CONSTRUCTING THE ‘OTHER’: MEDIA REPRESENTATION OF NIGERIANS AND CHINESE IN GHANAIAN CRIME REPORTS



Abstract 
In this study, Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) is employed to examine how Ghanaian online newspapers represent Nigerian and Chinese nationals as suspects in crime. Analysing 210 crime reports published between 2015 and 2024 from seven major platforms, the study explores language choices that reveal underlying prejudice. According to the findings, through exclusion, intensification, functionalisation and nationalisation, foreign nationals, who are identified as suspects in crime reports, are collectively depicted as a threat to the Ghanaian society. Nationality emerges as a defining feature of crime news that involves Chinese and Nigerian nationals. The findings highlight the ideological function of media discourse in shaping perceptions of the ‘Other’ and advocate for editorial reforms to mitigate discrimination. This includes the adoption of nationality-blind editorial policies to help promote fairer media coverage and reduce prejudice.
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1. Introduction 
For centuries, migration has remained a central feature of human history, propelled by diverse economic, social, and cultural factors (McNeil 1984). In Ghana, migration dates to pre-colonial times, as different ethnic groups trace their origins to regions beyond present-day Ghana (Fynn and Addo-Fening 1991). In recent times, Ghana has experienced a significant increase in the population of foreign nationals, which is driven by factors such as trade opportunities, investment prospects, Ghana’s educational system, political stability, peaceful atmosphere, economic strength, and the discovery of oil (Awumbila, Manuh, Quartey, Tagoe, and Bosiakoh 2008). Besides enriching Ghana’s cultural diversity and promoting deeper regional ties, foreign nationals have contributed positively to the country's economy. According to OECD/ILO (2018), foreign nationals in Ghana have been beneficial to the country in areas, which include economic growth and public finance. Notwithstanding this fact, headlines such as Nigerian Caged for Beheading Sex Worker (dailyguidenetwork 4/12/2022), 2 Nigerians Strangled Man to Death in Taifa (dailyguidenetwork 9/07/2024), and Chinese allegedly shoots 5 LHP workers (Ghanaiantimes.com 3/01/2020) indicate that a section of these foreign nationals has been linked to nefarious activities in some media narratives.
Crime has persisted across human history to such a degree that criminal behaviour itself may be regarded as an inherent aspect of social life (Marsh and Melville 2009). Consequently, across its diverse platforms, the media inundates the public with daily reports of criminal incidents. In line with global trends, the Ghanaian media diligently reports on criminal activities. However, a growing concern arises regarding the perceived imbalance and subjectivity in reporting, particularly concerning foreign nationals. There is apprehension among some members of the migrant community that the media disproportionately highlight crimes committed by foreigners, which creates the erroneous perception that they are the primary perpetrators of crimes in Ghana. 
One such concern was raised by Ambassador Abikoye, the Nigerian High Commissioner to Ghana, who lamented:

Attention has been drawn to the daily negative media reportage being meted out against Nigeria and describing Nigerians in Ghana as a bunch of criminals. The Ghanaian Press, both print and electronic as well as social media, seems to have enjoyed a field day in demonizing Nigeria which for all intent and purpose, is seen as a fraternal brother to Ghana (Ambassador Abikoye, as cited in Graphic Online 2019).

The Chinese mission in Ghana, in a letter issued in April 2017, expressed concern over what it regarded as biased media reporting on Chinese involvement in illegal mining in Ghana. According to this letter: 
A number of distorted or biased reports and stories on Chinese people…that are defaming Chinese leaders and senior officials… The Chinese side is very concerned about this unhealthy tendency. We hope that the Ghanaian government will pay due attention to this situation, take the necessary action to stop such things from happening again and guide the media to give an objective coverage on the illegal mining issue…”. (The Chinese Mission, as cited in Citifmonline.com, 2017)

These allegations raise important questions: In what ways does the Ghanaian media represent Nigerian and Chinese nationals in crime reporting, and to what extent do these representations exhibit patterns of bias or stereotyping? What implications might such narratives have for intercultural relations in Ghana? This study seeks to answer these questions by critically examining the representation of Nigerian and Chinese nationals in crime reports across major Ghanaian online newspapers using aspects of discourse-historic and socio-semantic approaches of Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA). The goal is to uncover discursive strategies that may shape negative stereotypes, promote more balanced and responsible journalistic practices, promote more inclusive societal narratives regarding foreign nationals and facilitate a better understanding of the complexities surrounding intercultural relations.

