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Abstract 

 

This study explores how the photographs of Alan Kurdi were used by Swedish newspapers, 

how they may have been perceived by the readers of those newspapers, and whether there are 

any ethical considerations when using the photography of Alan Kurdi. It answers three 

research questions; “How were the photographs of Alan Kurdi used by Swedish 

newspapers?”, “What potential meanings of the photographs of Alan Kurdi were interpreted 

by the readers of the articles?” and “What are the ethical implications of using the 

photographs of Alan Kurdi in the newspapers?” In order to investigate this the top 5 Swedish 

newspapers were studied and all the articles containing the photographs were studied. 

Through Sensitising Concepts and Inductive Analysis several topics and categories were 

discovered. The most common topic used by the newspapers was the topic of Alan Kurdi 

himself. In order to analyse these results Stuart Hall’s Encoding/Decoding Model of 

Communication is applied. The model identifies three types of receivers. Those who use 

preferred reading, negotiated reading and oppositional reading. By applying this model the 

way the photographs of Alan Kurdi was perceived by the readers of the newspapers can be 

analysed through the three different perspectives. Through the analysis it was argued that the 

most common way to perceive the photographs was humanising. The photographs worked 

both as an icon for the refugee crisis and to describe Alan Kurdi or the situation he was 

fleeing from. These topics can be argued to have a humanising effect on the refugee crisis as 

a whole. This was evident when charitable donations increased and there was a change in 

policy for refugees in Sweden that was less strict than before. However, after only a few 

months the public opinion grew harsher towards refugees and immigrants. This leads to the 

question - was it worth it? The photographs were used without consent and they could be 

argued to be exploitative of Alan Kurdi as well as his family. They can also be argued to be 

unethical. This papers concludes that the photographs were used by Swedish newspapers 

extensively, it seems in the most part with the intention of humanising the refugee crisis, and 

when looking at the rise in charitable donations and change in policy it seems to have 

worked. For a while. In truth, the photographs made no lasting difference, and it can be 

argued that the use of the photographs was unethical and the results that came from their 

publication did not justify the exploitation of Alan Kurdi.  
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Disposition: 

 

In the first chapter of this thesis I introduce the topic as well as go through my aim with the 

paper and the research question I will answer. 

      In the second chapter of this thesis I go through previous research made on the topic and 

divide the research into five different categories; Photography in a Crisis, Usage of Images of 

Vulnerable People, Refugee Crisis in the Media, Vulnerable People as Icons and Alan Kurdi 

in the Media. 

     In the third chapter of this thesis  I go through the theoretical framework chosen as well as 

introduce the two perspective I will use in relation to the theoretical framework. 

      In the fourth chapter of this thesis I go through the methodology used in the study. I also 

go through it in relation to my specific topic and the ethical concerns I considered with this 

method. 

      In the fifth chapter of this thesis I go through the results of the study and divide the results 

into three different categories; The Newspapers overall, The Newspapers Separately, and 

Terms Used. 

      In the sixth chapter of this thesis I analyse the results gathered in the previous chapter. I 

divide the analysis into different categories; Analysis of the Newspapers Overall, Analysis of 

the Newspapers Separately, Analysis of Terms Used and Summary of Analysis. 

      In the seventh chapter of this thesis I discuss the analysis and the results gathered from 

two different perspectives; the influence of social media on the analysis and the results, as 

well as ethical issues in using the photographs of Alan Kurdi. 

      In the eighth chapter of this thesis I conclude the thesis and look forward to future 

research that could be made on the topic. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1.Introduction 
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In September 2015 Alan Kurdi’s body washed up on a beach in Turkey. He was three years 

old and a refugee fleeing the war in Syria with his family. He drowned trying to get from 

Turkey to a better life in Europe via an unsafe boat. He was found by a Turkish police officer 

and the moment was photographed. The photos were later published in newspapers and on 

social media all over the world. They spread fast and were used in newspapers sometimes as 

a symbol for the refugee crisis and sometimes as a political tool to try to influence the public 

opinion. The aim of this study is to see how newspapers in Sweden used the photos of Alan 

Kurdi and to analyse and discuss their intentional purpose of this and the possible way in 

which the images were perceived. In relation to this I will also analyse whether the usage of 

the images was ethical. This is an important topic to study as the usage of images of 

vulnerable people is common in newspapers often without consent. One motivation for this 

usage could be that journalists believe that these photos bring further attention to the horrific 

situations people are in and that people from other places in the world may be more willing to 

help if they have more knowledge about the situation. The photographs in this case may 

further engagement and involvement among the readers, which may improve the vulnerable 

peoples’ situations. However, in this paper I will investigate whether this is true. Does the use 

of images of vulnerable people in newspapers really help their situation or is it merely 

exploitive? My research questions, which I will use to investigate this are the following: 

 

RQ 1: How were the photographs of Alan Kurdi used by Swedish newspapers? 

RQ 2: What potential meanings of the photographs of Alan Kurdi were interpreted by 

the readers of the articles?  

RQ 3: What are the ethical implications of using the photographs of Alan Kurdi in the 

newspapers? 

 

In this study I will first go through the background of the situation; what the political 

situation was like in Sweden during the publication of the photographs and what the situation 

was like for Alan Kurdi and how the photographs were spread. Secondly, I will go through 

existing research on the topic, which is divided into five topics; Photography in a Crisis, 

Usage of Images of Vulnerable People, Refugee Crisis in the Media, Vulnerable people as 
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Icons, and Alan Kurdi in the Media. Thirdly, I will go through the theoretical framework I 

will use in order to analyse the data gathered from the articles. The theoretical framework 

chosen is Stuart Hall’s Encoding/Decoding Model of Communication as it helps me to 

analyse both the possible intentions of the journalist but also the way the articles may have 

been interpreted by the readers. This will help in establishing how effective the use of the 

images of Alan Kurdi actually was in Swedish newspapers. Fourthly, I will go through the 

methodology when analysing the articles using the images of Alan Kurdi in Swedish 

newspapers. I will analyse the topics the newspapers have paired with the images. I will 

analyse the top 5 Swedish newspapers and all the articles they have published using the 

images. In total I will analyse 62 articles. By doing this I will be able to draw a conclusion 

about how the images were used overall by Swedish newspapers.  I do not intend on doing an 

ethnography of the readers of the newspapers, as it is unlikely that the readers themselves 

know how they reacted and why they reacted the way they did to the images. Experiences 

before and after the articles were read would have impacted the results. Fifthly, I will go 

through the data gathered from the newspapers and illustrate them using graphs. Sixthly, I 

will analyse the data gathered in the previous section using Stuart Hall’s Encoding/Decoding 

Model of Communication along with the perspectives of Moral Spectatorship and Iconicity. I 

will analyse the newspapers overall and individually. Seventhly, I will discuss the results 

both in relation to the influence of social media, and in relation to ethical issues one may have 

when it comes to the publication of the images. Lastly, I will provide a summary of the study 

in my conclusion. 

 

1.2 Background/Context 

 

In March 2011 many demonstrators walked the streets in Syria to express their discontent 

with their regime. The demonstrators were brutally handled by the government and a civil 

war started that escalated quickly. Over 400 000 people have died in the war and an estimated 

4,8 million people have been forced to flee their home and their country. With a population of 

around 18,5 million people that is around 26 % of the population in the country. Most of the 

refugees are in the neighbouring countries of Lebanon, Turkey and Jordan. Some have fled to 

Europe and Sweden. Over 80% of the population in Syria live in poverty. (Regeringen, 2018) 
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When Alan Kurdi and his family fled Syria in 2015, as so many others before them, they 

chose to take the route to Turkey and then go by boat to Greece to continue to flee to Sweden. 

On the night they were going to take the boat from Bodrum, Turkey the weather over the 

Aegean Sea was terrible. Several of the passengers questioned whether they should really 

take the dangerous boat ride that night, but the organisers of the ride insisted. As the boat ride 

cost a lot of money, for many all the money they had, they quietly sat down. The boat quickly 

capsized due to the weather conditions and many of the passengers died. Everyone in Alan 

Kurdi’s family died except for his father. Alan Kurdi was found in the morning on a beach in 

Bodrum. Close to his body they also found the body of his brother. When Alan Kurdi was 

found by a Turkish police officer, a photographer was there to capture both a photograph of 

Alan Kurdi laying on the beach face down, and a photograph of a visibly upset police officer 

with Alan Kurdi in his arms. These are the two photographs that were spread across the world 

both in newspapers and on social media. These photographs are the two that I will be 

investigating in this paper. (Metro Sweden, Aftonbladet, Expressen, Dagens Nyheter, 

Svenska Dagbladet, 2015-2018) 

          In Sweden, as in other European countries, the attitude towards the refugees fleeing 

Syria was quite negative before September 2015. With the rise of nationalistic parties all over 

the Western world, a lot of people felt that an influx of refugees was unwelcome. However, 

after the photographs of Alan Kurdi were published in September 2015 the attitudes changed. 

The civil war in Syria received a lot more attention and a lot of sympathy was expressed for 

the refugees. This was shown both by the fact that the amount of charitable donations 

increased in favour of the Syrian refugees and by the polls measuring a change of attitude 

towards immigrants and refugees in the Sweden. Several large political parties also expressed 

a willingness to change the strict immigration laws Sweden had at the time to a more open 

policy where the refugees would be welcomed and taken care of. Many Swedes met up with 

the refugees on the borders to make sure they felt welcome in the country. In 2015 Sweden 

welcomed 162 877 refugees, which is twice as many as in 2014. (Aftonbladet, 2015) 

However, Sweden was having problems providing for the sudden influx of refugees. A lot of 

the refugees did not get the care they needed after the traumatic events they had experienced 

and Sweden failed to integrate the refugees. This lead to another fast change in policy. By the 

end of 2015 Sweden had closed their borders for refugees and demanded ID checks before 

entering the country, even where they had not previously. They also eventually changed the 
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policy of the refugees being able to be reunited with their families, which may have been a 

reason many of the refugees fled to Sweden in the first place. By 2018 the Swedish 

nationalist party is bigger than ever and it can be argued that the country has miserably failed 

when it comes to the taking care of refugees and immigrants, especially in terms of care and 

integration. 

 

2. Literature Review  

 

In this literature review I am going to go through existing literature related to the topic of the 

usage of images of vulnerable people in the media. I will approach the topics of photography 

in a crisis, the use of images of vulnerable people in the media, how the 2015 refugee crisis 

was portrayed in the media, iconicity, and how the image of Alan Kurdi was used in the 

media. 

 

2.1 Photography in a Crisis 

 

According to Tomlinson (1999) there are two different definitions that can be applied when it 

comes to the term ‘mediation’. One definition is that mediation is about “overcoming 

distance in communication”, meaning that mediation overcomes geographical distances, 

cultural differences, and time and space for “real-time witnessing of faraway events”. In the 

first definition of mediation it is also about “closing moral distance” between people on 

different places on the planet. However, Tomlinson argues that this definition may be naive 

and he continues with a second definition of mediation that is about the act of “passing 

through the medium”, meaning that all the information that we receive in the media is 

“subject to the interventions of technology and the semiotic modes that the technology of the 

medium puts to use.” (Tomlinson, 1999, as cited in Chouliaraki, 2006: 19-20) Mediation 

during a crisis can be done using both photography and words. However, photography can be 

argued to add a validity to the words. “The image is normally referred to as a sort of 

impersonal 'legal proof', an objective record. similar in nature to an official form, a letter, a 

will, etc. It has purely informational value.” (Hall, 1997:81) 
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“Like a letter or an object itself, the photograph is held to be an objective representation of something 

factual, the image a way of presenting 'facts' about its subject in a purely informational way. But 

complications begin to seep in to this apparently clear-cut notion of the photographic 'document', and 

they concern exactly how and on what authority the record is held to divulge its objectivity. Like all 

documentary records, photographic documents may of course be altered in order to offer a false or 

different interpretation from that which they would disclose if they had not been tampered with. But 

this is not at issue. What we are concerned with is the general belief that photography is an inherently 

objective medium of representation. This belief has grown up with the medium and it is still routinely 

in play whenever we open a book or magazine or newspaper. The historian Beaumont Newhall put it 

most succinctly when he argued that 'the photograph has special value as evidence or proof' We 

believe it because we believe our eyes.” (Hall, 1997: 81-82) 

 

Hall argues that although images seem like legal evidence of an event, the images still need 

to be selected by someone, which is a “highly ideological procedure”. The images are 

selected based on what will sell newspapers and attract viewers, as well as “uniqueness, 

controversy, and perceived significance of the particular event.” (Willmot, 2017:70) 

Selectiveness when it comes to which photographs are made to represent a crisis also alters 

how the readers view and interpret the crisis.“The photo is further embedded with meaning 

by the subsequent decisions of editors, as they are ‘selected out from their original ordering 

and narrative context, to be placed alongside textual information and reports in a publication.’ 

