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Treatment of refugees in the Spanish press 
 
Juan Manuel Arcos Urrutia, Eman Mhanna 1 and 
Josep Solves Almela 
 
 
The notion that “an image is worth a thousand words” suggests that a single 
visual representation (a photograph, for example), can produce in the one 
who sees it a huge range of sensations and impressions that are difficult to 
achieve through oral or written language. It is indisputable that, on many 
occasions, a photograph impacts our consciousness such that what we feel 
remains in our memory, even a long time later. This is what happened with 
the image that Nick Ut captured, on 8 June 1972, of Phan Thi Kim Phuc, a 
nine-year-old Vietnamese girl, completely naked, who, along with other 
children, fled burnt and terrified from her village, mistakenly bombarded 
with napalm by South Vietnamese troops. It was then, and is still today, one 
of the archetypal images of the horrors of war. This is also the case with the 
photograph that Nilüfer Demir took on 2 September 2015 of Aylan Kurdi, a 
three-year-old Syrian boy who lay face down lifeless on the sand of a beach 
in Kos, a Greek island facing the coast of Turkey. The shipwreck also killed 
many other people fleeing the war in Syria, including Galip, Aylan’s five-
year-old brother, and his mother, Rihan. For many, that image of Aylan 
represents all the pain and despair of people seeking refuge. 

The impact of the aforementioned photographs has turned them into 
icons of war horror and its effects. Other such horrors have been fixed in 
our minds that have shown us, in a similarly shocking way, hunger, violence 
or fear. Yet these are exceptional images, the ones that have caught our 
attention and affected us the most. Those that we retain in our memory and 
represent for us a world of sensations, thoughts and values, will always 
stand out among the thousands or millions of images that we see every day 
and which we hardly notice. The rest so fill the pages of newspapers and the 
internet, social media and television, that we hardly see them. 

It is indisputable that certain exceptional photos of war and death have 
had and continue to have effects on us but, probably, so do those others 
that apparently we do not even notice: those that randomly show us a 

 
1 Eman Mhanna is a beneficiary of the pre-doctoral contract FPU19 /00594 of the 
Spanish Ministry of Universities. 
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certain image of women, people with disabilities, believers in Judaism or 
the inhabitants of Nepal. Without our realizing it, these photographs with 
which the media and social networks bombard us constitute a 
fundamental element in the construction of our stereotypes and in the 
establishment of our prejudices. That is why it is imperative to reflect on 
how the mass media seek to reflect and control realities through the choice 
of their everyday photographs by analysing which photographs are chosen 
to reflect a current issue, or topic, be it the latest political decision, the last 
war event or the most recent arrival of migrants on our shores. In this 
sense, the unconscious accumulation of photographs seen daily would 
establish in us a “way of seeing” but, above all, of conceiving reality. In 
some cases, such as that of Aylan Kurdi, the image is worth a thousand 
words; in others, those of anonymous people, a thousand images construct 
a word, the word refugee, for example. But who are these people? 

The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) 
defines refugee as “people who have fled war, violence, conflict, or 
persecution and have crossed an international border to find safety in 
another country”. According to its data, around 100 million people were 
forced to flee their homes in the last decade, a phenomenon that has 
almost doubled since 2010 (41 million people that year compared to 79.5 
million now). Two-thirds of those people come from five countries: Syria, 
Venezuela, Afghanistan, South Sudan and Myanmar (UNHCR 2020). In 
Spain, according to data from the Ministry of the Interior, during 2019, 
118,446 applications for international protection were formalized. This 
represents an increase of 112.46% compared to the 55,749 applications 
registered during 2018. By country, these people came mainly from 
Venezuela, Colombia and Honduras. Most of them are between 18 and 34 
years old and 62.02% made their applications for international protection 
in Madrid, Barcelona or Valencia (Spain, 2020). 

From these figures it can be deduced that the refugees are, for the most 
part, young Latin Americans whose entry was by plane. However, the 
mental image we have of refugees does not coincide with that: when we 
think of refugees, the image of Sub-Saharan people dressed in life jackets 
crammed into precarious boats or groups of women with scarves covering 
their hair in large fields strewn with tents arises in our mind. Without a 
doubt, this mental image reflects a part of the stories that surround the 
refugee in Spain, but it does not seem to correspond to the overwhelming 
reality of this social phenomenon. So from where did we get this mental 
image of refugees? 

Basically, we build our image of things, people and processes through 
two types of experiences: the direct and personal experience of interaction 
with the facts and the people themselves; and vicarious experience, based 
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on that of people with whom we relate or whom we construct through 
consumption of the media. Taking into account that direct contact with 
these people must of necessity be limited, if not exceptional, and given the 
complexity of the societies we inhabit, it is a reasonable hypothesis that 
this image is derived sometimes consciously, but above all unconsciously, 
from our media diet. 

