(Parker 1992). Discourse is therefore the foundation of the process of social
construction upon which social reality depends (Berger and Luckmann
1967). Discourse does not simply mirror ‘reality’, but brings into being
‘situations, objects of knowledge, and the social identities of and relations
between people and groups of people’ (Fairclough and Wodak 1997: 258).
By extension, discourse analysis is the structured investigation of these sys-
tems of texts and the concepts, objects, and subjects that they constitute
(Fairclough 1992; van Dijk 1997c). Methods of social scientific investiga-
tion that can be referred to as discourse analysis therefore include a wide
variety of methods (Keenoy et al. 1997: 148-149; van Dijk 1997a,b) from
semiotics to deconstructionism that share two fundamental characteristics:
they are interested in the constructive effects of texts and they are neces-
sarily interpretive.

The specific approach we adopt in this paper is generally referred to as crit-
ical discourse analysis. It focuses on the role of discursive activity in con-
stituting and sustaining power relations:

‘Discursive practices may have major ideological effects: that is, they can help pro-
duce and reproduce unequal power relations between (for instance) social classes,
women and men, and ethnic/cultural majorities and minorities through the ways in
which they represent things and position people. ... Both the ideological loading
of particular ways of using language and the relations of power which underlie
them are often unclear to people. CDA aims to make more visible these opaque
aspects of discourse.’ (Fairclough and Wodak 1997: 258)



Discursive Struggle in the Canadian Refugee System 3

The ability of actors to manage discursive processes to their advantage is
therefore our concern in this paper. We attempt to analyze ‘dialogical strug-
gle (or struggles) as reflected in the privileging of a particular discourse
and the marginalization of others’ (Keenoy et al. 1997: 150; Mumby and
Stohl 1991). But what form, exactly, do such struggles take and how are
they influenced by the constructive effects of discursive activity? Drawing
on the work of Fairclough (1992; also see Taylor 1985: 36), we focus on
how discursive activity structures the social space within which actors act
through the constitution of concepts, objects, and subject positions.

Concepts

Discourse produces sets of concepts — ideas, categories, relationships, and
theories through which we understand the world and relate to one another
— that are more or less contested and which are culturally and historically
situated (Harré 1979). Concepts are what Fairclough and Wodak (1997:
258) refer to as ‘objects of knowledge’ or what Taylor (1985: 36) calls
‘intersubjective meanings’. They depend on the ongoing construction of
texts for meaning and may, therefore, change dramatically over time and
from one situation to another as texts are produced, disseminated, and inter-
preted by actors in a social situation. For example, the concept of a refugee
was originally defined by the United Nations, but continues to be negoti-
ated and changed as new texts are produced and added to the existing dis-
course (Phillips and Hardy 1997). Discursive activity often aims to
transform a concept in order to change individual understandings of the
world and, hence, how social relations are accomplished.

Objects

Some concepts exist only in the expressive order, while others may be
attached to a material referent to produce an object. In this way, discourses
make the material world meaningful. Objects are part of the practical order,
which does not mean that they pre-exist as objects in some way that is
revealed by the discourse. Rather, it means that some concepts are dis-
cursively attached to particular parts of an ambiguous material world; a
world that has an ontological status and a physical existence, apart from
our experience of them (e.g. Laclau and Mouffe 1987). The concept of a
refugee exists in our minds, but the refugee who appears before an immi-
gration official is a physical entity, made sensible and given meaning by
the concept of refugee (and in a very different way than, for example, the
concept of an illegal immigrant). Our distinction between concepts and
objects parallels Rorty’s distinction between different kinds of objects.
Rorty (1991: 106) differentiates between objects whose ‘causal relations
are either terribly indirect or simply non-existent’ (which we call concepts)
and objects ‘that cause you to have beliefs about them by fairly direct causal
means’ because they relate to a physical referent (which we refer to as
objects).
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The role of discourse in constituting objects thus often revolves around
using different concepts to produce different objects (Hardy 1997). For
example, if the concept of a ‘political’ refugee is applied to a particular
individual, his or her rights to asylum are placed centre-stage. The concept
of an ‘economic’ refugee, on the other hand, highlights the importance of
measures to limit access and to deter or detain the individual. In other
words, as concepts change, new objects are produced and, equally impor-
tantly, very different practices are invoked to deal with the individual (see
Phillips and Hardy 1997).

Subject Positions

Subject positions are also constructed in discourse (Fairclough 1992: 64;
Parker 1992: 6-8). When individuals participate in particular discourses,
they do not do so as fully formed subjects (Gergen 1991; Rorty 1989).
Instead, speaking within a discourse requires the actor to take up one of a
limited number of available subject positions. In other words, statements
within a discourse are not produced by independently acting subjects but,
rather, help to position and to produce the subject in the context of the par-
ticular discourse (Foucault 1972). Thus, discourse shapes the subjective
experience and the actions of those participating in it and, in so doing, helps
to produce their subjectivities.

The various receivers and interpreters of a particular text are produced in
a similar way (e.g. Althusser 1971; Ochs 1997). As Condor and Antaki
(1997: 338) note:

‘[Parcels of language are not] simply posted from one speaker to another but are
somehow packed together jointly. For Mead, it was a matter of collusion between
the speaker and the audience; and for Bakhtin, a matter of infiltration into one
speaker’s utterances of the interests and perspectives of the other. In both cases,
the utterance — and the “cognition” from whence it came — was meaningless
without an appreciation of its joint, or multiple authorship.’