Thus, photographic and visual representations are never neutral and greatly depend on human 

choices.” (Willmot, 2017: 70) Sontag (2003) also argues that the selection of images is based 

on newsworthiness and what is going to attract readers. “Wars are now also living room 

sights and sounds. Information about what is happening elsewhere, called "news," features 

conflict and violence’"If it bleeds, it leads’ runs the venerable guideline of tabloids and 

twenty-four-hour headline news shows-to which the response is compassion, or indignation, 

or titillation, or approval, as each misery heaves into view.” (Sontag, 2003:18) In summary, 

photography in a crisis is used both to overcome distance between the readers and the crisis 

and in many cases also to sell newspapers. However, it can be argued that the photographs 

representing the crisis are determining the way the readers view the crisis, which can work to 

distort the readers’ perspectives and in fact create more distance. 
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2.2 Usage of Images of vulnerable people 

 

The use of images of vulnerable people in the media has a long history. Sontag, 2003, states 

that the first war in which photographs were taken for newspapers was during the Spanish 

Civil War (1936-1939) “by a corps of professional photographers at the lines of military 

engagement and in the towns under bombardment, whose work was immediately seen in 

newspapers and magazines in Spain and abroad.” (Sontag, 2003: 21) The Vietnam War was 

the first war to be televised and “introduced the home front to new tele-intimacy with death 

and destruction.”  (Sontag, 2003: 21) During the Crimean War and the American Civil War, 

there were photographers present, however “combat itself was beyond the camera lense.” 

(Sontag, 2003: 20) 

         Today, images of war, destruction and the victims of war are frequently published in the 

media. The term “‘moral spectatorship’ has been characterised by Luc Boltanski (1999) and 

others as situations in which media confronts audiences with suffering at a distance.” 

(Boltanski, 1999, as cited in Mortensen & Trenz, 2016: 345) Boltanski, 1999, shifted the 

focus from individuals to the public and identified a new type of public. “Publics of moral 

spectatorship are not bound together by pre-existing ties of community such as the 

nation-state, but rather by shared attention to mediated reports of distant suffering and 

collective search for adequate ways to commit. Because distance cannot easily be bridged by 

acts of personal assistance on location, morality is conveyed by mediated discourse.” 

(Mortensen & Trenz, 2016: 345) Mortensen & Trenz, 2016, went on to argue that through 

moral spectatorship, distance is created between the public and the vulnerable people 

portrayed in the photographs. (Mortensen & Trenz, 2016: 345) The language used in news 

articles can influence the distance felt between the publics of moral spectatorship and the 

victims portrayed. “Words referring to in-group categorization (us, we, ours) may therefore 

over time accumulate primarily positive connotations; out-group-referent words (such as 

them, they, or theirs) are, by comparison, more likely to accumulate less favorable 

connotations (Brewer, 1979, as cited in Perdue, Dovido, Gurtman & Tyler, 1990:476) Hall 

(1997) states that language “facilitates the 'binding' or bonding together of all of Us who are 

'normal' into one ·imagined community'; and it sends into symbolic exile all of Them- 'the 

Others· -who are in some way different- 'beyond the pale'.” (Hall, 1997: 258)  
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         Furthermore, it can be argued that the images and language chosen when portraying 

vulnerable people are not selected consciously by journalists and photographers. However, 

Sontag (2003) states that “it is always the image that someone chose; to photograph is to 

frame, and to frame is to exclude. Moreover, fiddling with pictures long antedates the era of 

digital photography and Photoshop manipulations: it has always been possible for a 

photograph to misrepresent.” (Sontag, 2003: 46) She continues to state that the point of these 

photographs is to create distance. “It is a shocking image, and that is the point. Conscripted as 

part of journalism, images were expected to arrest attention, startle, surprise.” (Sontag, 2003: 

22-23) Chouliaraki (2006) argues that she does not think the choices are conscious, but they 

can still have the consequences of creating a distance. Even though “such choices are part of 

everyday journalistic routines rather than ideologically motivated calculations, they always 

carry norms as to how the spectator should relate to the sufferer and what we should do about 

suffering. It is these ethical values, embedded in news discourse, that come to orientate the 

spectator’s attitude towards the distant sufferer” (Chouliaraki, 2006: 3) However, Chouliaraki 

(2006) also believes that the portrayal of vulnerable people is important and has its purpose. 

In relation to the tsunami in 2004, where many members of the publics of moral spectatorship 

donated money for disaster relief, she states that “witnessing the event and its disastrous 

aftermath on screen is important in evoking emotion and, thereby, a sense of responsibility 

for the distant sufferer. It also tells us how important is the fact that 40 nations, many of them 

Western, not only witnessed but also experienced the feeling of loss.” (Chouliaraki, 2006: 1) 

Sontag (2003) also recognises the benefit of spreading these images, but she argues that “the 

only people with the right to look at images of suffering of this extreme order are those who 

could do something to alleviate it--say, the surgeons at the military hospital where the 

photograph was taken---or those who could learn from it. The rest of us are voyeurs, whether 

or not we mean to be.” (Sontag, 2003: 42) Additionally, Chouliaraki and Blaagard (2013) 

discuss the ethics of images and refers it “to the social relations of power and the forms of 

moral–political action that the visual representations of such vulnerability call on us to 

perform and, secondly, to the truth claims and modes of identification with those who suffer 

– what, that is, these visuals tell us about ourselves as moral actors and how they invite us to 

engage with them.” (Chouliaraki & Blaagard, 2013: 254)  

Moreover, Chouliaraki (2006) goes on to talk about the ethical power of mediation 

through television. “Ethics has to do with the norms according to which television represents 
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the spectators’ relationship to the distant ‘other’, to somebody the spectator does not 

experimentally or culturally identify with and cannot, in principle, share the misfortune of.” 

(Chouliaraki, 2006: 22) She describes two narratives of the ethical role of television - the 

pessimistic and the optimistic. “The pessimistic narrative maintains that television appears to 

create proximity, but, in fact, fosters distance. This narrative is deeply suspicious of 

technology - not because technology turns audiences into passive dupes, as simplistic 

accounts have it, but because technology entertains the illusion that audiences participate in 

public life when they are simply, in Adorno’s words, ‘regressing in listening’ or watching 

(1938/1982: 270).” (Chouliaraki, 2006: 24) The optimistic narrative on the other hand, argues 

that “the immediacy of television’s images and stories brings the world closer together… 

This narrative rests on the anthropological premise that the media work as symbols that 

generate authentic sociability.” (Chouliaraki, 2006: 26) She goes on to state that “in the 

pessimistic thesis, the management of geographical distance fails to close the moral distance 

between spectators and the sufferers. However, even in the optimistic thesis - where the 

dissemination of images is believed to make an ethical demand on the spectator - distance is a 

thorny question. This is because the optimistic thesis proves to be a halfway house between 

the dissemination and dialogic models, in that it regards, simultaneously, broadcasting as 

instrumental in the new democratic sensibility but sees sensibility as ultimately originating in 

the spectators’ lifeworlds.” (Chouliaraki, 2006: 39) And continues to state that in the 

pessimistic view suffering becomes aesthetic. “In the pessimistic narrative on mediation, the 

image of suffering fails to represent human pain - it aestheticizes human pain. This mean that 

the image tends to bring forth the formal properties of suffering as a spectacle on screen (the 

blood, the flesh, the tears) and take attention away from the content of suffering as a painful 

reality for somebody out there in the world. Image, in the pessimistic narrative, blocks modal 

imagination - that is, the capacity of spectators to think about suffering as fact rather than 

fiction - and stops the promise of engagement that such imagination entails.” (Chouliaraki: 

2006: 50) 

 

2.3 Refugee Crisis in the Media 
 

The Refugee Crisis refers to a situation that started in 2011. “Since 2011, over five million 

people have fled the civil war which has engulfed [Syria]. While the majority have sought 
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safety in Syria’s neighboring countries, the crisis has fueled anti immigrant sentiments across 

the European continent. Walls and fences are being erected, quotas have been set, and 

far-right nationalism is on the rise. It seems as if a new world order is beginning to take 

shape, with the 2016 Brexit vote serving as an ominous harbinger for the fate of the European 

Union.” (Willmott, 2017: 67) 

      In the media, the situation has been portrayed differently over the years, but according to 

Willmott (2017) “news images of refugees have become increasingly negative, often 

portraying them as either innocent victims, who lack political agency, or as security threats, 

with the potential to threaten the host country’s national security and identity” (Willmott, 

2017: 67) The news images that are being spread about the refugee crisis  “shape what can 

and cannot be seen and, indirectly, what can and cannot be thought. They influence not only 

what can be said legitimately in public but also what cannot be said. They help prevent some 

political positions from being established while leaving open a discursive space that can be 

occupied by others.” (Bleiker, Campbell, Hutchinson & Nicholson, 2013: 399)  The increase 

of negative news images of refugees then can be argued to foster fear in Europe. “Social 

psychology research has shown that most people have an inherent tendency to fear members 

of other groups. Not only are Syrian refugees of a different ethnicity than European 

populations, but because they are predominantly Muslim, they are subjected to additional 

prejudice. For centuries, Muslims have been demonized in the Western imagination. 

However, since the September 11th terrorist attacks, a new wave of Islamophobia has swept 

across the Western world.” (Willmott, 2017: 67) This has led to a fear of the ‘Other’ in the 

reporting of the refugee crisis in the media in Europe. (Willmot, 2017) In the reporting of the 

refugees women and children are often portrayed as “powerless of acting and in need of 

intervention” in contrast to the men that are often met with more fear and contempt. 

(Willmot, 2017)  

 

 

2.4 Vulnerable People as Icons 
 

In news reporting images of vulnerable people can become iconic and one images can end up 

representing a whole crisis and a whole war. Some examples of this is the image of Alan 

Kurdi from the 2015 refugee crisis, the image of “the baby facing out of the earth represents 
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the fatal industrial neglect of the 1984 Bhopal gas disaster Bhopal gas disaster”, and the 

image of “Kim Phuc running naked from a napalm attack in 1972” (Bradby, 2015:1) The 

latter image going on to represent the “embodied horror at the US intervention in Vietnam.” 

(Bradby, 2015: 1) “While most images seem dispensable, icons stand out: they have been 

seen by many and are known to have a large audience. Instead of being merely a personal 

favorite, the icon is something known to be shared with many other people, most of them 

strangers. Shared enough, that is, to qualify as emblematic of a culture.” (Hariman & 

Lucaites, 2015: 2-3) Additionally,  

 

“personification is the pivotal point for this double statement of the authentic and the symbolic. 

The individuals in the images are mostly depicted as archetypal victims, heroes, villains, and so on 

in a semantically open form allowing for audience identifications and investments. In this way, 

iconic images are tied to specific situations, geographical locations, and personal biographies while 

also pointing to larger issues and collectives of people, for instance, the ‘refugee crisis’, the ‘threat 

of terror’ or, in more general terms, human suffering and despair... Suffering or dead children are a 

frequent motif. By showing innocent victims, these iconic images make plain the human cost of 

conflicts and activate a ‘deep register of moral response’.” ( Hariman and Lucaites, 2007, as cited 

in Mortensen, 2017: 1146) 

 

The icons, however, have not accumulated meanings themselves, rather they  “do not 

carry meaning or 'signify' on their own. They accumulate meanings. or play off their 

meanings against one another, across a variety of texts and media.” (Hall, 1997: 232)  

       Moreover, when interpreting icons Goodman (1976) believed that “an image is a 

‘dense, continuous field’ of semantically charged signs, the ‘reading’ of which is in face 

‘interpretation’, a process that is taught and depends on cultural structures. (Goodman, 

1976, as cited in Batziou, 2011: 18) Sekula agrees that interpretation is based on culture 

and “argues that the meaning of photographic messages is determined by the 

socioeconomic and cultural context (1981) and that it stems from culture, not nature 

(1999). For Sekula (1984), photography presents only the possibility of meaning. It 

contains many different possible meanings that depend on the conditions of production, 

on the context of viewing, and on the viewer him-/herself. Meaning is the result of 

interaction between a photograph and the viewer; it neither exists within the image alone 

nor in the viewer’s mind, independent of the image (Mendelson, 2006).” ( Sekula 1981, 
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1984, 1999 and Mendelson, 2006 as cited in Batziou, 2011: 18) Hall (1997) also agrees 

stating that “it is by our use of things, and what we say, think and feel about them -how 

we represent them- that we give them a meaning. In part, we give objects, people and 

events meaning by the frameworks of interpretation which we bring to them. In part, we 

give things meaning by how we use them, or integrate them into our everyday practices.” 