Our study on the joint corpus of the DIPURE project (Arcos et al. 2021), 
which brought together a total of 3,156 journalistic pieces of the Spanish 
press published between 1 January 2015 and 30 June 30 2017, concluded 
that almost 60% of the pieces in the sample (58.78%, specifically) were 
accompanied by images, and that in just over half of these images (50.57% 
of them) migrants and/or refugees appear photographed. This means that, 
on the one hand, photographs are a fundamental element in the 
information about refugees in Spain; and, on the other, that there is a 
marked tendency to show in these photographs the protagonists of the 
story, that is, the refugees themselves. However, we also found two other 
trends that are of current interest. When we analysed the authorship of the 
photographs, we realized that most of them are not directly attributed to 
the medium itself, but are rather photographs from agencies, mainly EFE 
and Reuters. On many occasions, these photographs are common to the 
different headlines of the journalistic media that make up a group or 
communication company, such as, for example, Vocento. Secondly, we 
realized that, on many occasions, the physical location of the piece in 
question did not correspond to the one shown in the image, although this 
circumstance is usually clarified in the caption. These two trends indicate 
that there is less plurality — a tendency towards homogeneity — of points 
of view when it comes to reflecting the events and their protagonists. The 
actors chosen by the agency professionals are shown and that choice is 
reproduced in many media, and they are located in the same scenarios: 
those shown by the agencies, even if they do not coincide with the scenario 
that is being talked about in the specific piece. Both are tendencies to 
homogenize the image of refugees and the settings in which they “live”. 

 
 

State of art and theoretical framework 
 
We began this chapter by mentioning the impact that the Aylan Kurdi 
photographs had on the gaze of the media and society in general. This 
image also prompted studies, especially in the field of communication, 
which specifically analyse photography related to refugees, taking into 
account that until then what predominated were works on the images of 
immigration for economic reasons. One of the first studies on photography 
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and refugees dates from 2016 and is specifically entitled “Transformative 
photography. The power of a photograph for social change: the death of 
Aylan”. The power of that image, according to the authors, is that it turned 
the news around by placing the child with a first and last name above the 
category of refugee. Furthermore, it increased the use of the word 
“refugiado” [refugee] and searches for the word “Siria” [Syria] in Google 
(Andrés et al. 2016, 31-32). In that same year, 2016, López and Humanes 
published an examination of the physical-spatial context, the human 
context and the photographic features that affected the representation of 
each of them in various central European capitals, between mid-2015 and 
early 2016. Among the results they observed, we can highlight that press 
photographs tend to represent refugees during transit, with few images 
placing them at the points of origin and destination, and that, as can be 
expected, the vast majority of photographs show refugees as a collective or 
group actor (López and Humanes 2016, 91-92). 

Empinotti (2017) and Solovova (2017), for their part, dealt with the 
images that accompany the publications of the Portuguese press. The first 
analyses in detail thirteen images from the digital Spanish newspaper 
Público and observes that there are common patterns in them in the 
treatment of refugees, such as their visual subordination, the use of colour 
to mark the difference between them and other actors, the abundance of 
ships and planes and, finally, that the refugees in the images do not look 
directly at the viewer. However, a small number of images can be found in 
which a single individual is the protagonist, whether or not appearing 
alone in it, revealing his face, and, consequently, his emotions (Empinotti 
2017, 113). As for Solovava, she compares the Portuguese with the Russian 
media in order to observe the trends each of them maintains and if there 
are significant absences. Their results show that there are three common 
thematic nuclei — mass migration, lack of security and the humanitarian 
dimension — and that these revolve around a fear shared by the media in 
both countries with respect to the arrival of Muslims who bring their 
customs to Europe (Solovava 2017, 35-36). 

In 2018, three other works related to journalistic photography and 
refugees were carried out in Spain. Casanova and Massó, for example, find 
in the headlines of two Spanish newspapers, El Mundo and El País, two 
trends in the treatment of these images: on the one hand, those headlines 
that mention the aid that Europe offers to refugees are accompanied by 
images that reflect the suffering of the latter, but in non-European fields. 
On the other hand, when the refugees are already seen in the European 
space, they are shown smiling and happy to arrive in the “land of 
salvation”, observing, according to the authors, a certain paternalism in 
the said representation (Casanova and Massó 2018, 115). López Marrupe 



99 

et al. take up the image of Aylan Kurdi to examine quantitative trends and 
ethical aspects. In this way, López Marrupe (2019, 65) analyses the images 
published in the Spanish newspaper ABC, in which, as expected, he finds 
a knock-on effect arising from the publication of Aylan’s photograph and 
the trip of the Hungarian reporter to Ossama Abdul-Mohsen, whereby, 
they indicate, we not only learn their history, but also that of their families 
(Galip, Aylan’s brother, who also passed away, his father Abdullah Kurdi 
or his relatives in Canada, as well as Ossama’s children). However, the 
impact generated by these images was not lasting and, from the following 
month, October, a considerable decrease could be observed. Finally, for 
Marcos et al. (2018, 26), such images should not be hidden, as they are a 
powerful tool in preventing wars. They also consider that the 
photographer never “lies” when showing an image; that is, what appears 
in the images will always be true, but is truth from the perspective of the 
author. Therefore, images can convey or not convey something, inform or 
conceal information. Moreover, the photographer will hide behind the 
idea that he is conveying what, in his opinion, others want to see.  