2. Global Media Representations of Foreign Nationals
[bookmark: _Hlk194059538]The representation of foreign nationals has received considerable scholarly attention in recent times. It has been widely explored from sociological (Farris and Mohamed 2018; Light and Miller 2018), communicative (Lawlor and Tolley 2017; Arowosola 2020), psychological (Parker 2015) and linguistic (Onay-Coker 2019; Kaulfuss 2020; Reid 2021; Kapetanovic 2022) perspectives. However, research findings from various parts of the world indicate that discourses on foreign nationals have been largely negative. A prevailing theme emerging from the discourses on foreign nationals is criminality. Studies from various settings have discovered that foreign nationals are consistently described as criminals (Castello 2016; Arcimaviciene and Baglama 2018), terrorists (Aswad 2019), killers (Onay-Coker 2019) and threats to security (Cengiz and Karlson 2021), economy (Horn 2016) and culture (Burroughs 2015).  
[bookmark: _Hlk183682597]These narratives are not neutral as they reflect underlying ideologies, power relations and values that privilege sensationalism and national identity. Indeed, findings from some studies (Bruno 2016; Balica and Marinescu 2018; Arowosola 2020) indicate that the media sometimes convert the crimes of individuals into national crimes. Other studies (Aswad 2019; Khan, Ahsan, and Tariq 2021) report that, through various pronominals and xenonyms, foreign nationals are usually portrayed as the other (Catalano 2013; Catalano 2015). Biebuyck (2014) and Füstös (2023) observed that offenders' nationalities are prominently mentioned, often without providing their perspectives, and this leads to perceptions of collective guilt, although crimes about foreigners are not always a true reflection of reality (Kakavand and Trilling 2022). 
Despite the significant scholarly attention devoted to the portrayal of foreign nationals by the media globally, it is regrettable to note that the existing body of research is remarkably skewed toward locations outside of Africa. In Africa, such studies appear to have been restricted to South Africa (Karithi, Mawadza, and Carciotto 2017; Mbetga 2014). Particularly underexplored is the portrayal of foreign nationals in Ghana (Abid, Manan, and Amir, 2013; Dela-Dem 2018; Nartey and Ladegaard 2020). Existing studies on Ghanaian media discourse hugely focus on elections, politics, or general migration debates, with limited systematic analysis of how nationality is discursively mobilised in crime reporting. This gap is especially evident in studies of online news media, which have become a dominant source of information and play a significant role in shaping every public opinion. Yet, examining the representation of foreign nationals in crime reports in Ghana is hugely useful in enabling Ghanaians to introspect about the long-held national identity of hospitality. 
Against this backdrop, this study examines the portrayal of Chinese and Nigerian nationals to identify potential biases or misrepresentations that may influence the treatment of these individuals by law enforcement, policymakers, and the public. These nationals received the focus of the study because both groups are prominently featured in Ghanaian crime reports and are often connected to high-profile and sensationalised incidents. Again, their recurrent presence in Ghanaian crime reports has drawn diplomatic concern over discriminatory media portrayals. Their distinct yet influential socio-economic presence in Ghana further justifies their selection as ideal subjects for analysis. Given the growing influence of digital media and the significant role of crime reporting in shaping public opinion, this study offers a timely and relevant examination of the representation of these nationalities in Ghanaian media, which contributes to the broader discourse on migration and social cohesion. 

3. Theoretical framework: Critical discourse analysis
This study adopted aspects of two approaches of Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) as a theoretical framework to examine elements of discrimination in crime reports. CDA, developed by scholars such as van Dijk, Fairclough, and Wodak, examines how language reflects and sustains social power, ideology, and bias. It views language as a social practice shaped by its context, and text as a social product which must be understood within its broader social and historical environments. Central to CDA are the concepts of ideology and power, where ideology represents belief systems that both shape and are shaped by language (Thompson 1986). Ideologies often operate implicitly in texts, presenting certain views as ‘common sense’ or background knowledge. 
Power in CDA is closely linked to control over discourse (van Dijk 1997). According to CDA, those who have substantial authority and influence over public discourses, such as politicians, journalists, and religious leaders, hold significant power and influence over societal perceptions and ideologies. This enables them to manipulate, discriminate, or shape public narratives and reinforce their ideologies. This capacity is especially significant in media discourse, where decisions about whose voices are amplified or silenced, which issues are foregrounded, and how social actors are portrayed are made by journalists. As Weiss and Wodak (2003) observe, language is a powerful instrument through which power relations become visible and are sustained. CDA seeks to uncover these embedded ideologies, which tend to reinforce dominant social perspectives over time (van Dijk 2006).
Given the sensitive and complex nature of crime reports involving foreign nationals, this study adopted an eclectic approach to enable a richer and more balanced analysis. Specifically, four analytical tools drawn from two of the sub-models of CDA were selected: intensification (from the Discourse-Historical Approach), and nationalization, functionalisation and exclusion (from the Socio-Semantic Approach). Exclusion refers to the strategy of omitting actions or actors in a text. Exclusion can occur when actors or actions are given peripheral roles in reports (backgrounding), or it can also occur when actions or actors are completely omitted from a text (suppression). Intensification (reinforcement) is a discursive strategy that involves the strengthening or intensifying of an argument. Nationalisation is a referential strategy that involves categorizing foreign nationals according to their nationalities (Hart 2010). Functionalisation is an aspect of categorisation which is concerned with making references to individuals based on the activities in which they are involved or things they undertake (Van Leeuwen 1996). 
The combination of these four analytical tools was guided both by findings from previous similar studies (Grosholz and Kubrin 2007; Catalano 2013: Catalano 2016) and by insights gained from a pilot study conducted before the main analysis. Integrating these CDA tools enabled a rigorous and detailed examination of how bias and negative ideologies are constructed and conveyed in Ghanaian crime reporting. A more detailed discussion and analysis of these tools are discussed in the analysis and discussion section of the paper. 




4. Methodology
4.1.  Data sources
[bookmark: _Hlk205107267]To identify, describe and explain elements of discrimination in crime reports involving foreign nationals, the qualitative approach was adopted. Data were collected from seven widely-read Ghanaian online newspapers: ghanaiantimes.com.gh (GTimes), graphiconline.com.gh (Graph), dailyguidenetwork.com (DGN), myjoyonline.com (Mjoy), citifmonline.com/citinewsroom.com (Citi), starrfm.com.gh (Star), and ghanaweb.com (GWeb). These seven newspapers were selected to obtain a wide variety of news coverage, which may completely reflect the Ghanaian media landscape. In addition to their extensive coverage of both national and international affairs, these newspapers represent a blend of privately-owned and government-owned newspapers, which guarantees diversity, balance, and representativeness. The choice of online newspapers aligns with the increasing preference for digital news consumption in Ghana, as observed by Amadu et. al. (2018).

