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Self-/representation of Migrants in Media 

Oleksandr Pronkevich (Ukrainian Catholic University) 

 

There are two broad categories of representation with respect to migrant communities and 

individuals. Representation by migrants themselves, or with significant input from migrants, is 

generally understood as ‘self-representation’. This contrasts with practices of ‘representation’ 

by third parties, particularly those that are produced in places of migrant arrival and/or 

settlement. Representation of migrants by the media of host countries will normally be tied to 

the opinions and perspectives of host populations and political authorities. Self-representations, 

created through images and narratives by migrants and allies, seek dissemination in the media 

of their host countries, but also appear in migrants’ own media outlets, often in languages other 

than that of the host and with much narrower target readers and audiences. The study of migrant 

self-/representation(s) is important both for measuring the level of migrant visibility or 

invisibility in a certain culture and for understanding their most urgent problems (Chouliaraki 

2017, Karakoulaki et al. 2018).  

Migrant media creators seek to resonate their experiences from personal and community 

perspectives through the construction of compelling narratives. Such self-resonant narratives 

entail cohesive sequences of utterances, or discourses, that are organized by central images, or 

ideas, or concepts, or even myths. Self-/representation narratives can also be described as 

rhetorical practices based on certain verbal and non-verbal strategies concerned with 

establishing empathy or disgust toward migrants (Boswell et al. 2021, Leurs et al 2020). These 

two main communicative objectives are to be taken into consideration in an analysis of self-

/representation of migrants in media.  In some situations, the creators of media texts try to 

represent migrants in a positive way, perhaps even converting them into heroes. This strategy 

is more typical of self-images created by migrants themselves, but there are naïve examples of 

host countries othering the migrant through expecting heroism rather than ordinary human 

needs. There are also representation strategies in host media where migrants are simply depicted 

as individuals who have had to suffer calamities that they do not deserve. In other cases, 

migrants are seen as threatening and frightening. They are often demonized; and depicted as an 

enemy, the Other, indeed the Alien that will destroy the established social order. In both 

contexts, there is the potential for exaggeration. In self-representation narratives, there may be 
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a tendency for self-justification, and the elision of any actual problems associated with cross-

border movement and settlement. Arguably, all human beings tend to see themselves as better 

than they are or to underestimate their impact. Conversely, representation embedded in 

narratives produced by non-migrants is often manipulated by cultural propaganda, and by 

suspicion. As a result, it is highly recommended to apply critical discourse analysis to study the 

historical and cultural context in which media function and to deconstruct the “mythology” that 

predetermines the choice of narratives, and their impact on society.  

In an analysis of self-representation, special attention should be given to the type of 

media through which these narratives are disseminated. A key issue is the political preferences 

of the owners of relevant media. Traditional media, such as broadcast television, newspapers, 

and radio, are very expensive to run. As a rule, they are monopolized by states, political parties, 

and media magnates who thereby influence the degree of visibility and invisibility of migrant 

populations. As a result, one might expect that in traditional media in democratic countries, the 

representation of migrants’ experiences will align more closely with both public opinion and 

editorial policies. Meanwhile, the images of migrants that appear in traditional media in 

countries with authoritarian governments will be more controlled ideologically on the level of 

content and form. New media platforms (social networks like Instagram, Tik-Tok, Facebook, 

YouTube.) are much cheaper to access as content producers and are therefore more accessible 

to migrants. On these platforms, they create numerous outputs representing their experiences 

from their perspectives. One can suggest that they have more freedom of expression in these 

forums, but one should not exaggerate the extent of this freedom. New media platforms also 

have editorial and content management policies and, as they are immediately involved in 

everyday discourse production, these social spaces can limit freedom of speech even more 

seriously than traditional censorship.  Meanwhile, traditional media now also exist in many 

formats and are available to a broader audience through digital delivery. A further impact on 

access is caused by the overt use of new media by political actors to propagate their narratives 

and (often negatively) impact the perception of migrants in host communities.  

A valuable dimension in the study of self-/representation media narratives of migrants 

is considering the medium which is used to produce media texts. One should distinguish (1) 

verbal narratives without visual images (newspaper publications, essays, works of literature, 

messages in Viber or Telegram.); noting that verbal narratives can be presented in a written or 

in an oral form (podcasts or radio interviews), and (2) non-verbal narratives with or without 
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verbal components (pictures, photos, internet sites, blogs, vlogs.). The first group may be 

studied with the help of critical discourse analysis (Wodak and Meyer 2009). Its aim is to reveal 

the ideological component and the power relations within the discourses of different socio-

political actors. For the second group, this type of analysis is not sufficient. It should be enriched 

by multimodal discourse analysis (Kress and van Leeuwen 2001), which takes into 

consideration the visual elements of media communication and its cooperation with the verbal 

level of the media texts.  

In the context of analysis of Ukrainian migration, such approaches as digital 

ethnography, historical-typological analysis and psycholinguistic analysis also play a crucial 

role in understanding these narratives. Digital ethnography is a research method that examines 

the cultural and social practices of migration through the observation and analysis of online 

interactions, content, and behaviors within digital spaces. This approach provides insights into 

how migration experiences, identities, and communities are shaped and represented in the 

virtual world. Historical-typological analysis involves the use of both quantitative and 

qualitative methods, to identify key concepts of self-presentation among Ukrainian migrants 

and their perception in host countries. This approach is particularly useful for analyzing cross-

border migration and Ukrainian emigration, both political and economic, through a historical-

typological lens. Furthermore, the psycholinguistic analysis of the discourses of Ukrainian war 

refugees, which involves computer analysis and a corpus approach, allows us to study the 

psycholinguistic aspects of their communication and define the psycholinguistic portrait of 

Ukrainian migrants. This method helps uncover patterns in language use that reflect emotional, 

cognitive, and social adaptations to displacement. 

The artistic self-/representation of media narratives (films, theatrical performances, 

works of painting, graphic novels, musical compositions, art projects, etc.) are to be studied as 

a separate group of texts about migrants. First, their medium is synthetic – it involves verbal 

and non-verbal elements and establishes extremely complicated relationships among all 

elements of the idioms used for their creation. Second, they are sophisticated aesthetic products 

that are open to free critical multi-dimensional readings. They are works of art that require their 

own hermeneutics.   

The study of self-/representation of media narratives of migrants is a new page in the 

history of imagology – an inter-disciplinary approach towards cultural production that focuses 

on the presence of images of one culture in the cultural texts of another culture: the appearance 
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of migrants reactivates sensitivity to the imagery of the Self versus Other. It is important to 

avoid stereotypes which are often used as rhetorical tropes, both in the constructing narrative 

of self-/representation of migrants in media, and in third-party/host representations.  To 

critically reconsidering the strategy of exoticization, both by Self and Other, may afford a more 

clear-sighted understanding of migrants and the host countries where they come to look for new 

lives.   
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