(Hall, 1997: 3) Additionally, Hall goes on to state that “our 'circuit of culture' suggests 

that. in fact, meanings are produced at several different sites and circulated through 

several different processes or practices (the cultural circuit). Meaning is what gives us a 

sense of our own identity, of who we are and with whom we 'belong'- so it is tied up with 

questions of how culture is used to mark out and maintain identity within and difference 

between groups.” (Hall, 1997:3) Hall also likens the interpretation of language with that 

of photography. “Photography is a representational system, using images on 

light-sensitive paper to communicate photographic meaning about a particular person. 

event or scene. Exhibition or display in a museum or gallery can also be thought of as 

'like a language', since it uses objects on display to produce certain meanings about the 

subject-matter of the exhibition.” (Hall,1997:5) 

         Furthermore, appropriation and manipulation of an image is one of the factors that 

makes an image iconic in the modern times. When the image is being shared by many, 

several meanings and appropriations are added. “As a leftover from the analog media 

landscape, some images are still proclaimed to be ‘iconic’: they are broadly circulated, set 

the news agenda, turn into frames of reference in public debate, and, in the course of 

time, come to represent history in media and popular culture. However, visual icons 

should not merely be regarded as 20th century relics. This becomes apparent if we turn 

our attention to appropriations of icons.” (Mortensen, 2017: 1143)  Additionally, Burgin 

(1999) argues the importance of manipulation in photographs. “Burgin (1999) supports 

that a photograph is a “complex of signs” that are used in order to communicate a 

message (p. 44) and that it is ideologically charged since it depicts the world in a false 

way, serving the specific vested interests of the status quo (p. 43). According to Burgin, 

manipulation is a core component of photography (p. 41).” (Burgin, 1999, as cited in 

Batziou, 2011: 18) Hariman and Lucaites also stresses the big part appropriation plays 

when it comes to iconic images. “Appropriations are a defining trait of icons; ‘[c]opying, 
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imitating, satirizing, and other forms of appropriation are a crucial sign of iconicity’.” 

(Hariman and Lucaites, 2007, as cited in Mortensen, 2017: 1144)  

      Moreover, digital media has in recent years been important when it comes to the 

creation of icons through appropriation. Mortensen, 2017, argues that “social media and 

the more active role assumed by users now play a major part in citing and re-citing and 

appropriating and re-appropriating icons.” (2017: 1143)  Mortensen continues to state that 

“icons travel faster and farther. When circulated in the transnational media circuit, 

meanings are lost and found in translation between contexts. Appropriations might point 

to difficulties involved in translation and they might add to the difficulties themselves.” 

(Mortensen, 2017: 1144) Hansen and Mortensen (2015) argue that “appropriations feed 

iconization processes by citing or copying the image in question, thus confirming its 

iconic status as a prevalent frame of reference and part of collective visual memory. At 

the same time, appropriations form the major visual response to visual icons, which are 

spun into an intertextual web by referring to previous icons and giving way to 

appropriations and possibly also future icons.” (Hansen and Mortensen, 2015, as cited in 

Mortensen, 2017: 1144) 

 

2.5 Alan Kurdi in the Media 
 

In September 2015 a 3-year-old Syrian boy of Kurdish background named Alan Kurdi, 

drowned when he was trying to cross the Mediterranean sea to seek refuge in Europe. He was 

one of many refugees from the civil war raging in Syria. His body was found on a beach near 

Bodrum, Turkey. (Mortensen, 2017) “Two photographs taken by Nilüfer Demir for the 

Dogan News Agency became widely known, even though the images were mostly referred to 

in singular as one icon.  One shows the drowned child lying on the shore and the other a 

Turkish coast guard carrying the body. First circulated under the Twitter hashtag 

#humanitywashedashore, the images traversed media platforms within minutes and hours 

after their release. Following the customary pattern, numerous appropriations emerged 

instantly as part of the iconization process.” (Mortensen: 2017: 1147) The image(s) of Alan 

Kurdi quickly became icon and was spread in the media and social media. Mortensen (2017) 

argues that it is because the image of the little boy touched Europeans.“The Kurdi images 

were instantly declared to be iconic for powerfully symbolizing the humanitarian disaster 
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caused by the ‘refugee crisis’, one of the largest transnational challenges in recent years, and 

the simple, tragic iconography of the drowned child at the beach called for fierce expressions 

of grief, sorrow, moral outrage, and political condemnation. Even if the news media had 

covered the hardship of refugees for months, this particular imagery resonated strongly and 

especially among European publics.” (Mortensen, 2017: 1147) Bradby (2015) agrees, and 

argues that “the pitiful picture of a child who drowned during a failed sea crossing from 

Turkey to Greece seems to have done what reams of analysis and commentary could not: 

shifted the narrative. The image of Alan (also reported as Aylan) Kurdi’s small body, being 

carried from the Bodrum beach where he had washed ashore, touched people and allowed the 

‘migrant crisis’ to be seen as a humanitarian crisis.” (Bradby, 2015:1) Bradby argues that 

after the image was published the media reported on the refugees in a more open and humane 

manner.“Before Alan Kurdi’s death the news coverage of corpses found in a lorry in Austria 

insistently referred to them as migrants. The implication was that these migrants might be 

‘economic migrants’ and so less deserving of access to Europe than ‘proper’ refugees. The 

term migrant served to dehumanise the seventy plus corpses in the lorry and to undermine the 

righteousness of their flight. After circulation of the Kurdi picture, lines of people walking 

along motorways and train lines in central Europe became ‘refugees’. The shift in 

terminology from ‘migrants’ to ‘refugees’ implied a justified escape from conflict. The 

biblical nature of the exodus was noted. Coverage of promigrant responses in rich countries 

increased: demonstrations, local initiatives to collect aid and invitations to share people’s 

homes were documented.” (Bradby, 2015:1) Willmot (2017) also argues that the images 

made a difference for the refugees. “The Alan Kurdi drowning had critical significance as, 

though it was said to lead to more compassionate policies toward refugees, it was followed by 

a flood of various pictorial representations portraying immigrants, migrants, refugees, asylum 

seekers, military operations, and politicians, shaping our understandings of the migrant crisis 

as well as our responses to them.” (Willmot, 2017: 71) Willmot continues to state that “the 

images... focused the world’s attention on the dangerous journey to Europe that has cost 

thousands of refugees their lives. Further, it sparked international outrage over the handling 

of the refugee crisis and led to a spike in donations for refugee organizations.” (Willmot, 

2017: 71)  

        Furthermore, in the context of the previously approached subject of othering, Mortensen 

(2017) argues that “from the perspective of European spectators, the Turkish border to the 
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Mediterranean, where Kurdi was found, became the junction ‘between the “there” of the 

boy’s home context of the war in Syria and the “here” of Europe’ (Mortensen and Trenz, 

2016: 354).” (Mortensen, 2017: 1148) The scholars argue that the images that were spread of 

Alan Kurdi led to more openness, and better policies for immigrant in some European 

country, and that an iconic image can make a difference. 

 

3. Theoretical Framework  

 

This chapter provides an overview of moral spectatorship and iconicity and how these 

theories feed into a reality constructed through perception. Additionally, I will give an 

overview of a theoretical model created by Stuart Hall called the Encoding/ Decoding Model 

of Communication. This model with the perspectives of moral spectatorship and iconicity 

will provide the background from which I will analyse the results of my study.  

 

3.1 Encoding/ Decoding Model of Communication  
Figure 1: Encoding/Decoding Model of Communication 

 

(Hall, 2001: 165) 

The Encoding/Decoding model, also called the Circuit of Communication, by Stuart Hall as 

seen in figure 1 is a model of communication where “the receiver does not necessarily 

absorb, uncritically, whatever message is intended by the sender.” (Harcup, 2014) The model 
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portrays how the intended meaning of the sender gets reinterpreted and sometimes changed 

by the receiver based on what type of reading the receiver uses. There are three types of 

readings recognised by Hall; the preferred reading, the negotiated reading and the 

oppositional reading. (Harcup, 2014) The preferred reading (or dominant reading) is when the 

receiver accepts the “information at face value and/or absorb whatever message or ideology 

may be contained within a piece of communication.”(Harcup, 2014) In this reading the 

receiver decodes the message encoded by the sender without questioning the message or 

opposing the message. The negotiated reading is when the receiver does not “ necessarily 

passively accept whatever ideological or other messages may be contained within media 

output, nor do they reject them outright (...) After being sent a message will be filtered, 

interpreted, and understood by the receiver within the context of other information available 

to them.” (Harcup, 2014) In this reading the receiver decodes the message encoded by the 

sender by using other information and context available to them. The oppositional reading is 

when the receiver “reject(s) whatever interpretation or ideology may implicitly or explicitly 

be present within any piece of communication.” (Harcup, 2014) In this reading the meaning 

encoded by the sender is not the same as the one decoded by the receiver due to the meaning 

being actively criticised and opposed. Hall’s model was created within “the context of the 

production and reception of television and current affairs programmes.” (Chandler & 

Munday, 2016) However, it can be argued that the same process of encoding and decoding of 

meaning is used when it comes to print media. Whenever a journalist creates a piece of media 

they consciously or unconsciously encodes meaning into the media based on the journalists’ 

own contexts and informational background. It can be argued that this happens regardless of 

the type of media being produced. Therefore this model can be used when interpreting data 

from print media, which is how I am going to use it later in the paper.  

Furthermore, Hall’s model, or a version of it, has been a dominant theoretical 

approach within media studies for decades. (Bodker, 2016) Bodker argues in 2016 that the 

emergence of digital media challenges the theoretical model and criticises the idea of 

circulation as a way in which media is consumed today. “Notions of circuitry are central to 

Stuart Hall’s conceptualization of how communities, cultures, and media constitute each 

other. In ‘encoding/decoding’ this is signified by recurrent usages of terms such as circuit, 

loop, and—of course—circulation.” (Bodker, 2016: 410) He then goes on to state that on 

social media commodities are not circulated in the same way as they have been previously, as 
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there is not a dominant producer and a receiving consumer, but a participatory culture that 

Hall could not have foreseen. (Bodker, 2016)  Bodker concludes: 

 

“The central ideas within the encoding/decoding model remain productive for thinking about 

the mechanisms through which we make sense of current affairs. The model is, however, 

challenged by new mediated modes of circulation through social media, which —in a 

sense—are structures wrapped around and thus modifying Hall’s notion of a centrally 

determined circuit of culture. While Hall’s insistence on seeing the circulation of journalism 

within the broader circuit of culture and ideology is as important as ever, such developments 

also necessitate a closer and more nuanced understanding of the technological and material 

aspects of decoding than outlined in Hall’s model.” (Bodker, 2016: 420) 

 

The criticism presented by Bodker (2016) in regards to Hall’s model is highly relevant 

when looking at the model from the perspective of the digital media age. However, it 

can be argued that because I am analysing the original commodity, that is the original 

articles, Hall’s model can still be applied. As I am analysing the original commodity, I 

am not analysing the spreading of the commodity, nor participatory culture, I am 

looking at original news articles published on news sites that in their original form are 

separate from social media and participation. Shaw (2017) also criticised Hall’s model 

in a similar fashion. 

 

 

3.2 Moral Spectatorship 

 

In the literature review section, moral spectatorship was defined as “situations in which 

media confronts audiences with suffering at a distance.” (Boltanski, 1999, as cited in 

Mortensen & Trenz, 2016: 345)  The definition was also developed to shift the focus from 

individuals to the public. “Publics of moral spectatorship are not bound together by 

pre-existing ties of community such as the nation-state, but rather by shared attention to 

mediated reports of distant suffering and collective search for adequate ways to commit. 

Because distance cannot easily be bridged by acts of personal assistance on location, morality 

is conveyed by mediated discourse.” (Mortensen & Trenz, 2016: 345) Additionally, 

Mortensen & Trenz, 2016, went on to argue that through moral spectatorship, distance is 
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created between the public and the vulnerable people portrayed in the photographs. 

(Mortensen & Trenz, 2016: 345) Moral spectatorship becomes in an awful way a sort of 

entertainment in the news, not stating that people do not sympathise with the message they 

are receiving, but in the sense that the public of moral spectatorship may enjoy reading up on 

events that are at a distance. It can be argued that it is easier to consume news about 

something awful that is not happening to you, but to someone else, as these people are not a 

part of your “public”.  

      As distance is created between the public and vulnerable people portrayed in 

photographs, it can lead to the receiver viewing the image as an icon. If a sender is portraying 

what she or he experiences in a situation of crisis - when getting information from the crisis 

or experiencing the crisis first hand - the message being sent can be received with greater 

distance, due to the different context the sender and the receiver are present in. This can lead 

to the image of Alan Kurdi being viewed differently than what was intended. As the image 

then is spread with a different message than originally intended, as well as perhaps being 

modified, the photograph may end up being interpreted by the public of moral spectatorship 

as something completely different. For example, the original intention could be to portray the 

awful circumstances that the refugees experience, and the receiver may see the photograph in 

relation to local politics and how they can shape local politics - perhaps in an upcoming 

election. Because of moral spectatorship and how it creates distance between people in crisis 

and the receiver of the message from the media, photographs like that of Alan Kurdi can 

create different reading, depending on whether the receiver uses a preferred reading, a 

negotiated reading or an oppositional reading. 

 

3.3 Iconicity 

 

As previously stated in the literature review section, in news reporting images of vulnerable 

people can become iconic and one images can end up representing a whole crisis and a whole 

war. Some examples of this are the image of Alan Kurdi from the 2015 refugee crisis, the 

image of a baby in the 1984 Bhopal gas disaster and the image of Kim Phuc from Vietnam in 

1972. (Bradby, 2015) The icons have not accumulated meanings themselves, rather they  “do 

not carry meaning or 'signify' on their own. They accumulate meanings. or play off their 
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meanings against one another, across a variety of texts and media.” (Hall, 1997: 232) In the 

media, especially in the digital media age, images get spread and take on their own meanings 

and become icons, regardless of how its intended meaning in the original publication in the 

news media. Photography presents only the possibility of meaning. It contains many different 

possible meanings that depend on the conditions of production, on the context of viewing, 

and on the viewer him-/herself. (Sekula, 1984) In the digital media age, iconic images also 

get manipulated and appropriated, meaning that the image can suddenly be edited using 

computer software or end up in a context that distorts the original intended meaning of the 

news media.  

