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THE ICONOGRAPHY OF MIGRATION THROUGH A MULTIMODAL 

CRITICAL DISCOURSE ANALYSIS LENS: THE CUTRO SHIPWRECK CASE 

 

ABSTRACT The shipwreck of a wooden boat carrying approximately 200 migrants 

from Afghanistan, Iraq, Iran, and Pakistan who were illegally approaching the Italian 

coast occurred during a stormy night off the coast of Steccato di Cutro, Italy, in 

February 2023 causing the death of 94 migrants, including several children.  On the 

following days, the rough seas returned dead bodies, remains of the boat, alongside 

personal belongings. The news was reported extensively and commented on in 

international newspapers and powerfully showcased different ways of representing 

migration through visual images. Some months later, an art exhibition was unveiled 

in Cutro commemorating the event. 

This paper intends to analyse the visual narratives surrounding the Cutro shipwreck 

through the lens of Multimodal Critical Discourse Analysis (Machin & Mayr, 2012; 

Statham, 2022) to unpack the ideology conveyed by a small corpus of photos of the 

shipwreck published in international online media. Grounding the analysis on 

iconography (Barthes 1977; Clark 2020) and on the grammar of visual texts (Baldry, 

Thibault 2006; Kress, van Leeuwen 2006) the paper reflects on the strategies and 

practices of classification used in the photos to represent migrants (van Leeuwen 
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2008), exploring the classification (Machin, van Leeuwen 2007) of migrants to see if 

it preserves or challenges stereotypes about migration. In conclusion, the paper 

dwells on the multisemiotic metaphorical implications of “Symbolon”, a work of art 

that perpetuates the memory of the tragic event.  

Keywords: migration, visual literacy, iconography, MCDA 

     

1. Introduction  

 

As a pressing global issue, migration is portrayed in the media in ways that have 

the power of influencing the public perception of the phenomenon. Online version of 

newspapers and social networks are the favourite digital platforms for discussion and 

reflection on current affairs topics based on a meaningful interplay of verbal and non-

verbal features. Stories are told through language, visual images and the combination 

of both.  

This paper discusses visual representations of the tragic shipwreck off the coast of 

Steccato di Cutro, Calabria, in February 2023 which involved a wooden boat carrying 

approximately 200 migrants from Afghanistan, Iraq, Iran, and Pakistan. The boat had 

set out from the Turkish port of Izmir a couple of days earlier and finally crashed into 

a rock and went to pieces, surrounded by the darkness of the night and overpowered 
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by the rough sea and the stormy weather. Ninety-four migrants died, including 

several children, just about 200 meters away from the shore.  

Italian and international online newspapers captured this event through powerful 

photographs and embedded them into the verbal narrative of the events. Some Italian 

media outlets, the opposition leaders, and members of civil associations criticized the 

Italian coastguard’s delayed response and many controversies were raised about how 

the rescue operations were, or were not, carried out at sea.  

In this contentious context, the selection of the verbal and non-verbal content to be 

published became even more important as it flagged the news agency perspective and 

reinforced public opinion.  

The many studies on the representation of migrants in the media have shown that 

visual images are more impactful than verbal narratives or statistics.  Various studies 

on migration with a special focus on its visual representation were released after the 

publication of the iconic photo of the body of Syrian toddler Aylan Kurdi lying face-

down as if sleeping on the waterline of a Turkish shore in 2015. Not only did the 

emotional photo of Aylan become viral and triggered scientific research on 

migration, but it attracted global attention on the Syrian crisis much more effectively 

than years of appeals and statistical reports about hundreds of thousands of deaths. 