More recent is the work of Amores et al. (2020). In this case, what is 
analysed are the southern European media, specifically of Spain, Italy and 
Greece, three key countries in the context of what was called the “refugee 
crisis”. Among the results of this analysis, we can observe the 
predominance of the act of “victimization” of refugees, followed by that of 
“burden”. The latter, together with that of “threat”, according to the 
authors, have not stopped growing in recent years. From the comparison 
they make between the images published in the media of the three 
countries, they conclude that it is in Greece that negative frames 
predominate: the charge frame has been maintained since the beginning 
of the “crisis” and the threat frame develops more frequently in Greece, 
but it increases considerably in Spain and Italy, too. Although the Spanish 
and Italian media, they say, do not differ much, the Spanish offer a more 
positive visual representation of refugees. 

Finally, although its objective is different from the previous ones, we 
think it is pertinent to mention the experiment that Garrido and Delgado 
(2017) did with young people from the Ritsona refugee camp, in Greece. 
On this occasion, it is the refugees themselves who photograph from their 
point of view. The workshop was organized under the slogan “Photograph 
what you see, what you think and what you feel” and all those visions, 
thoughts and feelings were grouped by the researchers into five categories: 
“discouragement and hopelessness”, “complaint and interpellation”, 
“vulnerability”, “hope and strength” and “defence of rights and 
empowerment” (Garrido and Delgado, 2017, 57). 

Based on our own data obtained from the aforementioned analysis of 
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the complete corpus of the DIPURE project, as well as the main 
conclusions of the recent studies on photographs and seeking of refuges to 
which we have referred, we establish the following hypotheses: 

(1) H1: The subjects in the photographs that accompany press reports 
on issues related to the refuge are anonymous people — except in 
singular cases such as that of Aylan Kurdi — shown as groups, in 
transit to we do not know where, but in fact they remain in a 
desolate scene (refugee camps). 

(2) H2: What is narrated is the scarcity and precariousness of the 
permanence in the fields, detention in time and space, constant 
waiting for no one knows what. These “masses” of refugees are 
seen as both victims and threats, as deserving of help and as 
“burden” at the same time. 
 

Objectives and methodology 
 
Our objective, therefore, is to analyse how the Spanish press deals with the 
general issue of refugees through the choice and publication of 
photographs. In other words, what image is built and disseminated as a 
construct in the Spanish press of refugees or of the seeking of refuge 
through the use of photographs? This involves a series of research 
questions, such as who or what appears in those photographs; where the 
person(s) or objects are located, that is, what is the physical context in 
which they are shown; how these people appear, and with what attributes; 
and, finally, what is available in all those elements about those people and 
their lives, that is, what story underlies the chosen and published image? 
In short, it is about analysing the actors, the scenarios and the stories that 
the Spanish media choose to tell us about the situation of refugees. 

In order to try to answer these questions, we started from the general 
corpus of the DIPURE project (3,156 pieces in total) and selected those 
accompanied by photographs or any other graphic material corresponding 
to the year 2016 (1,855 pieces); of these, we chose those pieces in which 
photographs are shown to refugees (756) and, finally, we eliminated the 
pieces published under various headlines of the same publishing group 
because, being the same pieces, they do not influence the analysis. This 
procedure offered us a sample of 902 photos in total, which constitute the 
specific corpus of the research that we now present. 

We then built a codebook that would allow us to obtain quantitative 
data about the research questions we had posed: after some identification 
particulars of the pieces (newspapers and date), each photograph was 
coded from four variables, whose options were decided after a partial study 
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of 10% of the photographs in the sample using an inductive procedure. 
Table 1 shows the items in said codebook: 

 
Number of News: 
Newspaper:  
Date: 

Scenario characteristics 
(choose several): 

• Day 
• Night 
• Rain 
• Snow 
• Other 
• Not stated / not important 
 

Who appears? (choose several): 
• Refugees 
• Sub-Saharan 
• Non-sub-Saharan 
• Men 
• Children 
• Women 
• Baby 
• Other: ________________ 
• Police, soldiers 
• Political representatives 
• NGO / volunteers 
• Map / graph (infographic) 
• Famous  

What is counted? (choose 
one): 