So, for example, not only are refugees produced by discourses about
refugees, so too are immigration officers, asylum officers, lawyers, and
politicians, not to mention illegal aliens and economic migrants (Phillips
and Hardy 1997). These different subject positions have different rights to
speak (Laclau and Mouffe 1987; Parker 1982). In other words, some indi-
viduals, by virtue of their position in the discourse, will warrant a louder
voice than others (Potter and Wetherell 1987), while others may warrant
no voice at all.

Discourse and Institutional Fields

In organizational discourse analysis ‘the communicative practices of mem-
bers are examined for the ways that they contribute to the ongoing (and
sometimes rather precarious) process of organizing” (Mumby and Clair
1997: 181). From the perspective of critical organizational discourse analy-
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sis (Mumby and Clair 1997: 183), we are particularly interested in politi-
cal acts by organizational members as they engage in discursive activity to
re-constitute concepts, objects and subject positions and, thereby, change
the way other actors respond in an organizational context (e.g. Fairclough
1992; Parker 1992; Mumby forthcoming).

Not all of this activity occurs within the confines of an individual organi-
zation, however. Some of it takes place in the institutional fields that sur-
round organizations. An institutional field is a social space encompassing
those organizations that, in the aggregate, ‘constitute a recognized area of
institutional life’ (DiMaggio and Powell 1983: 148; also see Warren et al.
1974; Lawrence in press). It is delimited by a particular distribution of insti-
tutionalized rules and resources, cultural and structural equivalence, and
network interconnections (e.g. DiMaggio and Powell 1983; Hinings and
Greenwood 1988; Lawrence in press; Scott 1995).

Institutional fields develop through a process of structuration, where pat-
terns of social action produce and reproduce the rules and resources that
constitute the field (Giddens 1984; Whittington 1992).

‘The process of institutional definition, or “structuration”, consists of four parts:
an increase in the extent of interaction among organizations in the field; the emer-
gence of sharply defined interorganizational structures of domination and patterns
of coalition; an increase in the information load with which organizations in a field
must contend; and the development of a mutual awareness among participants in
a set of organizations that they are involved in, in a common enterprise.” (DiMaggio
and Powell 1983: 148)

This process is one of social construction growing out of discursive activ-
ity. Through repeated interactions, groups of organizations develop com-
mon understandings and practices that form the rules and resources that
define the field. At the same time, these rules and resources shape the on-
going patterns of interaction from which they are produced (also see Trist
1983; Gray 1989; Hardy 1994a on the social construction of interorgani-
zational domains).

Structuration processes produce patterns of institutionalization that advan-
tage some members at the expense of others (Warren et al. 1974; Hardy
and Phillips 1998). The institutionalization of practices and structures
embodies sets of power relations (Clegg 1989) that are deeply embedded
in the institutionalized practices and taken-for-granted rules that shape insti-
tutional action. This form of power is best understood as ‘systemic’. It ‘lies
in the power of the system in the unconscious acceptance of the values,
traditions, cultures and structures of a given institution or society’ (Hardy
1994b: 230). This form of power affects the strategic opportunities of mem-
bers of the institutional field, but is not the straightforward or direct result
of discrete acts of agency. Rather, it is the result of complex discursive
struggles between members of an institutional field as each tries to influ-
ence the way in which it is defined (Phillips and Hardy 1997; Hardy and
Phillips 1998).
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Societal-Level Discourse

Institutional fields are characterized by the institutionalized practices and
understandings that link together the organizations and individuals that
comprise the field. These institutionalized practices and understandings are
the product of discourse, and the institutional field can be thought of as
being produced by, and as simultaneously producing, discourse. We can-
not, however, fully understand the dynamics of an institutional field by
looking at the discursive activity in that field alone. Instead, we must also
examine how broader discourses, which are constituted by complex macro-
societal processes and which evolve over longer periods of time, affect a
particular institutional field. We suggest, in fact, that actors in a particular
institutional field draw strategically on broader discourses in ways that con-
tribute to the production, modification and dissemination of field-specific
discourse.

These interactions are complex. Discourse at the societal level occurs
through a broad range of mass media, including television, movies, radio,
newspapers and the Internet, which provide channels for the production and
distribution of texts to a wide and diverse audience.

‘Discourses are always connected to other discourses which were produced earlier,
as well as those which are produced synchronically and subsequently. In this
respect, we include intertextuality as well as sociocultural knowledge within our
concept of context.” (Fairclough and Wodak 1997: 277)

Many different actors participate in this level of discourse and the level of
interdiscursivity — the amount that different discourses draw on each other
— is high. Accordingly, discourses within an institutional field and the
broader societal discourses of which they are a part influence each other
in many different ways. In particular, societal-level discourses facilitate and
constrain, produce and are produced by, activities at the level of the par-
ticular institutional field.