4.2.  Data selection criteria
To construct a broad and unbiased pool of crime-related texts, the researchers conducted an initial search using crime-related terms such as ‘crime’, ‘arrested’, ‘suspect’, ‘charged’, ‘illegal mining’, ‘kidnapping’, ‘robbery’, ‘fraud’, ‘offender’, ‘police’, ‘trial’, and ‘prison’. The aim of this stage was to identify crime stories irrespective of the nationality of offenders, which ensured that the corpus was not shaped by assumptions about which groups appear in crime reporting. After retrieving the corpus, it was filtered to identify reports which explicitly mentioned the nationality of suspects. This filtering relied on nationality markers such as “Nigerian” and “Chinese” as well as contextual references to citizenship in police or court statements. 
To ensure that all relevant nationality-explicit crime articles are covered, the researchers conducted supplemented targeted searches, which involved pairing nationalities with crimes. These combinations were used only after the broad corpus was constructed. This multi-phase retrieval procedure ensured that the data were not generated exclusively from nationality-crime pairing. Following Grabe (1999), crime, in this study, was defined as news items centered on acts of law-breaking, with offenses such as armed robbery, kidnapping, and illegal mining guiding the search. This process yielded 930 crime reports, which were downloaded in HTML format to preserve their original structure for analysis.
According to Hart (2010:56), “Referential strategies are most obvious in texts where both the in-group and the out-group are explicitly referred to”. This suggests that crime reports featuring both Ghanaians and non-Ghanaians as perpetrators are likely to exhibit the most pronounced instances of discrimination. For this reason, in addition to those reports featuring foreign nationals as sole perpetrators of crimes, reports on crimes believed to be jointly committed by Ghanaian offenders and offenders of different nationalities were also included for analysis. Following Biebuyck (2014), all the reports analysed for the study covered cases of offenses, including the initial reports of crimes, updates, trial proceedings, and sentencing. The study considered crimes reported over a ten-year period, from 2015 to 2024, to obtain an extensive scope for collecting sufficient crime reports and providing a comprehensive understanding of the depiction of foreign nationals. Again, between 2015 and 2024, several high-profile crimes involving Nigerian and Chinese nationals have occurred, which have the propensity to affect their portrayal. For instance, in 2018, three separate kidnappings linked to some Nigerian nationals gained extensive media coverage in Ghana, which stirred strong emotional public reactions. Similarly, since 2016, Ghana has also been grappling with the problem of illegal mining (galamsey), with Chinese nationals often cited as suspects in many of these cases and related offences. One notable example was the illegal mining incident involving Aisha Huang, the Chinese national nicknamed the “Galamsey Kingpin” whose case became topical in the media. 

4.3.  Sampling procedure
To obtain a sample for the analysis, we followed three steps. First, the headlines and introductory sentences of the reports were carefully read to authenticate their validity for the study. Through this screening process, 238 reports, which fell outside the scope of the study, were deleted from the 930 reports. Secondly, the remaining 692 reports were categorized according to the newspapers that generated them and filed in folders labelled with their respective names. Furthermore, thirty (30) reports were selected from each folder. Wodak and Meyer (2009) caution that one of the temptations that a discourse analyst is likely to fall into in selecting articles for analysis is ‘cherry-picking’. Therefore, to minimise this temptation and balance coverage across outlets, the stratified random sampling method was adopted to select the 30 reports, which yielded a final dataset of 210 reports. 

4.4.  Coding procedure and analytical methodology
To allow detailed examination of language choices and narrative strategies, the selected crime reports were subjected to close reading to uncover underlying patterns and meanings. The analysis followed Strauss’s (1987) open-coding procedure, in which the texts were carefully read line by line to identify emergent concepts and categories (Berg 2004). The analysis followed an inductive coding approach, in which codes were developed directly from the data. As coding progressed, the initial set of codes was refined through an iterative process. Similar codes were merged; overly broad codes were subdivided, and definitions were clarified to ensure analytical precision. Even though the primary coding was inductive, it was also guided by established literature on media bias and stereotyping to interpret patterns in context. 
The CDA tools, particularly exclusion, intensification, nationalisation and functionalisation, which were drawn from the various approaches, provided a comparative lens to interpret the data and situate emerging patterns within broader theoretical contexts. The analytical procedure followed three main steps. First, relevant references to Nigerian and Chinese nationals were identified in the texts. Second, the selected extracts were examined for recurrent linguistic patterns and discursive strategies. Finally, these patterns were interpreted in relation to their ideological implications. To strengthen the credibility and reliability of the analysis, the researchers coded the data independently and discussed any differences until agreement was reached. This collaborative approach reduced subjective bias and ensured that coding decisions were not solely dependent on a single perspective.

4.5.  Limitations 
Even though a systematic and multi-layered analytical framework was employed to enhance reliability and depth, some limitations remain. First, the analysis focused exclusively on seven major online newspapers. Although diverse, this may not capture the full range of crime reporting practices in Ghana. Second, the qualitative nature of CDA means that findings are interpretive and context-dependent and may not be generalisable to all crime reporting or media contexts. Finally, although measures were taken to reduce researcher bias, such as double coding and iterative refinement, some degree of subjectivity is inherent in discourse analysis. Finally, while keyword searches retrieved the most relevant articles, they may have missed reports where foreign nationals were described indirectly (e.g., “West African” or “Asian”). 

5. Findings and discussions
This section is devoted to the textual analysis of the depiction of Chinese and Nigerians in crime reports. The findings suggest that the media employ exclusion, functionalisation, nationalisation, and intensification in portraying these nationalities. These strategies are discussed below.