• The rescue 
• The arrival 
• Trip 
• Procedures 
• Permanence 
• Normality 
• Needs 
• Confrontation 
• Claim 
• Return / expulsion 
• The epic 
• Not relevant 

 
How do they appear? (choose 
several): 

• Individual 
• Group 
• Crowded 
• With orange vests 
• Handcuffed 
• Walking 
• Happy 
• Serious, with uncertainty / fear 
• Other 
• Not stated  

Type of audio-visual shot 
(choose one): 

• Extreme close-up 
• Close-up 
• Medium shot 
• General shot 
• Not stated 

 

Scenario (choose one): 
• In dinghy 
• Boat 

Type of angulation (choose 
one): 

• Frontal 
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• The sea 
• The beach 
• Port 
• Refugee camp 
• Street 
• Job 
• School 
• Home 
• In the open 
• Fence (Border / wall / rampart) 
• Other: _________________ 
• Not stated  

• Chopped 
• Low angle  
• Not stated 

 

 
Table 1. Image encoding (codebook) 

 
The objective of this coding of the photographs was to establish the broad 
quantitative trends of the sample. In other words, the results of this coding 
would give us the guidelines for what, later, we should analyse with a more 
qualitative methodology. 
 
 
Quantitative results 
 
Regarding the actors, the general data of the sample indicate that the main 
protagonists are non-sub-Saharan refugees, men (in 349 pieces, 38.69% 
of the sample), women (247 pieces, 27.38%) and children (232, 25.72% of 
the total). Altogether, these actors appear, then, in 91.79% of the 
photographs. Sub-Saharan refugees represent a much lower percentage: 
men appear in 51 of the pieces (5.65% of the sample), women in 21 (2.33%) 
and children in 9 (1%). Together, these actors are shown in 8.98% of the 
analysed photographs. 

These actors appear mostly in groups (in 488 of the photos, 38.88% of 
the total) or individually (in 228, 18.17%), and more frequently as serious, 
reflecting uncertainty or fear (in 146 pieces, 11.63%), than happy (in 98 of 
the photos, 7.81%). Only 66 photos were found in which people appeared 
crowded (5.26% of the sample) and 16 (1.27%) in which they were wearing 
orange vests. 

Regarding the scenarios, the ones that we have verified most frequently 
are the street (in 181 of the pieces, 20.07% of the sample), and refugee 
camps (in 12 pieces, 14.08% of the total of the sample). The most 
“predictable” scenarios, according to the dominant social stereotype, 
appear in much lower percentages. Thus, for example, the fence (the 
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border, the wall) appears in 29 photographs (3.22% of the sample), the 
beach in 19 (2.11%), the port in 12 (1.33%), the boat in 8 (0.89%) and the 
sea in 6 (0.67%). 

The scenarios, based on the data obtained, generally lack drama. Thus, 
the vast majority of the photographs show daytime scenes (466 of them, 
49.63% of the sample) in which the scenery is nondescript or is not 
relevant (415 photos, 44.20% of the total). We encoded only 19 photos 
(2.02% of the sample) with a night scene, 17 with rain (1.81%) and 13 with 
snow (1.38%). 

Regarding what is shown, most of the units were coded with 
particulars of normality (205 photographs, 22.73% of the sample), 
solidarity (114 photos, 12.64%) and permanence (105, 11.64%). Together, 
these three approaches represent, therefore, almost half of the sample 
(47.01%, specifically). More “predictable” and negative approaches, such 
as arrival (with 6.10%), waiting (5.43%), confrontation (3.55%), epic 
(3.22%), rescue (2.88%), needs (2.55%) or travel (2.11%) are much less 
represented. Photographs showing return / expulsion (1.33%) and death 
(9 photographs, 1% of the sample) were exceptional. 

Finally, we also include a couple of more “technical” items to 
complement the approach to the photographs, related to the type of shot 
and the angle. Both aspects are important in assessing the point of view 
applied to the story that is being told and to the presentation of its actors. 
Also in this sense, the data show a fairly “normalizing” treatment of the 
stories and their protagonists. The most used types of shot are, in fact, the 
general and medium (which add up, respectively, to 49% and 39.91% of 
the sample, that is, this type of approach accounts for 88.91% of the 
photos), while the close-ups, the most committed and subjective, account 
for 9.42% of the sample. The detailed plans, also very subjective, represent 
only 1.66% of the total. 

Regarding angulation, an aspect also of great importance in the 
presentation of people, most of the analysed photos were coded in the 
frontal angulation item, the most neutral and uncompromising: this set of 
photos (677) represents 75.06% of the sample. Photos that use a chopped 
(163, 18.07%) or a low angle (62, 6.87%) represent a quarter of the sample. 