Slovic et al. (2017) demonstrated that this iconic photo was more poignant than 

figures, as high as they were, to raise awareness and mobilize public opinion to take a 

stance about the Syrian crisis. However, Slovic et al. sadly admit that the newly 
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created empathy vanished rather quickly. The photo of Aylan is the core of Biden and 

Jawrosky’s (2018) reflection on what makes a visual image iconic from a cultural 

sociological perspective. The situation of refugees was also explored in Aarsen’s 

(2017) study focused on the visual and textual modalities deployed in a small corpus 

of refugee photos represented through the social media account of Humans from New 

York, that tries to humanise the experience of the refugees, debunking the stereotypes 

concerning Muslims and migrants in general. A special issue of the I-Land journal 

(Demata, Šarić 2018) was devoted to the discursive construction of migration based 

on verbal and non-verbal modalities, exploring social networks as well as traditional 

media and comparing Italian and foreign scenarios to provide interesting insights on 

the transnational nature of the discursive strategies used to represent migration.  

More recent studies focus on the processes of dehumanization and othering of 

child migrants (Theodorou 2024). They also address the criminalization of NGOs and 

rescuers (Lucchesi, Cerase 2023) operating in the southern Mediterranean Sea on 

behalf of anti-migration groups, which normalise an anti-migration rhetoric and 

legitimate restrictive migration policies.  

This paper fits within this framework of analysis and finds a space for 

investigation with reference to the Cutro shipwreck, an event which demonstrated the 

newspapers’ treatment of migration in a moment when the strict governmental 

policies and attitudes about accepting migrants in Italy were challenged by the 

tragedy occurred in front of the Italian coastline. 
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Thus, the paper intends to reflect on the multimodal nature of the discursive 

construction of the event in online newspapers and on the contribution of visual 

images in forging public opinion. To do so, the paper investigates the strategies 

employed in the visual narratives of the shipwreck to decode the hidden ideology 

they convey and to see if the physical identification and classification (Machin, van 

Leeuwen 2007) of migrants perpetuate or challenge stereotypes about migration and 

how (de)humanized migrants and rescuers are represented. The paper also addresses 

the transmodal representation of the event into artwork unpacking the iconographical 

meanings it carries.  

 

2. Methodological assumptions 

 

Outlining the fundamental theoretical and methodological principles for Critical 

Discourse Analysis (hereafter CDA), Fairclough and Wodak (1997, pp. 271-280) 

state that CDA is more than the analysis of language alone: it is instead focused on 

social problems and how they are constructed through language. In fact, social 

structures of power are discursive, and this linguistic nature can be explored and 

exposed so as to create the grounds for negotiation and change. Thus, the basic 

assumption of CDA is that discourse constitutes society and culture and is constituted 

by them in turn; in this vision, each text creates representations, relations, and 

identities. Discourse is always ideological rather than neutral and it is ‘in action’, in 
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that it performs some ideological work that influences the society, or rather the 

context, in which it enfolds. Decoding the social conditions of texts and their 

ideological role, critical analysts interpret but also explain the function of those texts. 

From the perspective of CDA, in fact, discourse is a form of social action.  

The digital environments in which a great deal of today’s communication unfolds 

have invested and expanded the concept of discourse. Most of today’s forms of 

digital communication are based on multimodal texts in which meaning is created 

through the co-occurrence and integration (Baldry, Thibault 2006) of the five modes 

of communication: verbal, visual, aural, gestural and spatial. To deal with the 

challenge of decoding and interpreting these complex texts (Lester 2006), CDA has 

undergone a multimodal turn, combining and expanding the traditional models of 

analysis with a critical multimodal lens that aims at exploring the ways in which 

image, sound or video contribute to the construction of the ideological meaning of 

texts. Multimodal Critical Discourse Analysis (hereafter MCDA) aims to uncover 

power relations, ideologies, and social inequalities within multimodal communication 

and is interested in how visual aspects of texts «play a part in the communication of 

power relations» (Machin, Mayr 2012, p. 10).  