In summary, discursive activity is a form of political activity because of
the way in which it changes understandings of a social situation which, in
turn, shape particular experiences and invoke certain practices. Discursive
activity may result in changes in concepts, in different concepts being
applied to objects, and in the emergence of different subject positions with
different voices. The discursive strategies of an individual actor do not oper-
ate in a vacuum, however, nor are the possible configurations of concepts,
objects and subject positions limitless or subject to infinite manipulation.
They are embedded in a rich context of meanings and understandings that
emerge from ongoing struggles both within the institutional field and at a
societal level. Consequently, if we are to understand discursive activity we
must examine not just the strategies used by actors in institutional fields,
but also the broader context of relevant discourses that operate at a societal
level, and the links between the two.
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The Canadian Refugee System’

Canada is a signatory of the 1951 Geneva Convention and the 1967 Protocol
Relating to the Status of Refugees which define the concept of a refugee. As
a result, an institutional field has emerged which encompasses the formation
and implementation of policies and practices that relate to the rights of indi-
viduals to claim asylum, the procedures whereby claimants are determined
to be refugees, and the support provided to them (Hardy 1994a).2 Canadian
determination procedures are the result of Bill C-55 — The Refugee Reform
BilP> — which was originally introduced in Parliament in 1987, and imple-
mented in January 1989. The Immigration and Refugee Board, which con-
sists of around 250 members appointed by Cabinet and supported by 700
staff, determine whether individuals qualify for asylum. Refugee claimants
have the right to an oral hearing by this Board and are entitled to free legal
representation. Of the cases that were processed during the years 1989-91,
70 percent of claimants were determined to be refugees.

A large number of non-government organizations (NGOs) operate in the
Canadian system. They are typically provincially based and provide a com-
bination of protection, advocacy and settlement services to refugees. Over
one hundred such NGOs are members of the national umbrella body, the
Canadian Council for Refugees. In addition, around 10 percent of the
Council’s membership is comprised of refugee organizations — small, eth-
nic-based organizations that traditionally advocate on behalf of, and pro-
vide services to, particular groups of refugees.

The Canadian refugee system can be conceptualized as an institutional field
that includes a number of actors who together shape the concept of a refugee,
as well as determine which particular individuals are refugees. These actors
can, for analytical purposes, be usefully divided into government, non-
government and refugee organizations. These three broad categories repre-
sent three primary subject positions that exist in the refugee system.

Discursive Struggle in the Canadian Refugee System

The refugee system is marked by considerable discursive struggle around
a number of key concepts which help to constitute a framework within
which different objects are produced. In this section, we first examine the
struggle between the concepts of human rights — which evokes a refugee
who warrants protection — and sovereignty — which suggests large
numbers of ‘bogus’ refugees or ‘economic’ migrants whose access to the
country must be controlled. We then explore the conflict between pater-
nalism — which leads to a view of refugees in need of care — and
empowerment — which promotes refugees who are self-reliant and inde-
pendent (also see Hardy 1994a; Phillips and Hardy 1997).

Human Rights and Sovereignty
The struggle between human rights and sovereignty manifests itself in the
conflict between those who advocate greater and easier access to asylum



Cynthia Hardy, Nelson Phillips

in Canada and those who insist that controls are necessary to restrict the
numbers of refugee claimants arriving in Canada. For example, the intro-
duction of Bill C-55 was justified in terms of both humanitarian goals and
the increased control of arrivals. It was tabled, according to the Minister
of Immigration, to provide an oral hearing for all refugees, to offer quicker
determination, and to ‘curb abuse’. The Immigration and Refugee Board
described the purpose of the new procedures as restoring ‘national and
international credibility to the manner in which Canada treats people claim-
ing to be Convention refugees’ (Immigration and Refugee Board 1989: 10).
The 1990 Auditor General’s Report, on the other hand, advocated their
deterrent effect, considered necessary to address the increasing number of
claims ‘made by economic migrants who claimed refugee status under false
pretences’ (p. 347).

Another example of the struggle between human rights and sovereignty
concerns another piece of legislation — Bill C-84. After the introduction
of Bill C-55 in May 1987, 174 Sikh asylum seekers arrived by boat in Nova
Scotia in July. They were found to have set sail, not from India, but from
the Netherlands. Parliament was recalled and emergency measures in the
form of Bill C-84 — The Refugee Deterrent and Detention Bill — were
introduced to prevent such an event from happening again.* It increased
penalties for airlines that brought in undocumented individuals, allowed
Canadian officials to detain refugees and turn back boats, and introduced
other means to deter asylum seekers from seeking refuge in Canada. For
some politicians and civil servants, this emphasis on the control of borders
was at the unacceptable expense of refugee rights. For example, the Senate
made a number of amendments to remove some of the more drastic mea-
sures and sent the Bill back to the House of Commons twice before it was
given royal assent the following year (Matas 1989).

A third example of this struggle can be seen in the ‘third safe country’ rule.
The idea behind Bill-55 was the return of claimants to any ‘safe’ country
they had passed through en route to Canada to reduce the number of
claimants seeking asylum from Canada. The legislation allowed for the cre-
ation of a list of safe countries by Cabinet but that list was never drawn
up, partly because of the actions of the United States, which routinely
returned refugee claimants to Central American countries considered by
Canada to be unsafe:’

‘Given that the safe country concept had been so central to the bill and defended
vigorously by the government, the fact that the system came into force without a
safe country list may seem surprising. In reality it reflects the very serious politi-
cal difficulty that the list presented to Cabinet, particularly with regard to the United
States. To have put that country on the list as safe without an exception for claimants
from certain Central American countries would have been to fly in the face of com-
mon knowledge and experience [that the US returned such claimants to their coun-
tries of persecution]. Yet making such an exception appears to be a step that Cabinet
has not been politically prepared to take to date.” (Young 1989: 15)

The unwillingness to impose the third safe country rule meant that the
human rights (of Central American refugees) were protected, even though
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it meant that the numbers of refugee claimants gaining access to the
Canadian determination system would be far greater.

