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Abstract: BREXIT is a phenomenon which evinces a high degree 
of uncertainty and has serious consequences for the EU citizens. 
The online content producers have to face a great challenge: 
How could they represent a future event in images? In order to 
identify the way in which the press image participates in the 
projection of the future of the post-BREXIT EU into the collective 
consciousness, we carried out the content analysis and the 
semiotic analysis of a 200 image corpus. The content analysis 
revealed that only 6 % of the images make a direct reference to 
the future of the post-BREXIT European Union, the others 
feature BREXIT. The myth developed by the semiotic analysis of 
the studied images is that of a European Union where there is a 
gap between decision makers and passive citizens, with no role in 
the decision-making process. In addition, the analysis revealed 
the inexistence of a widespread and accepted idea on BREXIT 
and the lack of a clear and transparent vision of the future of the 
post-BREXIT European Union.  
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Introduction 

BREXIT is a phenomenon characterized by a high degree of 
abstraction and unknown, which has captured the full attention of the public 
that bears its consequences. Therefore, the messages about BREXIT are 
highly informative (Wood, 2013, p. 12) and they participate in the social 
construction of the new post-BREXIT European and British reality. From 
this perspective, the online publication of press articles accompanied by 
images participates in the systemic process of interaction between 
individuals with and through symbols with the purpose of creating and 
interpreting meanings (Wood, 2013, p. 9).  

The major challenge the online journalists have to face is that of 
drawing attention to a future event by means of images. But a photograph is 
related both to the past and to the present (Barthes, 1980); one of its 
fundamental valences is to encapsulate the present moment for the future, 
when it becomes a memory prop (Bourdieu et al., 1965). For the time being, 
we cannot take photos of the future, but what we can do instead is 
understand how the social image about the future is built, by analyzing 
images from the present. Mention must be made of the fact that BREXIT 
belongs to the foreseeable future and, for now, nobody can tell what kind of 
rupture it will be; it is this uncertainty that will influence the short, the 
medium, and the long-term future of the post-BREXIT European Union.  

The aim of this piece of research is to identify the way in which the 
image is used in order to project the future of the EU after BREXIT into the 
collective consciousness. Moreover, this study can reveal the current 
representation that the content producers have on BREXIT – a phenomenon 
with major political, economic, and social implications both in Europe and 
worldwide. We will take into consideration the study of the photographic 
content, of the production practices and of the communication means used 
by image producers, starting from the theoretical foundations of the 
semiotics of photography (Basso & Dondero, 2011).  

That is why one of the main aims of the paper is to identify the way in 
which BREXIT is represented in press images. The second objective is to 
identify the way of representing the consequences of BREXIT on the future 
of the European Union and on the Great Britain.  
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In order to reach our objectives, firstly, we propose to research on the 
content of the images that illustrate BREXIT and its consequences. Taking 
into consideration the fact that the textual discourse of press articles is of a 
prospective nature, and that, from a semiotic perspective, press photography 
is, first and foremost, an iconic sign – which strongly resembles the referent 
(Bourdieu et al., 1965, pp. 175-178), we are interested in what kind of 
images and types of signs are used for images that feature BREXIT and the 
future of the post-BREXIT European Union and in what proportion. The 
images are complex communication units in which iconic, indicial signs, 
and symbols operate simultaneously. Moreover, Fiske (2003) considers that 
it would be more useful to consider the distinction between the arbitrary 
signs and the iconic ones, or that between symbols and indexes to be a sort 
of a scale, rather than seeing them as separate categories. At one end of the 
spectrum there is the pure arbitrary sign – the symbol, and at the other end 
there is the pure theoretical icon, which cannot exist in reality (p. 80). 

 
That is why it is interesting to know what informs projective thinking 

in this particular case, how the image as a sign is used. Metonymies, myths, 
and indexes all operate in similar ways since the signs and their referents are 
on the same plan. Metonymies are strong bearers of reality, since they 
operate in an indicial way. The arbitrary nature of the selection is often 
hidden or ignored, and metonymy is made to look like a natural index, as it 
is believed to be real, namely something that cannot be questioned (Fiske, 
2003, p.127). Press photography uses metonymy in order to construct a 
vision of reality in which the receptor is motivated to accept the choice of 
the context, of the captured moment as natural, and the photographed 
representation as a faithful copy of reality (Barthes, 1964, pp. 40-51). In 
addition, the snapshot, given its indicial charge (Fisette, 2011), persuades 
the reader of the sign to continue the construction of the chain of concepts 
which form the myth. This is because the snapshot seems natural, as if the 
photographer happened to be somewhere at the right time and recorded a 
fragment of reality as an objective witness (Bourdieu et al., 1965, p. 112). 
The resemblance of the recording with the reality which is supposed to be 
crude masks the convention between the producer of the sign and the reader, 
a convention which is culturally established. Thus, the snapshot is perceived 
to be a piece of reality, a given on which the photographer’s will has no 
power of intervention. The metonymies that operate with indicial signs 
challenge the receptors to continue the chain of metonymies that activate 
myths. Mention must be made of the fact that the functions of the myth 
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include the naturalization of history (Barthes, 1957) and the reduction of the 
tension caused by dramatic social events with serious consequences and 
with a high degree of uncertainty.  

Unlike snapshots, ritualistic photographs are signs of the vision of 
reality which social actors want to put forth for the receptor, they are like a 
staging in which the wide shot, the backdrop, and the postures are created 
by social actors and they are perceived by the receptor as such (Goffman, 
2007). This time, the photographer is perceived to be a mediator, and the 
photograph is perceived to be the vehicle of a complex message. Academic 
circles and practitioners have been long talking about political marketing 
and advertising (Pripp, 2002). Ritualistic political photographs can be 
considered to be second degree ritualization, similar to advertising 
photographs (Goffman, 1977, pp. 34-50). As Goffman (1977) concluded at 
the end of his research on advertising photography,  

[…] upon examination, it seems to me that these expressions appear as 
illustrations of the behavioral unit of a ritualistic type, portraits of some ideal 
conception…partly made due to the indication (which is itself ideal) of the 
actors’ attitude within the social context. (p. 50). 

That is why we consider it important to examine how the content 
producers use snapshots and ritualistic photos.  