Any text, verbal as well as multimodal, is part of a network of relationships that 

works at two levels: one regards the relationships within the text that connect the 

participants to the events represented in the texts to each other, and the second level 

regards the engagement that connects the text with its addressee, e.g. readers, users, 
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viewers.  In visual images, these relationships are forged through the composition of 

the photo and through the symbolic meanings associated to the items in it. Van 

Leeuwen’s (2008) models for compositional analysis consider the visual 

representation of social actors in terms of the interpersonal engagement they create 

with the viewers.  

While in real life distance is a marker of interpersonal relationships which 

indicates literal and figurative closeness, in visual images it becomes symbolic. 

People shown in a long-shot, from far away, are perceived as strangers kept at a 

distance, either for security reasons or simply for lack of interest. If people are shown 

in close-ups, instead, they are perceived as friends, members of the same community, 

whose closeness is harmless or even pleasant (van Leeuwen 2008, p. 138).  

Also, the horizontal and vertical dimension of the visual image affects the 

relationship created with the viewer. Moving the angle through which the visual 

image is shown along a vertical line creates different effects, as seeing people from 

above, at eye level or from below represents different kinds of power relations. 

Moving the angle along a horizontal line, instead, creates different degrees of 

involvement.  For instance when people are seen frontally, especially when there is 

eye contact, much more engagement is created  than when people are seen from the 

side.   

The compositional analysis is complemented with the iconographical (Barthes 

1977; Clark 2020) interpretation of its components. While iconography as a form of 
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identification, description and interpretation of visual content is often associated with 

art and religion, indeed it can be incorporated in the analysis of visual images. 

Ideally, the interpretation of an image starts with a pre-iconographical moment, in 

which the viewer identifies the items present in the image. This phase is similar to 

denotation and regards the informational matter, what Barthes called the noncoded 

iconic message, that is the literal, rather than symbolic message. This first moment is 

functional to and supports the next phase, that is the recognition of the symbolic 

message, or coded iconic message, that can be likened to iconographical 

interpretation. Iconographical analysis regards assigning meanings that can be 

symbolic or allegoric, to the objects identified in the first level of interpretation. The 

noncoded message is imprinted on the coded iconic message and the two will always 

be connected (Barthes 1977, pp. 35-37). Often viewers, based on their values, 

experiences, and cultural and historical knowledge, skip the pre-iconographical 

description and immediately arrive at the iconographical level. The iconographical 

interpretation is centred on the viewers’ personality and it is informed by their 

context of culture and other sociocultural parameters such as gender, nationality, 

education, life experiences and personal worldviews. 

These methods are envisioned as ways to boost critical visual and multimodal 

literacy, that is the capacity to comprehend and respond to visual and multimodal 

texts (Sindoni 2021; Sindoni, Moschini 2022), with special attention to the 

ideological meaning they convey. Visual and multimodal literacy is a fundamental 
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update of the traditional concept of literacy as the capacity to write, read and 

compute, as a response to the evolving cultural context in which communication and 

interaction are pervasively based on complex multimodal texts (Kress, van Leeuwen 

2006) disseminated in the digital environment, and users need to develop the ability 

to make sense of those texts by critically engaging in interpretation and decoding  

hidden meanings. 

 

3. The semiotics of space: an exploration of photos of the Cutro shipwreck 

 

Space is never empty and it is never neutral; it is always filled with social, 

historical, and cultural resonances and abounds in emotional shades. The way 

photographers chose to frame space and what to include and exclude from the photo 

is an ideological act, as well as the choice of disseminating certain photos rather than 

others. Visual images go beyond any linguistic barrier and reach all types of 

audiences eliciting instinctual responses which are not mediated by any other medium 

apart from the sensorial ability to see, thus they are powerful vectors of ideologies.  