5.1.  Exclusion of Ghanaian offenders
[bookmark: _Hlk159252258]Writers have a variety of options regarding the actors to include or exclude from the discourses they produce. The inclusion or exclusion of these social actors may depend on authors’ ideologies, interests, and target audience (van Leeuwen, 1996). According to Baker and Ellece (2011: 44), exclusion is “an aspect of social actor representation where particular social actors do not appear in a text or as part of a discourse”. Exclusion can manifest through backgrounding or suppression. With backgrounding, although the excluded social actors may not be explicitly mentioned in relation to a specific activity, they are referenced elsewhere in the text, allowing readers to infer their identities (van Leeuwen, 1996). In other words, backgrounding does not entirely involve the omission of actors. Rather, the actors are identified in the text but given peripheral roles that partially hide them from readers’ attention. The radical form of backgrounding is suppression, which involves the total omission of a social actor from a report. The analysis of the crime reports indicates that the media employ both forms of exclusion in their representation of Chinese and Nigerian nationals. However, the findings suggest that the media employ backgrounding more often than suppression. With backgrounding, suspects who are foreigners are usually positioned in the headlines, while Ghanaian suspects are placed in non-thematic positions in the reports, which eclipses their involvement in the crimes, diverts readers’ attention from them, and creates the impression that only foreigners were involved in the crimes. The following are examples. 

1. Chinese Arrested for Galamsey
Two Chinese nationals suspected to be engaging in illegal small-scale mining also called ‘galamsey’ have been arrested in an operation by the Nzema East Municipal Security Council (MUSEC) in the Western Region. The Municipal Chief Executive (MCE) Frank Okpenyen told DAILY GUIDE that he led the operation in his capacity as the chairman of the MUSEC. He said aside the two Chinese nationals, two Ghanaians were also arrested at where he described as a newly developed galamsey site at Kwakukrom. (DGN, 7/7/21)

2. 16 Armed Illegal Chinese Miners Arrested in Krobo Forest 
The Excavator Evacuation Team, a unit under the Inter-Ministerial Committee on Illegal Mining on Thursday, December 6, busted 16 Chinese illegal miners. This operation was carried out in the Krobo Forest. The 16 arrested Chinese have since been handed over to the Obuasi Police. Some Ghanaian accomplices were also captured in the raid. Items retrieved were 14 pump-action guns, one M16 gun, about 200 cartridges, five cutlasses, about 30 excavators, two Caterpillars and a sum of GHc 45,000. (Citi, 8/12/18)

Both examples (1) and (2) offer immediate and striking examples of backgrounding as a form of exclusion. Without the body of these reports, the impression is created that the crimes were committed by only the Chinese nationals, who have been explicitly identified with their nationalities. In example (1), while the body of the report mentions that two Ghanaians were also arrested alongside the two Chinese nationals, the headline, 2 Chinese Arrested for Galamsey, singles out the Chinese suspects, and this foregrounds their identity as the principal actors in the crime. The use of “aside” signals that the arrest of the Ghanaian accomplices is supplementary and not the focus. Similarly, the headline “16 Armed Illegal Chinese Miners Arrested in Krobo Forest” presented in example (2) strategically employs backgrounding to construct the Chinese as the primary social actors responsible for the illegal mining activity. By quantifying the Chinese suspects (16) and labelling them with negative qualifiers like “armed” and “illegal,” the report foregrounds their nationality and frames them as an organised, large-scale foreign criminal enterprise. 
Contrary to what is reported in the headline, the body of the report briefly mentions the involvement of “Some Ghanaian accomplices”, suggesting that the offenders were more than sixteen (16). This misleading headline shifts attention away from the Ghanaian suspects, while prominence is placed on the Chinese. The mention of Ghanaian suspects comes as an afterthought to the main narrative about the Chinese. Unlike the precise figure given for the Chinese suspects (16), there is no numerical detail, name, or descriptive qualifier provided for the Ghanaian actors. In fact, they are vaguely identified as “some Ghanaians”.  
Such discursive strategies are also evident in the representation of Nigerians. In examples (3) and (4), Nigerians are associated with trading in fake drugs and kidnapping, respectively. The headlines are captioned in a manner that makes the Nigerians the only culprits of the crimes. The headline in example 3, Seven Nigerians arrested for Trading fake drugs, points to Nigerians as the sole perpetrators of the crime being reported. However, the introductory sentence “A joint Police and Military team has arrested two Ghanaian women and seven Nigerians” clearly establishes the fact that some Ghanaians were also arrested. Interestingly, all the Ghanaian suspects were women, a detail that adds an element of surprise and makes the story newsworthy enough to merit prominence in the headline. However, this information is hidden in the headline and buried within the body of the report. 

3. A/R: Seven Nigerians Arrested for Trading Fake Drugs (Headline)
A joint Police and Military team has arrested two Ghanaian women and seven Nigerians for selling unregistered and prohibited drugs in the Ashanti region. The arrests were made with the help of officials from the Food and Drugs Authority. The two women, Margaret Mensah alias Akua, 25 and Samira Abdul-Kadir, 30, were arrested at French-line near Alabar in Kumasi….The Police later arrested the seven Nigerians who were selling the drugs supplied to them by the two women. (Starfm 7/7/17)
4. Nigerians behind kidnapping of 2 Canadian girls
Fresh details have emerged pointing to Nigerian masterminds behind the kidnapping of two Canadian girls who were volunteering in Ghana, JoyNews has learnt. Four Nigerians whose identities are yet to be confirmed held Bailey Jordan Chitty, 20, and Lauren Patricia Catherine Tilley, 19, at a house at Akyease in the Kwabre East District of the Ashanti region. The Police have so far arrested 10 persons in connection with the kidnapping. They include three Nigerians. (mjoyonline.com 12/06/2019)