Metaphors act paradigmatically, they express what is unfamiliar by 
means of what is already familiar. Thus, metaphors are based both on 
similarity and difference. The similarity must be strong enough in order for 
the vehicle and the content to be placed within the same paradigm and 
different enough to contrast by comparison. The metaphor is the cognitive 
basis of poetic photography, which is intended for feeling. Chloé Morille 
(2017) argues that one of the social functions of poetic photography is to 
comfort, to provide the reassuring feeling of safety. From this theoretical 
perspective, it is interesting to examine to what extent metonymy and 
metaphor are used to create meaning.  

1. Method and corpus

In order to analyze the role of images as a way of media 
communication about BREXIT and its future effects on the European 
Union, we have used a mixture of qualitative and quantitative methods. For 
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the quantitative method we chose the content analysis since it is adequate 
for the analysis of the communication recorded systematically and 
objectively (Prasad, 2008, pp. 1-20). 

Firstly, we applied the visual analysis on a sample of 50 images in 
order to make a grid for the quantitative content analysis and to choose the 
most adequate in-depth analysis method. Initially, we started from the most 
frequent photographic genres as defined by photography theorists: portrait, 
landscape, still nature, with the mention that the portrait includes the close-
up and the wide shot where the characters are placed (Feininger, 1967). We 
found that there are many images generated by means of computer graphics. 
That is why we considered it necessary to include the following types of 
images in the measured variables: photo montages, computer graphic 
images, computer graphics and photo montages. This category contains both 
the printed press classical forms for the assemblage of photographic images 
and computer graphics in a montage of images, with a view to illustrating 
distinct facets of one and the same phenomenon, as well as inclusions of 
photographic elements into computer graphics or elements taken out of the 
photographic context and used as a focus of attention for the discourse of 
computer graphics.  

The preliminary visualization showed that most of the images are 
related to BREXIT, that there are several images that have nothing to do 
with the search phrase and there are other several images that refer to “the 
future of the EU after BREXIT”. That is why we encoded as significant 
content the images that refer directly to “the future of the EU after 
BREXIT” and BREXIT, and we encoded as insignificant content the images 
that have nothing to do with the search phrase. In order to make the 
distinction between the images that refer to BREXIT in general and those 
that refer strictly to the future of the EU after BREXIT, we encoded as 
relevant content the images that refer to the consequences of BREXIT.  

In addition, we noticed that there are many photographs that feature 
political leaders directly involved in the negotiation process of the exit of 
the Great Britain from the European Union. Consequently, in the analysis 
grid we introduced individual political leaders as a recording unit, both in 
bilateral relations and as a collective character. In order to identify the 
orientation we used the positive, the negative, or the neutral evaluation as a 
context unit.  

The preliminary qualitative analysis showed that the content producers 
make frequent use of metonymy and metaphor as communication tools. In 
addition, we noticed that, although in scientific literature press photography 
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is considered to be an iconic sign – a faithful representation of reality, given 
the specificity of the subject, in the studied corpus the images are mainly 
used as indicial signs and symbols (in the Saussurean sense). 

The result was the following quantitative content analysis grid:  

 significant content: individual political actors, political actors in
bilateral relations, collective political actors (the British Parliament, the
European Council), EU citizens, British citizens, emblematic
landscapes;

 insignificant content: related to the EU, advertisements, other;
 content relevant for the future of the EU after BREXIT;
 type of image: photography, photo montages, computer graphics,

graphics and photography montages;
 types of signs: iconic, indicial, symbolic;
 type of photography: ritualistic, snapshot;
 procedure: metonymy, metaphor.

The content analysis revealed that the semiotic analysis is the most 
adequate method of in-depth image analysis. This method has explanatory 
valences with regard to the way in which the images published in the online 
press participate in the social construction of the concept of BREXIT and it 
contributes to the understanding of this phenomenon with major 
implications for European and British citizens.  

The content analysis was used in the case of a set of two hundred 
images generated by Google search engine upon the request “the future of 
the EU after BREXIT”. The images were stored for analysis on the 29th of 
October 2019.  

2. Methodological limitations

The content analysis has several limitations highlighted throughout its 
long usage: the degree of subjectivity in the encoding, the fact that it is not 
as deep as qualitative analyses. The theorists of the studies based on the 
relation between verbal communication and social relations (Alves, 2006, 
pp. 1-26) consider that the weak point of the content analysis is the very 
theoretical conception of language. They consider that the idea of 
identifying the elements of meaning and content by analyzing the elements 
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of expression – overtly and objectively, as the advocates of the method 
claim, is difficult to support, given the new developments of  language 
theory (Alves, 2006, pp. 1-26). The analysis of images proves to have even 
more shortcomings. As long as the written text can be divided into discreet 
units and it can be considered to be a digital message, the image is 
analogical, it is built as a continuum in which the units of meaning are 
indissolubly linked to one another, and the division into distinct elements 
itself can be a betrayal of the global meaning of the image, as a result of the 
interaction of the component signs. The polysemy intrinsic to the image, 
often the lack of a text that should guide the preferential reading, the 
difficulty in categorizing, classifying, and assessing the orientation are as 
many limitations of the method, but they stem from the specificity of the 
imagistic text. However, the fact that this method has been long used for the 
analysis of the various documents demonstrates its scientific value which 
consists in highlighting the manifest and latent content of a document 
(Chelcea, 2007, pp. 564-596). And finally, the interpretation of data calls for 
experienced and skillful researchers (Pan et al., 2007).  

Another limitation stems from the semiotic analysis of the image. 
Although this qualitative method can lead to the understanding of the way in 
which meaning is produced, to the social norms which are observed or not, 
and it can give us clues about the processes of symbolization and of the 
construction of myths, the method is laborious and it cannot be applied to a 
large number of images.  

Short of a reference universe, one cannot assess the representativeness 
of the corpus. Moreover, as the search engines keep on updating 
continuously, they return different results upon different searches (Michet, 
2018, pp. 417-419). In addition, the search engines put forth personalized 
results (Mulhem et al., 2019). Given all of the above, the results of the 
research cannot be generalized.  

