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Hypotheses:
H 1: Americans who see immigrants as isolated from American culture are more likely to fear or strongly fear losing majority status.

H 2: White Americans who fear losing majority status due to changing demographics are more likely to favor or strongly favor state use of 
force against immigrants.

H 3: Americans who believe that immigrants are more likely to commit crimes than US citizens are more likely to endorse punitive state 
action against immigrants in advance of any hypothetical criminal activity.

Overview

! This study examines the roots of xenophobia in the 
specific case of current political discourse regarding 
immigrants to the United States.
! Research focuses on: 

! Exploring therootsof the increase in preemptive 
punitive action and threat-based rhetoric following 
the 2016 presidential election. 

! Non-criminal immigration violator at-large 
arrests by ICE more than doubled, increasing 
from 5,498 in 2016 to 13,600 in 2017.

! ICE book-ins increased from 108,342 in 2016 to 
139,530 in 2017. 

! Analyzing this increase through proximization 
theory  from the research of Piotr Cap.

! A model of discourse that locates threats within 
proximity to both speaker and addressee.

! Used to create urgency and legitimize actions or 
policies in order to neutralize an antagonistic 
entity or justify preventative or protective 
measures in advance of the aforementioned 
threat. 

! Applicableto diverse fields: preventative 
medicine, climate change, immigration, national 
security.

! UsingtheChapmanSurveyof American Fears.

Abstract
Leading up to the 2016 election, popular rhetoric 
surrounding immigrants to the United States took a 
marked turn. This change can be partially explained 
using Piotr CapÕs proximization theory, a threat-based 
discursive model that relies on locating threatening 
events in proximity to the audience in order to justify 
preventative or protective measures. Quantitative public 
opinion data from the Chapman University Survey of 
American Fears suggests that a disbelief in immigrantsÕ 
ability to assimilate is strongly correlated with a fear of 
immigrants committing crimes. White Americans who 
hold these beliefs typically tend to favor or strongly 
favor preemptive punitive action against noncitizen 
residents, including but not limited to increased 
policing, raiding homes and businesses, and deportation. 
The anticipation of elevated criminal activity within the 
immigrant population is used to motivate both 
individual and state-level action against immigrants, 
irrespective of real-world statistics regarding citizen and 
noncitizen crime rates. Further, a comparison of 
attitudes toward changing demographics in Europe and 
America places the American immigrant and refugee 
situation in a broader global context. Finally, current 
and historical case studies of nations more and less 
hostile towards refugees and immigrants attempt to 
identify the present-day actors that stand to benefit from 
framingtheimmigrant as latent criminal and citizen as 
defender of the nation. 

Conclusions
! By positioning any given immigrant as a latent 
criminal, it is possible to reframe the issue of 
immigrantsas a matter of public and individual safety. 
Further, by locating the threat of changing 
demographics within temporal proximity to the 
addressee, the addressee becomes more receptive to the 
idea that preemptive punitive action must be taken 
against a group that has already been established as a 
potential threatÉ 
! Éresulting in the addressee being more strongly in 
favor of state use of force against groups that threaten
majority status.

H 1: Isolation

H 2: Changing Demographics

H 3: Fear of crime
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Findings
H 1: Isolation

! When immigrants are read as ÔotherÕ(by framing all
immigrants or certain groups of immigrants as either
unableor unwilling to assimilate),there is a significant
amountof resistanceto their presenceand an associated
fear of loss of majority statuson the part of citizens.
However, it is not as pronounceda predictoras fear of
demographicchangeitself or fearof crime. This suggests
that fear-basedframingsareperhapsmoreaccuratewhen
attemptingto analyzetheroot causesof xenophobia.

H 2: Changingdemographics
! Thosewho fear losing their majority statusto changing

demographicsfall back on the distanceor proximity
between themselvesand the immigrant-as-other; the
distance, ideologically, between their concept of
themselves as citizen-defender and immigrant as
criminal, servesto increasetheir fear of the immigrantÕs
physicalor temporalproximity to them. As a result,they
defendthemselvesby goingon theattackin the form of
preemptivepunitivestateaction.

H 3: Fearof crime
! This hypothesisholds the most closely to CapÕstheory

of proximization,and is the most clearly presentwhen
critically examiningthe currentrhetoricsurroundingthe
issue of illegal immigration. Likewise, fear of
immigrantscommitting crimes is the greatestpredictor
of thedesirefor punitivestateactionagainstimmigrants,
even when controlling for potential confounding
variables such as age, race, and education level.
Proximizationmakesuseof thethreatof violent crimein
order to stoke nationalismand tighten border security,
evenwhencrimeratesfail to matchthisnarrative.