We can see, then, evidence of a struggle in the Canadian refugee system
between the concept of human rights — the promotion of ‘deserving’
refugees who warrant access to Canada — and sovereignty — which weeds
out ‘economic’ migrants, preventing them from securing access. Consider
the following statement made by an immigration official:

‘It is frustrating for the staff. Even of those allowed to stay, some of them are
undoubtedly bogus. They are taking advantage of a system that is cumbersome.
There are many delays with repeat appeals. There are three or four opportunities
for a review. Even when the system works the way it’s meant to work, there’s
abuse. People feel that genuine refugees don’t get the chance to get here, while
many of those who do are economic migrants.’

Yet this same official goes on to say:

‘But we have 250,000 immigrants — the bulk of people are coming through nor-
mal channels. We are not overwhelmed by refugees.... We’re so Canadian — we
invite people in but the potential of large-scale abuse is there. Look at the unprece-
dented return of the boatloads of Haitians by the US. We don’t have a mechanism
to turn them back. We wouldn’t turn away boatloads of people. It’s un-Canadian
and that’s good... Where the decision has so much impact on human life, when you
can send people back into danger, that’s when the benefit of the doubt is so impor-
tant. Also, one more doesn’t matter. In fact, another 10,000 don’t matter.’

In other words, this official experiences the same struggle that pervades the
system as a whole.

Paternalism and Empowerment

Another struggle arises around the contradictory views regarding the self-
reliance of refugees, which emanates from tensions between paternalism
and empowerment. The concept of paternalism promotes a stereotypical
view of refugees as helpless, defenceless individuals in desperate need of
protection and care.

‘Refugees are a marginalized population. They have left their own state and are
now residents of a different state, of which they are not citizens. Their status is
regulated by international agreements, but there is no way for the international
community to enforce these agreements, much less for the individual refugee, who
may not even be aware of their existence, to insist on his or her rights. The situ-
ation may change from one moment to the next if there is a shift in the way the
war in the refugees’ country is going, if the government of the host country changes,
or even if that government merely decides to change its refugee policy. The refugee
may find himself the subject of multiple power-holders who are at odds with one
another: the UN agencies and their local representatives, under orders from Geneva;
the representatives of the central government of the host country; the representa-
tives of the local or regional administration, which may be pursuing policies sig-
nificantly at variance to those of the central government; the representatives of
political parties or movements of the refugee’s own country or political movement.’
(Benard 1986: 627)

This identity, often seen on television in the aftermath of war or following
mass displacements of people and associated with the large numbers of
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refugees huddled in inadequate refugee camps, is born of discourses com-
mon in development work.

‘[R]efugees are assumed to be completely helpless and crying out for any assis-
tance that can be given to them. A condition such as this is seen to require direct
action and intervention, independent of the participation of, or consultation with,
the refugees themselves.... [which] deprives refugees of the use of their own cop-
ing mechanisms which are so important to re-establish identity, self-esteem and
dignity.” (Needham 1994: 17)

This view remains, even after refugees have arrived in ‘developed’ coun-
tries such as Canada, where they are continue to be relegated to a sec-
ondary role compared with the members of established NGOs.

‘The refugee groups come to the Canadian Council for Refugees to educate the
rest of the constancy and to add colour to a particular claim. They aren’t decision-
makers, they play no intellectual role, nor any political leadership role.” (member
of the Canadian Council for Refugees)

Traditional models of social work (see Hasenfeld and Chesler 1983) place
the refugee in a subordinate role to professionals who are responsible for
providing the services and protection they ‘need’.

‘There are, of course, refugees working [in the settlement agencies] but it is mainly
social workers ... [who] see the refugees in terms of casework. Very few of them
use other models. Traditional views are also imposed on them from the govern-
ment.” (member of the Canadian Council for Refugees)

The concept of empowerment (Simon 1990), on the other hand, projects a
view of a self-reliant, autonomous, independent refugee, capable of mak-
ing decisions that affect his or her life.

‘We need to get them [refugees] on the Canadian Council for Refugees — that
would be empowerment... Once there, they will change things on their own behalf.
They will have to carve a niche for themselves.” (refugee)

Such moves towards empowerment to increase the influence of refugee
organizations in the NGO community have, however, led to conflict.

‘When our [refugee-led] organization started, there was a lot of tension with other
service providers, especially the churches. The Canadian tradition has been one of
welcoming refugees for a long time, especially through the churches. Some of us
didn’t want to work the churches ... Some of the churches have been very bitter
about that.” (refugee)

Thus, in their application to refugees, there is an inevitable tension between
paternalism and empowerment.

‘It depends on whether you see refugees as a group that needs help or a political
community with rights and interests. If the extent of your analysis is that refugees
need help and then refugees start organizing then maybe your response is going to
be: what’s going on.... To [some organizations], refugees are not a client group;
they are an interest group. But that is not always the case.” (member of the Canadian
Council for Refugees)

In summary, then, the institutional field that comprises the Canadian refugee
system encompasses two important struggles that pit discourses of human
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rights against sovereignty, and paternalism against empowerment. This
struggle has important implications for refugee identity: as genuine and
deserving; as fraudulent and abusive; as needy and helpless; as autonomous
and independent.