Extract (4) is a typical example of suppression. This report chronicles the abduction of some Canadian girls in Kumasi on 4th June 2019. In this kidnapping incident, the abductees were rescued, while the perpetrators were apprehended. In a press conference following the rescue and arrest, the information minister, Kojo Oppong Nkrumah, announced that “…Five Ghanaians and three Nigerians are in custody for this incident” (Oppong Nkrumah, as cited in citinewsroom.com, 2019). This announcement clearly states that the kidnapping was carried out by some Ghanaian citizens and Nigerian nationals. Yet, this report is captioned in a manner that seems to suggest that the Nigerian nationals were the only perpetrators of the crime. The preposition, behind, used in the headline implies responsibility. It functions as a causative presupposition, which assigns full agency to Nigerians, shifts all the responsibility of the crimes to them and detaches the Ghanaian suspects from the crime. 
It is interesting to note that despite the indication that other suspects were behind the kidnapping, as captured in the Police have so far arrested 10 persons in connection with the kidnapping, the report never mentions these Ghanaian accomplices. It is even more interesting to realise that only three out of the ten suspects arrested were Nigerians. This implies that the remaining seven (7) were Ghanaians. However, only the three Nigerian suspects receive prominence in the report. 
[bookmark: _Hlk194060888]In his discussion of manipulative silences, Huckin (2002:354) argues that “by concealing certain information relevant to the topic at hand, they [the media] give added prominence to certain other information, thus creating a slanted view of the topic.” This is further corroborated by Mathes (2012:250) who asserts that “...by selecting some information and highlighting it to the exclusion of other information, news frames can shape the audience’s interpretations of issues, candidates, and events.” Through the writers’ silence on Ghanaian involvement in the crimes and the consistent emphasis on foreign suspects who are named early in the headlines and elaborated upon in the body, these reports direct readers’ attention toward the foreign nationals and background the role of Ghanaian actors. This discursive strategy leaves the Ghanaian accomplices largely hidden from readers’ attention. Headlines are usually crafted to grab readers’ attention because consumers purchase newspapers based on the captivating nature of their headlines. In addition to being the most widely read section of any newspaper (Isani, 2011), headlines constitute the information that “readers memorize best from a news report” (van Dijk, 1988:238). Indeed, many consumers only read the headlines of newspapers without reading the body (Schudson, 1989), making headlines a powerful medium through which discrimination is conveyed. With this situation where foreigners are identified in the headlines, while Ghanaians are hidden, consumers who read only the headline may assume that the reported crimes were perpetrated by these Nigerian and Chinese nationals only.

5.2.  Intensification 
In media reports, journalists often link current issues to past events to reinforce their arguments. This is referred to as intensification in the context of this study. Intensification is a discursive strategy that involves the strengthening or heightening of an argument. This can be achieved through stronger adjectives, repeated emphasis, or dramatic framing to make a story appear more alarming (van Dijk 2006). This study employs the term ‘intensification’ to capture the deliberate reinforcement of a narrative by drawing attention to other similar offences believed to involve members of the same group, thereby amplifying the impression of these crimes as both recurrent and characteristic. In their analysis of media coverage of crime, Grosholz and Kubrin (2007:73) documented how narratives tend to amplify individual events, situating them within wider crime trends rather than limiting attention to the immediate act. A similar pattern was observed in the narratives on Chinese and Nigerians. An example of intensification is presented in example (5).

5. Nigerian arrested for attempting to kidnap boy, 4, at  Maamobi1
A Nigerian has been arrested for attempting to kidnap a boy around the Maamobi polyclinic in Accra. 2The suspect, yet to be named, was arrested after an eyewitness raised an alarm while he was luring the 4-year-old boy into a waiting vehicle with three other suspects in it, Starrfm.com.gh’s Winegah Perry Edwin reported Sunday morning…. 9On Friday, two other Nigerians were shot dead in the Upper West region for robbery. 10The development comes on the back of last week’s arrest of the alleged kidnappers of the two Canadians which included three Nigerians. 11Currently, two other Nigerians are being held over the kidnapping of the three Takoradi girls in the Western region of Ghana. (starrfmonline.com 16/06/19) 


Example (5) is a report on a kidnapping attempt in Maamobi, a suburb of Accra. The first sentence of the report suggests that the kidnapping attempt was made by a suspect believed to be a Nigerian. After presenting the details of this crime in the first eight sentences of the report, the writer employs intertextual accumulation by linking this crime to other alleged crimes committed by suspects who are also believed to be Nigerians. Therefore, as the story unfolds, there is a sudden shift from kidnapping to armed robbery in the ninth sentence of the report through the words On Friday, two other Nigerians were shot dead in the Upper West region for robbery. It is unexpected to see a report of an armed robbery, occurring at another place and time, embedded within a kidnapping story.
Following the report on armed robbery, the story reverts to another kidnapping incident involving suspects believed to be Nigerians in sentence 10. Through the words Currently, two other Nigerians are being held over the kidnapping of the three Takoradi girls in the Western region of Ghana, sentence 11 introduces another kidnapping incident involving Nigerians that gained widespread media attention in Ghana. A pattern emerges from this report: all the crimes mentioned in the report have Nigerians as the perpetrators. The use of time markers such as “currently”, “on Friday” and “last week” presents these crimes as part of an ongoing, immediate crisis, rather than distant or isolated incidents. The presence of these adverbs creates a semantic field of ongoing crisis. This aligns with the DHA notion of intensifying narratives through temporal proximity. It appears that under the guise of presenting facts about a suspected kidnapping incident, the writer successfully links Nigerian nationals with kidnapping and armed robbery in Ghana. This pattern constructs “Nigerian criminality” as continuous, recurrent and widespread. Consequently, the impression created is that Nigerians are the prime culprits of armed robbery and kidnapping in Ghana. Example (6) is another example. 