       The encoding/decoding model of communication by Stuart Hall illustrates how the 

meaning of an image or an article can be interpreted in a different way by the receiver than 

intended by the sender. In relation to iconicity, it can be said that when an image becomes an 

icon it leads to a negotiated reading or a preferred reading by the receiver, and create a 

distance. There is, for example, the possibility that an iconic image such as the one of Alan 

Kurdi can be viewed in the context of politics, where it could lead to a different interpretation 

by the receiver. These are three different contexts that you could see the images of Alan 

Kurdi being used by the media, which would lead to different meanings being interpreted, 

other than the one perhaps intended by the original sender.  

 

3.4 In Summary 

 

In summary, the Encoding/Decoding model of Communication by Stuart Hall can be used 

when looking at how the photograph of Alan Kurdi was used in Swedish news media both 

through how they used the photograph as an icon and how it through its status as an icon may 

be view from a distance by receivers. I will use Stuart Hall’s model to investigate the 

different ways the photograph may be perceived based on the three recognised readings; 

preferred reading, negotiated reading, and oppositional reading.  
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4. Methodology 

 

In this chapter I will go through my method of data collection for this study. I will be 

describing Inductive Analysis from grounded theory (Bowen, 2006) as the methodology for 

my research. After describing the methodology of Inductive Analysis, I will describe the 

process of data selection, I will then outline my method of coding the selected data that I will 

use to draw conclusions from my data set. Finally, I will go through my data analysis and 

outline how this was performed. 

 

4.1 Inductive Analysis 

 

In this section I will outline the methodology of Inductive Analysis, after which I will 

motivate my scope of data and method of data collection. Inductive Analysis is a part of 

Grounded Theory. It is an analysis of data that identifies “patterns, themes and categories of 

analysis” (Patton, 1980 in Bowen, 2006) in the data set. Thomas, 2006, explained Inductive 

Analysis in the following manner: 

 

“A general inductive approach for analysis of qualitative evaluation data is described. The 

purposes for using an inductive approach are to (a) condense raw textual data into a brief, 

summary format; (b) establish clear links between the evaluation or research objectives and 

the summary findings derived from the raw data; and (c) develop a framework of the 

underlying structure of experiences or processes that are evident in the raw data.” (Thomas, 

2006: 1) 

 

In order to identify patterns, themes and categories when performing an Inductive Analysis, it 

is common to use ‘Sensitising Concepts’. (Bowen, 2006) Sensitising concepts were first 

developed by Herbert Blumer, in order to “distinguish it from a definitive concept. In a 

definitive concept a researcher describes precisely a class of objects in terms of the objects' 

fixed characteristics. Sensitizing concepts do not have such a specification and precise 

reference. Blumer himself stated in 1954 that definitive concepts provide prescriptions of 

what to see but that sensitizing concepts merely suggest directions along which to look.” 

(Mills, Durepos & Wiebe, 2010: 2) Bowen, 2006 continues to describe Sensitising Concepts 
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as concepts that “offer ways of seeing, organizing, and understanding experience; they are 

embedded in our disciplinary emphases and perspectival proclivities... We may use 

sensitizing concepts only as points of departure from which to study the data.” (Bowen, 2006: 

2-3) 

         The data collection in this study was based on the aforemoth mentioned methodology 

and was performed in the following manner. The top 5 Swedish newspapers were 

investigated, then patterns, themes and categories of the data were identified based on the 

topics the articles in the newspapers addresses. These topics were several in the same article. 

Qualitative data will be quantifiably analysed in this stage, in order to identify the most 

common topics used and the development of the topics overtime. By using Sensitising 

Concepts I was able to understand underlying categories, for instance whether the article was 

positive towards immigration or negative. Because I was able to sense the categories and the 

concepts, rather than all of them being concrete, Sensiting Concepts was a good to use for 

this research.  The 5 Swedish online newspapers was investigated, to make sure that the data 

was representative of Swedish online newspapers as a whole. I studied all articles that used 

the photograph of Alan Kurdi to get a comprehensive data collection.The reason for using 

Swedish newspapers, instead of those from another country, was because newspapers from 

larger countries are examined more often, and it would be an interesting addition to 

newspapers that have already been studied. The top 5 Swedish online newspapers are; Metro 

Sweden, Aftonbladet, Expressen, Dagens Nyheter, and Svenska Dagbladet. In order to 

identify the data I used several keywords; Refugee crisis (flyktingkris), Immigration 

(invandring), Syria (Syrien), Alan Kurdi, Aylan Kurdi and Kurdi. The reason for using all 

these keywords was to make sure that all the data I need was collected. 

 

4.2 Data Selection 

 

In this section I will go through my data selection, and what the criteria will be for my scope 

of data. The data gathered for the study were from the top 5 Swedish newspapers. The articles 

studied were all the articles using one or both of the images published and spread of Alan 

Kurdi on the beach, in total it added up to 62 articles. The reason for this was to be able to 

draw conclusion about which topics were used in relation to the images and analyse the use 
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of the images accordingly. These topics make the basis of my data selection and work as my 

codes. This allowed me to speculate and draw conclusions of the readers’ perceptions of the 

images and the articles used in relation to them. These newspapers are the biggest and most 

Swedish people will not have read newspapers that are not one of these five.  By using all the 

articles, I also gathered a comprehensive data set to analyse. It also allowed me to compare 

newspapers based on the quantity of articles using the images. 

            Some limitations to my data collection are the fact that I am not investigating all 

Swedish newspapers but rather a representative group that I will draw conclusions from. The 

reason for this is because with a smaller, representative data collection I will be able to 

analyse in a more extensive way in this paper. A smaller, representative data collection will 

lead to a deeper understanding of how the photograph of Alan Kurdi was used in the Swedish 

media. 

 

4.3 Rationale of Coding and Data Analysis 

 

In this section I will describe how I performed the data analysis and how the coding of the 

data was performed and categorised. When coding qualitative data you may “present the 

results in an outline form that shows the repeating ideas, themes and theoretical constructs.” 

(Auerbach & Silverstein, 2003: 35) Based on this method of coding, I started by identifying 

several categories that I theorised may be in the articles, then I started reading the articles 

from the newspapers. After reading a few articles and identifying categories, new categories 

were discovered and added to the coding. Some of the original categories identified were not 

used in the articles. (See figure 2 below) The topics were be identified through Sensitising 

Concepts. As previously stated in section 4.1, Sensitising Concepts “offer ways of seeing, 

organizing, and understanding experience.” (Bowen, 2006: 3) By using Sensitising Concepts 

I identified through seeing and understanding the articles, several categories that emerged 

from my data. The final list of categories identified were the following; immigration negative 

politics, immigration positive politics, immigration negative, immigration positive, war and 

conflict abroad, conflict Sweden, Alan Kurdi, Conflict Europe. An elaborate discussion on all 

the codes is beyond the scope of this thesis, as the ones that give you an idea of what the 

senders’ intentions may have been and the receivers’ perceptions are the ones that are deemed 
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relevant.The topics were defined as follows;  “immigration negative politics” means that the 

article deals with the topic of a negative political climate in regards to immigration, 

“immigration positive politics” means that the articles deals with the topic of a positive 

political climate in regards to immigration, “immigration positive” means that the article 

itself has a positive tone towards immigration, “immigration negative” means that the article 

itself has a negative tone towards immigration, “war and conflict abroad” means that the 

article deals with the topic of war and conflict in countries from which people flee (in most 

cases Syria), “conflict Sweden” deals with the topic of political conflicts and other conflicts 

in Sweden, “Alan Kurdi” means that the articles deals with the topic of the person Alan Kurdi 

and his family, and finally “conflict Europe” means that the articles deals with the topic of 

political conflicts and other conflicts in other countries in Europe (not including Sweden). 

The articles can fit into several topics and have in those cases been recorded as such. The 

categories emerged from the data in the way described above, and then I manually quantified 

the data by counting the amount of articles using the different categories. 

 

Figure 2: Final Codes and Original Codes 

Final Codes Original Codes 

Immigration negative politics Immigration negative politics 

Immigration positive politics Immigration positive politics 

Immigration negative Immigration negative 

Immigration positive Immigration positive 

War and conflict abroad Alan Kurdi 

Conflict Sweden Politics abroad 

Alan Kurdi European Union 

Conflict Europe  

  

First I counted how many of the articles used the categories by looking at individual 

newspapers and compared them to each other. Then I looked at the timeframe of when the 

articles were published in order to examine whether the frequency of use of different 

categories changed overtime. This was later portrayed in graphs, that showed the use of 

categories in the newspapers overall, individually and overtime. This was done in order to 

identify differences between the newspapers and how the topics were used and developed 

overtime. Additionally, in order to analyse the newspapers unintentional message I analysed 

 
29 



terms used in the articles. The terms were then divided into the following categories (as many 

terms had a big likeness); Refugees, Tragedy, Humanism, Mass Immigration. The term were 

then counted, as done with the categories above. 

 

4.4 Ethical Consideration 

 

An ethical concern with this study is exposing the authors who wrote the articles. In order to 

avoid this I will not state the name of the author, additionally I will not state the name of the 

article as it is easy to search for online and then expose the author. I will only state the name 

of the newspaper and the year it was published when mentioning a specific article. This will 

prevent authors from being exposed and allow me to analyse the articles freely and without 

concern. 

 

5. Results 

 

In this chapter I discuss the results gathered from the Swedish newspapers Metro Sweden, 

Aftonbladet, Expressen, Dagens Nyheter and Svenska Dagbladet. I studied all articles in 

these newspapers that used images of Alan Kurdi dead on the beach. In total I studied 62 

articles. First, in 5.1, I will go through the overall result of the newspapers, in 5.2 I will go 

through the results of the newspapers individually, and in 5.3 I will go through the terms 

commonly used in the articles.  
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5.1 The Newspapers Overall 

 
Figure 3: Number of Articles Overall 

 

(Metro Sweden, Aftonbladet, Expressen, Dagens Nyheter, Svenska Dagbladet: 2015-2018) 

 

As portrayed in figure 3 the number of articles published using images of Alan Kurdi quickly 

declined after the first month of it being published. However, it was still used in articles from 

time to time until the data was gathered (on the 25th, 28th and 30th of July 2018). When 

looking at figure 3 you need to be mindful of the fact that due to the scarcity of articles, the 

periods later on are longer than the ones in the beginning, meaning that the decrease is even 

more dramatic than portrayed. 

 

Figure 4: Immigration positive politics and Immigration negative politics in the newspapers overall 

 
(Metro Sweden, Aftonbladet, Expressen, Dagens Nyheter, Svenska Dagbladet, 2015-2018) 
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Moreover, figure 4 shows some of the topics that were discussed in the newspapers overall 

and when they were discussed to show how the topics changed in the newspapers over time. 

The data shows that when the images of Alan Kurdi were first published the newspapers 

reported a more positive attitude from the political parties and more positive changes for 

immigrants. However, that quickly changed and more was reported on a negative attitude 

from the political parties and negative changes for immigrants, such as closed borders and 

stricter border control.  

 

Figure 5: Immigration negative and Immigration positive in the newspapers overall 

 
(Metro Sweden. Aftonbladet, Expressen, Dagens Nyheter, Svenska Dagbladet, 2015-2018) 

 

Furthermore, figure 5 portrays the tone used by newspapers when talking about immigration 

and refugees. As the data shows, the tone has over all been positive in the newspapers, with 

slightly more negativity in october 2015 and january 2016. In the beginning when the images 

of Alan Kurdi were first published the tone was overwhelmingly positive. 
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Figure 6: Conflict Sweden and Conflict Europe in the newspapers overall 

 
(Metro Sweden, Aftonbladet, Expressen, Dagens Nyheter, Svenska Dagbladet, 2015-2018) 

 

Additionally, figure 6 shows that the conflicts occuring in Sweden in regards to refugees and 

immigration have been more reported on than the ones in the rest of Europe. Figure 5 shows 

that the data has been quite even when it comes to reporting on conflict, with a slightly more 

conflict being reported on closer to the end of the period. By the very end of the period the 

conflicts in Europe and in Sweden have been reported on more equally. 

 

Figure 7: War and Conflict abroad and Alan Kurdi in the newspapers overall 

 
(Metro Sweden, Aftonbladet, Expressen, Dagen Nyheter, Svenska Dagbladet, 2015-2018) 

 

Finally, figure 7 shows that the images of Alan Kurdi were used to talk about Alan Kurdi and 

his family and the war and conflict they lived in, in the beginning of the period. After that the 

topics decreased a lot and it was rarely talked about. After the autumn of 2017 Alan Kurdi 
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and his family were not talked about at all in relation to the image, and the war and conflict 

they lived in was only mentioned once. 

 

 

5.2 The Newspapers Separately  

 
Figure 8: Number of Articles in Metro Sweden 

 
(Metro Sweden, 2015-2018) 

 

As seen in figure 8, the number of articles published using Alan Kurdi´s image were very few 

in Sweden’s biggest newspaper Metro Sweden. In fact it was only used twice, once in 

September 2015, and once in December 2015. 