Strategies in the Struggle

While the discursive struggles described above are complex and involve
many cross-cutting currents, they are not completely random. The main
actors, or subject positions, in the refugee system have a stake in the strug-
gle (Phillips and Hardy 1997). As we explain in this section, the govern-
ment is in the ‘business’ of determination, which is enhanced by juxtaposing
deserving refugees against ‘economic migrants’; the latter to be unmasked
by the determination system. White-led NGOs that speak and advocate on
behalf of refugees are in the ‘business’ of service provision, which is
enhanced by viewing refugees as needy ‘clients’ to whom professionals
can dispense services. Refugee community organizations are in the ‘busi-
ness’ of self-help, which is enhanced by considering refugees as fully func-
tioning and equal ‘members’ of society.

The government is responsible for developing and implementing the deter-
mination procedures, as well as for the heavy investment in setting up and
financing the Immigration and Refugee Board. For this investment to be
worthwhile, and for government actions to be condoned and supported by
the electorate, a significant number of refugee claims must be fraudulent.
If refugee claimants are all genuine and deserving of protection, there is
no need for taxpayers’ money to be spent on an expensive determination
system and there is little justification for subjecting asylum-seekers to delay
and uncertainty. In contrast, the position of NGOs and refugee organiza-
tions that provide support to refugees is jeopardized if large numbers of
refugees are fraudulent — such individuals are neither deserving of pro-
tection nor eligible for support to settle in their adopted country.

Thus the struggle between human rights and sovereignty traditionally pits
government against NGOs and refugee organizations. For the former,
refugees provoke ‘a reaction dominated by the notion of state security and
the control of immigration; to NGOs, it invites a notion of democratic rights
and solidarity’ (Rudge 1989: 28-29). These conflicting positions are illus-
trated in the following two statements.

‘There was the natural tendency of the government and especially the [Immigration]
department to have control over its borders. That is after all what we pay them to
do, versus the sense of many of the NGOs that we should throw open the door to
anyone who said they needed refuge and in some cases, to anyone who wanted to
come regardless of what their circumstances were. Those two value systems are
not compatible. There’s not much room for compromise between those who want
to let everybody in and those who want to control our borders.” (civil servant)

‘We may have had some conversations [with the bureaucrats] but we were at cross-
purposes and our agendas were totally at odds. Their agenda was a control agenda
and ours was a protection agenda and we didn’t even accept the government agenda
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as a legitimate concern. Well, maybe that’s going too far — the concern was legit-
imate but they were taking it to extremes. It became a public battle rather than a
conversation.” (member of the Canadian Council for Refugees)

The struggle between paternalism and empowerment, on the other hand,
tends to place NGOs and refugees in conflict. The role of NGOs in speak-
ing on behalf of refugees is undermined if refugees are capable of repre-
senting their own rights. In this case, it would be more effective to channel
resources and policy discussions directly towards the refugee groups, cut-
ting NGOs out of the loop. Thus NGOs have a stake in needy, helpless
refugees. For refugees to gain a voice in the refugee system, they must be
genuine — deserving of protection — but not in such need of protection
and help that they are unable to stand up for themselves; so, they must also
be autonomous and self-reliant.

‘I realized that what we needed to do is organize because almost all the refugee
communities were disorganized. When the government turned the heat on, they got
scared and ran to the NGOs for help. But I thought that was not the solution. It
was too paternalistic and the NGOs were part of the system. They can help — [but
only] up to a point. They are trying to challenge the government on issues they
think are inhuman but the only way they know if a situation is inhuman is from
the refugees themselves. So I thought these groups should organize, to do the
research and get the documentation, and convince the government, or whoever does
the refugees’ determination, of the real situation which is driving people to this
country. That way they couldn’t accuse us of being bogus or queue-jumpers.’
(refugee)

In summary, underlying the social reality of the Canadian refugee system
is an intense discursive struggle to determine the nature of concepts and
how they are applied to objects in order to change the accomplishment of
social relationships. This leads to an ambiguous and contested set of dis-
cursive structures full of contradiction and subject to continuous negotia-
tions as to their meaning and application. Consequently, members of the
institutional field — government, NGOs and refugees — engage in dis-
cursive activity in their attempts to influence the outcome of these strug-
gles. This activity is affected by broader discourses that impinge on refugee
concerns such as immigration, race, employment, patriotism, religion, etc.
In the following section, we focus on the example of immigration discourse
to explore the broader context in which refugees are constituted.

Societal-level Discourse and the Constitution of Refugees

The task of exploring societal-level discourse is problematic. While it is
practical to track the specific discursive activities of members of a partic-
ular institutional field (e.g. Phillips and Hardy 1997), it is far more diffi-
cult to identify and examine a discourse that operates at a societal level
(van Dijk 1997c). As Parker (1992) has pointed out, we do not find dis-
courses in their entirety, but only clues in particular texts. Accordingly, our
study relies on one form of text — cartoons — to represent the broader
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discourse of immigration and to examine how it constitutes refugees and
other objects.