Although the role of the image in the reception of mass-media has 
been long researched on and acknowledged, although recent research on 
digital information consumption has highlighted the fact that the image 
outclasses the text when it comes to reception, upon the searches “BREXIT 
images” and “BREXIT photographies presse”, scholar.google.com search 
engine returned only one scientific article (Chambefort-Kay, 2017) that 
discusses BREXIT briefly. Therefore, the present study is exploratory and it 
is a lead-in to a more nuanced understanding of the way in which the online 
press participates in the social construction of the abstract concept BREXIT 
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and of the consequences of the exit of the Great Britain from the European 
Union. 

3. Results

With rare exceptions, the results returned by Google upon the search 
of “the future of the EU after BREXIT” are press articles. The posts which 
are not on online news sites (5%) are uploaded on the sites of the 
institutions whose activity is affected or whose field of activity is 
international relationships (the European Parliament, the Ministry of 
Transports, the Romanian Intelligence Service), by a non-governmental 
organization, by two sites that provide consultancy for the Romanians who 
intend to immigrate into or study in the UK, and a political analyst’s blog. 
As for the online publications written in the Romanian language, there are 
online newspapers of the Romanians living in the UK, in the European 
Union, and in the Republic of Moldova, as well as Romanian editions of 
several international press trusts (RFI, Deutsche Welle, Europa Liberă), 
alongside Romanian press agencies and news sites (euractiv.ro, 
caleaeuroeană.ro, decenews.ro, hotnews.ro, ziare.com etc.). 

Twenty percent of the photographs have an unknown source, and the 
rest have been taken over from international providers or press agencies. 
Two exceptions: ziare.com – computer graphics and the BREXIT page of 
SRI (the Romanian Intelligence Service).   

Twenty-one of the 200 analyzed images are not directly related to 
BREXIT. Four of them are commercials of a company of international 
transport vehicles, and the other 17 refer to the European Union (with no 
direct relation with BREXIT). Most of them (179 images) include signs that 
point directly to the referent BREXIT. (See Figure 1) 
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Figure 1 – significant content (89%), insignificant content (11%) 

Only 12 of the 196 images that point to the referent “the EU” are 
relevant for the referent “the future after BREXIT”. (See Figure 2) 

Figure 2 – relevant content “future after BREXIT”: relevant content (6%), 
EU content (94%) 
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Five of the 12 images make a metonymical reference to people – those 
who bear the consequences of BREXIT, two feature the decision makers of 
the future of the EU after BREXIT, two highlight the geopolitical and 
economic changes, one refers to the change of the freedom of movement of 
the EU citizens in the UK, and one is a diagram of the action plan regarding 
the circular economy in the EU.  

The semiotic analysis shows that there is only one iconic image (the 
diagram), that metonymy is the most frequently used symbol – 9 
photographs are indicial and two are symbolic signs.  

The vast majority of the photos featuring BREXIT show the top 
political decision makers. The citizens are featured in only 22 images, and 
so are landscapes, the buildings emblematic for political decision-making 
included. (See Figure 3 and 4) 
 
 

 
 

 
Figure 3 –image content: landscapes (15,5%), citizens (15,5%),  

political decision makers (69%) 
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Figure 4 – social actors: people-citizens (18%), main actors (political 
decision makers) (82%) 

Eight of the 22 images that show European or British citizens are 
computer graphics, four are snapshots taken at the rally in Bucharest on the 
10th of August 2019, as illustrations of the concern felt by the Romanian 
Diaspora for their future after BREXIT, four show people in the street and 
four show individuals. The people in the street, as a symbol of the crowd, 
are photographed from behind and in motion (Zamfirescu, 2018). The 
individuals are shown as bearers of symbols (Lupițu, 2018) – as marks of 
the ideology they represent, and the photographs are cut out from the 
protests (2 photos), a snapshot from a border control is suggestive of the 
hardening of the immigration conditions, and the image of a confused young 
woman looking at the timetable of the trains for the UK or the EU 
(Ungureanu, 2019) is a symbol for the citizens’ confusion regarding the new 
movement restrictions.  
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Figure 5 – representations of the political leaders: group (8%), bilateral 
relations (13%), individual politicians (79%) 

The political decision makers are shown as individuals (79%), in 
bilateral relations (within the EU or the EU- the UK) – 13% , or as 
collective social actors – group photographs taken on the occasion of top 
summits or in the British Parliament – 8 % (See Figure 5) 

The political decision makers are shown in 56 photographs with 
positive contexts and postures, in 19 neutral contexts, and in 22 negative 
contexts. The evaluation took into account the title and/ or the caption of the 
photograph. (See Figure 6)   



Revista de studii media / nr. 8, 2019 

 
59 

 
 

Figure 6 – the evaluation of the representations of the political leaders: 
positive, neutral, negative 

 
The most represented political actor is Boris Johnson. Twelve of the 

20 photographs of the promoter of BREXIT are snapshots with negative 
connotations, only one neutral posture and eight photographs with positive 
connotations. On the other hand, Theresa May is featured in nine 
photographs: one is ritualistic, with positive connotations, six are neutral 
snapshots and two have negative connotations. The neutral snapshots 
feature her in motion and the frame is the one that assigns the connotation – 
in five of the images she is placed between the British and the European 
Union flags, and one of them shows her exiting her residence (Agerpres, 
2018) (the frame does not give any clues with regard to how to read this 
picture), in the sixth neutral photograph she delivers a speech in the 
parliament (Radu, 2018). The negative postures are suggestive of the failure 
to convince the British Parliament to vote the agreement with the EU: in a 
snapshot she is shown in an empty room, alone at a council table, with 
slouched shoulders and bowed head (Deutsche Welle, 2019), while in the 
second she is in motion and her body posture is that of a winner. In his 
capacity as president of the European Commission, Jean-Claude Juncker is 
featured in nine positive contexts and in three neutral ones, Michel Barnier – 
the negotiator-in-chief for BREXIT is shown in four photographs with 
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positive connotations and in a neutral one, while Donald Tusk, the president 
of the European Council, is featured in five photographs with negative 
connotations, in three neutral ones and only in one which is positive. In his 
capacity as participant in the summits of the European Council and host of 
the informal summit in Sibiu, Romanian president Klaus Iohannis is shown 
in seven photographs with positive connotations. Viorica Dăncilă is shown 
in two photographs – one with positive connotations and a neutral one, in 
her capacity as representative of Romania – a state which held the rotating 
presidency of the Council of the European Union. (See figure 6) 

