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Representation and Migration
Ahmet Ipsirli, Erciyes University, Turkiye

Representation is the process of using words, images, symbols, or other signs to convey
information about our world. When we read a newspaper article, scroll through social media,
or watch a television broadcast, we often rely on these representations to form an idea of what
is happening around us. In today’s society—considering the popularity of television, the
internet, and mobile phones—this process becomes especially fundamental. Representations do
more than simply reflect realities—unlike what humans thought for a long period of time—, in
fact, they shape them: They frame our perspectives, influence our emotional responses, and
shape public debate. At the same time, these depictions are not neutral or innocent. There is
always a power dynamic at play, determining which voices are heard, which are silenced, and

how certain groups—like migrants—are portrayed.

Cultural theorist Stuart Hall explains that representation functions through two interconnected
systems. First, we create meaning by relating everything we see or think about—people,
objects, events, ideas—to an internal “conceptual map.” Second, we connect this conceptual
map to the signs and symbols of language. The result is what Hall calls “representation”: the
process that links our internal understanding of the world to the external signs we use to
communicate and make sense of it (Hall 19). But more essentially, Hall highlights that
representation does not merely mirror a pre-existing world. Rather, it actively constructs the
concepts and characteristics that we associate with different social groups. He emphasizes how
people and places perceived as distinct from us are often subjected to forms of representation
that reveal underlying power relations. He poses central questions about how ‘“otherness”
becomes a captivating yet contested theme in popular culture (Hall 225) and notes that
representation engages our deepest emotions—fears, anxieties, and desires—in ways not easily

explained by common-sense reasoning (Hall 226).

For instance, Edward Said’s criticism of Orientalism—an example of how representations
shape historical and cultural ideas about “others”—demonstrates how depictions can
accumulate over time to form what societies accept as objective knowledge. Said argues that
Western scholarly, literary, and cultural portrayals of the so-called “Orient” often reveal more

about Western concerns and biases than about any authentic Eastern reality. These portrayals
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operate through repeated tropes and stereotypes that position non-Western peoples as exotic,
backward, or threatening (Said 12). In this way, the concept of the “Orient” becomes something
that must be understood or explained, rather than a self-defining entity. As such depictions
circulate, they reinforce one another in books, art, and public discourse, creating a seemingly
coherent body of “knowledge” that guides both popular perception and political policy—often

without any recognition that it may be incomplete or constructed.

George Gerbner extends this idea from the printed page that one may find in Said’s analysis
into the realm of television, suggesting that TV now plays a comparable role in shaping cultural
patterns for vast and diverse audiences who may otherwise lack a common source of
information. By continually broadcasting mass-produced messages in news, drama, and
advertising, television creates a shared symbolic environment that cultivates widely accepted
conceptions of reality (Gerbner, “Cultural Indicators” 178). Unlike the industrial revolution,
which uprooted people physically, Gerbner argues that the electronic revolution “transports”
them virtually, reorganizing society into what he calls a “re-tribalization” (The Stories 10—11).
In this new environment, TV functions as the storyteller and “tribal chief,” offering cohesive

narratives that can simultaneously unify and homogenize cultural perspectives.

Extending the conversation to digital platforms, Lev Manovich argues that not only do
individual online objects (images, videos, posts) function as representations, but also the very
interfaces and software we use to engage with them serve as frameworks for how we experience
reality (Manovich 40). Algorithms determine which stories and voices gain visibility, further
structuring our perceptions and discussions about migration or any other intricate topic. These
new modes of representation accelerate our reliance on mediated impressions, making the
power dynamics underlying them even more significant—especially when they involve

complex and deeply human issues like migration.

Reflecting on how human beings have historically relied on such mediated impressions, it
becomes clear that representation is closely tied to memory and meaning-making. Although
direct personal experience plays a role in shaping our perceptions, much of what we believe
about the world—even in areas we can see with our own eyes, such as police work or medical
care—is heavily influenced by fictional narratives and cultural portrayals. Postmodern critiques
push this insight further, emphasizing that in an era saturated by media and technology,
representations can overshadow or even redefine the real. Since reality can never be represented
completely, issues arise about which events or aspects of reality get highlighted, who decides

that emphasis, and why certain narratives prevail over others. As we move into discussions
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about migration, this question of selective portrayal becomes especially urgent: the stories we
consume can lead us to assume, for instance, that there are far more migrants in a city than

statistical reality would suggest, simply because media depictions saturate our screens.

Over time, these repetitive representations form collective perceptions. In the context of
migration, for example, sensational headlines or dramatic portrayals on television can
overshadow personal experiences of actual migrants. Thus, the processes of representation do
not simply reflect what happens in the external world but shape how we perceive and interact
with it. Decisions about which images, sounds, or narratives to present can determine what is
visible and what remains invisible or misrepresented in public consciousness. They also grant
certain groups (e.g., producers, editors, or influential social media personalities)

disproportionate power to decide which stories “count.”

In modern media landscapes, repeated portrayals of migrants can overshadow firsthand
experiences. A city resident who mostly encounters sensational or simplistic news coverage
may develop distorted perceptions about migrant numbers, behaviors, or contributions. Such
patterns become especially strong when certain narratives—Ilike “migrants as criminals™ or
“migrants as perpetual victims”—dominate public discourse, shaping social attitudes and
policies in the process. Yet representation, as old as humanity itself, has always offered only a
partial glimpse of reality. Postmodern critiques remind us that no representational system can
fully capture the complexity of the world, making it crucial to ask who decides which slices of
reality become “the truth.” In migration narratives, for instance, images of overcrowded boats
or refugees in camps often overshadow less dramatic but equally significant realities, such as

migrants integrating into local communities or sharing cultural traditions.

Ultimately, recognizing that representations are governed by power dynamics is vital if we want
to understand how ideas about “others”—including migrants—take root in public
consciousness. Far from offering an impartial window onto the world, representations actively
participate in shaping social meanings, reinforcing or challenging stereotypes, and guiding
policy debates. By interrogating which stories are told and who tells them, we gain a sense of

the cultural forces shaping our perceptions and, by extension, our collective realities.
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