The photos released after the Cutro shipwreck can be categorized into three main 

areas: photos of the wreckage, photos with migrants and photos of the sea. Some 

instances of each category are presented below.  

a) Wreckage  
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As expected, many photos about the Cutro shipwreck represent the wreckage of the 

wooden boat dispersed on the beach. The photo reproduced in Figure 1 is emblematic 

of this pattern. In this apparently still life photo in which the sea occupies the upper 

half and the sand the bottom half. The marked choice of having the horizon line 

running almost at the top of the photo, relegating the cloudy sky to a thin area, leaves 

no space for heaven, spirituality and bliss. The real subject of the photo is very down-

to-earth, it is material, and it is gloomy, as the lack of sunshine suggests. The photo 

represents a state of fact through a process of being – the wreckage is on the sand, the 

sea is rough - rather than through processes of doing and it is characterised by the 

sharp contrast between the static, lifeless state of the wreckage and the lively 

movement of the sea.  

It is a photo of the aftermath and is an example of passivation: it represents the 

result of a process, e.g. the pieces of the broken boat are the result of a shipwreck, the 

life vests are abandoned, the footprints are the testimony of people who have 

walked by, the sea is probably less rough than previously. The only agent represented 

is the sea that has caused the destruction of the boat. 
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Figure 1: Wreckage on the sand 

 

There are signs of human activity, i.e. abandoned life vests and footprints, but no 

human agent is present. The many footprints trace a sideways path: they must belong 

to rescuers, journalists, photographers, locals who walked parallel to the shore 

probably back and forth. 

The photo creates engagement presenting the wreckage frontally and tells a story 

of a disaster without specifying its nature: a fisherman’s boat destroyed by a storm 

would not look different.  

The wreckage serves as a powerful metaphor embedded into another pervasive 

metaphor, the one that compares life to a journey (Lakoff, Johnson 2003). The 

destination of the journey is a place for a new start, that can be reached at the cost of 

extreme danger and crossing water, a symbolic passage that recalls birth. The 
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metaphoric journey for life was interrupted by an obstacle, the sea storm, and the 

boat, that was conceived as a vessel of hope, ended up being unable to sustain the 

dreams and expectations of the travellers. On a higher political level, this picture is a 

visual metaphor that reflects the failure of international migration policies.  

Similarly to Figure 1, Figure 2 only shows wreckage on the sand. It is a close shot 

presented from a frontal angle at eye level, which conveys a sense of involvement 

and equality. On the foreground the close-up is of a life buoy which stands out as the 

only brightly coloured item in the photo- the rest is monochromatic, as the sea and 

the sky share similar nuances of grey. In Figure 1 the two orange life vests are junk 

among other junk, far away and useless, which sadly seem to have betrayed their task 

of keeping people safe in the water; in Figure 2, instead, the lifebuoy is the focal 

point. It conveys a feeling of hope and salvation, that is also confirmed by the rescue 

helicopter that can be seen flying over the sea, central as well, a confirmation of the 

massive deployment of any possible means of rescue at sea.  

The photo is more harmonic than Figure 1. Giving similar amount of space to sea 

and sky, it is at the same time realistic and symbolic of danger and aid. The helicopter 

is an indirect implication of human agency in terms of territorial control. From a 

compositional point of view, Figure 3 is a combination of the characteristics of the 

previous two photos. Most space is given to the wreckage, not much space is left to 

sea and sky and the close up is on a shoe presumably of a child.  
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Figure 2: Lifebuoy on the shore  

 

The noncoded iconic message is manifold. In the framework of the metaphor of 

life as a journey, shoes are for walking along the path of life, so the stranded shoe is a 

visual manifestation of an interrupted life. Moreover, a single shoe out of a pair, 

without its complementary part, is useless and cannot perform its function anymore. 

It reminds one of an orphan, or a widow, a condition that probably relates to some of 

the survivors of the shipwreck.  

The additional symbolic association is provided by the size of the shoe, that evokes 

the idea of a child at an initial stage of his journey, one who embodies the full 

potential for life, hope, future, and who was tragically involved in the shipwreck. 