This set of data gave us the “general guideline” of the photographic 
treatment of refugees in the analysed press. Using these quantitative 
guidelines, we ordered the photographs according to the highest frequency 
of each item in the codebook. Thus, for example, we did a search for 
photographs in order of frequency in “Non-sub-Saharan refugees”, “Men”, 
“Refugee camp”, “Individual”, “Day”, “The permanence”, “General shot”, 
“Front” and “Newspapers” in which published, which were the items with 
the highest frequency in the sample for each entry, and we went down in 
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frequency, always combining the highest possible frequencies. With this 
procedure, we selected the ten photographs that represent the highest 
frequencies of the analysed corpus, thereby guaranteeing that they are 
statistically representative of the main trends. We have specified the search 
criteria for each image and the final result of the selection in Table 2. These 
are the images to which we have applied the multimodal analysis, which 
explains the relationship between the photographs and the headlines of the 
pieces in those that were contained. We have excluded some particulars 
(such as, for example, the characteristics of the scenario, because some of 
the options, in this case “Day”, were of a very hegemonic frequency. 

 
Who? Where? How? What? Shot Newspaper 

Non-sub-
Saharan, 

men  

Refugee 
camp 

Individual Permanence General Diario de 
Navarra 

Non-sub-
Saharan, 
women, 
children  

Refugee 
camp 

Group Permanence General El País 

Non-sub-
Saharan, 
children  

Refugee 
camp 

Group Permanence General El Diario 
Vasco 

Non-sub-
Saharan, 
women 

Refugee 
camp 

Group, 
serious, with 
uncertainty/ 

fear 

Solidarity Medium La 
Vanguardia 

Non-sub-
Saharan, 

men  

Street Group Normality General El Diario 
Vasco 

Non-sub-
Saharan, 

men  

Street Group Normality General ABC 

NGO / 
volunteers 

Refugee 
camp  

Individual Normality General El Norte de 
Castilla 

Non-sub-
Saharan, 

men, 
women  

Refugee 
camp 

Group Normality General La Voz de 
Galicia 

NGO / 
volunteers  

Street Group Claim General La Voz de 
Almería 

Non-sub-
Saharan, 
children, 

police, 
soldiers 

Refugee 
camp 

Group Normality General La Razón 

 
Table 2. Photographs chosen for multimodal analysis 
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Multimodal analysis 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1. Belongings of those who possess nothing are confiscated 
 

Refugee camps are one of the first images that come to mind when we hear 
about people fleeing war or persecution. In this news article from Diario 
de Navarra, published on 27 January 2016, the contrast that is created 
between the headline and the image is interesting. While the first refers to 
the possibility of confiscating assets from asylum seekers by the Danish 
Government, the image shows a man walking among the tents of a refugee 
camp in the Danish town of Thisted, wearing seemingly makeshift clothing 
and flip flops. For there to be confiscation, it is necessary that there be 
valuables or, at least, belongings. However, the first impression that this 
image generates is that of a lack or absence of resources. The tent is 
generally associated in our imaginary with the loss of everything or with 
“non-possession”. We can also see that this idea is greatly reinforced by 
the gesture of putting your hands in your pockets. Although this behaviour 
is usually synonymous with disinterest, indifference or even distrust, on 
this occasion we believe that it may be another complement to “non-
possession”, since the refugee in the image does not appear with a 
backpack, a suitcase or accompanied by his belongings, but rather stripped 
of all of them. It should be noted, on the other hand, that the refugee does 
not appear looking at the camera, but at another person whose shadow is 
reflected in one of the tents. Failure to look at the camera, which is 
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equivalent to addressing the viewer, may express a lack of confidence that 
the viewer can understand or support you. Finally, we note that the photo 
occupies a prominent place in the news, approximately the entire upper 
third of the page. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
Figure 2. The normality of uncertainty 

 
This image appeared in El País on 9 March 2016 and also occupies 

practically the entire top third of the page. In it, a refugee camp appears 
again; this time, that of Idomeni, in Greece. The headline reads “The UN 
questions the legality of the European pact to expel refugees”, alluding to 
the pact signed between the European Union and Turkey. The 
protagonists of the image are a woman and four girls, probably her 
daughters (the caption of the photo indicates that at least one of them is), 
sitting in front of a pop-up tent. In the background, groups of adults can 
be seen standing, some walking. No one looks at the camera, except for the 
youngest girl, who appears crying in her mother’s arms. The idea behind 
the image is that of uncertainty: sitting waiting for something when you 
don’t know if it’s going to happen or not. In a general view of the image, 
we could also talk about a certain resignation. However, two elements that 
break with this perception can be rescued: they are the campfire and the 
doll that the standing girl plays with. The campfire represents heat, 
protection from the cold and, therefore, the will to keep going. But, 
probably, the highlight is the doll that one of the girls is holding and which 
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she looks at as if she is trying to search for something, which throws a bit 
of “normality” into such an abnormal situation. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 3. The campfire and the children 
 