 

Figure 9: Number of Articles in Aftonbladet 

 
(Aftonbladet, 2015-2018) 
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Furthermore, as figure 9 shows Aftonbladet used the images of Alan Kurdi extensively. They 

used the images in 19 articles, which is the most of any of the other newspapers. As you can 

see in figure 8 the images were used a lot when they were first published, but they were still 

used frequently until the spring of 2018. However, as the data from Aftonbladet was gathered 

on the 25th of July 2018, they may keep using the images moving forward.  

 

Figure 10: The Number of Articles in Expressen 

 
(Expressen, 2015-2018) 

 

Moreover, as figure 10 shows Expressen used the images of Alan Kurdi less extensively than 

Aftonbladet. Expressen used the images a total of 12 times, with the last image appearing in 

an article in the autumn of 2016.  However, as figure 9 shows the images of Alan Kurdi were 

actually used more in December of 2015 than at any other time. The other newspapers all 

have their peak of usage when the image was first published, in September 2015.  
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Figure 11: Number of Articles in Dagens Nyheter 

 
(Dagens Nyheter, 2015-2018) 

 

Figure 11 shows that Dagens Nyheter used the images of Alan Kurdi more than Expressen 

did. Dagens Nyheter used the images 16 times in total. Most of the articles were published in 

September 2015, and then it decreased quickly with the last image being published in the 

summer of 2016 - the second earliest of all the other newspapers. 

 

Figure 12: Number of Articles in Svenska Dagbladet 

 
(Svenska Dagbladet, 2015-2018) 

 

Additionally, figure 12 shows how Svenska Dagbladet used the images. Svenska Dagbladet 

published 13 articles featuring the images of Alan Kurdi. Most of the images were published 

in September 2015 and the it decreased with additional, smaller peaks in December 2015 and 
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in the autumn of 2016 one year after the images were first published. The last usage of the 

images (as seen on July 30th 2018) was in the spring of 2017.  

 

Figure 13: Topics Used by Individual Newspapers 

 
(Metro Sweden, Aftonbladet, Expressen, Dagens Nyheter, Svenska Dagbladet: 2015-2018) 

 

Finally, Metro Sweden used the images of Alan Kurdi along with the topics of “immigration 

negative politics”, “immigration positive”, and “Alan Kurdi”. All the topics were used 

equally by Metro Sweden.  

       Aftonbladet touched on the topics “immigration negative politics”, “immigration positive 

politics”, “immigration positive”, “immigration negative”, “war and conflict abroad”, 

“conflict Sweden”, and “Alan Kurdi”. That is all topics except for “conflict Europe”. The 

topic Aftonbladet used the most in relation to the images was “immigration positive”, and the 

least “immigration negative.” 

     Furthermore, Expressen used the images of Alan Kurdi along with the topics of 

“immigration negative politics”, “immigration positive politics”, “immigration positive”, 

“war and conflict abroad”, “conflict Sweden”, and “Alan Kurdi”. All topics except for 

“immigration negative” and “conflict Europe”. The topic Expressen used the most was “Alan 

Kurdi” and the least “immigration negative politics” and “conflict Sweden”.  

       Moreover, Dagens Nyheter used the images of Alan Kurdi along with the topics of 

“immigration negative politics”, “immigration positive politics”, “immigration positive”, 

“immigration negative”, “war and conflict abroad”, “conflict Sweden”, “Alan Kurdi”, and 
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“Conflict Europe”. In other words, all the topics identified. The topic Dagens Nyheter used 

the most was “war and conflict abroad”, and the least “immigration positive politics”.  

      Additionally, Svenska Dagbladet used the images of Alan Kurdi along with the topics of 

“immigration negative politics”, “immigration positive politics”, “immigration positive”, 

“immigration negative”, “war and conflict abroad”, “conflict Sweden”, “Alan Kurdi”, and 

“Conflict Europe”. In other words, all the topics identified. The topic Svenska Dagbladet 

used the most was “Alan Kurdi” and the least “immigration negative” and “war and conflict 

abroad”.  

 

5.3 Terms Used 

 

In 43 of 62 (69%) articles the word refugees (flyktingar) was used. This word was used in all 

newspapers. Words in the same category of tragedy (tragedi), such as horrible (fruktansvärt), 

catastrophe (katastrof), and crisis (kris) were used in 22 of 62 articles (35 %). Words similar 

to humanism (humanitär) was used in 7 of 62 articles (11 %). Words similar to mass 

immigration (massinvandring) and mass abuse (massövergrepp) was used in 5 of 62 articles 

(8%).  

 

Figure 14: Categories of terms used 

Categories of terms used Number of articles 

Flyktingar (Refugees) 43 

Tragedi (Tradgedy) 22 

Humanism (humanitär) 7 

Massinvandring (mass immigration) 5 

(Metro Sweden, Aftonbladet, Expressen, Dagens Nyheter, Svenska Dagbladet, 2015-2018) 

 

6. Analysis of Results 

 

In this chapter I will analyse the results presented based on the theoretical framework 

consisting of Stuart Hall’s Encoding/ Decoding Model of Communication with the three 

identified readings; preferred reading, negotiated reading and oppositional reading. The 

model will be be used to analyse the results along with the perspectives of moral 
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spectatorship and iconicity, which have previously been presented. Firstly, I will analyse the 

data gathered concerning the newspapers overall. Secondly, I will analyse the newspapers 

separately. Thirdly, I will analyse some of the terms commonly used by the newspapers. 

Finally, I will summarise the analysis, which I will later discuss in the next chapter. 

 

6.1 Analysis of the Newspapers Overall 

 

In this section I will analyse the newspapers overall and the data gathered from them. Firstly, 

I will go through the data concerning the topics of “Immigration positive politics” and 

“Immigration negative politics.”  

 

Figure 15: Immigration negative politics and Immigration positive politics 

Topic Number of uses 

Immigration negative politics 22 

Immigration positive politics 10 
(Metro Sweden, Aftonbladet, Expressen, Dagens Nyheter, Svenska Dagbladet, 2015-2018) 

 

As seen in figure 15 above, in the newspapers overall, there were more positive news about 

politics in regards to immigration and refugees when the images of Alan Kurdi were first 

released. Later on the news became increasingly negative  (as seen in figure 4). However, this 

does not mean that the newspapers themselves were increasingly negative towards 

immigration. This could potentially create a tension between the sender and the receiver. 

Although the newspaper may portray itself as being positive towards immigration, if they are 

reporting on a well known political party with a good overall brand restricting immigration or 

talking about how the influx of immigrants and refugees is not sustainable, the message by 

the sender may be received in a way that the sender did not intend. For example, if the 

receiver read an article with the topic “Immigration negative politics”, the intention by the 

sender may be that Sweden should keep welcoming immigrants regardless of what the 

politicians say, and if the reader takes on the preferred reading they may interpret it this way - 

in the way that the sender intended it. If the reader takes on the negotiated reading, they may 

see both the perspectives of the sender and the perspective of the politicians. The reader will 

then make up their mind by looking at their surroundings. Both other articles and what they 
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have experienced themselves, such as their surroundings and their ideologies. In this reading 

the receiver may reach any conclusion and perceive the message by the sender in any way 

depending on their individual circumstances. If the reader uses oppositional reading, they 

may go against the message the sender is trying to convey and instead go on the same route 

as the politicians wanting less immigration and stricter border control. However, if the article 

instead is related to the topic “Immigration positive politics” the reader may use preferred 

reading and agree with the politicians and want more open policies when it comes to 

immigration. If they use negotiated reading, the reader may read the article and then reach a 

conclusion based on their individual surroundings. If they use oppositional reading they may 

oppose the more open policies and wanting Sweden to have more restrictive immigration 

laws. With the perspectives of moral spectatorship and iconicity, the receivers may view the 

images of Alan Kurdi with a distance and see him not as a child who died to flee his home 

country, but rather as an icon and a representative of the refugees. So in the context of local 

politics concerning immigration, the receivers may be thinking of the situation the refugees 

are in and see it as a representation of the crisis that needs to be handled locally. In this 

context the images create such a distance that Alan Kurdi is no longer a person, but an icon 

and a representation. 

          Moreover, when using the images of Alan Kurdi, the intention by the sender in the 

newspapers studied, are heavily immigration positive, as seen in figure 16 below. 

Figure 16: Immigration positive and Immigration negative 

Topic Number of uses 

Immigration positive 30 

Immigration negative 8 
(Metro Sweden, Aftonbladet, Expressen, Dagens Nyheter, Svenska Dagbladet, 2015-2018) 

 

It can be argued that the images are used to strike a chord with the receiver, in order to 

influence the public opinion towards a more positive attitude when it comes to immigration. 

Therefore (as shown in figure 5) the articles using the images of Alan Kurdi are overall 

immigration positive. When applying Stuart Hall’s Encoding/Decoding Model of 

Communication it can be argued that if the receiver uses a preferred reading, the receiver will 

interpret the images of Alan Kurdi along with a message of positivity towards immigration 

and feel empathy with the situation and agree with the sender that immigration is something 
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positive and we should welcome refugees. If the receiver uses a negotiated reading, they 

could interpret they use of Kurdi’s images in this context in any way depending on their 

previous experiences, other articles they have read, political opinions, etc. The use of the 

image would not swaye the receiver’s opinion on the situation. If the receiver uses an 

oppositional reading, they may interpret the use of the images in this context as off putting. 

They may experience that the images are used to influence their opinion and instead receive a 

message of the opposite nature. They might instead feel more negative towards immigration, 

as they feel that the sender are trying to influence them and the public opinion. From the 

sender’s perspective in the case of immigration positive articles, it can be argued that the 

purpose of using the images of Alan Kurdi in this context is to step away from moral 

spectatorship and iconicity. If the sender is trying to create further sympathy with the 

refugees, they need to get away from the receiver viewing the situation from too much of a 

distance. The sender needs to make sure that Alan Kurdi is not just viewed as a symbol. 

Because of this, in some articles information about Alan Kurdi himself may be used, or trust 

that after some time has passed a large majority of the receivers will know Alan Kurdi’s 

story.  

      Furthermore, figure 6 shows how much conflict regarding immigration has been written 

about in the articles in Sweden versus in other parts of Europe. The figure shows that when 

using Kurdi’s images, the articles are in relation to conflict in Sweden more than conflict in 

Europe (see figure 17 below). 

 

Figure 17: Conflict Sweden and Conflict Europe 

Topic Number of uses 

Conflict Sweden 19 

Conflict Europe 11 
(Metro Sweden, Aftonbladet, Expressen, Dagens Nyheter, Svenska Dagbladet, 2015-2018) 

 

However, many articles have been written about conflict in Europe as well, and it may be that 

overall more articles are published about national politics instead of international politics, 

which is why there is a small difference in the quantity in articles about Sweden and articles 

about Europe. Therefore it can be argued that the images of Alan Kurdi were used quite 

equally in regards to the two topics. Starting with the topic of “Conflict Sweden”, if the 

 
41 



receiver uses preferred reading, Kurdi’s image in relation to preferred reading could be 

argued to make the receiver view the article in the way the sender may have intended it, to 

criticise how Sweden is handling the immigration crisis and opposing harsher regulations 

when it comes to immigration. If the receiver uses negotiated reading, they may (as in all 

cases) interpret the article depending on their own experiences and their background. If the 

receiver uses oppositional reading, they may oppose the sender’s probable intentions by not 

opposing harsher regulations on immigration, regardless of the images intent of creating 

sympathy with the refugees. In relation to how Kurdi’s images were used to portray the topic 

of “Conflict Europe”, receivers using the different reading may view them similarly to when 

they read articles relating to the topic of “Conflict Sweden”. However, it can be argued that 

for receivers using the negotiated reading, the interpretation of the articles is more similar to 

preferred reading as there is more of a distance when reading about international politics than 

when reading about national politics. Although that depends on the receiver’s previous 

experience with international politics. The topics of “Conflict Sweden” and “Conflict 

Europe” also include articles about segregation and cultural clashes. In these cases it can be 

argued that Kurdi’s images are used to soften the receiver’s stance on the conflicts and for the 

receivers to see things from the perspective of the refugees. When it comes to the 

perspectives of moral spectatorship and iconicity, it can be argued that in this context 

receivers view Kurdi as an icon and a symbol of the refugees situation rather than as a person. 

They view him from a distance and even though that can create sympathy still, it can be 

theorised that it is less than if they viewed him as a person. In these articles the images are 

mainly used to represent the refugee’s difficult situation. 

            Finally, in figure 18 the topics of “War and Conflict Abroad” and “Alan Kurdi” are 

portrayed.  

