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Abstract

The objective of this thesis is to develop a methodology for examining a large dataset of visual
materials coming from social media in a nuanced, historical fashion. Iconography is a qualitative
methodology originating in the history of art that identifies, categorises, and interprets works of
art, placing the result in historical perspective. This thesis develops a mixed methodology that
unites iconography with approaches common in social media studies in order to give the analysis
of imagery on social media historical depth and nuance. The method incorporates social media
commentary, which provides insights into users’ interpretations of the pictures they share, in a
level of detail that traditional iconography rarely achieves. An adapted iconographical method
can provide evidence for why the pictures users share are interpreted as they are, and why some
are shared more than others.

| demonstrate iconography’s usefulness with a case study, centring upon an historically
important dataset: the most-shared tweets containing pictures of Alan Kurdi and other refugees
during a two-week period beginning when Alan was found on 2 September 2015. Reaction to
pictures of Alan shared on Twitter spilled into the real world and led to global demonstrations on
behalf of, and increased support for, refugees. This thesis explores the mechanisms by which
these pictures crystallised popular sympathetic reactions for refugees at an important point in
contemporary geopolitics.

To aid in the iconographic analysis of this data, | have created a digital tool called a “datasheet”
(https://doi.org/10.23634/MMUDR.00621172) to help analyse visual and textual patterns.
Working in tandem with data analytics software, the datasheet provides other forms of
otherwise difficult-to-discern “top-down” insights. By using these tools, it is possible to uncover
pictorial preferences, waves of sharing over time, cross-cultural interpretative patterns, and long-
standing interpretative themes such death as sleep, children as angels, oversized monumentality,
standard representations of refugees, the fixing of ambiguous imagery through anchoring text,
and hostile representations of refugees as threats. Many of these themes returned after the time
of data collection as the political climate surrounding refugees soured in 2016. The iconographic
approach and the organisation of this datasheet provide a foundation for future analyses of
imagery shared on social media.

Keywords: iconography, iconology, social media, Twitter, interpretation, photography, visual
imagery, textual imagery, big data, refugees, refugee crisis, Alan Kurdi, Aby Warburg, Erwin
Panofsky
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Many pictures in this project were collected via Twitter; these will be indicated below as from the
“dataset”, or all the structured data downloaded from Twitter for this project. These are often
enumerated via record number in the “datasheet”, or the digital tool created to query the
dataset’s contents. A redacted version of the datasheet can be downloaded at MMU:

https://doi.org/10.23634/MMUDR.00621172. Full-sized figures are placed towards the end of

the volume, but for the reader’s convenience, thumbnails have been placed in-text.

Presenting pictures shared online presents several challenges related to copyright and fair
dealing. Exceptions to the U.K. “Copyright, Designs, and Patents Act 1988” (section 30,
“Criticisms, Review, and News Reporting”) were introduced in 2014 alongside parliamentary
clarifications arising from the E.U.’s “Copyright and Rights in Performances (Quotation and
Parody) Regulations 2014” (Directive 2011/77/EU) (U.K. Parliament, 1988; U.K. Parliament,
2014). These are fundamental documents describing “fair dealing”, particularly relevant to
academic work, and the circumstances under which it is acceptable to use, or “quote”, text or
imagery. The idea behind the legislation is to not rob a copyright holder of potential profit
(should she wish to profit, that is). What follows is an attempt to honour such considerations

whilst also investigating an event during which few people likely honoured copyright.

Practically speaking, the pictures supplied in this thesis follow a cascade system. Where possible,
| obtained permission to use a picture, including through licensing; failing that, | used versions of
pictures available by Creative Commons or the Public Domain; failing that, | provided pictures
under the concept of fair dealing as outlined above. | have attributed all works (where possible)
to those who made them. To fulfil the spirit of the copyright acts and regulations for fair dealing,
works presented under fair dealing are “quoted” in that they are cited, but never form the centre
of extended argument. | supply low-resolution or small-sized versions of these works to protect
the copyright holder’s rights. Accordingly, licensed photographs and Creative Commons pictures
are all displayed at 300 dpi resolution; fair dealing and all image files from the dataset are at a
lower 72 dpi resolution. Low-resolution thumbnails of full-sized image files are interspersed into
the thesis; their locations, makers, and origins (when discoverable) are listed below. All pictures
from the dataset are provided with the record number of their initial appearance (e.g., #10

[Omer Tosun]).
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