
Brno Studies in English
Volume 35, No. 1, 2009

ISSN 0524-6881

MARÍA MARTÍNEZ LIROLA

IMMIGRATION NEWS IN THE FREE PRESS:
LINGUISTIC AND VISUAL CHARACTERISTICS

Abstract
In this article I will explore the main linguistic and visual strategies used to make 
meaning in two multimodal texts related to immigration in a local newspaper in 
Alicante. I will also observe how the written text and the photographs support 
the construction of a particular image of immigrants, whose main characteristics 
are poverty and exclusion.

The theoretical framework of the analysis will be visual grammar (Kress and 
van Leeuwen, 2006) and Critical Discourse Analysis, in order to establish a re-
lationship between the different linguistic and visual choices that appear in the 

-
ing in these texts and the way readers receive the message.

The aim of this research is to understand some of the negative views of im-
migration that readers of free newspapers have, because the analysis shows that 
the texts analysed offer a negative view of immigrants.

Key words
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1. Introduction

The media have an important formative and educational function in our society, 
and so the information that we receive through them, whatever the topic they 
deal with, has to be both painstakingly accurate and educational. They have an 
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other discourses, as support to those other discourses, or as creators of their own 
1

-
tution in the ideological reproduction of industrialized societies. In this sense, 
the media as an elite body are responsible for the discourses that they produce 
because it is the media that controls them. In general these discourses reveal 
negative attitudes towards minorities, which implies that the main group, the 

2 This goes together with the polarization 
between ‘we-they’. In Stolke’s words (2004: 24):

are still to come, have become the target of hostility and of discrimination 
because, being from abroad, they are poor, suspicious foreigners and, 
therefore, undesirable, since – from the eighties – a rhetoric of exclusion has 
spread through Europe that particularly emphasises the cultural difference 

3

According to the European Network against Racism (ENAR) report (p. 22), from 
-

cient and can be linked to the main causes of the increase of racism in our society. 
Experts point out that 70 per cent of news items on immigration are negative. This
implies that there is certain ‘symbolic’ and ‘subtle’ racism in the media, which 
has a clear effect on how readers perceive the phenomenon of immigration. The
power of this discourse lies in that there are many people who do not have direct 
contact with immigrants, and who therefore form their opinions on immigration 

of the main roles of discourse is the reproduction of social representations, such 
as knowledge, attitudes, ideologies, rules and values. This means that discourse 
is the main connection between the social and the cognitive dimensions of rac-

4

in particular, leading to their perception as problematic and threatening, due to the 

such as violence, crimes, unacceptable cultural differences, and so on. 

point out that negative or sensationalist information about minorities should not 
be highlighted. Instead, the media should focus on searching for positive pieces 
of news that emphasize a multi-intercultural society. Journalists should inform 
calmly and tactfully in such a way that their work can contribute to the promotion 
of peaceful coexistence and to respect for democratic values. In this way, im-
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migrants could be treated as citizens with all rights, as Cortina (1998: 93) makes 

5

As critical readers we have to understand how the media contribute directly to 
the construction of the image of immigrants in our society. This image is stere-

of immigrants has become the fundamental axiological framework for those who, 
from the political or socio-economic Spanish elites take part in the social debate 

6

The social construction of the other person (the other person in a real or im-
aginary way), seems to threaten our cultural identity or our economy. Teun van 

-
tensify the negative information about them; (3) mitigate the positive information 
about them and (4) mitigate the negative information about us.

Taking the ideas presented in the previous paragraphs into consideration, read-

the others what explains our mistrust, or is it our theoretical cultural superiority? 
The discourse of the media never highlights a normalised relationship between 

of the individual, with the result that the achievements of the group also become 

2. Analysis of the image of immigrants in some multimodal texts: the rela-
tionships between the visual and the linguistic characteristics and the nega-
tive perception of the message

We live in a society in which multimedia elements predominate, therefore texts 
that surround us are made up of two elements (two modes): the linguistic (lan-
guage) and the visual (photographs, diagrams, etc.). Both create the text, and in 

verbal, visual or musical. The discourse of multimodal texts emphasises modes 
of representation that are not written, and especially, in order to catch the readers’ 
attention, the visual mode has supremacy (Martínez Lirola 2006: 152).

For a multimodal text to be well created, it should have the following charac-
teristics:

1. The different elements that compose the text (verbal and non-verbal) should 
be complementary, i.e., there should be a close relationship between them. Im-
ages should help to identify the context of situation. 
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2. Everything that is part of the multimodal text (type of letters, place in which 
the image appears, vocabulary and syntactic structures used, etc.) contribute to 

3. The verbal and non-verbal elements cannot be thought of as two independ-

the text they create. 
The purpose of this paper is to describe and understand how different mean-

ings are communicated through multimodal texts. That is why the different verbal 
and visual elements that are part of this type of texts and also the effect that they 
have on readers will be analysed. The description will concentrate on two texts 
dealing with immigration published in the local newspaper ‘Metro’ in September 
2007 in Alicante (Spain).