The campfire and the children are, once again, the protagonists of the 

image of the news item in El Diario Vasco of 8 April 2016. It is also a 
refugee camp. However, the camera shot from which the image was taken, 
as well as the fusion of the colour of the sky, the smoke from the campfire 
and the white tents, all looking like a single greyish and blurred 
background, make the first thing we see when we observe the image the 
group of five children surrounding a campfire in the open, in the middle 
of nowhere, bearing in mind, above all, that the story as a whole occupies 
a quarter of the page, to the left and below, and that the image is relatively 
small in size. We can say that the image reinforces the words of the 
headline, which talks about “Various solidarity initiatives to help refugees 
arriving in Europe”. The caption in the photo emphasizes the “need” of 
refugees and therefore intensifies the requirement for that “solidarity”. 
When it comes to minors, the call for solidarity tends to be more far-
reaching. We would no longer be talking about the usual image of adult 
men trying to jump over a fence or reaching a shore in a boat — associated 
in the social imaginary, especially because of the narrative that the media 
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tried to spread for years, with the arrival of an imminent danger (especially 
in the use of words such as “wave” and “ alluvium”) — but of children who 
really need help, because they are, as the image shows, “abandoned” and, 
therefore, requiring our aid. The image is an appeal to the solidarity of the 
viewer. As in the previous photo, within that abandonment, we see some 
elements of “permanence” or what we could call “resistance to adversity”: 
the campfire and the attitude of the children. We have already pointed out 
that the campfire represents the heat and the will to continue living, but 
here, perhaps, the most striking thing is the attention that the minors are 
paying to what seems to be a conversation among them. This image 
reminds us of the heroes of many films whose protagonists are often small, 
without special powers, but who, with good company, which frequently 
occurs in an unplanned way, manage to achieve their goal, usually to save 
something or someone. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 4. The “threat” of Islam 
 
This image from an opinion article in La Vanguardia (8 May 2016), 

taken from a medium shot, has the main objective of highlighting the 
clothing of the refugee women, specifically the veil they wear on their 
heads, which indicates that they are Muslim. From the caption we know 
that what we see in the background is a refugee camp, an improvised one 
on the border of Greece with Macedonia, but what really seems to interest 
the person who laid out this page is the focus on “what kind of people” are 
those who arrive in Europe: refugees of Muslim religion. Moreover, the 
headline already “warns” of “The Islam of refugees”, being completed with 
a highlight that occupies the centre of the article, right next to the image, 
which reads, “In Europe there is existential fear of the arrival of so many 
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Muslims, which adds to the fear of jihadist terrorism, of which the refugees 
themselves are victims”. This same image, inserted in another context, 
could have been an example of solidarity with refugees, since we see that 
a nun also appears to be reassuring a refugee woman, but the para-text 
that surrounds her causes the figure of the nun to merge with that of the 
refugee women to focus on an alleged “threat” from Islam, which brings 
the arrival of refugees to Europe. This is suggested by the headline and 
confirmed by the prominent one, which includes words such as “fear, 
terrorism or jihadist”. The use of “so many” in that same highlight (“the 
arrival of so many Muslims”) will also affect the interpretation of the 
image. Actually, not many people appear in the photo. However, as the 
photo is taken, from that middle angle, the feeling is conveyed that there 
are more people, especially because none of them are looking towards the 
camera, but rather towards other actors or with a lost gaze, before the 
background blur of the tents. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 5. Involvement of refugees 

 
In Spanish regional newspapers, especially those in the north of Spain, 

we frequently find images that reflect both the solidarity of the Spanish 
and the integration of refugees. Here we find an example that combines 
both. In the centre of the image, we see a Basque artist, Joseba Mercader, 
surrounded by two Syrian brothers identified by their own names, Hamza 
and Ahmed Ayash, all three collaborating in the elaboration of a work of 
art made with recycled material for a solidarity project. In the photo, one 
of the brothers appears placing a piece, being guided by Joseba Mercader, 
a fact that conveys the idea of involvement, a word precisely used in the 
headline (“Two Syrian refugees who arrived in Donostia are involved in a 
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social project”). Although at first glance it may seem like a merely symbolic 
collaboration, the representation of refugees “in action” is relevant; that is, 
working or being active, unlike the image of passivity that many other 
images related to them show. It is common for the appearance of refugees 
in solidarity projects to reflect their representation as recipients of charity 
or as participants in programmes that are intended to help them, but here 
what we see is different because it is an environmental awareness project 
in which they are participants. Finally, it can be said that the image 
conveys the idea that “refugees not only receive our help, but also 
collaborate to help us”. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 6. Refugees “occupy” the outskirts of the city 