We use editorial cartoons as an indicator of the broader societal discourse
on immigration, for several reasons. First, cartoons have been found to be
a particularly helpful device in research — they have been used to explore
a variety of concepts and objects, including the economy (Emmison 1986),
bi-lingualism in Quebec (Morris 1991), political regimes (Press 1981), and
organizations (Collinson 1988; Hatch 1997; Rodrigues and Collinson 1995).
Second, cartoons are publicly available and relatively easy to gather: it is
practical to collect all the cartoons published in major Canadian newspa-
pers over a particular time period. Third, cartoons are relatively self-con-
tained texts that portray concise representations of alternative discursive
positions. They can be analyzed and discussed in a relatively limited space,
and examples can be shown.

Fourth, political cartoons range broadly across topics and include many dif-
ferent political perspectives and points of view, thus providing a broad sam-
pling of the discourse around immigration. They express very different
views: some observers argue that they are a democratic check on the abuse
of executive power (Press 1981); while others see them as jesters of the
bourgeoisie (Morris 1989). Similarly, humour has been seen both as a con-
~ servative (Mulkay 1988) and a liberating (Douglas 1975) force in society;
as well as a means of domination (see Rodrigues and Collinson 1995) and
a form of resistance (Roy 1958) in organizational settings. As a result, car-
toons often bring opposing discourses together and speak from multiple
subject positions, which is particularly useful in our attempt to examine the
role of discourse in the multifaceted struggle characterizing the Canadian
refugee system.

Finally, the cartoonist expresses the interests and views of a social group
(Press 1981) by conveying a particular way of looking at people and set-
tings (Gombrich 1978). Political cartoons ‘are a metalanguage for discourse
about the social order. They create imaginary worlds which allow a fresh
perspective on the present world by inverting certain of its features’ (Morris
1991: 225). Cartoons set up a mini-narrative which highlights certain reg-
ularities and features of the object of the caricature and suppresses others
in order to juxtapose order and disorder, or sense and nonsense (Morris
1989; 1991; also see Mulkay 1988; Hatch and Ehrlich 1993; Weick and
Westley 1996 on humour). In so doing, they provide a discursive space
‘outside’ the discourse in question, whose assumptions the cartoonist seeks
to expose, and which can be discerned by examination of the drawings
(Morris 1991).

To examine the interplay between institutional field-level discourse and the
broader immigration discourse, we examined the 127 cartoons that we were
able to track in Canadian newspapers on refugees and immigration during
the years 1987, 1988 and 1989. We chose to study these particular years
because a major piece of new legislation concerning refugee determination
(Bill C-55) as well as emergency legislation (Bill C-84) were passing
through the Houses of Parliament during this period. As a result, we
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Figure 1

Refugees as Frauds
(The Telegraph,
August 8, 1987)

Figure 2
Refugees as
Victims (The
Province, July 7,
1987)
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expected to find a relatively large number of editorial cartoons that would
reflect not only on refugees, but also immigrants generally, the immigra-
tion system, the government and the public. We do not analyze in detail
what the messages of these cartoons signify; rather we consider the assump-
tions they reflect (see Emmison 1986).

As a first step, we analyzed the 127 cartoons to see exactly which objects
were represented in them. We found that each cartoon represented one or
more of four objects: the refugee, the government, the immigration system
and the public. In a second step, we examined how each cartoon constituted
these objects. We found that the objects were constituted according to one
or more of 18 themes, which are listed in Table 1. We found that refugees
were constituted as frauds (see example in Figure 1), victims (see Figure
2), both victims and frauds, and as privileged in comparison to other immi-
grants. The government was constituted as cruel, corrupt, incompetent, and
subject to conflicting tensions. The immigration system was constituted as
inconsistent; inadequate; too tough (Figure 3); too lenient (Figure 4); too
slow; gullible; and honourable. The public was portrayed as requiring pro-
tection and being opposed to refugees. Finally, we classified 22 incidences
of ‘inversion’ where the cartoon used refugees to comment on other issues,
such as the rights of first nations or government corruption.

We then noted how many times the objects were constituted in these var-
ious ways, as indicated by the numbers in Table 1. We found the follow-
ing: refugees were most commonly constructed as fraudulent; the second
most common construction was as both victims and frauds. Less often,
refugees were portrayed simply as victims. The government was con-
structed most commonly as cruel; the number of incidences of corruption
and incompetence were similar. The immigration system was primarily por-
trayed as being inconsistent, in terms of both being presented as inconsis-
tent and being seen as too lenient nearly as often as it was too tough. It
was also seen as inadequate to deal with the large numbers of refugees
entering Canada. The public, which was represented less often, was seen
primarily as being in need of protection.

By using cartoons as a representation of immigration discourse, we see how
it helps to formulate an image not only of refugees, but also of other objects
such as the government, the immigration system, and the public. This analy-
sis allows us to consider the relationship between this broader discourse
and the discursive activity within the particular institutional field — the
Canadian refugee system — discussed in the previous section.