6. Bekwai: Two Chinese, six Ghanaians nabbed for engaging in galamsey
Two Chinese nationals and six Ghanaians suspected to be involved in illegal mining have been arrested in separate swoops within Bekwai, Koniyaw, Subri and Edwinase…[Lead] The arrests were carried out by an Operation Vanguard team on Sunday, January 12. The suspects are Miss Jiang Hog, 49; Wen Liang Yi, 52; Joseph Donkor, 30; Opoku Ntim, 42; Inusah Latif, 27; Acheampong Douglas, 25; Samuel Asomang, 52 and Joseph Ndalali, 35. … These arrests come after three Chinese nationals were also arrested for allegedly engaging in illegal mining at Fahiakobo... Nine Chinese arrested for mining illegally [sub-heading]. The Inter-Ministerial Committee on Illegal Mining (IMCIM) in September 2019 arrested nine Chinese men for allegedly engaging in illegal mining operations in Kwakyiekrom…..Four Chinese arrested at Prestea Huni Valley [sub-heading]. Four Chinese nationals were arrested in November 2019 also for mining illegally (citionline.com 14/01/20)
Example (6) covers the arrest of some illegal miners in Bekwai. This report is organised into three sections. The first section contains the main report, with a headline identifying both Ghanaian and Chinese suspects. This contrasts with other reports that typically identify only the foreign nationals in the headline, indicating some fairness in representation. However, the last sentence of the first section of the report, these arrests come after three Chinese nationals were also arrested for allegedly engaging in illegal mining, shifts attention from the Ghanaian accomplice to the Chinese by providing evidence to suggest that some Chinese nationals previously had been involved in a similar crime in another part of the country. Further evidence of Chinese involvement in illegal mining is presented in the next two sections of the report, organized under different subheadings. The first sub-heading reports that nine Chinese were apprehended for the same crime in the Ashanti Region. Similarly, the second subheading suggests that four Chinese nationals were also apprehended at Prestea Huni Valley. The inclusion of subheadings referencing the arrest of other Chinese nationals for illegal mining, within a major report on the same crime, suggests that Chinese involvement in illegal mining is not an isolated incident. This framing carries an ideological implication, portraying the Chinese as key players in illegal mining in Ghana. 
In all the instances of intensification, instead of presenting the crimes as isolated, the narratives build an intertextual chain of similar offences to suggest a pattern of criminality. This accumulation of multiple past incidents involving members of these nationalities within a single report intensifies the perception of frequency and systemic danger. 


5.3.   Functionalisation 
Functionalisation is an aspect of categorisation which involves making references to individuals based on the activities in which they are involved or things they undertake (Van Leeuwen, 1996). Functionalisation can be achieved through the process of nominalisation whereby verbs are converted into nouns, or nouns converted into other nominal forms using suffixes like –er, -ant,-ee, -ian, -eer, and –ist (Van Leeuwen, 1996). In this way, functionalisation can be considered as a form of referential strategy. As Richardson (2007) observes, writers need to assign names to the individuals they present in their stories, and they are presented with several options. Thus, the choice of a name over another has an ideological function (Van Dijk, 1995), and it can shape perception about individuals (Henley, Miller, and Beazley 1995; Richardson 2007). 
Crimes involve actions perpetrated by individuals. Consequently, in the discourses on crimes, criminal activities are realised linguistically through verbs such as rape, kidnap, murder, rob, defraud and kill. In the process of reporting crimes, these actions (verbs) undergo nominalisation into social actor labels such as rapists, kidnapper, murderer, robber, fraudster and killer. This was the pattern observed in the various reports. This transformation performs important discursive work. By converting actions into noun-based identities, the reports recontextualise alleged behaviour as a defining and enduring attribute of the suspect. A striking feature of functionalisation is its systemic coupling with nationality, where the nationalities of suspects become adjectives used to modify these conversions to form noun phrases such as Nigerian kidnapper and Chinese galamseyer. A combination of these nationalities and the crimes not only becomes a substitute for the names of suspects of crime but also foregrounds group membership as a salient category through which criminality is interpreted. Below are examples of the referential strategies used in the identification of foreign nationals. 

7. Nigerian Kidnapper jailed 18 months. 
8. 3 Nigerian Fraudsters, others arrested. 
9. Nigerian rapists busted. 
10. 5 Chinese galamseyers remanded. 
11. Wassa: Chinese killer Caged
As illustrated above, the foreign offenders are usually described using phrases that link their nationality with the crimes they are alleged to have committed. In all these examples, the nationalities of the suspects are used as modifiers to define their crimes. In 7, 8, and 9, for example, the adjective Nigerian is used as the modifier for kidnapper, fraudsters, and rapists to produce the nominal items Nigerian kidnapper, Nigerian fraudster, and Nigerian rapists respectively. Similarly, Chinese has been paired with the words galamseyer and killer to produce referential terms such as Chinese galamseyer and Chinese killer in 10 and 11 respectively. These examples constitute what Van Leeuwen identifies as objectivation, where an individual is referred to based on things or actions they are associated with or engaged in. 
The analysis further reveals a tension between legal status and discursive representation. Many of the reports indicate that the suspects have only been apprehended and have not been tried and convicted by a competent court of jurisdiction for the crimes for which they have been cited. This is evident in the use of expressions such as arrested, busted and remanded. Despite this, the use of functionalised labels such as rapist and robber presupposes guilt. This collapses the legal distinction between allegation and conviction, undermines the principle of presumption of innocence and presents criminality as an established characteristic rather than a contested claim. 
The ideological effect of this naming strategy is further amplified by the selective choice of referential options. In all these examples, this discriminatory naming strategy could be avoided in favour of other naming options such as the genders or professions of suspects, as in the case of crimes involving Ghanaians as suspects. This would have followed a similar strategy such as the colourblind policy which forbids journalists from identifying suspects by their race. In this case, the crime would be the responsibility of the individual suspects and sentiments and judgements would be aimed towards only these suspects. Nonetheless, the referential strategy employed in the reports and the repeated association of particular national identities with specific crimes set in motion the process of homogenization where crimes are not considered the responsibility of individuals but a collective responsibility of every individual who belongs to that group. This could also promote pigeonholing of these nationals as criminals and activate the process of categorisation whereby a dichotomy is created between criminal-foreign nationals and law-abiding Ghanaians. In this way, functionalisation operates not merely as a linguistic choice but a powerful ideological mechanism within crime reporting involving foreign nationals. 