Following Kress and van Leeuwen (2006: 177), the authors of the visual gram-
mar that will be the theoretical framework of this paper, there are three main 
types of composition in multimodal texts:

‘Information value’: the place in which elements are located, for example, 
from left to right, from the top to the bottom or from the centre to the mar-
gins, can add a determined value. 
‘Salience’: the different elements of a composition try to catch the readers’ 

of an element, the colour contrast or sharpness.
‘Framing’: the presence or absence of frames that connect or disconnect ele-
ments meaning that they go or do not go together. 

Paying attention to these three types of composition, the main elements to analyse 
in a multimodal text are the following: the page layout, the headings, the salience or 
main characteristic, the frames that the page has, and the photograph or image.

The research was started by collecting all the pieces of news related to immi-
gration that appeared between 1 and 30 September 2007 in the free newspapers 
‘Metro’ and ‘Qué’, which are published every day in Alicante. Out of all the col-

selected at random with the purpose of exploring what the image of immigrants 
that appears in these newspapers is like through the visual and linguistic charac-
teristics presented in Tables 1 and 2.

The analysis that follows (see Table 1 and 2) makes it clear that any text is con-
nected with the environment surrounding it, because each text is created to com-
municate in a determined situation. Moreover, each text is a social and cultural 
fact because it is framed in a particular place and time in order to express certain 
meanings. Apart from this, the text is an interactive process because the person 
receiving it is obliged to make certain inferences and the sender creates the text 
with a determined attitude to establish a relationship with the receiver. 
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Visual
characteristics

Text 1. Date: 5 September, 2007 Text 2. Date: 25 September, 2007 

Background Dark background.
There is a contrast with the colour 
of the image.

Dark background.

Page Layout Centre of the piece of news.
The piece of news appears in the 
top left part of the page. 

On the piece of news.
The piece of news appears in the top 
right part of the page.

Image’s Size Small. Medium size.
Frames Non-marked. Non-marked.
Information
value (in the 
multimodal
text)

New and known information: new 
information appears in the whole 
photograph.

New and known information: new 
information is in the immigrants that 
appear in the foreground of the photo-
graph.

Position of the 
protagonists’ 
body

Immigrants appear hunched up and 
bowed due to the cold weather at 
night.

Immigrants are seated. 

Facial expres-
sion

The immigrants’ facial expression 
cannot be distinguished because the 
photograph is very small. 

The three immigrants that appear in the 
foreground look at the reader, so they 
interact with him/her. 

Colours – There is a clear contrast between 
orange and black. 

– There is a clear contrast between the 
black of the protagonists’ skin and their 
light clothes. 

Table 1. Main visual characteristics of the texts analysed

Verbal
characteristics

Text 1. Date: 5 September, 2007. Text 2. Date: 25 September, 2007. 

Heading
Wave of small boats in 

the Canary Islands).
(The trickle of small boats continues in 
the Canary Islands).

Written text 
that is not the 
heading

Medium size. Small size, only two lines behind the 
heading.

Collocations
and emphatic 
expressions

Oleada de pateras (Wave of small 
boats).
Más de 250 inmigrantes irregulares 
(More than 250 irregular immi-
grants).
Figures: 258 immigrants, 71 im-
migrants, 66 immigrants, 46 occu-
pants.

Goteo de cayucos (Trickle of small 
boats).

Figures: 54 immigrants.
Seven.

Use of the pas-
sive voice

[...] después de ser avistada en las 
proximidades del Puerto de las Gal-
letas de Tenerife. ([...] after being 
sighted near Galletas Harbour in 
Tenerife).
La última barcaza fue divisada ayer 
por la tarde por un avión del 

–
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Verbal
characteristics

Text 1. Date: 5 September, 2007. Text 2. Date: 25 September, 2007. 

Servicio Aéreo de Rescate [...] (The
last boat was spotted yesterday 
afternoon by an Air Rescue Service 
airplane [...]).

Verbs Alcanzaron, arribaron, llegó, ar-

precisaron.
(reached, arrived, could travel, 
was, required). They are all verbs 
of action that point out movement.

Llegaron, murió. (arrived, died)

Table 2. Main verbal characteristics of the texts analysed

between the background and the colour of the image; orange and black are the 
main colours used in the image. New information appears in the whole picture 
because immigrants appear from left to right. Immigrants do not seem to be look-
ing at the reader, i.e., there is no interaction between them and the readers. This
suggests that the readers are active in relation to the immigrants. The way to read 
this multimodal text is from the left hand corner at the bottom of the image to the 
right hand corner at the top of the image. 