Figure 18: War and Conflict abroad and Alan Kurdi 

Topic Number of uses 

War and Conflict abroad 26 

Alan Kurdi 28 
(Metro Sweden, Aftonbladet, Expressen, Dagens Nyheter, Svenska Dagbladet, 2015-2018) 

 

Figure 7 shows that the topic “Alan Kurdi” was mainly talked about when the images were 

first published and it decreased dramatically after the first month. The topic of “War and 
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Conflict Abroad” has a more steady curve until the spring of 2017, however it also peaked in 

the first month. In regards to the topic of “Alan Kurdi”, if the receiver uses preferred reading 

with the topic of “Alan Kurdi”, i.e. about Alan Kurdi himself or his family, along with the 

images of Kurdi it can be argued that the receiver feels sympathy for Alan Kurdi and his 

family, that may translate to sympathy for other refugees in the same situation. If the receiver 

uses negotiated reading, they will interpret it using information they have previously received 

about Alan Kurdi and about the refugees’ situation. If the receiver uses oppositional reading, 

they might not feel sympathy with Alan Kurdi and his family, and feel that they should not 

have fled in the first place. They may feel this way about other refugees as well, and not feel 

open to having open immigration policies. This is the only context in which Alan Kurdi as a 

person and not an icon or a symbol is is used alongside the images of him. It can be argued 

that in most cases when humanising Kurdi, the receiver close the distance between 

themselves and the crisis in Syria. Some receivers may feel that the refugees crisis is so 

humanised in this context, that they start comparing Alan Kurdi to their own children or the 

children around them. However, it should be stated that this topic was not as commonly used 

as that of “Immigration positive”, meaning that Alan Kurdi’s image was mostly used in 

relation to other topics than in relation to Kurdi himself. Additionally, the topic of “War and 

Conflict Abroad” deals with the war and the conflict the refugees including Alan Kurdi were 

fleeing from. If the receiver uses a preferred reading when they consume the article in 

relation to the images of Kurdi, they may receive the article with sympathy and regret that 

this is happening somewhere in the world. The images would increase the sympathy the 

receiver is experiencing. If the receiver is using a negotiated reading, they would receive it 

and interpret it in relation to other articles and other information they have about the refugees. 

The receiver in this case would be more objective in determining how they consume the 

article. The images in this case may have little effect. Receivers using an oppositional reading 

may feel a greater distance to the conflicts abroad despite the images being used and they 

may not feel too much sympathy with the crisis people are experiencing. With the 

perspectives of moral spectatorship and iconicity, the images of Kurdi may in this case act 

more as a symbol of the crisis and the horrors the refugees are facing. Receivers can also be 

argued to feel a distance due to the contrast between the peace they are living in and the war 

abroad. In this case Kurdi is somewhat dehumanised, but not quite to the same extent as when 
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the images are used for political purposes as they are still used in the context that Kurdi and 

his family were themselves experiencing. 

6.2 Analysis of the Newspapers Separately 

 

In this section I will analyse the newspapers separately and the data gathered from them. 

Firstly, I will go through the number of articles published using Kurdi’s images in the 

separate newspapers. Then I will go through the topics used by the newspapers and how 

frequent the topics were discussed in relation to the images. I will go through each newspaper 

individually starting with Metro Sweden, and then moving on to Aftonbladet, Expressen, 

Dagens Nyheter and Svenska Dagbladet in turn. I will analyse using Stuart Hall’s 

Encoding/Decoding Model of Communication to determine how various receivers are 

affected by the quantity of articles using the images, and how they may receive the different 

topics in relation to the quantity. Additionally, I will analyse how moral spectatorship and 

iconicity stands in relation to quantity and topics. 

      Firstly, Metro Sweden published the least articles using Kurdi’s images out of all the 

investigated newspapers with only two articles published; one in September of 2015 and one 

in December of 2015 (see fig. 8). The two articles touched on three topics; “Immigration 

negative politics”, “Immigration positive”, and “Alan Kurdi” (see fig. 13). Figure 19 below 

shows the topics used. 

Figure 19: The topics number of usage in Metro Sweden 

Topic Number of uses 

Immigration negative politics 1 

Immigration positive politics 0 

Immigration negative 0 

Immigration positive 1 

War and conflict abroad 0 

Conflict Sweden 0 

Alan Kurdi 1 

Conflict Europe 0 
(Metro Sweden, 2015-2018) 

 

 From the perspective of Stuart Hall’s Encoding/Decoding Model of Communication, if the 

receiver only reads Metro Sweden their exposure to the images would be very limited. As 

 
44 



stated in the previous section, the topics along with the images can be interpreted differently 

depending on which reading the receiver uses. If the receiver uses preferred reading when 

reading Metro Sweden’s articles on the topic “Immigration negative politics” along with the 

topic “Immigration positive” they may find that national politics in Sweden is too harsh 

against immigration and that Sweden should have a more open immigration policy. If the 

receiver uses negotiated reading they may interpret the two topics together along with the 

images, in different ways depending on their background, political stance and previous 

information consumed. If the receiver uses oppositional reading they may oppose the angle 

the sender is trying to convey, that the receivers should have a positive attitude towards 

immigration and that they should be opposed to harsher regulation. In terms of the topic of 

“Alan Kurdi” the sender may have intended to increase the receiver’s sympathy towards 

refugees by using a human touch story. If the receiver uses preferred reading in this context 

they may feel sympathy with Alan Kurdi and in extension other refugees. If the receiver uses 

negotiated reading they may interpret the article depending on other information they have 

consumed both about Alan Kurdi and about the refugee crisis. If the receiver uses 

oppositional reading they may feel that the sender is trying to sway their opinion and do not 

feel that Sweden should have an open policy towards refugees. When it comes to quantity, 

the number of articles Metro Sweden has used may affect the way the receivers react when it 

comes to Alan Kurdi’s images. Say the receivers have not read any other newspapers and not 

seen the images on social media platforms or in other contexts, they usage of the images to 

sway the receivers opinion may not work as the sender intended. Using the images in a low 

quantity may not help to close the distance between the western world and the refugees as 

intended. If the receiver is not too familiar with Alan Kurdi and his fate the effect of swaying 

political opinion by using the images can be argued to be ineffective. The way the images are 

used, however, it seems that Metro Sweden assumes that the receivers have consumed 

information elsewhere about Alan Kurdi and they are therefore able to use it in a similar way 

as other newspapers, that have published the images more frequently; as an icon of the 

refugees situation. 

      Moreover, Aftonbladet published 19 articles using Alan Kurdi’s images. As seen in figure 

9, the highest quantity of articles were published in the beginning of the period and then it 

decreased, but there was still a steady stream of articles up until the spring of 2018. The 
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topics most used in relation to the images were “Immigration positive” and “Immigration 

negative politics” (as seen in figure 20 below).  

 

Figure 20: Usage of the topics in Aftonbladet 

Topic Number of uses 

Immigration negative politics 8 

Immigration positive politics 5 

Immigration negative 2 

War and conflict abroad 7 

Conflict Sweden 7 

Alan Kurdi 5 

Conflict Europe 0 

Immigration positive 11 
(Aftonbladet, 2015-2018) 

 

Aftonbladet used all the topics mentioned, except for “Conflict Europe”. The combination of 

the topics “Immigration positive” and “Immigration negative politics” is quite telling when 

theorising about the stance Aftonbladet takes when it comes to immigration and refugees. In 

combination with the images, the sender’s intentions seem quite clear, they want the receivers 

to have a more positive attitude when it comes to immigration. The above conclusion about 

how the receivers use the different readings to interpret these topics stand for Aftonbladet as 

well as it did for Metro Sweden. However, as the frequency of articles using the images in 

Aftonbladet is greater than in Metro Sweden some other conclusions about how the images 

were used can be drawn. With frequent use the images of Alan Kurdi were transformed into 

an icon in Aftonbladet. It represented the refugee crisis and as a sort of reminder to the 

receivers of the horrific circumstances the refugees come from. It can be argued that by using 

the images the newspaper tried to humanise the refugees in order to create sympathy and 

engagement. However, by using the images 19 times, it can be theorised that the receivers 

become jaded when looking at the images and it becomes purely an icon and not something 

that evokes feeling in the receiver any longer. When the images first came out they can be 

argued to have been more effective, but with frequent use and time the effect may have 

decreased for the images to become merely a symbol for the refugees and perhaps even 

created more distance between the receivers and the refugees. 
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      Furthermore, Expressen used the images of Alan Kurdi 12 times over the period 

September 2015 to the spring of 2017. Most of the articles were published in December 2015 

before it decreased, with another peak in the autumn of 2016 (see figure 10). The most 

popular topics used along with the images in Expressen are “Alan Kurdi” and “War and 

Conflict Abroad” (see figure 21 below).  

 

Figure 21: Number of Usage in Expressen 

Topic Number of uses 

Immigration negative politics 1 

Immigration positive politics 2 

Immigration negative 0 

War and conflict abroad 8 

Conflict Sweden 1 

Alan Kurdi 9 

Conflict Europe 0 

Immigration positive 3 
(Expressen, 2015-2018) 

 

If applying Hall’s Encoding/Decoding Model of Communication, a receiver using a preferred 

reading may interpret the two topics together along with the images of Alan Kurdi, as topics 

that create sympathy with the individual Alan and the war that he was fleeing. If the receiver 

would use negotiated reading, it would be up to the individual how they may interpret the 

articles depending on their background. If the receiver was using oppositional reading, they 

may find that they do not feel sympathy with the situation and that the images are there to 

only show the result of something their own country created. They may not feel that Sweden 

and the rest of the world should get involved. In terms of moral spectatorship and iconicity 

using these topics, they both create a distance and use the images as an icon and a symbol and 

they at the same time close the distance by spreading information about Alan Kurdi and his 

family. They both use the images to portray all refugees situation and the situation they have 

fled from, which would mean using Alan Kurdi as a symbol and thus creating perhaps more 

of a distance for the receivers, but they also use information about Alan Kurdi that may 

humanise and close the distance between the receivers and the refugees. Using the images in 

12 articles is far less than Aftonbladet did, and it can be theorised that with the repeated 
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information about Alan Kurdi and his family, the newspaper was able to avoid jaded 

receivers and use the images effectively to make the situation better for refugees. 

     Additionally, Dagens Nyheter used Alan Kurdi’s images a total of 16 times from 

September 2015 to the autumn of 2016, with a peak in September 2015 and December 2015 

(as seen in figure 11). The most common topics that they used the images with were “War 

and Conflict Abroad” and “Immigration Positive” (as seen in figure 22 below).  

 

Figure 22: Number of uses in Dagens Nyheter 

Topic Number of uses 

Immigration negative politics 8 

Immigration positive politics 2 

Immigration negative 5 

War and conflict abroad 10 

Conflict Sweden 7 

Alan Kurdi 5 

Conflict Europe 7 

Immigration positive 9 
(Dagens Nyheter, 2015-2018) 

 

When using Hall’s model we can analyse how the receivers interpreted these topics together 

along with the Alan Kurdi’s images. If the receiver uses preferred reading, they may interpret 

the images as an icon for the situation the refugees are fleeing from, and feel that Sweden 

should help more refugees and have less rigid immigration policies. If the reader uses 

negotiated reading, they will interpret this based on other information that they receive from 

several platforms, as well as their individual background. If the reader uses oppositional 

reading, they may feel that they oppose the sympathy towards refugees that the newspaper is 

trying to make you feel, and instead feel like distance towards the situation. From a moral 

spectatorship and iconicity point of view, Dagens Nyheter uses Alan Kurdi’s images as icons 

and that can create a bigger distance between the receivers and the refugees. Had they used 

the topic “Alan Kurdi” more frequently, the images may have worked differently as it might 

have helped to humanise the articles. Also, using the images 16 times in a short span of time, 

may also lead the receivers to feel more distance and for the images of Alan Kurdi to work 

more as an icon, rather than as a human touch image. 
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     Finally, Svenska Dagbladet used the images of Alan Kurdi in a total of 13 articles. Most 

of the articles were published in September 2015 with a large decrease in the following 

period with a peak in December 2015. The images were published between September 2015 

and the autumn of 2017. The topics most commonly used in relation to the images in Svenska 

Dagbladet were “Alan Kurdi” and “Immigration positive”(see figure 23 below).  

 

Figure 23: Number of Uses in Svenska Dagbladet 

Topic Number of uses 

Immigration negative politics 4 

Immigration positive politics 1 

Immigration negative 1 

War and conflict abroad 1 

Conflict Sweden 4 

Alan Kurdi 8 

Conflict Europe 4 

Immigration positive 6 
(Svenska Dagbladet, 2015-2018) 

 

Applying Hall’s Encoding/Decoding Model of Communication, a receiver using the preferred 

reading in relation to the two topics together along with the images of Alan Kurdi, may see a 

humanised portrayal of refugees that create sympathy and wants to accept more refugees and 

have less rigid immigration policies locally. A receiver using negotiated reading may 

interpret the topics along with the images based on their previous experiences and 

background. A receiver using oppositional reading may not feel the same sympathy with 

Alan Kurdi, his family and other refugees, as the sender intended. From the perspectives of 

moral spectatorship and iconicity, it can be argued that using the combination of the two 

topics “Alan Kurdi” and “Immigration positive” along with the images of Alan Kurdi is 

effective in order to humanise the refugees, even if Alan Kurdi in this case would act like a 

symbol for all refugees. Svenska Dagbladet has managed to close the distance between the 

receiver and the refugees by humanising Alan Kurdi at the same time as they have attempted 

to sway the receivers attitude towards immigration to a more open one. The  quantity of 

images used is less than Aftonbladet and Dagens Nyheter, which means that it can be argued 

that the images have a bigger effect on the receivers.  
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6.3 Analysis of Terms Used 

 

In this section I will analyse the terms used by the newspapers, and what those terms could 

lead the receiver to perceive. I will go through commonly used terms one by one and analyse 

how its usage can affect the interpretation of the news articles. 