 
The story in the Spanish newspaper ABC of 29 October 2016, entitled 

“New refugee camps in Paris replace Calais”, is preceded by a picture in 
which two men are seen settling into what would be a new refugee camp. 
The environment, however, is not the usual one, since we can see buildings 
around them and not the usual structures erected in the open or on the 
tracks of an old railway. The refugees are settling in the streets of the city, 
in the middle of a residential area and, in effect, the subtitle warns that 
“The settlements are only fifteen minutes from the capital”. This contrast 
between buildings and makeshift settlements on the street could be 
considered an allegory of the encroachment of the “other” into “our” 
territory. In addition, both the title and the image convey the idea that 
refugees will continue to try to access “our welfare state”. In images taken 
at the border, which are the most canonical, these attempts seemed more 
distant and complicated to achieve, but in this image they appear much 
nearer. In the combination of the elements that make up the para-text 
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(mainly, image and headline) there is a feeling of failure in the closure of 
Calais, as refugees continue to try to reach out and, above all, to get closer. 
The truth is that, tacitly, a message of “threat” reaches the viewer in the 
face of the approach of these people whom they do not know and cannot 
know — because they are not identified at any time — since they “occupy” 
their own space, like uninvited guests. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 7. Red Cross, a saving hero who helps those who suffer 
 
This image from the newspaper El Norte de Castilla (5 August 2016) is 

also situated in a refugee camp, specifically Skaramagan, in Greece. In it, 
a Red Cross technician can be seen heading towards a refugee camp made 
up of modular units. This and three other photos reflecting the work of the 
Red Cross in Skaramagan camp occupy roughly the top half of the page, 
which is devoted entirely to the story entitled “Red Cross recognizes that 
refugees suffer from uncertainty”. The shot allows us to see a refugee camp 
installed in an open space, not paved, with a wet floor, with mountains in 
the background. These images represent part of the “suffering” referred to 
by the owner. We also see Ángel García Hernández, head of Health and 
Relief at the Red Cross in Salamanca, heading towards these facilities. The 
figure of this official appears larger than that of the people who inhabit the 
field, a perspective which helps create the impression of a saving hero who 
goes to help those who suffer. 
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Figure 8. Frozen “normality” 
 
Published in the newspaper ABC, this image has its origins in a similar 

context to that of the resettlement of the Calais refugees in Paris, but there 
is a notable difference between the two: while the ABC story 
depersonalized the refugees and the moment of “occupation” of the 
Parisian streets was shown, in this photo of La Voz de Galicia (17 October 
2016) the focus is placed on the quality of life of these people (“A day in 
the life of a refugee in Paris”). Indeed, the subtitle and the second photo 
tell us specifically about the story of one of those refugees: a young 
Sudanese named Mohamedin, who appears looking at the camera and 
smiling next to a tent (“A young Sudanese tells La Voz de Galicia how he 
survives in the capital of France”). The mattresses on the floor, an 
armchair and even some ropes hanging between the trees show a type of 
“non-normal” permanence, of a life on the street, without a roof or any 
protection, but what is most striking is the contrast between what we could 
call “the refugee zone” and what is seen around it: while the photo depicts 
the refugees sitting or conveying an impression of immobility, as if they 
were frozen in time and waiting, around them we can see the city and 
movement, represented mainly by the bus that seems to be making a turn. 
Again, it is the presence of a minor that breaks with the resignation that 
predominates in the image. He is seen leaning on one leg, as if trying to 
balance himself, which can be interpreted as a sign of relative normality, 
in the middle of such abnormal circumstances, as we saw in other 
examples. 
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Figure 9. Safe passage for refugees, now! 

 
In this headline from the newspaper La Voz de Almería (28 February 

2016) the metonymy of “the town for its inhabitants” is used (“Almería 
marches for the dignity of refugees”), an impersonalizing strategy that 
conveys the idea that everyone, without distinction, is offering their 
unconditional support to the refugees. But if we compare what the 
headline says with the main image, we perceive that the latter allows us to 
see only the first rows of the demonstration, focusing our attention on the 
message of the banner raised by the participants (“Refugees/Safe passage, 
now”) rather than the number of these. Most likely with the intention of 
capturing the entire message of the banner, the main image is taken from 
a considerable distance, so that the unique features of the protesters are 
not apprehended; that is, they are represented primarily based on what 
they do and not who they are. In the three smaller images that follow the 
main one, some specific faces can already be identified, although, once 
again, the core of the portrait is the message they convey. We also do not 
know if there are refugees among the protesters or not. The last image 
(right) appeals directly to the viewer by addressing the following words 
written on an orange tray, which reminds us of the colour of the life jackets 
with which we have so often seen refugees who suffer shipwrecks: “And if 
it were you” is to be understood as “and if you were the refugee / the one 
fleeing the war, etc.” Another message that we see in that same photo, 
although somewhat blurred, is that of “Safe passage to Europe”, also 
translated into Arabic and raised by one of the protesters. The images not 
only show what the protesters claim, but also what they denounce: the 
staging of the boat in which we are used to seeing refugees arriving on 
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European shores and, on it, the messages “Peace now” and “No to war”, 
with which the protesters want to convey the idea of the tragic alternative 
that potentially awaits refugees if we do not guarantee them a “safe 
passage”. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 10. The Entrance Plea 