Nothing is known about the story of the owner of the shoe: he could be dead or alive, 
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but this is not important. The visual image of the single shoe becomes iconic of 

denied futures, mutilated journeys, destroyed hopes, devastated families.  

 

Figure 3: Child’s shoe on the shore 

 

The environment and objects portrayed in Figure 1, Figure 2 and Figure 3 are 

recognisable and undoubtedly attributable to the Cutro shipwreck, in fact they were 

published in news outlets with reference to this event. Taken alone, the photos are 

insufficient to tell a clear story: only knowing the situational context in which the 

photos were released is it possible to make the association with migration. The 

migrants who were on the broken boat are totally excluded from the photo. The 

photos tell a story about what happened and say nothing about who was involved in 

the story. Van Leeuwen (2008, p. 142) discusses this as a possible option of (non) 

representing social actors in visual images and calls it “a symbolic form of social 
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exclusion, not acknowledging the existence of certain people or kinds of people”. The 

exclusion of migrants from the photos conveys the idea that migration is a 

‘phenomenon’ rather than a human activity. They express an ideological stance: to 

emphasise the dangers of migration and to warn all the potential migrants by showing 

the risk of embarking on such a dangerous enterprise. At the same time, the work of 

the rescuers is presented so as to save the face (Browne, Levinson 1987) of the Italian 

government that, in those days, was being attacked by political opponents and human 

rights activists for supposedly late rescue interventions. 

a) Migrants: dead or alive  

Not many photos with the shipwreck survivors were published. The ones shown in 

Figure 4 were shot in a sequence in the same location and from a very similar 

perspective. The compositional pattern is similar to Figures 1 and Figure 3, in which 

the space for the sky is marginal, while most space is given to what happens on the 

ground. The people in the photo can be visually divided into two discrete groups: 

migrants and non-migrants, that are easily distinguishable due to space arrangement 

and clothes. The migrants are grouped, kept together, and controlled by non-migrants 

who are standing in the background, in an evident display of visual power relations. 

In Figure 4left, migrants and non-migrants are presented through processes of being, 

i.e. seated in groups and standing, and Figure 4right show a process of doing, i.e. 

getting onto a bus under surveillance of a non-migrant. Migrants are passivized and 

seem deprived of social agency: they are simply waiting to be driven somewhere, in a 
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fashion that makes them appear as a burden. The long distance framing conveys the 

idea of detachment and lack of emotive participation and the angle from which the 

photos are taken is slightly from above, as if the eye of the camera was on a higher 

level than the people represented, which gives an idea of looking down on those 

represented, exercising a sort of symbolic power over them.  

 

Figure 4: Groups of migrants 

 

 The photos convey a feeling of isolation that becomes apparent considering that 

no kind of visual interaction is articulated, neither among those represented nor 

between those represented and the viewers. Migrants and non-migrants constitute 

separate groups with no visible interaction, not even eye contact; similarly, no 

interpersonal engagement is established between migrants and viewers. Viewers can 

see migrants from behind and can observe them without being noticed, in a form of 

symbolic voyeurism. The people in the picture are not communicating with the 

viewers, they are looking in the opposite direction and are not even aware of being 

photographed. They are objectivised, in that they are treated as objects for scrutiny 
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rather than subjects of actions. The photo demonstrates that the only people who have 

the potential to establish a relationship with the migrants are police officers and other 

security forces, which reinforces the idea of migrants as outlaws. However, the 

interaction is kept at a bare minimum. 

Colour functions as a semiotic resource to discriminate between the groups. 

Migrants are covered in coloured patterned blankets while non-migrants mostly wear 

plain dark or orange uniforms and heaps of gold wraps can be seen in the 

background. The gold wraps have become iconic in the representation of migrants. 

They are given to chilled migrants immediately after being rescued and their colour, 

that in traditional iconography is associated with divinity because gold is the purest 

immutable metal, is strikingly in contrast with the condition of being the poorest, the 

most helpless and derelict of all. The migrants’ age and gender cannot be determined, 

in fact the visual discursive construction of migration shows no interest in 

personalising the event. Migrants are kept at a distance, homogenized and culturally 

categorized as a problematic group. 