Model Coefficient (B) Std.  Coefficient Significance

Indicate level of agreement: Recent 
immigrants are more reluctant to assimilate 
than previous immigrants.

-0.237 -0.303 0.000

Dependent Variable: How afraid are you of the following events? Whites no longer being a 
majority in the US. 

The resultsof this regressiontest indicate that the relationshipbetweenthesevariablesis
statisticallysignificantatp<0.000. Themagnitudeof this relationshipis representedby -0.303,
indicating that on the five-point Likert scalesused to take responsesregarding level of
agreementand level of fear respectively,fear tendedto increaseasagreementwith the idea
thatrecentimmigrantsareresistantto assimilationincreased.

The negative value of the standardizedcoefficient can be explained by the way the
independentvariablewascodedfor the purposesof statisticalanalysis; sinceagreementwas
based on qualitative levels rather than on a quantitative amount of agreement,strong
disagreementwas interpretedas a higher numericalvalue and strongagreementas a lower
one. Reversingthis yields the absolutevalueof the negativestandardizedcoefficientabove.
This meansthat for every unit step indicating greaterfear, therewas a stepof 0.303 units
towardsskepticismfor the ability of immigrantsto assimilate. This canbe interpretedin the
oppositedirection as well; fear of recentimmigrantsincreasesthe more the the respondent
believesthatimmigrantsareunableor unwilling to assimilate.

Data

Model Coefficient (B) Std.  Coefficient Significance

How afraid are you of the following event: 
Whites no longer being the majority in the US.

0.366 0.331 0.000

Dependent Variable: completePunitive

A noteon the dependentvariableusedabove: completePunitiveis the resultof recodingtwo
level-of-agreementvariables into binary variables and adding them together. First, the
questionsÒPleaseindicate your level of agreementwith the following statements: Police
shouldbeallowedto raid businessesandhomesin orderto find undocumentedworkersÓand
ÒPleaseindicateyour level of agreementwith thefollowing statements: Deportationis a good
solution for immigration issuesÓwere selectedin order to model overall desirefor punitive
state action againstimmigrants. Thesevariableswere then recodedso that an answerof
ÒagreeÓor ÒstronglyagreeÓwith either was processedas a value of 1, and all negativeor
neutralresponseswerecodedas0. Lastly, thesevariableswereaddedtogetherto producea
valuebetween0 and2. A valueof two indicatesthat therespondentagreedor stronglyagreed
with both statements,while a value of one indicatesthat the respondentagreedor strongly
agreedwith onebutnotboth.

Theresultsof this regressionaresimilar in magnitudeandsignificanceto theresultsdisplayed
at left by H1. It shouldbe notedthat althougha direct correlationand a positiveslopewas
observeddespitea negativecoefficient in H1, the positivecoefficient in H2 still representsa
directcorrelationanda positiveslope; this is a resultof theway ÒIndicatelevel of agreementÓ
questionsarecodedin theChapmanSurveyof AmericanFears.

Model Coefficient (B) Std.  Coefficient Significance

Indicate level of agreement: Immigrants are 
more likely to commit crime than US citizens.

-0.613 -0.622 0.000

Dependent Variable: completePunitive

The resultsof this regressiontestagainshowthat the relationshipbetweenthesevariablesis
statisticallysignificantatp<0.000. Themagnitudeof this relationshipis representedby -0.622,
indicating that a much higher change in completePunitiveis predicted by the fear of
immigrantscommitting crimes than by the fear of loss of majority status. As in H1, the
negativecoefficientvalueis a resultof theway level-of-agreementquestionsarecodedrather
thananindicationthataninverserelationshipis present.

This tiesin themostcloselywith proximizationtheoryasit pertainsto perceivedthreatsto the
nation. Directly above,a social mediapost by the vice presidentin regardto immigration
enforcementthat perfectlydisplaysproximizationtheory. The speakergeneratesurgencyand
fearby presentingtheir solutionasimmediatelynecessaryto neutralizean imminentthreat,in
this caseanincreasein gang-relatedviolent crime.

Alarmist languageinvoking thethreatof violent crimeservesto reinforce
theimageof immigrantascriminal andremindtheaddresseethattheyare
in dangerunlesstheyactbeforethesituationhasa chanceto worsen.