      Firstly, the term ‘refugees’ (flyktingar) was the most commonly used word overall and it 

was used by all the newspapers investigated; Metro Sweden, Aftonbladet, Expressen, Dagens 

Nyheter and Svenska Dagbladet. Regardless of the reading type from Hall’s 

Encoding/Decoding Model of Communication, the term can unconsciously be interpreted as a 

term that creates distance between the receiver and the people fleeing war. It can be 

interpreted as a way of saying ‘us vs. them’. By putting all the people fleeing war under one 

term, it can be argued that newspapers dehumanises people. Some newspapers even continue 

using the term ‘refugees’ when referring to people who are in fact no longer fleeing war but 

have arrived at their destination, whether that is Sweden or another country. In relation to the 

images of Alan Kurdi, the term can counteract the attempt to humanise people fleeing in the 

region.  

      Secondly, terms such as ‘tragedy’ (tragedi), ‘horrible’ (fruktansvärt), catastrope 

(katastrof) and ‘crisis’ (kris) were also terms commonly used in the newspaper articles. 

Applying Hall’s Encoding/Decoding Model of Communication, a receiver using a preferred 

reading may interpret the terms in the articles in relation to the images of Alan Kurdi as 

words that create sympathy with the refugees. By describing the situation for refugees with 

terms expressing the horror of the events along with the images they may work to humanise 

the situation the refugees are in. If the receiver uses negotiated reading, they may interpret 

these words along with the images depending on their background and what they have 

previously read about the situation. If the receiver uses oppositional reading, they may 

interpret the terms used by the sender as ones that are attempting to swaye them and therefore 

they interpret the articles along with the images opposite to the original intention. In terms of 

moral spectatorship and iconicity, it can be argued that these terms along with the images 

work to close the distance between the refugees and the receiver. However, the images are 
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still used as an icon to represent people fleeing war, rather than Alan Kurdi himself. In this 

case the icon works to humanise a disaster and a tragedy. 

          Additionally, the term ‘humanism’ (humanitär) was also commonly used by the 

newspapers. The term can be interpreted in a similar way as the terms in the previous 

paragraph. In combination with the images, the term can humanise the refugees and Alan 

Kurdi’s images are used as an icon to humanise people fleeing war. When applying Hall’s 

model, it can be argued that a receiver using preferred reading will interpret the articles with 

the term and the images, as ones that humanises refugees and creates sympathy. For receivers 

using negotiated reading, they may interpret the articles depending on their background and 

past experience. They may have read other articles on the topic and using the images of Alan 

Kurdi that make them interpret it differently than the sender intended, or they may interpret it 

exactly the way the sender intended. It can be argued that it the receiver uses an oppositional 

reading, they may oppose what the sender most likely intended, which was to humanise the 

refugees and create sympathy, and instead feel distance towards the refugees and perhaps not 

feel that sympathetic with the situation.  

          Finally, the terms ‘mass immigration’ (massinvandring) and ‘mass abuse 

(massövergrepp) were also terms that were often used by the newspapers along with the 

images of Alan Kurdi. If applying Hall’s model it can be argued that a receiver using 

preferred reading of these terms may humanise the refugees and the terms used because of the 

images of Alan Kurdi. If the receiver is using negotiated reading, they will interpret the terms 

along with the images differently depending on their background. If the receiver uses 

oppositional reading, they may may feel a further distance between themselves and the 

refugees. Even if the images of Alan Kurdi are present as an icon in order to humanise the 

refugees, the terms themselves may invoke fear in the receiver as it may make them feel 

attacked by the refugees. Therefore using these term, even in relation to the images of Alan 

Kurdi, can be argued to create a further distance between the receivers and the refugees. From 

a moral spectatorship and iconicity point of view, it can be argued, as receivers using 

oppositional reading may interpret it, that the use of the terms work to create distance 

between the receivers and the refugees. In this case the images work as as icon trying to 

humanise the situation. However, with terms as negative as these, the images may not do 

what the sender intended. 
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6.4 Summary of Analysis 

 

In this section I will summarise the analysis in order to provide a clear background for the 

discussion. In many ways the receivers were affected by the use of Alan Kurdi’s image. It 

seems to have been used to humanise reporting on the refugee crisis and the war in Syria. 

Most often the images were used as an icon for the refugee crisis (see figure 24 below), 

Figure 24: Number of uses of the topics overall 

Topic Number of uses 

Immigration negative politics 22 

Immigration positive politics 10 

Immigration negative 8 

War and conflict abroad 26 

Conflict Sweden 19 

Alan Kurdi 28 

Conflict Europe 11 

Total 124 
(Metro Sweden, Aftonbladet, Expressen, Dagens Nyheter, Svenska Dagbladet, 2015-2018) 

 

 and to attempt to close the distance between the receivers and the refugees. Sometimes it 

seemed to have worked, particularly if the topic ‘Alan Kurdi’ had been used extensively by 

the newspapers previously. In those cases it can be argued that knowledge about Alan 

Kurdi’s situation and his family help in the process of humanising the refugees as the sender 

may have intended. The use of the images seem to be in order for the sender to get their point 

across to receivers to feel more open when it comes to immigration and accepting refugees. 

However, it can also be argued that when the images are used too much, the senders risk the 

receivers becoming jaded by the images and therefore the images may not have the intended 

effect on the receivers perception of the events reported on. The newspaper that used the 

images the most was Aftonbladet, and it can be argued that for the receivers mainly reading 

Aftonbladet the images become iconic to the point where they are no longer having the 

humanising effect, but it since the images are so dehumanised and iconic they rather create a 

distance. The newspaper that used the images the least was Metro Sweden. However, as the 
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newspaper only used the images twice it can be argued that the lack of extensive background 

information about Alan Kurdi also counteracts the intended humanising effect. Unless the 

receivers have received that information elsewhere, which is not something the biggest 

newspapers in Sweden should rely on when using the images to create sympathy for the 

refugees among the receivers. It can be argued that the most effective use of the images were 

the newspapers that used the images a lot, but not enough to risk the receivers becoming 

jaded. Those were Expressen and Svenska Dagbladet. Both of the newspapers also focused a 

lot on Alan Kurdi’s background and the situation and war that the refugees were fleeing from. 

In order to draw conclusions about how the images of Alan Kurdi were used in Swedish 

media overall, you need to look at the topics most commonly used and how much the images 

were used on average. The most commonly used topic in relation to Alan Kurdi’s images was 

“Immigration positive” with “Alan Kurdi” as a close second. The average number of articles 

published by the newspapers is 12. By having “Immigration positive” and “Alan Kurdi” as 

the most common topics used in relation to the images, it can be argued that it the effect 

intended by the senders was to humanise the refugees among the receiver, it may have been 

successful. With a focus on Alan Kurdi himself and his family, the face becomes more than 

an icon, it becomes a human being, and then in turn becomes a representation for the situation 

other refugees are in. By then using the images in relation to “Immigration positive”, the 

sender effectively humanised the refugees and perhaps created receivers that were more open 

to immigration. Especially receivers using preferred reading. Perhaps the method of 

humanising Alan Kurdi actually meant that more receivers used a preferred reading. If the 

average number of articles using Alan Kurdi’s image per newspaper is 12, you avoid having 

receivers being overly jaded as the senders make sure the receivers know the images without 

overusing them. However, it can also be argued that using the term ‘refugees’ (flyktingar) 

extensively can counteract their efforts and create a distance between the receiver and the 

refugees. 

 

7. Discussion 

 

In this chapter I am going to discuss some issues with using the images of Alan Kurdi as well 

as how the perception of the articles by receiver may have been influenced by the images 
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spreading on social media. Firstly, I will discuss how the extensive use of social media during 

the time the images were published may have affected the way the receiver interpreted the 

images. Secondly, I will discuss some ethical issues using Alan Kurdi’s images and whether 

the effect of using the images justifies their usage.  

 

7.1 The Influence of Social Media 

 

In this section I am going to discuss the results and how they may have been influenced by 

the digital age in which the articles containing the images were published. I will also discuss 

whether the modification of these images on social media platforms may have influenced 

receivers’ perceptions.  

          The influence of social media on receivers is something that has not been taken into 

account in the analysis. This is because the analysis was made on the data collected and 

presented in the results section and the research question investigated narrows the data down 

to Swedish newspapers. However, it can still be worth discussing how this may have 

influenced the receivers perception of the articles containing the images of Alan Kurdi. It can 

be discussed that the images of Alan Kurdi became iconic and less humanised because of the 

frequent exposure the receiver had to the images. Hariman and Lucaites defines icons as the 

following; “While most images seem dispensable, icons stand out: they have been seen by 

many and are known to have a large audience. Instead of being merely a personal favorite, 

the icon is something known to be shared with many other people, most of them strangers. 

Shared enough, that is, to qualify as emblematic of a culture.” (Hariman & Lucaites, 2015: 

2-3) If the conclusion to the analysis was that overall Swedish newspapers were able to use 

the images of Alan Kurdi well because they humanised him and did not overuse the image to 

prevent the receivers from being jaded, it can be discussed whether social media prevented 

this result. This can be said to be true at least for receivers using a negotiated reading. If the 

receivers’ backgrounds influences how they interpret the articles, seeing the images a lot on 

social media with the spreading they received may influence how they perceive the articles 

and the images. It could mean that they are more likely to be jaded and more likely to 

dehumanise Alan Kurdi and only see is images as icons for the refugee crisis. It can then be 

discussed that the tactic of using the images in relation to “Immigration positive” and try to 
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influence the opinion of the receiver is futile. It may also mean that the receivers pay less 

attention to an article using the images as they are images that they have seen too many times 

for it to influence them. There have also been cases on social media where the images of Alan 

Kurdi have been manipulated. “Icons travel faster and farther. When circulated in the 

transnational media circuit, meanings are lost and found in translation between contexts. 

Appropriations might point to difficulties involved in translation and they might add to the 

difficulties themselves.” (Mortensen, 2017: 1144) Images of Alan Kurdi with angel wings on 

his back to show that the innocent boy is an angel now were popular on social media during 

the time the images were published. This could lead to a receiver who is using negotiated 

reading to have a different perception of the images than intended by the sender. They may 

also be influenced by the rumours on social media platforms that the image is ‘fake news’, 

which may lead to the receiver not taking the articles or the images seriously. The spread of 

the images on social media could also influence preferred reading and oppositional reading, 

as continued exposure to the images could decrease the usage of these two readings as they 

have been seen so many times before. This could influence the analysis performed in the 

previous chapter. Some of the newspapers studied reported on an image of Alan Kurdi being 

modified by the French magazine Charlie Hedbo. The magazine went further when it comes 

to modification than users did on social media. They turned the image into a comic and said 

that had Alan Kurdi survived the journey across the ocean, he would have become a rapist. 

This was in reference to some of the troubles that had previously happened in Germany. This 

modification being spread on social media, could lead to receivers viewing the images and 

the positive immigration message the senders were trying to convey differently. 

Modifications like these could lead to an oppositional and negotiated reading by the 

receivers. With the modification in mind they could go against the way the newspapers 

intending to humanise Alan Kurdi as an innocent victim and instead oppose the message 

intended by the senders. However, with the results of the images being well noticed, for 

example in the increase of donations to non-governmental organisations, it can be discussed 

that the spreading of the images and the exposure to them on social media did not influence 

the receivers too much and that preferred reading that lead to sympathy and engagement by 

the receivers still worked as the senders intended. It can also be argued that the exposure to 

the images on social media is why the sender used the images in the first place to create 

engagement as they experienced the impact of the images on the platforms. 
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      Moreover, drawing conclusions of the Swedish news media overall based on five 

newspapers can be considered problematic, as there are several other newspapers that were 

not investigated. Newspapers that perhaps are more anti-immigration or have simply been 

using the images in a different way. However, it can be argued that because these newspapers 

are the biggest and most Swedes will not have read newspapers that are not one of these five. 

Therefore conclusions can still be drawn regarding how the images of Alan Kurdi was used 

in Swedish media, as these newspapers are the most consumed. It can also be argued that 

other newspapers go along the same path as these five as the newspapers are influenced by 

each other and these five are the biggest, influencing newspapers. The use of Stuart Hall’s 

Encoding/Decoding Model of Communication can also be questioned as this is a different 

age of digital media that Hall could not have anticipated when creating the model. Therefore 

it could be question whether people consume news the way they did before when traditional 

news was more popular. Perhaps the three categories of readings do not exist in the same way 

today, and perhaps they are moving to mostly using negotiated reading as they are consuming 

more information that is spread on social media which may influence how they consume 

traditional news. Therefore it can be questioned whether this model is applicable to this 

paper. I would argue that it is, as it was evident that the receivers were influenced to be more 

open towards opening up the Swedish borders and helping the refugees in need. For that to 

happen more than just an image need to be consumed, there need to be information and 

influential opinion making, which is what the news articles did. They used the images in a 

different way than just spreading the image on social media. Because of this I would argue 

that there is still reason to look at the three readings from Hall’s model. It is evident that 

receivers used a preferred reading as they were influenced by the news articles, it is evident 

that people used negotiated reading because they consumed a lot of media elsewhere, and it is 

evident that people used oppositional reading based on the comic that was created and 

anti-immigration rumours being spread based on the articles and opinions expressed in the 

five newspapers investigated. 