Figure 7: types of image % - graphic editing 10%, graphics 35%, photo 
editing 1%, photos 54% 

Forty-five percent of the images are produced by means of digital 
graphics. The system of online written press capitalizes on the opportunities 
specific to the virtual environment in order to illustrate abstract concepts 
such as BREXIT and its future consequences. (See Figure 7) 
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Figure 8: production% - snapshots 56%, ritualistic photos 44% 

The conditions for the production of the photographs that feature top 
politicians are very restrictive. The time, the place, and the moment are 
chosen by the organizers, as well as the postures and the ritualistic relations 
between the participants. That is why one would have expected the number 
of ritualistic photos to be larger than that of snapshots. (See Figure 8) 
Nevertheless, to the extent to which the photographers have access to 
debates and speeches, they strive to produce snapshots that should provide 
them with some more information on the photographed personality, or 
which could have a symbolic value. In the studied sample, the producers 
prefer to illustrate articles with snapshots.  
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Figure 9: types of signs % - symbols 54%, iconic signs 18%, indicial 
photographs 28% 

Although the press photograph is considered an iconic sign, meant to 
represent the objective reality, given the nature of the subject - abstract and 
from the future - more than half of the signs are symbolic, in the Saussurean 
sense. The photographs that are mostly indicial represent almost a third of 
the total of the analyzed images. (See Figure 9) 
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Figure 10: procedures % - metaphor 71%, metonymy 29% 

In general, the metaphor is a procedure of imagination and creativity 
and it is rarely used in discourses of reality, such as the journalistic one. 
However, in this particular case, the metaphor is used more than the 
metonymy, which is the procedure specific to the discursive genres of 
reality. In very rare cases the images in the sample are accompanied by 
captions. They either precede the title or appear right under the title. In the 
first case, the images are those that provide the key to the privileged reading 
of the text, and in the second, the title takes over the role of the caption. In 
both situations, the image goes beyond its illustrative function, and it plays 
first and foremost the role of an eye-catcher, and, in other cases, it shows 
what the journalist cannot or will not put into words. (See Figure 10) 

The analysis of computer graphics showed how the flags of the 
European Union and of the Great Britain are used as symbols of the two 
political entities. The metaphor is the most frequently used procedure for the 
illustration of BREXIT. The analysis of the 90 virtual images revealed the 
following typology of BREXIT metaphors:  

 the map with the EU and the UK signs (Mediafax, 2019)  – the finding
of a fact that has already happened;
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 traffic signs in opposite direction (Ciobanu, 2018) - a choice;
 scissors (Neagu, 2019) – a cut;
 cracked walls (Publika, 2016) - ramshackle building, about to collapse;
 missing puzzle pieces (Alexandru, 2019) – a mismatch, a lack, a broken

whole;
 lightning, rift – a dramatic, but naturalized phenomenon;
 broken firmament through which the British flag comes out – the

fragility of the European fabric/of the EU, a frail cover over the
European states;

 fists covered in flags (Luca, 2019) - violent confrontation.

A snapshot can acquire symbolic valences when read in a 
metaphorical key. Boris Johnson may have been caught gulping down an ice 
cream on the occasion of an electoral rally, but when the photo was 
published by Deutsche Welle (Weident, 2019) under the title “What will 
happen to the EU citizens in the Great Britain after BREXIT?” (our 
translation), the symbolic reading was prevalent. At an unconscious level, 
the myth of the ogre is activated by this image. The two ice cream scoops, 
one of which features the UK flag, are suggestive of the two political 
entities that shared the same basket until BREXIT happened. In addition, the 
stereotype of colors is put to use: white – pure, clean, good; brown – 
impure, dirty.  

This version of the snapshots that feature the former prime-minister 
among flags is read in a totally different metaphorical key, under the title 
“The agreement regarding BREXIT was rejected by the British Parliament” 
(our translation). (Hotnews, 2019).  

Google search engine returned only two images made in Romania, in 
the Romanian language, upon the request “the future of the EU after 
BREXIT”, the other 198 images either have an unknown source – 20%, or, 
most of them (80%), are taken over from the big international image 
providers. That is why the two Romanian images deserve our entire 
attention.  

We cannot find any suggestion or idea related to the personification of 
the two political entities (ziare.com, 2019) in any other image produced by 
press image international providers. The uniqueness resides in vision: two 
people who choose different paths. This is suggestive of the myth of the two 
brothers who choose opposite directions at a crossroads, the one who takes 



Revista de studii media / nr. 8, 2019 

 
65 

the right path in stories is successful (EU), while the left path leads to 
clumsiness, failure, and bad luck (UK).  

The image (https://intelligence.sri.ro/securitatea-europeana-dupa-
brexit/) which represents a star falling from the sky, points to the Christian 
myth of the angel fallen because of his infatuation. But, during its fall, the 
star lost its brightness, it changed its colour, only its edges remained golden 
– and in the Western mythology, which has roots in alchemy, gold is the 
symbol of purity, of perfection. For Romanians this points to Miorița ballad 
– a specific Romanian folk creation, inexistent in other cultures (Taloș, 
1983, pp. 11-14), where falling stars announce death. This representation is 
unique – not only within the corpus we studied; in order to verify the 
uniqueness of the image we extended the research of the images put forth by 
Google by using the French and English versions of the search phrase.  

The human factor is represented metonymically in three hypostases: 
decision makers, people who bear the consequences, and people protected 
by the institutions symbolized by the flags. The decision makers are 
suggested metonymically by the hand which cuts the threads that link the 
island to the continent, or which traces a red separating line with a pencil 
(Cojan, 2019), or which erases a star with the eraser (Deutsche Welle, Iancu, 
2019), by the clashing fists, by the hand outside BREXIT, coming out from 
the dark and making an authoritarian gesture – not a divine hand, but one 
belonging to a massive body that wears a business costume (timpul.md, 
2017). At the opposite end of the spectrum, there is only one image that 
legitimates BREXIT thorough the citizens’ decision (Libertatea, 2019). 