Another way of representing migrants is showing the coffins in which their bodies 

rest, emphasising their isolation. The pattern is homogenization as all the coffins are 

the same. These are images that become iconic and emblematic of the discursive 

representation of migration in the media. The noncoded ideological meaning they 

convey relates to the risk of migration and this kind of photo is meant to function as a 

deterrent for undertaking the journey. 
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In Figure 5left the Italian President of the Republic Sergio Mattarella pays respect 

to the dead migrants. In Figure 5right survivors and family members are gathered to 

mourn the dead. Exclusion is strategic in these photos: the coffins are present in both 

but the president and survivors alternate in the photos giving the impression that the 

presence of one excludes the other. It seems that different positions of power cannot 

be represented in the same photo.  

  

Figure 5: Display of coffins 

 

The strategy of exclusion is even more striking in real life, when a meeting of the 

Italian cabinet was held in Cutro as sign of interest in the tragic event but no minister, 

including the Prime Minister, went to pay respect to the dead migrants nor to meet 

their families nor the survivors. Thus exclusion is performed transmodally, and 

reiterates the idea of a clear-cut distinction between groups, with migrants 

discursively constructed as passive and powerless, thus negligible. 

Despite excluding the survivors, Figure 5left creates an internal interaction 

between the Italian president and the coffins, as he is standing in front of them and 
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watches them. It is a long shot, in which the president seems rather small and 

powerless compared to the huge space, which also shows and emphasises the high 

number of coffins resting one next to each other covering the floor. Viewers are not 

included in this social relation but simply watch the scene from the outside. The 

perspective is different in Figure 5right, where the framing angle is from above, thus 

conveying a sense of disempowerment of migrants. Survivors and family members 

are homogenised, as they are grouped and seen from behind and above, which makes 

it impossible to distinguish one from the other. They are not depicted for who they 

are individually, but are represented as a cultural category of people brought together 

by similar experiences and geographical origin.  

b) Sea 

The sea is included in many photos representing the shipwreck. One photo, though, 

shows nothing else but the great expanse of the sea against the rosy horizon that 

could be sunrise or sunset (Figure 6). There is no relation with the Cutro shipwreck, 

in fact it is a neutral photo that could have been shot in any situation. However, once 

the association is made, due to the inclusion of the photo in pieces of news discussing 

the Cutro shipwreck, it immediately takes on an ideological meaning and the rosy sky 

is identified with the sunset, e.g. the end of day, which metaphorically reminds one of 

death. A strong interpersonal relationship with viewers is established. The frontal 

angle creates the connection and makes viewers feel like they are travelling on a ship 
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that leaves its slipstream on the surface of sea. Thanks to this perspective and within 

the metaphorical framework already discussed, the viewers identify with migrants.  

The photo depicts the duality and instability of the sea, both serene and 

treacherous. Its beauty contrasts sharply with the shipwreck’s horror; in its liminal 

space where dreams crash into harsh realities it embodies hope and despair. It is 

momentarily calm but has the potential to become rough and bring death and 

destruction, and then be smooth and calm again as if nothing has occurred.  

 

Figure 6: The sea 

 

The sea is unstable but overall immutable: in its continuous cycle between 

movement and stability it is an eternal regulator of life and death. Thus, it embodies 

the metaphor of a liquid cemetery, that envelopes and covers the bodies of unknown, 

unidentified migrants like a tombstone.  

The sea is at the same time a merciless oppressor and pious guardian of the dead. It 

has the serene indifference of Parcae who randomly terminated people’s lives and 
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went on with no regret, an attitude that Herman Melville captured in the final words 

of Moby-Dick: “[..] then all collapsed, and the great shroud of the sea rolled on as it 

rolled five thousand years ago”. 

