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Migration today is shaped not only by physical borders and border crossings, but also by visual
borders, the systems of images, aesthetic codes, and symbolic narratives that structure how
societies perceive refugees and displaced persons. The concept of visual politics of migration
addresses how images are created, circulated, and interpreted within political, media, and
cultural systems that influence public understandings of mobility and displacement. It draws
on the “visual turn” in the humanities (Mitchell 1994; Gottfried and Mitchell 2009), which
emphasizes that images are not passive reflections but active participants in meaning-making
processes. The omnipresence of images in digital media, as Bleiker (2018) notes,
fundamentally reshapes how societies comprehend migration, conflict, and humanitarian

crises.

Media, political actors, and humanitarian organizations deploy specific visual tropes to frame
migration in particular ways. Newspapers and political campaigns often rely on predictable
and emotionally charged imagery: aerial photographs of overcrowded boats crossing the
Mediterranean, anonymous crowds at border fences, or distressed children awaiting aid.
These tropes create an “aesthetic code of crisis,” presenting migration as a mass, impersonal,

and overwhelming phenomenon.

Visual politics is not only about representation but also about power. Political actors use
images to justify border control, humanitarian intervention, or exclusionary policies. Media
outlets may rely on sensational images to maintain audience engagement. Humanitarian
organizations may portray refugees in ways that secure donations. These representational
choices shape public sentiment and can influence policy decisions, from asylum quotas to

integration measures. A famous example is Jeff Mitchell’s 2015 photograph of refugees

1 See example here: https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2016/jun/22/jeff-mitchells-best-shot-the-
column-of-marching-refugees-used-in-ukips-brexit-campaign
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walking across Slovenia, which was later repurposed into political propaganda by UKIP? and
Eric Zemmour3 to frame migration as a demographic threat. This phenomenon demonstrates
how images can be recontextualized to serve competing ideological agendas, revealing the

fluidity and political instrumentalization of visual meaning.

Visual tropes operate through massification, passivization, infantilization, vilification, and
aestheticization, mechanisms identified by Chouliaraki and Stolic (2017). Massification
portrays migrants as indistinguishable crowds, erasing individuality and complicating
empathy. Passivization frames refugees as helpless bodies-in-need, defined solely by
vulnerability. Infantilization centers images of children to evoke paternalistic humanitarian
responses, while vilification casts migrants as dangerous “others.” Aestheticization transforms

suffering into stylized, artistic objects, potentially diluting moral urgency.

These oscillating portrayals, between the “speechless victim” and the “threatening other”,
reveal the ambivalence of migrant representation. Migrants rarely control how they appearin
mainstream media, and their images are mediated by journalists, policymakers, and
humanitarian actors within specific agendas. As Malkki (1996) argues, visual representations
participate in constructing a “transnational imagination of refugeeness,” shaping the symbolic

place of refugees in global consciousness.

The spectatorship of suffering (Sontag 2003; Chouliaraki 2006; Ibrahim 2010) plays a central
role in how audiences engage with refugee imagery. Digital circulations of suffering can
produce compassion fatigue, where repeated exposure to distressing images leads to
emotional desensitization. lbrahim (2018) warns that the refugee’s body becomes a
“spectacularized body”, consumed visually but not ethically engaged with, reducing structural
violence to imagery. This dynamic turns suffering into a commodity in the digital attention

economy.

A related concept is grievability (Butler 2009), referring to whose lives are seen as worthy of
mourning. Visual media selectively constructs which bodies deserve empathy and which

remain invisible. The image of Alan Kurdi, the drowned Syrian toddler photographed by Niltifer

2 See example here: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Breaking_Point_(UKIP_poster)
3 See example here: https://x.com/ZemmourEric/status/1574401487089827840

N ) . : T B %% VNIVERSIDAD
X,As — L e JERBEE Gl pSALAMANCA

g KN
“desn®

1> uMCs




a’ ___ __ MigraMedia
MIG “===—--  Migration Narratives in European Media: Teaching, Learning, and Reflecting

Co-funded by

Erasmus+ Projekt 2023-1-DE01-KA220-HED-000154375 the European Union
Demir?, became an iconic moment that temporarily shifted public sentiment and political
discourse. Yet thousands of other refugee deaths remain unpictured, unnoticed, and

ungrieved. Grievability is unequally distributed, revealing how humanitarian feeling is

structured by power.

Despite these limitations, visual media also hold potential for humanization and counter-
narrative creation. Artistic responses to Alan Kurdi’s death, including large-scale murals, digital
illustrations, and multimedia installations, recontextualized the tragedy as a collective moral
responsibility. Such works highlight the possibility of reclaiming refugee narratives through

art, producing alternative ways of seeing displacement.

Digital media further transform the visual politics of migration through algorithmic
amplification. Platforms such as Facebook, TikTok, and X prioritize content that triggers strong
emotions. As a result, migration becomes an “affective event”, shared, commented on, and
reinterpreted within platform logics. This algorithmic ecology shapes what appearssalientand

urgent, layering an additional level of mediation on top of traditional news framing.
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