Those who bear the consequences of BREXIT are represented by 
combinations of metaphor and metonymy: rain as a metaphor for tears 
which are indicial signs for those who bear BREXIT (Deutsche Welle, 
Weident, 2019); the ritual gesture of raising one’s hands to the sky, a sky 
that is, nevertheless, covered in the two flags; an allusion to the parable of 
the blinds, but this time those who walk in single file to the precipice 
between the UK and the EU are the white collars from Albion (Marin, 
2019). Another method of including the ordinary citizens in the image is the 
insertion of the collective character into the background of the image 
dominated by flags (Dumitrescu, 2018). The citizens of the two separated 
entities are represented metonymically by means of berets (Europa Liberă, 
Alexe, 2019, August 12) or by shadows with the symbols of the states, 
faceless, with their back turned to the viewer – the foreigner, the alterity.  

The analysis of the snapshots has shown that body language is an 
indicial sign used metonymically in order to suggest the politicians’ 
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character. The snapshot and the body language are supposed to be natural, 
unaltered, but they masked the choices of the editor of the photograph, they 
are very strong communication tools because they are based on the 
convention of objectivity.  

Boris Johnson’s first two photographs point to Hitler’s gestural 
rhetoric (Europa Liberă, Alexe, 2019, July 23), the third one uses the 
disheveled hair (g4media, 2019) as a metonymy for the brutish, uncivilized 
force, while the last one is suggestive of deviance from normality (Chivu, 
2019). The metonymic intention of the last photograph is highlighted by the 
title above the image: “Who is Boris Johnson, the future prime-minister of 
the Great Britain. His opinion about the Romanians” (our translation).  

The metonymies use the indicial signs in order to persuade the 
receptors to complete the metonymic chain in the construction of the myth 
by themselves. They misleadingly endow the photo with the status of a 
faithful representation of reality, while hiding the content producers’ 
choices. The choices with regard to the frame and the angle, to the moment 
captured in the photograph point to some myth or another. In the analyzed 
corpus we found three ritualistic photographs, made in the context of the 
summit in Sibiu.  

This image symbolizes the unity of the European Union. The 
characters themselves represent the EU states metonymically. The 
potentates wear the same colors – the blue of the sky, suggestive of the flag 
of the European Union. The eyes and the bodies are turned to the same 
direction – the upper-left corner of the frame, the waving hands make up the 
optimistic diagonal. All these suggest the unity of points of views and action 
of the EU, in an optimistic vein. The legend of the photo reads, the family 
picture from the beginning of the EU summit in Sibiu, Romania, the 9th of 
May 2019, and it is placed immediately under the title “The European 
leaders adopt a list of ten recommendations for the future of the EU” 
(Europa liberă, n.a. 2019) (our translation). Although the title is neutral, the 
photography and the legend point to the myth of the European unit.  

In the precedent photograph, the left extreme of the frame reveals the 
fact that a part of the whole had been left out on purpose – a part of the body 
can be seen in the frame, while the rest is missing. However, all the 
participants are shown in this image (Știrile TVR, 2019). In the wide shot we 
can see two outfits that ruin the coloristic unity of the group. The leaders’ 
postures and attitudes are suggestive of diversity. But the EU unity is 
represented symbolically. The EU leaders are in the middle of the magical 
circle of golden stars and they are protected from above by the flags on the 
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mast. The medieval buildings in the background are emblematic for our 
common Western culture and they historically legitimize the political 
construction symbolized in the photograph.  

But when the photographers choose the wide shot, they invite to a 
different reading of the event. The empty pavement takes most of the space 
in the photographic shot. The distance between the leaders of the EU and the 
citizens becomes obvious. The leaders occupy the center of the image, 
protected by the magic circle made of golden stars, isolated from the 
citizens relegated to the condition of onlookers. The security guards are 
placed between the two parties. The massive buildings in the background 
remind of the organization of medieval fortresses: in the center - the fortress 
that shelters the potentates, protected by the security guards and the outer 
walls, but the plebeians are outside the citadel. While the photograph makes 
the reader question the meaning of the European Union, the title reveals the 
privileged reading: “A Toxic Myth: « The Future of Europe»” (Codiță, 
2019) (our translation). 

4. Interpretation of results and conclusions

On-line journalism is forced to adapt to the specificity of the 
consumption of digital information. Images have an increasing role in 
reception, given that, due to information overload, users manage their 
resources of time and attention to suit their own interests. Studies have 
shown that most of the time reading is reduced to watching photos and 
reading titles. That is why, in the sample we studied, strong images are used 
either before or after the title. Their fundamental role is to capture the 
public’s attention. Given the conditions of consumption, the images – 
photographs or digital graphics have symbolic and synthetic valences, so 
that the lay reader could have very quick access to the ideology underlying 
the text. Given the constraints specific to this type of reading, the relation 
between the online text and the online image is different from the one in the 
analogical press. There are hardly any legend-texts that should offer the key 
reading of the image, their role is taken over by the title, or, on the contrary, 
the image that precedes the text gives access to the ideology underlying the 
journalistic text. 

The major challenge that the online media content producers face 
when they publish texts about the post BREXIT EU future is to use images 
to represent an abstract event from the foreseeable future – BREXIT – 
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which has consequences that have to be predicted in the medium and long 
term. The iconic signs are few (18%)  (See Figure 9) and they refer to the 
negotiation processes taking place at the moment. Metonymy activates 
indicial signs, and, within the corpus we studied, the snapshots of the 
decision makers invite receptors to build the rest of the phrase, according to 
the sign chosen by the producer. Thus, readers are made to believe that they 
know more than the man on whose qualities their future as members of the 
European Union depends. Metonymy builds the positive and negative 
heroes of the BREXIT myths; a myth with an open ending and whose 
consequences, with direct effects on the readers’ life, stimulate the latter to 
participate in the mythologisation process. The more intense the reader’s 
participation in the production of the myth, the better the camouflage of the 
content producers’choices.  