Wave of small boats), referring to immigrants as irregular or present-
ing several numbers in the text (more than 250 irregular immigrants, 71 immi-
grants, etc.) leads the reader to explore beyond the literal meaning and arrive at 

The second image appears in the top right part of the page, in contrast with 
the previous one. In this case, the background is also dark and contrasts with the 
immigrants represented, who wear light clothes. There is also a contrast between 
the clothes that immigrants wear and the colour of their skin. New information is 
in the immigrants that appear in the foreground of the photograph, i.e., in three 
of them. Moreover, these three immigrants look at the readers, which implies that 
they interact with the readers. The way to read this multimodal text is from the 
right hand corner of the image to the left hand corner of the image.

As far as vocabulary is concerned, as it happens in the previous text, there 
Trickle of small boats),

which highlights the fact that immigrants do not stop coming to the Canary Is-
lands. Since the written text is very small in this multimodal text, there are only 
two numbers: 54 and 7. The use of numbers contributes to reinforce the idea of 
immigrating being a problem beyond control.

The analysis presented in the previous tables and paragraphs shows that texts 
do not have meanings in themselves but that it is the transmitters and the receiv-
ers of them that give meaning to them. In this way, there is a symbolic con-
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struction of reality through texts and the media assume a fundamental role in the 
construction of ‘the social way of thinking and saying’. Many times, that reality 
goes together with certain stereotypes that are useful to place the described real-
ity, in this case immigration, in the reader’s mind. For example, the fact that both 
texts have a dark background, that the image is not very big or that immigrants 
are represented as idle adds negative connotations that contribute to the negative 
view that a great part of society has about immigration.

It is the visual characteristics as well as the linguistic characteristics of the texts 
analysed that contribute to the construction of the negative image already men-

way it helps the writer avoid stating who performed the action, i.e., the police is 
The fourth boat arrived in the early morning with 71 

immigrants on board, after being sighted near Galletas Harbour in Tenerife.7

elements or those with more semantic burden at the end of the structure. Simi-
larly, the passive voice accomplishes the information principle that consists of the 

as happens in the following example in text 1: The last boat was spotted yesterday 
afternoon by an Air Rescue Service airplane when they were around 100 miles 
from the Canary Island called Hierro.8

There are certain characteristics in the images analysed that show that immi-
gration is only described partially: the people represented always appear idle. The

-

of approaching a text for readers. The image of immigrants that appears in the 
press is not created by chance, but controlled by intentions and motivations that 
many times mean that the images are stereotypical and negative, which does not 
favour the social integration of immigrants.

3. Journalists as creators of the discourse. An introduction to the variable 
of tenor

Journalists choose the images, the lexis and the grammar of texts such as those 
analysed with a clear purpose. It is not an innocent choice, because the cultural 

-

she knows what the newspaper (as a social institution) expects from him/her. 

much as the substance of discourse, depends on the social position of the speaker, 
which governs the access he can have to the language of the institution, that is, to 

There is an implicit reader to whom texts are addressed and from whom a de-
termined answer is expected. This is conditioned by the way in which texts are 
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created: what is included in and what is excluded from them, what is highlighted 
and is made the most prominent element in them, how the different people, places 
and things are represented, etc. (Martínez Lirola 2006: 158).

The media’s audience is invited to establish a clear difference between whites 
and other ethnic groups, between ‘we’ and ‘they’, between the ‘citizens’ and the 
‘foreigners’. The act of presenting information pointing out these differences can 
contribute to racism if the image offered of minorities is always partial and nega-

Martínez Lirola 2007a, 2007b, 2007c, in press). Moreover, the role of the media 

in and through which imposed identities or the interests of others can be resisted, 

is unipolar because immigration is not explored from different angles. 
Information professionals are the constructors of informative discourse and, 

therefore, they are actors and directly responsible for the image of immigrants 

and the receivers of this information have to contribute to the creation of a social
-

ferent opinions on any topic that, due to its importance, for a certain period of 
9 For 

this reason, it is necessary to think of the receiver not only as a consumer (Bañón 
2007b) but also as an active citizen who needs to be informed about immigration 
with the maximum rigour.

The receiver of the message is exposed to news items in which information is 
presented dramatically many times, with no need; there are times when this infor-

information gives them an interpretational perspective, a setting inside a frame-
work of ideas that condition their perception and assimilation within coordinates 

10

For this reason, the receiver of the message has to become an active agent 
and constantly has to debate the truthfulness of the messages received from the 
media. In this way, responsible institutions will make sure that the informative 

-
ists working on pieces of news related to immigration should be constantly well 
informed in the complex reality of immigration. 