5.4.  Nationalization
The discussions, so far, highlight the strong tendency of the media to reference suspects' nationalities in crime reports. The reference to the nationality of an actor (in this context, suspects and offenders) is what is termed nationalisation. Nationalization is a referential strategy that involves categorizing foreign nationals according to their nationalities (Hart, 2010). To be precise, it is the process by which events, or crimes are explicitly tied to a person’s nationality, resulting in a situation where the national identity of a suspect is foregrounded over individual behaviour. All the reports analysed for the study made explicit mention of the nationalities of offenders, either in the headlines, the body of the report or both. Nationalisation was the most pervasive strategy which was identified in approximately 90% of the headings. The following headlines are instances of nationalization identified in some of the reports. 

12. 2 Nigerians Strangled Man to Death in Taifa (DGN 9/7/24)
13. 29 Nigerians grabbed for internet fraud (GTimes 20/5/19)
14. 44 Nigerians busted for cyber fraud (GWeb 14/05/2018)  
15. 4 Chinese Grabbed For ‘Stealing’ Govt Cables (DGN 10/7/21)
16. Chinese national arrested for allegedly killing compatriot (Graph 13/2/20)

17. 20 Chinese illegal miners arrested at Prestea (Mjoy 20/9/19)

The six headlines presented above vividly capture how nationalisation operates as a powerful discursive strategy to construct crime as a problem of “foreignness,” rather than individual wrongdoing or social circumstance. In these reports, nationality is not treated as a neutral descriptor but as a defining frame through which deviance is interpreted and made socially meaningful. All the excerpts above make explicit references to Chinese and Nigerians, who have been identified in various crimes, including murder, fraud, human trafficking, stealing and illegal mining. In examples (12), (13) and (14), the suspects are introduced as “Nigerians”. This foregrounds foreignness as the salient attribute.  The same strategy is employed in examples (15), (16) and (17), where the suspects have been identified as “Chinese”. Apart from example (16), all the excerpts do not merely identify suspects’ nationalities but rather collectivise deviance by framing the crimes as group actions which are explicitly carried out by “2 Nigerians”, “29 Nigerians”, “44 Nigerians”, “4 Chinese” and “20 Chinese”.  Such phrasing transforms isolated criminal acts into the misdeeds of a foreign group, suggesting a coordinated or typical pattern of behaviour. 
[bookmark: _Hlk205065361]The most explosive form of nationalisation is observed in reports that feature victim-perpetrator nationality pairings, whereby foreign nationals are presented as suspects and Ghanaians as victims, with both the offenders and their victims explicitly identified by their respective nationalities. Such reports typically have headlines organized according to the Subject (actor) + Verb (process)+ Object (goal) structure. One recurring element of these reports is the depiction of violent crimes against Ghanaian citizens. This framing narrates crime as a conflict in which foreign nationals emerge as aggressors preying upon Ghanaian victims. Examples (18), (19) and (20) are illustrations of this point. 

18.   5 Nigerians rape Ghanaian woman in front of husband 
The Tema police command has arrested five Nigerians who allegedly raped a woman in the presence of her husband during a robbery attack at Community 25 on 8 May 2019…According to the Crime Officer of the Prampram Divisional Police Command… the suspects target mobile money vendors…with machetes and guns and rape them after taking away their valuables (starrfmonline 18/06/2019).

19. Chinese Boss Slashes Ghanaian Worker’s Throat in Takoradi.
[bookmark: _Hlk186963550]Information gathered by DGN Online indicates that a Chinese national has reportedly slashed the throat of his employee, a Ghanaian at Kweikuma in the Sekondi-Takoradi municipality of the Western Region. Isaac Boateng’s throat was slashed following agitation by workers of the Chinese who were demanding for their salaries (DGN 29/09/2022).

20.   Police arrest 3 Chinese nationals for alleged murder 
Officials of the Ghana Police Service have picked up three Chinese nationals for the alleged murder of a Ghanaian at Bonsa in the Western Region. The suspects… according to the police, allegedly shot and killed the victim at a mining site on November 11, 2022 (Citi 11/11/22).