However, the metaphor as procedure and the symbol as sign are the 
most frequently used in the images related to BREXIT and its 
consequences. All the images produced digitally use the symbols of the 
political entities and metaphors in order to give the impression of 
concreteness, to soften the unknown, transferring it by means of images to 
the paradigm of the things that are known, familiar. The metaphor leaves 
room for the creators’ imagination and it participates in the construction of 
the competing myths about BREXIT. As we could see, the images create the 
following myths in the collective consciousness: the myth of a choice, of the 
naturalness in which the Channel Tunnel is a geographic limit, the myth of a 
dramatic natural phenomenon, of an outer will that cuts the common fabric, 
the myth of the shabbiness of the European construction, of the rupture of a 
frail tire, or the myth of a violent confrontation between the two entities. 
The symbolic charge of the European flag – the sky with the golden stars 
arranged in a circle is capitalized on by pointing to the myth of the loss of 
the glamour – the Great Britain is no longer a star – and that of the exit from 
the magical circle of protection. BREXIT itself points to the myth of the 
passage from a stage of togetherness to one of separation, from a state of co-
presence to the one of absence. But structural anthropologists highlighted 
the importance of the myths of passage in the adaptation of meanings – so 
that the passage should not be too abrupt – and in the social management of 
change-induced trauma. The quantitative analysis does not show the 
prevalence of any of the myths, there is no alignment of imagery behind a 
dominant myth. This is suggestive of the high degree of uncertainty in the 
European and British society regarding this sensitive topic.  
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The European cultural politics is summarized in the phrase “unity in 
diversity”, and with the revival of the nationalist-extremist movements the 
discourse on the preservation of identity and of the cultural national 
differences is stronger and stronger in the public space. Nevertheless, the 
analysis showed that, when it comes to an event which influences all the 
European citizens, irrespective of their nationality, and which is highly 
abstract, and therefore, very difficult to render more concrete, the Romanian 
journalistic content producers take over the images of the great international 
press image providers and insert them into their own discourses on BREXIT 
and its consequences on the Romanians. In addition, a search of the same 
phrase “the future of the European Union after BREXIT” in English and 
French returned the same images or very similar ones which point to the 
same concurrent myths. Basically, on both sides of the Channel Tunnel 
there is a common image fund which crosses the collective consciousness 
via the cyberspace.  

Mention must be made of the fact that the two Romanian productions 
stand out both due to the graphic solution adopted and the mythology they 
point to. One embodies, gives a human face to the two political entities, and 
it points to stereotypes that any Western reader can recognize. The other one 
points to the Christian myth of the angel fallen because of his infatuation, 
but more explicitly it points to the native emblematic myth – basically, the 
only reference to the receptors’ national culture.  

The analysis of the ritualistic photographs highlights similarities with 
and differences from the ritualization of gestures in the advertising 
photography. A quick glance over a photograph where the potentates shake 
each other’s hand reveals the signs of hyper-ritualization which Goffman 
(1977, pp. 34 – 50) conceptualized starting from advertising photography. 
This is because the political characters play a role which speaks about the 
product they represent, in our case the European politics or that of the Great 
Britain in the tensed context of BREXIT. In the situation of the political 
ritualistic photography, the one staged especially for the press, we can even 
talk about a third–degree ritualization. While the handshake is part of the 
daily rituals, the politicians’ gestures are already ritualized at the second 
level, with connotations which are well-established by the diplomatic code, 
the backdrop itself is charged with symbolic signs (flags, coat of arms) and 
metonymic signs (the building which hosts the European Council is a sign 
for the European Union in the receptor’s mind), and the third degree 
ritualization resides in the staging created especially for the photograph. 
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The consequences of BREXIT on the future of the European Union 
are underrepresented in the sample (6%) (See Figure 2). While in the entire 
corpus the citizens are represented in a very low proportion, in this segment 
half of the images point to those who bear the consequences of the 
separation – people. This time the politicians – the artisans of this future – 
appear only in two photographs. The uncertainty, or the indecision, or the 
lack of transparency with regard to the decisions that impact the citizens are 
clear from the fact that only one image makes an iconic reference to the 
European Union after Brexit. 

The political leaders are the most represented in the images. Short of a 
real communication about the meaning and the consequences of Brexit, the 
content producers make do with ritualistic images, in a smaller proportion 
(44%), and snapshots (56%) of the potentates’ official meetings. As indicial 
signs, these images build negative and positive, strong and weak characters 
of the BREXIT mythology. Among them, the Romanian press hosts some 
leaders from Bucharest, in a very small proportion (9 photographs out of 
103), but the contexts are always positive and validating. The cohesion of 
the European Union is staged – all the images are ritualistic photographs of 
the leaders’ group; there was no snapshot of the negotiation, of the tension 
in any of the two hundred images. Having said that, it is also true that the 
Union is represented by the three characters that play a key role in the 
relation with the Great Britain: Claude Juncker, in his capacity as president 
of the European Commission, Michel Branier – the negotiator-chief for 
BREXIT, and Donald Tusk, the president of the European Council. Equally, 
Albion is represented by its leaders Theresa May and Boris Johnson. 

The great absentees from the online imagistic discourse on BREXIT 
and its consequences are the people. Significantly enough, the number of 
images that feature them (15.5 %), iconically, indicially, or metonymically, 
equals the number of landscape photographs (buildings or emblematic 
places) (See Figure 3). The people are the backdrop against which BREXIT 
is played. Even when they are represented, the foreground of the snapshots 
from the protests feature the ideological signs – flags, slogans, the faces 
painted in the emblematic colours of the political entities.  

At a symbolic level, in the digital images, people are represented 
metonymically and/ or metaphorically in two opposite categories: the 
potentates represented by the hand which cuts, erases, draws borders etc, or 
raising their index in a Messiah-like gesture, and the others – represented 
through tears, hands raised to the sky, crowds covered in flags or crushed by 
the weight of the buildings.  
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The imagistic discourse features only the few and the strong – 
recognizable and present, and the citizens – an underrepresented, faceless 
alterity: political decision makers - 82%, citizens - 18% (See Figure 4). 

BREXIT is legitimized metonymically in only one image – computer 
graphics montage which includes elements of photography, in all the others 
the citizens are deprived of their capacity of participating, of influencing 
somehow the future whose consequences they will have to bear. In the age 
of expressive subjectivity, individuals are not represented in the images 
which refer to BREXIT and to the post-BREXIT future of the European 
Union. 