Immigrants’ voices are not present in the pieces of news analysed. Conse-
-

ions. The elite’s discourse, in which the media discourse is included, sometimes 
legitimises those practices of exclusion and hostility against immigrants (ter Wal 
2002: 425).
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a contribution, and leave. Machin and van Leeuwen (2007: 39) say the following 
about this aspect: 

conversation. They not only entertain, they also transmit views about the 
way the world works, about how people behave or should behave, and about 
the problems we encounter and the solutions that are available for dealing 

Understanding society as a conversation implies that there are different partici-
pants that take part in a determined context. Therefore, the variable of tenor, 
which is present in every communicative situation in discourse, needs to be taken 
into consideration.

The variable of tenor (Halliday and Hasan, 1976: 22) determines the levels of 
style and formality in discourse. Tenor makes reference to the different partici-
pants that take part in communication, to the different roles and social positions 
that they have in society. In Halliday and Hasan’s words (1980: 12):

participants, their statuses and roles: what kinds of role relationship obtain 
among the participants, including permanent and temporary relationships 
of one kind or another, both the types of speech role that they are taking on 

Poynton (1985) states that there are three dimensions inside the notion of tenor, 

The power dimension observes whether the relations between the participants 

-
mension makes reference to the existence or not of a contact relation between the 
participants. It is evident that there is contact between a couple, and there is no 
contact between people one does not know. The affective involvement dimension 
refers to the extent to which the participants are emotionally involved or commit-
ted in a situation. People normally involve affectively with friends but they do 
not do so with colleagues. It is possible to establish a contrast between formal and 
informal situations according to these three variables.

4. Conclusions

It is necessary to increase the different types of discourse on immigration. A com-
mitted discourse on immigration is necessary to create an integrated and intercul-
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tural society. The media and every public institution are responsible for the crea-
tion of this kind of discourse; each citizen is also responsible as an active person 
with responsibility in social life. 

together have the power to persuade and to manipulate the image of institutions 
or social groups. This goes together with the social demands and expectations 
of the society or the culture in which the texts are framed. For this reason, we 

way immigration is presented; moreover, they have to make the effort to create 
positive images of this social phenomenon, in such a way that the stereotypes and 

it will be realised that immigrants have been enriching our lives for years, i.e., 
the cultural diversity and plurality that immigrants bring to our society has to be 
emphasized as something positive. 

In general, the discourse on immigration in the press is racist for several rea-
sons: (1) the meanings expressed normally concentrate on negative facts, as the 
texts analysed point out; (2) the photographs selected to illustrate facts have dark 
colours most of the time, and immigrants tend to appear dirty or emaciated; (3) 
the words chosen, for example, ‘discrimination’ is a verb that has been nominal-
ised, tend to avoid mentioning who discriminated against whom; and (4) the syn-
tax chosen uses many examples of the passive voice in order to avoid mentioning 
the agent. 

The different choices found in the texts (capital letters, bold type, etc.), the 
size, colours, the different ways in which elements are placed in multimodal texts 
(up and down, right or left) have an effect on the construction of meanings and, 

be active citizens in our society and we need to develop a critical perspective to 
read texts that use different modes to express meaning. 

Some visual and lexical elements (see the analysis presented in section 2) 
transmit a negative image of immigrants, which contribute to their social exclu-
sion because they are represented as individuals to be avoided. The multimodal 
texts on immigration analysed create the idea of ‘illegal immigrants’ which goes 
together with certain stereotypes: it seems that immigrants do not work, do not 
smile, are always dirty, etc. This implies that any people who have not had con-
tact with people from other cultures assume the image of immigrants presented 
by these texts is the only and authentic one. 
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Text 1. Canarias sufre una oleada de Patera (Metro, 5 September 2007)

Text 2. Cerrado por inundaciones (Metro, 25 September 2007)
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Notes

1 -
nicación como transmisores de otros discursos, como apoyos a esos otros discursos o como 

2 -

3
-

4
discurso es la reproducción de las representaciones sociales, tales como el conocimiento, las 

-

5
para cobrar nuestra propia identidad necesitamos el reconocimiento de los grupos sociales en 

6 -

élites políticas o socioeconómicas españolas, participan en el debate social sobre los procesos 

7  Original text in Spanish: La cuarta embarcación llegó de madrugada con 71 inmigrantes 
a bordo, después de ser avistada en las proximidades del Puerto de las Galletas de Tenerife.
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8  Original text in Spanish: La última barcaza fue divisada ayer por la tarde por un avión del 
Servicio Aéreo de Rescate cuando se hallaba a unas 100 millas al sur de la isla canaria de El
Hierro.

9 -

10 -
cionar y enfatizar determinadas informaciones les otorgan una perspectiva de interpretación, 
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