In example (18), a Ghanaian woman is reportedly raped by 5 Nigerians. The prepositional phrase “in front of husband” serves as an empathetic intensification, which amplifies the harrowing experience and highlights the offenders’ cruelty and insensitivity. Similarly, example (19) reports a horrifying crime involving a Chinese Boss who slashes the throat of a Ghanaian worker. According to the report, the crime occurred “following agitation by workers of the Chinese who were demanding for their salaries” which also highlights the perpetrator’s cruelty and insensitivity. Another violent crime is reported in example (20). In this report, a Chinese national is believed to have shot and killed a Ghanaian victim at a mining site.
 In all these stories, the Ghanaian victims are framed as vulnerable locals, who are threatened by powerful foreign nationals. The details of these crimes serve to heighten the affective impact on readers. However, it is the explicit combination of these acts with the suspects’ nationality that fully charges the narrative, which makes the crimes not only horrific but also foreign. This has the potential to amplify fear and suspicion towards Chinese and Nigerian nationals. This pattern of nationalisation also produces a consistent moral division between Ghanaian victims and foreign perpetrators. In this regard, the reports do not merely describe crimes; they structure them around an implicit binary of “us” versus “them.” The reports also subtly frame crime as an imported problem, rather than as a product of local social dynamics. For example, in example (14), the murder occurs following a labour dispute (“workers of the Chinese who were demanding their salaries”), yet the report does not explore systemic exploitation or the broader conditions of mining labour. Instead, the focus remains tightly on the foreign suspect’s brutality. Similarly, example (13) mentions repeated attacks on mobile money vendors but attributes them exclusively to “five Nigerians,” erasing the possibility that Ghanaians might also be involved in such crimes. 
In sum, these reports do not simply inform readers about specific criminal incidents; they shape readers’ understanding of who commits crimes and why. Foregrounding nationality alongside crimes has ideological implications as it works perfectly to heighten sensationalism and emotion and make the crimes of individuals national crimes. This deepens the perceived connection between foreignness and deviance. Suspects in these crimes could have been identified as individuals whose crimes do not essentially mirror the crimes of the entire members of their countries. It is important to mention that in crime reports involving Ghanaian offenders as sole actors, neither their nationality nor their ethnic background is mentioned. Instead, they are typically identified by their profession (baker, carpenter), gender (man, woman), or marital status (husband, wife, bridegroom) as demonstrated in the following headlines “Baker slapped 25 years for defiling Primary 5 pupil (Mjoy 4/10/24), Man jailed 10 years for stealing mining equipment (GTimes 03/09/24) and Bridegroom arrested for robbery (GTimes 4/4/2016). The same strategy could have been adopted to represent foreign nationals.  
According to Greenbaum (1996), the interpretation of a word is influenced by the associations it forms with other words. The consistent pairing of offenders’ nationalities and their crimes could influence the public perception of the groups to which these suspects belong. This will promote distrust towards foreign nationals and reinforce stereotypes portraying them as inherently criminal or as threats to Ghanaians. The moment an offender is identified as a national of a country, the responsibility for the crime extends beyond the individual suspect, and citizens of the country to which the offender belongs are collectively held accountable for the crime. In this regard, the crimes transform from personal violations into violations against the broader Ghanaian community. This repetition and association of crimes with nationality could establish an automatic cognitive link between criminal activities and individuals from these countries (Stubbs, 1996), making certain crimes synonymous with foreign nationals. The representational cycle is completed by nationalisation. Consequently, through the use of exclusion, intensification, and nationalisation, discourses surrounding foreign nationals solidify into a narrative of foreignness as criminality.  
The analysis shows that Ghanaian media do more than describe crimes. In their narratives, Chinese and Nigerian nationals are constructed as “outsiders” who threaten national security and order. Nigerians are predominantly linked to violence and fraud, while Chinese nationals are framed as economic exploiters through illegal mining and labour conflicts. Portrayals of this nature reinforce symbolic boundaries between ‘us’ (Ghanaians) and “them” (foreigners), which sustains suspicion and hostility toward these foreign nationals. In this way, crime reports serve not only to inform but to legitimise unequal treatment of foreigners within Ghanaian society and its criminal justice system.
 



6. Conclusion
[bookmark: _Hlk187589242]The pivotal role of the media in society is indisputable, functioning not only as an information source but also as a critical force in promoting social cohesion within communities, as underscored by Mastro (2015). This notwithstanding, this influential role has not been without controversy, as allegations of subjectivity have been raised by some foreign nationals against the Ghanaian media. Against this backdrop, this study examined the linguistic features employed in Ghanaian online newspapers in the portrayal of Chinese and Nigerian nationals in crime reports. 
Consistent with the results of previous studies (Arowosola 2020, Kaulfuss 2020; Khan, Ahsan, and Tariq 2021; Reid 2021; Cengiz and Karlson 2021, Kapetanovic 2022) and confirming the allegations made by some members of the migrant community, the findings of the study suggest that there are elements of prejudice in the discourses on foreign nationals. According to the findings, the media not only present facts to consumers but, in disseminating information on criminal behaviours of individual foreign nationals to the public, they propagate hidden ideologies about them. The linguistic analysis of the texts reveals that through exclusion, intensification, functionalisation and nationalisation, suspects and members of their countries are depicted as criminals, outsiders, morally opposed to Ghanaian victims, recurrent actors in crime narratives and a threat to Ghanaians. 
In line with Bruno (2016), Balica and Marinescu (2018), and Arowosola (2020), the findings indicate that through the portrayal of a single violent case, the media imposes the “criminal” identity on entire nationalities, thereby diffusing individual blame onto a national group. It is a fact that crime has no national colour. However, according to the findings, nationality has become a very significant feature of crime news involving foreign nationals. This finding corroborates Biebuyck (2014) and Füstös’ (2023) studies, which reports that migrant offenders were consistently portrayed as a collective group, with their nationalities explicitly stated in every report. This approach risks reinforcing stereotypes that may damage the reputation of foreign nationals and influence the treatment they may receive from Ghanaian citizens which may not only lead to the blanket labeling of foreigners as threats, but also fuel xenophobic attitudes, deepen societal divisions, strain intercultural relations, and complicate international diplomacy.
This research draws attention to the often-overlooked discriminatory patterns embedded in media discourse. It is important to acknowledge that many of these media reports are shaped by police narratives, as journalists often rely heavily on information drawn directly from police sources. As a result, some representations in the media may reflect biases embedded in official accounts rather than deliberate editorial choices. This highlights the need to critically examine how police reports themselves frame foreign nationals, as these narratives often serve as the foundation for subsequent media portrayals.
The findings of the study have implications for policies and media practices. To present objective reportage on crimes, the media must avoid the explicit identification of suspects by their nationalities except in situations where such details are pertinent to the story. Like colour-blind policies which bar journalists from identifying suspects or offenders by race or ethnicity, we propose a nationality-blind policy which would prevent journalists from identifying suspects by their nationalities.
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