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Digital self-representation refers to the practices through which migrants use personal media 

(smartphones, social networks, messaging apps, and digital archives) to document their 

journeys, narrate their experiences, and assert their agency. These practices challenge 

traditional media portrayals that often depict migrants as passive victims or societal threats 

(Chouliaraki and Stolic 2017). Instead, digital self-representation foregrounds migrants’ 

voices, subjectivities, and everyday agency. 

Smartphones have become indispensable tools for displaced individuals. As Görland and 

Arnold (2022) show, smartphones support not only logistical coordination during migration 

journeys but also emotional connection, social integration, and forms of self-empowerment. 

They act as repositories of personal memory, communication hubs, and tools of visibility. 

Through photos, videos, audio messages, and written posts, migrants craft their own 

narratives and resist reductive portrayals. 

The shift toward studying the “migrant own gaze” (Georgiou & Leurs 2022) marks an 

important development in migration research. Rather than analyzing how others depict 

migrants, scholars now examine how migrants depict themselves – how they select, frame, 

and circulate images that reflect their lived realities. Selfies taken at borders, in transit camps, 

or in new host cities offer intimate windows into migrants’ emotional worlds. These images 

can serve as tools for dignity, self-affirmation, and community-building.  

Scholarship on selfies has also highlighted the unequal distribution of symbolic power in media 

representations and the ways in which migrants’ self-representation can, at least temporarily, 

destabilize these hierarchies (Georgiou and Leurs, 2022;  Chouliaraki 2017; Witteborn 2015). 

Beyond selfies, research has also examined other modes of migrant self-representation, 

including the exploration of migrants’ personal digital media archives, collective migrant films 



MigraMedia 
Migration Narratives in European Media: Teaching, Learning, and Reflecting 

Erasmus+ Projekt 2023-1-DE01-KA220-HED-000154375 

 

 

2 

 

(Uksan 2022), graphic live narratives (Naghibi 2020), digital participatory art (Aljoun et al. 

2023), etc. However, this direction still needs to address significant gaps, particularly by 

expanding the examination of refugees as active agents rather than merely subjects of 

representation and by fostering a deeper discussion on how (self-)representation functions as 

a reflexive space for experience, meaning making, and affect (Georgiou and Leurs 2022) 

Researchers agree that digital forms of personal media fulfill several interconnected functions 

within migrants’ digital practices: self-affirmation and visibility, narrative control and meaning 

production, community-building and construction of transnational belonging. For example, 

selfies can counteract the anonymity and dehumanization that frequently characterize 

mainstream depictions of displaced people. By asserting presence and individuality, migrants 

resist massifying visual logics that collapse diverse experiences into undifferentiated crowds. 

Controlling the camera’s gaze enables them to position themselves as subjects rather than 

objects, reclaiming symbolic power and reshaping hierarchies of visibility. Digital media also 

allow migrants to articulate alternative narratives that highlight resilience, agency, humor, 

creativity, and the ordinariness of daily life, dimensions largely absent from crisis-oriented 

journalism (Chouliaraki 2006; Leurs 2020). Through selective recording and sharing, migrants 

produce reflexive accounts of their movement, transforming self-representation into a space 

for sense-making and emotional processing. Such narratives challenge humanitarian 

discourses that reduce migrants to spectacles of suffering and complicate the binary framing 

of migrants as “victims” or “threats.” Digital networks sustain what Madianou (2016) terms 

“ambient co-presence”: a sense of closeness maintained across distance through the 

exchange of messages, images, and notifications. WhatsApp groups, TikTok communities, and 

diaspora Facebook networks function as affective infrastructures where migrants coordinate 

movement, share information, and provide emotional support. These platforms help 

construct a sense of belonging that is mobile, relational, and transnational, rather than 

territorially fixed. 

However, the assertion of agency through digital self-representation is not an unmediated or 

uniformly successful endeavor. The use of personal media is subject to the structural 

constraints imposed by platform governance, algorithmic gatekeeping and existing power 

stuctures. While migrants gain narrative control over individual posts, the visibility and 
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interpretation of these narratives are ultimately mediated by the commercial logic of social 

media companies, which can prioritize sensational content or subject personal media to 

opaque moderation policies. Furthermore, the very platforms used for self-affirmation can 

simultaneously enable a form of digital panopticon, exposing migrants to increased 

surveillance by state actors, border agencies, or online publics, thus introducing risks that 

complicate the asserted freedom and highlighting the unequal distribution of symbolic power 

in the digital space. 

To fully capture the significance of these practices, scholarship must move beyond merely 

cataloging the outcomes of representation and explore the reflexive space created by digital 

practices. The act of documenting and sharing is not just about projecting an image outward; 

it is a profound process of meaning-making through which migrants process trauma, negotiate 

new identities, and maintain their sense of self amidst displacement. This approach requires 

researchers to engage with the affective dimensions of digital self-representation, the 

deliberate performance and management of emotions like hope, solidarity, and grief. 

Recognizing this affective labor illuminates how personal media functions as a vital tool for 

emotional survival and transnational community maintenance, establishing the self-

represented narrative as both a political statement and a therapeutic archive. 
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