Societal-level Discourses as a Resource for Institutional Fields

We suggest that broader societal discourses mirror and add to the discur-
sive struggles within an institutional field by constraining and facilitating
the discursive activities of the individual actors. In this section, we exam-
ine how immigration discourse, as represented in the cartoons, provides a
resource for the discursive activities of actors in the Canadian refugee
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Table 1 Definitions of Themes

Actor represented in cartoon ~ Theme Definition No
Refugee fraud Those presenting themselves as refugees
are in no danger 22
both victim and fraud - Those presenting themselves as refugees
may be either victim or fraud 13
victim Those presenting themselves as refugees
are at risk from persecution and warrant
protection 11
privileged Those presenting themselves as refugees
E gain quicker access to Canada than other
N immigrants 2
Government cruel The government is unwilling to take
responsibility for refugees 13
corrupt Individuals in the government allows entry
to Canada based on personal reasons 9
incompetent The government is unable to administer the
system effectively 8
under tension The government is subject to contradictory
and unresolvable tensions regarding their
responsibility to refugees and the public 6
Immigration system inconsistent Certain groups, such as illegal immigrants,
fraudulent refugees or individuals with
political connections, are treated preferentially 23
inadequate The determination system is unable to prevent
large numbers of refugees entering Canada 17
too tough The determination system keeps out people
who should be allowed in to Canada 12
too lenient The determination system lets people in who
should be kept out of Canada 10
too slow The determination system takes too long to
render decisions 7
gullible Officials are unable to distinguish between
genuine and fraudulent refugees 7
honourable The determination system carries out its
responsibilities towards refugees 1
Public requiring protection The public requires protection from large
numbers of refugees entering Canada 8
opposed The public is opposed to refugees entering
Canada 4
Inversion: concept of refugee First nations (9); political corruption (9); :
constructs another issue Quebec separation (3); environment (1) 22

system (also see Cohen 1994; van Dijk et al. 1997 on immigration dis-

course).

If refugees are genuine, needy and helpless, the government’s authority and
right to control determination procedures becomes difficult to justify. As a
result, it is in the government’s interests to argue that refugees are either
fraudulent or a threat if its investment and role in the determination system
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is to be supported. (For details on such strategies in the context of the UK
system, see Phillips and Hardy 1997.) The cartoons reveal that societal immi-
gration discourses can be used to support both these positions. Our analy-
sis shows that the refugees are primarily portrayed as frauds and, in many
cases, even where legitimate refugees appear in cartoons, they are juxta-
posed against illegitimate ones. In addition, the system is often shown to be
inadequate in safeguarding a public that is primarily in need of protection.
In other words, within the broader immigration discourse, there are construc-
tions not only of refugees, but also of an immigration system and a public
which support and reinforce government control over immigration.

NGOs engage in discursive activity to challenge government assumptions
by portraying refugees as genuine, but also needy and helpless. Such actions
reinforce their access to resources, and their right to represent refugees and
to provide them with services. The NGOs also have recourse to discursive
resources to support their position, i.e., the portrayal of the government as
cruel, corrupt and incompetent; and a system that is inconsistent and often
too tough. If the immigration system and the government cannot be relied
upon to protect refugees, then the need for NGOs becomes clear. So, while
the refugee as victim is not a common portrayal on which NGOs can draw,
the way in which the government and the immigration system are repre-
sented does provide them with discursive ammunition.

In the case above, the NGO’s interest in the genuine refugee converges
with the interests of refugee organizations, which are also threatened by
the government’s invocation of a fraudulent or threatening refugee.
However, the portrayal of refugee as victim — as needy and helpless —
undermines refugee organizations that wish to take control of refugee
issues. These organizations have an interest in invoking refugees as
autonomous and independent. However, when we look at the cartoons, there
is nothing that represents the refugee as an autonomous, empowered, inde-
pendent human being, which means that refugees are obligued to explore
other discourses to find the discursive resources they require.

In summary, analysis of the cartoons suggests that the ability of actors to
develop effective discursive strategies in an institutional field is influenced
by the availability of discursive resources not only within the field but also
at a societal level. The immigration discourse provided resources on which
both government and NGOs could draw to support their position. Refugees,
on the other hand, faced a more difficult time in constituting themselves
as autonomous and independent members of society, at least in part, because
of a lack of discursive resources at the societal level.

Implications and Conclusions

The general framework that we have developed in this paper focuses atten-
tion on the discursive activity that occurs as organizations struggle to affect
the development of institutional fields. We have attempted to contexualize
discursive activity and to mediate ‘the connection between language and
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Table 2
Immigration
Discourse and the
Institutional Field

Institutional field: Societal discourse:
strategies resources
Government Sovereignty Refugee: fraud

Immigration system: inadequate
Public: requiring protection

NGOs Human Rights Refugee: victim
Paternalism Government: incompetent; corrupt;
cruel

Immigration system: too slow, too
tough; inconsistent

Refugees Human Rights
Empowerment ?

social context’ and facilitate ‘more satisfactory bridging of the gap between
texts and contexts’ (Fairclough 1995: 189) by linking discursive activities
that occur at the level of the institutional field with broader societal-level
discourses.