The myth developed by the semiotic analysis of the studied images is 
one of a European Union in which there is a gap between decision makers 
and passive citizens, with no decision-making role. On the other hand, the 
images analyzed question the myth dominant in our Western society, the 
myth of the representative democracy which legitimizes the leaders. In 
addition, the analysis of the 200 images in the corpus highlighted the 
absence of a widespread and accepted idea on BREXIT and the lack of a 
clear and transparent vision of the future of the post-BREXIT European 
Union.  



Revista de studii media / nr. 8, 2019 

72 

Reference List 

Books 
Barthes, R.  (1957). Mythologies, Paris: Éditions du Seuil. 
Barthes, R. (1980). La chambre claire. Paris: Gallimard. 
Basso, P., & Dondero, M. G. (2011). Limoges: Pulim.  
Bourdieu, P., Boltanski, L., Castel, R., & Chamboredon, J. C. (1965). Un art 

moyen: essai sur les usages sociaux de la photographie. Paris: Ed. de 
Minuit. 

Chelcea, S. (2001). Metodologia cercetării sociologice. Metode cantitative şi 
calitative. Bucureşti: Ed. Economică. 

Goffman, E., (2007). Viaţa cotidiană ca spectacol. Bucureşti: Comunicare.ro. 
Feininger, A. (1967), Fotograful creator. Bucureşti: Ed. Meridiane. 
Fiske, J. (2003). Introducere în științele comunicării. Trans. Monica Mitarcă. Iași: 

Polirom. 
Kerlinger, F.N. (1986). Foundations of behavioural research (3rd ed), New York: 

Holt, Rinehart and Winston. 
Pripp, C. (2002). Marketingul politic. Bucureşti: Nemira. 
Wood, J. T. (2013). Communication mosaics: An introduction to the field of 

communication. Cengage Learning. 

Articles in Journals  
Alves, A. (2006). Discours argumentatif et valeurs sociales. Centro de Estudos de 

Comunicação e Sociedade. pp. 1-26. 
Barthes, R. (1964). Rhétorique de l'image. Communications, 4/1, 40-51. 
Chambefort-Kay, K. (2017). Les Nouveaux modes d’engagement par la 

photographie en Grande-Bretagne. Revue Française de Civilisation 
Britannique. French Journal of British Studies, (XXII-3). 

Goffman, E. (1977). La ritualisation de la féminité. Actes de la recherche en 
sciences sociales, 14/1, 34-50. 

Fisette, J. (2011). Pour une pensée du signe photographique. La question de l’objet 
de l’image. Signata. Annales des sémiotiques/Annals of Semiotics, 2, 247-
279. 

Michet, F. (2018). Pascal Plantard, Agnès Vigué-Camus, dirs, Les Bibliothèques et 
la transition numérique. Les ateliers internet, entre injonctions sociales et 
constructions individuelles. Villeurbanne, Presses de l’Enssib, coll. Papiers, 
2017, 212 pages. Questions de communication, (33), 424-426.  

Morille, C. (2017). Des photographies «poétiques»? Enquête sur les usages et 
pratiques d’une métaphore. LHT Fabula. 18/avril. 

Mulhem, P., Du Bousquet, L., & Lakah, S. (2019, March). Quelques pas vers 
l’Honnêteté et l’Explicabilité de moteurs de recherche sur le Web.Pan, B., 



Revista de studii media / nr. 8, 2019 

73 

MacLaurin, T. & Crotts, J. C. (2007). Travel blogs and the implications for 
destination marketing.  Journal of Travel Research, 46/1, 35-45. 

Prasad, B. D. (2008). Content analysis. Research methods for social work, 5, 1-20. 
Taloș, I. (1983). Folclor românesc – vechime, statornicie, originalitate, Anuarul de 

folclor, III – IV, Cluj-Napoca. 

Online Sources 
Alexandru, P. (2019). BREXIT: Parlamentul britanic a luat decizia radicală. Cum a 

scos-o pe May din ecuație. Retrieved from https://playtech.ro/stiri/brexit-
2019-parlamentul-britanic-decizia-radicala-may-10473 

Alexe, D. (2019). Ce va schimba Brexit pentru cetățenii UE din Marea Britanie. 
Radio Europa Liberă Moldova. Retrieved from 
https://moldova.europalibera.org/  

Alexe, D. (2019). London calling: Boris Johnson, noul premier britanic gata să iasă 
din UE fără un târg. Retrieved from https://moldova.europalibera.org/ 

Chivu, A. (2019). Cine este Boris Johnson, viitorul premier al Marii Britanii. Ce 
părere are despre români. Retrieved from https://playtech.ro/stiri/cine-este-
boris-johnson-viitorul-premier-al-marii-britanii-ce-parere-are-despre-
romani-30253, accessed 29.10.2019. 

Ciobanu, R. (2018,). Au mai rămas patru luni până la divorțul Marii Britanii de 
Uniunea Europeană. Retrieved from https://www.g4media.ro/au-mai-ramas-
patru-luni-pana-la-divortul-marii-britanii-de-uniunea-europeana-ce-se-va-
intampla-pana-atunci.html 

Codiță, C. (2019,). Un mit toxic: "viitorul Europei". Bursa.ro. Retrieved 
fromhttps://www.bursa.ro/un-mit-toxic-viitorul-europei-21780736 

Cojan, L. (2019). Cele 27 de state membre UE au adoptat în mod oficial noul 
Acord Brexit.  Urmează două validări: la Londra și la Strasbourg. Retrieved 
from https://www.digi24.ro/stiri/externe/ue/cele-27-de-state-membre-ue-au-
adoptat-in-mod-oficial-noul-acord-brexit-1202686 

Deutsche Welle (2019). Theresa May cere UE amânarea Brexit până pe 30 iunie. 
Retrieved from https://www.dw.com/ro/theresa-may-cere-ue-
am%C3%A2narea-brexit-p%C3%A2n%C4%83-pe-30-iunie/a-48216269 

Iancu, P. (2019). Brexitul şi planul de rezervă. Deutsche Welle. Retrieved from 
https://www.dw.com/ro/brexitul-%C5%9Fi-planul-de-rezerv%C4%83/a-
47122056 