 

4. Symbolon, and the sacred value of hospitality 

 

Some months after the shipwreck, a monument was unveiled in Cutro city centre. 

The monument was donated by a local artist to preserve the memory of the victims 

and to celebrate the spirit of solidarity of the local people who sympathised with the 

migrants. The monument, called “Symbolon”, represents a hand holding a piece of 

blue wood, a broken piece of a boat, while it is swallowed by a wave. Symbolon 

comes from ancient Greek and means to unite, rescue, help. 

In many cultures, hands are associated with power, control and authority, e.g. the 

militant gesture of a closed fist; hands also create engagement and interaction, e.g. 

the pointing finger of the US “I want you” recruitment campaign during the 

Secession War. Hands are used for universal gestures of greetings and affection, they 

are also symbols of creativity, craftmanship, art, and labour.  

Considering the noncoded iconic meaning, this monument recontextualises an 

almost universal hand gesture connected with spirituality. In the Christian culture, 

three fingers symbolise the Holy Trinity and are differently positioned in iconic 

gestures. One of those finger positions has the thumb and ring finger touching, e.g. 
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the Pantocrator Christ hand gesture that reproduces the Christogram ICXC in 

Byzantine iconography. Symbolon refers to a very specific hand gesture in Catholic 

culture, i.e. the priest holding the holy communion with thumb, index and middle 

fingers. According to the Catholic teachings, holy communion is the body of Christ 

offered in an extreme sacrifice to save humankind.  

The symbolism of the white colour of the holy communion is reversed in the hand 

that is painted in white, that is also the colour of innocence and of the pallor of the 

dead. 

 

Figure 7: Symbolon 

 

Symbolon is a symbolic admonition to Catholic Italians, inviting them to accept, 

share and welcome migrants following Christ’s teaching: “take and eat it, this is my 

body offered in sacrifice for you” 
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5. Final considerations 

 

The Cutro shipwreck offers an opportunity to reflect on the emerging trends of the 

visual narratives about migration. It is important to be aware that visual images are 

composed, framed and sequenced according to a visual grammar based on choices 

that carry ideological implications.  

The trends highlighted in the previous sections show a preference for avoiding 

emotional commitment. A prevalence of distanciation, disempowerment and 

objectivation is evident, which creates homogenization and lack of personalization. 

The tendency is to visually construct migration as a dangerous “phenomenon” that 

needs to be controlled by the intervention of police and security forces. Migrants are 

often omitted from the visual narrative. When they are portrayed, they are passivized, 

collectivized and presented as homogeneous groups. This type of dehumanized 

representation disempowers the potential for sympathetic identification with the 

victims and constructs a detached response from the users. Thus, it is important to 

find alternative ways to construct a more humanized representation of human actions. 

Expanding the discursive construction of reality so as to include other languages and 

tools such as the arts could be a way to make some progress in presenting more 

comprehensive and diversified visions. This happened in Cutro, with the monument 

that celebrated the response of the local people. Only the locals could see up close, 

they were able to see the migrants’ faces, to listen to their stories, to witness their 
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distress, to perceive them as humans. This direct experience was denied to those who 

only saw the photos discussed in this paper. The synthesis a work of art offers is 

effective because it instinctively elicits emotions. Also, personal narratives overcome 

the limits of ideological discursive constructions, as occurred with Aylan’s iconic 

photo.  

Given that the discursive construction of the Cutro shipwreck reflects a widespread 

trend in media representation of migration, it is important to reflect on the ethical 

responsibilities of media in shaping public opinion and conveying covert ideologies. 

It is also important to develop an independent vision of the world, creating a space 

for the implementation of humanizing discursive constructions based on more photos 

and narratives of migrants. Migration needs to be represented as social action and 

migrants needs to be portrayed as social actors, with faces, names, and identities. 

Only humanized narratives can start the long process of breaking down stereotypes. 
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