‘It is this broader account of discourse in society and culture which may be seen
as the culmination of discourse studies. In such a vastly complex framework we
are able to go beyond the mere study of discursive sentence combinations, coher-
ence, speech acts, conversational turns or topic change.... Indeed if we want to
explain what discourse is all about, it would be insufficient merely to analyze its
internal structures, the actions being accomplished, or the cognitive operations
involved in language use. We need to account for the fact that discourse as social
action is being engaged in within a framework of understanding, communication
and interaction which is in turn part of broader sociocultural structures and
processes.’” (van Dijk 1997c: 21)

Accordingly, we can see that the strategies used by the government to pro-
mote the concept of sovereignty were reinforced by immigration discourses
that portrayed refugees as frauds, the immigration system as inadequate and
the public as requiring protection. The strategies used by NGOs to advance
human rights and paternalism could draw on depictions of the government
as incompetent, corrupt and cruel, and portraits of the immigration system
as too slow, too tough and inconsistent. Refugee strategies to advocate
empowerment were hampered, however, in so far as the immigration dis-
course was concerned, since it provided no compatible images (Table 2).
Consequently, we might expect to see refugees attempting to draw on
related discourses, such as community empowerment, race, and political
correctness in order to find a subject position — or voice — from which
to influence the institutional field.

We can identify a number of areas where research might be usefully
directed to increase our understanding of these complex processes. First,
the role played by discursive activity in processes of institutionalization
requires further theoretical development and empirical investigation.
Discourse analysis provides a theoretical approach to understanding the
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processes of institutionalization whereby institutional fields change. By
focusing on the production and dissemination of texts and how these texts
produce concepts and objects of various kinds, we can understand how
institutionalized practices and understandings come into being through the
purposeful activities of field members. Rather than an abstract process of
institutionalization that affects actors ‘behind their backs’ (Powell and
DiMaggio 1991), we can focus more directly on how the strategies of actors
affect institutionalization.

Second, we need to understand much more clearly how societal-level dis-
courses affect the dynamics of institutional fields. It is clear that certain
actors are advantaged by the existence of concepts that they can draw into
service as they implement their strategies of institutional entrepreneurship
(Powell and DiMaggio 1991). For example, in another study, we examined
how changes in societal understandings of killer whales supported the
development of a commercially viable whale-watching industry on
Canada’s western coast (Lawrence and Phillips 1997). However, the exact
nature of the relation between these discursive resources and the ability of
actors to produce successful discursive strategies remains unclear.

Third, the development of effective discursive strategies is a question of both
practical and academic significance. It is clear that changes can occur which
allow less powerful actors in an institutional field to have a discursive impact.
For example, environmentalists faced a similar position to refugees when
they lacked the concepts necessary to construct the threat of environmental
degradation. Over time, however, concepts such as ‘global warming’, ‘endan-
gered species’, and ‘sustainable development’ have become commonplace at
the societal level. These concepts are now easily accessed at the level of the
institutional field by environmental groups, corporations, governments, and
other actors as they struggle to change or maintain the institutionalized struc-
tures that characterize the field. Exactly how these changes occur and what
leads to success is not, however, well understood and research might use-
fully be targeted at exploring these processes.

Finally, more research is also needed to explore how activity in the institu-
tional field influences societal-level discourses. We found 22 cases where the
concept of a refugee was used to represent other objects — members of
Canada’s First Nations, political corruption, the separation of Quebec, and
the environment (Table 1). It is clear, therefore, that discourse around refugees
appears interdiscursively within a range of other discourses. If, therefore,
refugees start to assert themselves in the Canadian refugee system, we might
expect to see modifications to a number of societal-level discourses. This has
happened in the case of members of Canada’s First Nations, who, because
of discursive activities in specific institutional fields, such as the Canadian
constitution, energy resources and land claims, are now often portrayed as
self-sufficient, self-possessed, savvy aboriginals. Moreover, their juxtaposi-
tion against defenceless refugees in these inverted cartoons clearly demon-
strates their acquisition of power. The existence of patterns of interdiscursivity
shows, then, that successful challenges to existing discourses can have impor-
tant, and unexpected, ramifications across society.
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Notes

1. This study is part of a larger study comparing refugee systems in Canada, the UK and
Denmark. Data was collected through interviews with members of government and non-gov-
ernment organizations, as well as refugees. The interviews were semi-structured, between
one and three hours in length, Quotations from these interviews appear in this paper. In addi-
tion, other documentation such as Hansard, newspaper reports, government reports, etc. was
collected and analyzed.

2. The terminology used here is as follows: an asylum-seeker or refugee claimant is an indi-
vidual seeking asylum; a refugee refers to an individual granted asylum, whether as a refugee
or some other category. Determination refers to the process whereby an individual’s status
is ascertained. Non-governmental organizations and lawyers who represent and advise
claimants concerning their rights in this process are known as protection agencies. Settlement
refers to the services provided to refugees to help them settle in their new country; it includes
training, housing and other support services. Advocacy relates to the political activities of
the non-government sector.

3. At that time, there were 85,000 claims waiting in a backlog, from as early as 1986. The
government also introduced additional, streamlined procedures for these cases, in an attempt
to clear this backlog.

4. It is worth noting that a similar landing a year earlier evoked a very different response.
In August 1986, a boat containing 155 Tamils from Sri Lanka arrived off the shores of
Newfoundland. ‘The Tamils were received with open arms and given Minister’s Permits,
despite the fact that they lied [about their embarkation point], without any investigation of
whether they were refugees ... The Sikhs were not given Minister’s Permits ... The Sikhs
were treated as badly as the Tamils had been treated generously. They were initially detained,
denied access to counsel and not brought before an adjudicator within the time period required
by law’ (Matas 1989: 94-96).

5. A US District Court hearing in 1988 (Orantes Hernandes vs. Meese) found that the US
was unsafe for Salvadoran refugees (see also Allen and Michnick 1987).
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