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Abstract

The recent UK national election delivered a Labour Government, one of whose first actions
was to declare that the previous Conservative administration’s Rwanda plan for offshore
processing of asylum seekers, would not go ahead. The new Prime Minister, Sir Keir Starmer,
characterized the previous administration’s Rwanda Bill as a “gimmick” while still claiming
intent to bring down the number of asylum seekers and undocumented migrants crossing the
English Channel in small boats. This paper considers policy and rhetoric surrounding the
United Kingdom’s stance on asylum seekers and undocumented migrants. This is considered
from a discourse analytic perspective by examining a corpus of data drawn from three sources
at critical time points in recent months. One source of data is drawn from the record of a key
debate in January 2024 in the House of Commons on the Rwanda Plan Cost and Asylum
System. Another piece of data is the Safety of Rwanda (Asylum and Immigration) Bill itself
and explanatory notes, presented in April 2024. The final data source is the news media
reporting of asylum seekers and undocumented migrants as an issue in the May-through July
election campaign period and immediately post-election as the new Labour administration took
office. The analysis reveals the different political stances taken on the issue of asylum seekers
and the ways in which these are bound up with rhetorical constructions of deterrence, human
rights, and practicality. The paper concludes by pointing to the ways in which these
constructions are drawn upon for politically strategic purposes.
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