 

7.2 Ethical Issues in Using the Images of Alan Kurdi 
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Using images of a child who had drowned and washed up on the beach to spread your 

opinion about how the influx of refugees should be handled locally can be argued to be 

problematic, even if it is in many cases rather effective to sway opinion. In this section I will 

discuss how using the images of Alan Kurdi can be positive, negative and what the ethical 

implications are of the usage. I will also discuss the actual impact of the images and whether 

the publication of the images of a little boy dead on the beach were worth the impact that they 

caused.  

          Firstly, using the images of Alan Kurdi in newspapers in order to humanise victims of a 

war for people to want to help the victims can be positive. It can lead to the change the 

victims need to survive. As Chouliaraki states: “Witnessing the event and its disastrous 

aftermath on screen is important in evoking emotion and, thereby, a sense of responsibility 

for the distant sufferer. It also tells us how important is the fact that 40 nations, many of them 

Western, not only witnessed but also experienced the feeling of loss.” (Chouliaraki, 2006: 1) 

This statement was in relation to the disastrous tsunami in 2004. Moral spectators are people 

viewing such events from a distance. Although it can be discussed that the reason people help 

is not just to do good for the victims of disasters and tragedies, but for them or their company 

(when companies give donations) to increase their standing in the society in which they live. 

It could for example, raise the status of the company if they are affiliated with a 

non-governmental organisation that helps the highly publicised disaster. It could affect how 

other people see you especially in an age of social media. It can also be discussed that the 

tsunami disaster in 2004 involved many people from Western countries, which is why the 

distance between the victims of the disaster and the receivers of the news stories was smaller 

than in other disasters and wars. When it comes to the Syrian Civil War from which Alan 

Kurdi and his family fled, it is not a disaster that involved that many people from Western 

countries. However, it can be discussed that the images of Kurdi humanised the disaster 

because they were so tragic and captivating, which lead to an increase in people from 

Western countries wanting to help. Companies and private individuals got involved in 

Sweden, and some of the articles studied reported on a massive increase in the amount of 

donations made to non-governmental organisation in the time following the original 

publications of the images in September 2015. Sontag stated the following about viewing 

images of suffering: “perhaps the only people with the right to look at images of suffering of 

this extreme order are those who could do something to alleviate it--say, the surgeons at the 
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military hospital where the photograph was taken---or those who could learn from it. The rest 

of us are voyeurs, whether or not we mean to be.” (Sontag, 2003: 42) As Sontag stated, it can 

be argued to be morally questionable to view these images if you do not act on them. Perhaps 

that is why so many receivers decided to help the situation by donating to non-governmental 

organisations. However, it is worth discussing, as before, why they really helped. Was it 

because they wanted to share their involvement on social media to rise in social standing? Or 

for their company to? Or was it because the images of Alan Kurdi had such a humanising 

impact of the disaster on the receivers? Even if the images created such an impact, is it right 

to view the images without the possibility of gaining the little boy’s consent? Who decided 

that these images were fine to publish? Who had the right to make that decision? A big 

portion of the articles did not use the images to spread information about Alan Kurdi himself 

and his family, but in order to spread political agenda about immigration politics and to 

influence how the receivers felt about accepting refugees into Sweden. Although most of the 

articles tried to influence the public opinion in a way that benefited the refugees, which is 

something Alan Kurdi and his family most likely agreed with. Some of the articles even 

stated that Alan Kurdi’s only surviving parent, his father, wanted the images to be spread in 

order to spread awareness and engagement in the Western countries. Even if that consent was 

acquired after the images were already published and spread both in the press and on social 

media, can you use them in any context to spread your own agenda? The images may also 

have been used by newspapers opposing immigration, perhaps with receivers theorising that 

it is ‘fake news’ and untrue. It was even reported in some places that Alan Kurdi’s body had 

been moved in order to stage a photograph that would gain the public’s attention. Gross 

argued that “I cannot give consent unless I am truly informed, and that being truly informed 

requires that I know at least as much about the process of making photographs and films (or 

doing social research) as the people doing the work.” (Gross, 1988: 8) Alan Kurdi’s father 

could not possibly have known all the places all over the world that the images were 

published in. Even if Kurdi’s father gave the consent in speech, it was after the images were 

published and without the knowledge of how the images would be used or the impact they 

would have. He was not able to consent to the images being taken originally either. This 

makes the usage of the images all over the world questionable and problematic from an 

ethical point of view. As I have previously stated, it can also be discussed that it is 
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questionable for the newspapers to publish an image of a dead boy to further their own 

political agenda, regardless of what that agenda is.  

      Furthermore, as I have previously stated there has been a debate both in newspapers and 

online about whether Alan Kurdi’s body was moved for the photograph to have more of an 

impact on receivers. Some newspaper articles studied in this paper stated that this was untrue, 

that the body have not been moved. It can be discussed that this argument has been spread by 

anti-immigration news sites that want the legitimacy of the images to be questioned to 

counteract the humanising effect of the refugee crisis that the images have had. However, 

there is no way to actually know whether the images were staged or not. Had they been 

staged there are some ethical questions to be raised here as well. If the images were staged, 

the non-consented images seem even more unethical. It would imply that Alan Kurdi’s dead 

body was seen as an object that could be photographed and then used to create a debate. It 

would then also be staged and used for the photographer himself to earn money on the death 

of Alan Kurdi. It seems though from the newspapers studied, that the images were not staged 

in this manner, but that the information that the images were ‘fake’ would come from 

anti-immigration news sites. Regardless of whether they were ‘fake’ or not, it can be 

discussed that it is unethical to earn money off of Alan Kurdi’s death without his or his 

family’s consent on where, how and when the images would be published. The only way to 

justify using the images would be for the sender’s to feel that they are using them to further 

the rights of refugees and immigrants in Sweden.  

         Additionally, the impact of the images of Alan Kurdi was great. Non-governmental 

organisations received many donation for the cause of other refugees and both Germany and 

Sweden made the decision to have a more open policy when it comes to immigration. 

However, this quickly changed and by December 2015, the Swedish newspapers studied 

started reporting on harsher immigration policies being applied and by that time Sweden had 

started using a harsher national border control and ID-checks between Sweden and countries 

that they have an agreement with that includes free travel and no ID-checks. In just matter of 

months between September 2015 and December 2015, the immigration policy changed 

rapidly in the country. In September 2015 several Swedish politicians called out for a more 

open society and less harsh policies for refugees. They called it opening hearts and doors. 

However with an influx of 162 877 refugees in a matter of months in a country of then 9 

million, the policies changed. (Aftonbladet, 2015) This also happened in Germany with 
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president Angela Merkel applying a harsher immigration policy. Alan Kurdi’s father spoke 

about how he was happy that the images of Alan Kurdi were published because they created 

change. However, if the change was so fleeting and the policies lasted for such a short 

amount of time - was it worth it? The actual effect of the original publication of the images in 

September 2015 was great. It absolutely lead to people opening up for more refugees and 

many people and companies donated money to non-governmental organisations. Bradby, 

stated the following: 

 

“Before Alan Kurdi’s death the news coverage of corpses found in a lorry in Austria insistently 

referred to them as migrants. The implication was that these migrants might be ‘economic 

migrants’ and so less deserving of access to Europe than ‘proper’ refugees. The term migrant 

served to dehumanise the seventy plus corpses in the lorry and to undermine the righteousness 

of their flight. After circulation of the Kurdi picture, lines of people walking along motorways 

and train lines in central Europe became ‘refugees’. The shift in terminology from ‘migrants’ 

to ‘refugees’ implied a justified escape from conflict. The biblical nature of the exodus was 

noted. Coverage of promigrant responses in rich countries increased: demonstrations, local 

initiatives to collect aid and invitations to share people’s homes were documented.” (Bradby, 

2015:1) 

 

As the change was so fleeting and Sweden’s nationalist party is now bigger than ever, was 

the actual impact of the images just more money for the photographer and the owner of the 

images? If there was no lasting impact of the engagement that followed the publication of the 

images, perhaps it can be discussed that the engagement was in fact for companies and people 

to rise in standing on social media and the receivers were all in fact voyeurs of suffering. This 

would mean that the publication of the images, even if the intention of the senders was good, 

had no particular impact and the publication of the images was in fact non-consented, used to 

further political agenda that did not work, and an unethical exploitation of a dead boy on a 

beach in Turkey. 

 

8. Conclusion 

 

In conclusion, in this paper I have through an analysis of 62 articles from Sweden’s tops 5 

newspapers answered the research questions “How were the photographs of Alan Kurdi used 
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by Swedish newspapers?”, “What potential meanings of the photographs of Alan Kurdi were 

interpreted by the readers of the articles?” and “What are the ethical implications of using the 

photographs of Alan Kurdi in the newspapers?”. The two aims of this study was to research 

how Swedish newspapers used the images of Alan Kurdi and to analyse how the articles 

along with the images may be intended to be received, and to theorise on the potential 

meanings of the photographs interpreted by the readers of the articles. The last research 

question reflected on the ethical implications of using photographs of Alan Kurdi in the 

newspapers. In this paper I used the methodology of Inductive Analysis and analysed the 

results using Stuart Hall’s Encoding/Decoding Model of Communication. I have also 

discussed the analysis and how it may change because of the influence of social media. 

Additionally, I have discussed whether the effects of using the images were worth it from an 

ethical perspective. All this have lead to the following conclusion.  

          The photographs of Alan Kurdi can be argued to have been used by the newspaper for 

the most part to humanise the refugee crisis. Sometimes as an icon to represent other refugees 

or the crisis itself and sometimes in relation to his own story or his family’s. Because of the 

increase in engagement by the receivers, it can be argued that the sender succeeded in their 

quest to humanise the refugees and close the distance between the receiver and the refugees. 

Even when facturing in social media and the receivers likely exposure to the images on social 

media platforms, where the receivers were at risk of becoming jaded when looking at the 

photographs and receiving them differently because of the modified versions being spread 

and the rumour that the photographs were staged. This was evident by the rise in charitable 

donations towards the cause and the rapid change in the country’s refugee policies. The 

photographs can be theorised to be perceived by the receiver in different ways, depending on 

whether they used a preferred reading, negotiated reading or oppositional reading. It seems 

though that the photographs were very effective, in two opposite directions. Either they may 

move the receiver, who humanises the refugee crisis when looking at the photographs, which 

could be the case for people who use preferred reading or negotiated reading. Or it could be 

the opposite, that due to information being spread on social media about Alan Kurdi and the 

refugee crisis, som receivers using negotiated reading could also dehumanise Alan Kurdi. 

This could also be due to overexposure. As a large majority of the articles used the 

photographs of Alan Kurdi in relation to a positive message about immigration, a receiver 

using oppositional reading may be negatively influenced by the photographs, and instead go 
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against refugees and the change in policies. The way the photographs may have been 

perceived by the receivers is hugely important when we ask ourselves the question - was it 

worth it? Was it worth exposing Alan Kurdi by spreading images of his dead body? Within a 

few months the engagement quickly faded and the policies towards immigrants and refugees 

in Sweden harshened. The usage of images of vulnerable people in newspapers can be 

considered unethical. They did not have sufficient consent to publish the images and along 

with a quickly fading interest by the receivers it can be argued to be unnecessarily exploitive. 

From this study we can learn that even if the senders uses the images of vulnerable people 

effectively and with good intentions, the results may not be worth the exploitation of the 

people featuring in the images. There is also the factor of social media, which may change the 

way the receivers perceive the articles. So, the argument that the images are used to engage 

the receivers and to make the receivers help seems to not be enough. As Sontag puts it, the 

senders and receivers become voyeurs (Sontag, 2003) rather than people making an actual 

change for vulnerable people. And if there is a willingness to help among the receivers, is that 

mostly to gain a better status in society? This study can in this way be used in relation to 

other images used by newspapers and not just the ones Alan Kurdi features in. It is essential 

for senders and journalists to be ethical in the images they publish and the words that go 

along with them. In summary, the photographs were used by Swedish newspapers 

extensively, it seems in the most part with the intention of humanising the refugee crisis, and 

when looking at the rise in charitable donations and change in policy it seems to have 

worked. For a while. In truth, the photographs made no lasting difference, and it can be 

argued that the use of the photographs was unethical and the results that came from their 

publication did not justify the exploitation of Alan Kurdi. 

          Some limitations of this study is its narrowness. It focuses only on the top 5 Swedish 

newspapers and no newspapers from other countries and no other newspapers in Sweden. It 

would be interesting in the future to compare Sweden to other countries and to investigate if 

there is a good, ethical way to use these images. It would also be interesting for future 

research to interview both senders and receivers of the articles to see how images of 

vulnerable people in newspapers are used and also how the receivers are affected by social 

media, which is merely theorised in this paper. 
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