 
As we have mentioned previously, the figure of children tends to be 

more powerful in news about migration, wars or catastrophes, among 
others, and they more easily stir the consciences of viewers. The image that 
occupies the central part of this article from La Razón (2 March 2016) is a 
good example and, above all, an allegory of the reality of refugees, since 
the refugee is represented by a child who appears seated, waiting, with his 
back to the viewer in front of a chain of burly policemen who are standing 
guard to access to Macedonia, on its border with Greece. This figure of the 
seated minor represents the vulnerability of the refugee and, at the same 
time, could be interpreted as a sign of the innocuousness of these people, 
who only wait to cross the border to save their lives. The police, in this 
image, represent power, so in the gesture of appearing to look away from 
the refugee child, we find a cipher of the abandonment of power to these 
people, who need help, who are waiting for something from them. The 
child seems to ask with his gesture, and with the direction of his gaze 
towards the policemen, for entry, but there is no indication of demand or 
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claim in the said image. Headline and subtitle describe this situation with 
words such as “collapse” (“The UN warns of the collapse of Greece”, 
“unlock” or “trapped” (“The European Commission today presents an 
action plan of between 400 and 700 million euros to unlock the situation 
of the almost 30,000 immigrants trapped in the Hellenic country”). While 
the protagonists of the image are the refugees (represented in the figure of 
the minor) and the Greek authorities (represented in the figure of the 
border police), the main actors of the verbal information will be the UN 
and the European Commission, which arise as intermediaries between the 
previous two. 
 
 
Conclusions 
 
The main objective of this research was to determine the general image 
shown of refugees in the Spanish press through the photographs published 
in its pages, to understand the majority point of view that is adopted in 
their presentation to readers. Specifically, it was about analysing the actors 
(people) that appear mostly in the said images, the place or setting in 
which they are situated and the story the photographs tell us, or which 
implicitly underlies them. Ultimately, it was a matter of locating and 
making explicit the “narrative” hidden from the images of these people 
most frequently disseminated by said media for the consumption of the 
Spanish public. A key concept in our approach is, therefore, that of “master 
narratives”. As Carolina Figueras (2015) has explained very well: 
 

In sociology, master narratives are formulas or scripts that we use to 
tell stories. Master narratives shape our expectations about how things 
work in the world and constrain how we interpret reality. In fact, they 
operate as frameworks of knowledge that legitimize certain ideologies 
and impose limits on alternative ways of thinking and understanding 
the world. Master narratives provide patterns for explaining our 
experiences and telling our stories. […] The master narratives include 
a good number of historical stereotypes regarding gender, social class 
and ethnicity (Yosso 2006, 9), and they serve to simplify complex social 
problems, presenting people and events in a one-dimensional way 
(Espino 2008). The media adopt and perpetuate the master narratives 
that shape the ideas, images and meanings of everyday social reality. 
(Erdmans 1999, 341) 

 
From our study of the joint corpus of the DIPURE project, it was concluded 
that, on the one hand, photographs are a fundamental element in 
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information about refugees in Spain; and, on the other, that there is a 
marked tendency to show in these photographs the protagonists of the 
story, that is, the refugees themselves. We also deduced from those data a 
scarce plurality — a tendency towards homogeneity — of points of view 
when reflecting the events and their protagonists and the scenarios in 
which they are situated. 

On the other hand, from the latest research on press photographs in 
information about refugees (López and Humanes 2016; Empinotti 2017; 
Solovova 2017; Casanova and Massó 2018; Marcos et al. 2018; López 
Marrupe 2019; Amores et al. 2020), it is concluded that the media show 
refugees during transit, with few images that place them at the points of 
origin and destination, as a collective or group actor, that the refugees in 
the images do not look directly at the viewer, that a tendency to 
paternalism persists, that the “victimization” of the refugees predominates 
and that from the images it can largely be deduced that they are a “burden” 
and/or a “threat”. 

Our quantitative and qualitative research consolidates all these 
conclusions from the previous literature, and it reinforces some other 
ideas that, together, show what image of refugees the press is offering in 
its selection of photographs. The first of these ideas is that refugees, the 
protagonists of this news, are fundamentally anonymous entities, 
inasmuch as they do not look at the camera and, therefore, do not establish 
a relationship with the reader, but also because they appear fundamentally 
in groups, en masse, as an amorphous and anodyne collective, distant and 
impersonal. The second is that this collective subject is located “outside” 
of “our” territory, in faraway settings, geographically and conceptually, 
because refugee camps are peripheral places that, in reality, are not a 
place, but a space in which time seems to have stopped and in which 
expectations seem unrealizable.  
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