Dumitrescu, V. (2018). Curtea Europeană de Justiţie se va pronunţa cu privire la 
drepturile cetăţenilor britanici care locuiesc în statele membre UE, după 
Brexit. News.ro. Retrieved from https://www.news.ro/externe/curtea-
europeana-de-justitie-se-va-pronunta-cu-privire-la-drepturile-cetatenilor-
britanici-care-locuiesc-in-statele-membre-ue-dupa-brexit-
1922400607002018022117867879 



Revista de studii media / nr. 8, 2019 

74 

Europa liberă. (2019). Liderii europeni adoptă o listă de 10 recomandări pentru 
viitorul UE.  Retrieved from 
https://moldova.europalibera.org/a/29930764.html 

G4media. (2019, October 4). Brexit: Ce aduce noul plan al lui Johnson?. Retrieved 
fromhttps://www.g4media.ro/brexit-ce-aduce-noul-plan-al-lui-johnson.html 

Ionaşcu, A. & Olteanu, M. (2018, February 1). UE  și Marea Britanie se contrazic 
pe BREXIT. Mediafax. Retrieved from https://www.mediafax.ro/externe/ue-
si-marea-britanie-se-contrazic-pe-brexit-avertismentul-dat-de-theresa-may-
ce-se-va-intampla-cu-europenii-care-vor-veni-in-regat-dupa-luna-martie-
2019-16966838 

Intelligence.sri.ro. (n.d.).Retrieved from https://intelligence.sri.ro/securitatea-
europeana-dupa-brexit/ 

Libertatea. (2019). Reacția liderilor UE după ce Theresa May a anunțat că 
demisionează: Nu va exista un acord mai bun. Retrieved from 
https://www.libertatea.ro/stiri/reactia-liderilor-ue-dupa-ce-theresa-may-a-
anuntat-ca-demisioneaza-2644216 

Luca, I. (2019). Acordul Brexit, imposibil!. Tensiunile se amplifică după discuția 
cabinetului britanic cu Angela Merkel. Retrieved from https://www.capital.ro 

Lupițu, R. (2018, October 17). Eurobarometru | Transformările negative majore ale 
percepției românilor privind viitorul României în UE în prag de preluare a 
președinției Consiliului UE și înainte de alegerile europene din 2019. 
Caleaeuropeana.ro.  Retrieved from 
https://www.caleaeuropeana.ro/eurobarometru-top-ul-transfomarilor-
negative-ale-perceptiei-romanilor-privind-viitorul-romaniei-in-ue-in-prag-
de-preluare-a-presedintiei-consiliului-ue-si-inainte-de-alegerile-europene-
din-2019/ 

Marin, V. (2019) Un Brexit fără acord cu UE, cel mai rău scenariu pentru români. 
Retrieved from https://adevarul.ro/ 

Martalogu, T. (2018). BREXIT: Acordul tehnic UE Londra are în vedere o decizie 
în iulie 2020. Agerpres. Retrieved from https://www.agerpres.ro/politica-
externa/2018/11/14/brexit-acordul-tehnic-ue-londra-are-in-vedere-o-decizie-
in-iulie-2020-privind-viitorul-frontierei-irlandeze--210651 

Hotnews (2019). Acordul privind Brexit a fost respins de Parlamentul britanic. 
Înfrângere istorică pentru premierul Theresa May. Opoziția depune moțiune 
de cenzură împotriva Guvernului. Retrieved from https://www.hotnews.ro/ 

Neagu, B. (2019). Șanse minime pentru un acord între Marea Britanie și UE până 
la sfârșitul lunii. Retrieved from https://www.euractiv.ro/extern/sanse-
minime-pentru-un-acord-intre-marea-britanie-si-ue-pana-la-sfarsitul-lunii-
16168 

Publika. MD. (2016). Viitor sumbru după BREXIT: Britanicii care au votat să iasă 
din UE sunt primii loviți. Retrieved from  https://www.publika.md/viitor-



Revista de studii media / nr. 8, 2019 

75 

sumbru-dupa-brexit-britanicii-care-au-votat-sa-iasa-din-ue-sunt-primii-
loviti_2683131.html 

Radu, Ş. (2018). Marea Britanie şi UE au căzut de acord asupra proiectului privind 
viitoarele relaţii bilaterale după Brexit. Adevărul. Retrieved from 
https://adevarul.ro/ 

Sandru, A. (2019). Acordul privind Brexit a fost respins de Parlamentul britanic. 
May anunţă un nou vot mâine. Opoziţia vrea alegeri şi un nou referendum. 
Ziare.com. Retrieved from http://www.ziare.com/brexit/marea-britanie/care-
va-fi-soarta-cetatenilor-ue-din-marea-britanie-dupa-brexit-1574236 

Soare, I. (2019). Marea Britanie / Cetățenii UE care nu aplică în termen pentru 
statutul post-Brexit vor fi expulzați Retrieved from 
https://cursdeguvernare.ro/marea-britanie-cetatenii-ue-care-nu-aplica-in-
termen-pentru-statutul-post-brexit-vor-fi-expulzati.html, accessed 
29.10.2019.

Știrile TVR. (2019). Liderii europeni au adoptat Declarația de la Sibiu. Retrieved 
from http://stiri.tvr.ro/liderii-europeni-au-adoptat-declara-ia-de-la-
sibiu_845054_foto.html#view 

Timpul.md. (2017). Ce se va întâmpla cu românii din Marea Britanie după 
BREXIT. Retrieved from https://www.timpul.md/articol/ce-se-va-intampla-
cu-romanii-din-marea-britanie-dupa-brexit-111450.html, accessed 
29.10.2019. 

Ungureanu, B. (2019, September 27). Restricţii pentru cetăţenii UE în Marea 
Britanie! Cum sunt românii afectaţi . Retrieved from https://www.capital.ro/ 

Zamfirescu, C. (2018). Românii după Brexit. Retrieved from 
https://ziarullumina.ro/ 

Ziare.com. (2019) Acordul privind Brexit a fost respins de Parlamentul britanic. 
Retrieved from http://www.ziare.com/brexit/marea-britanie/care-va-fi-soarta-
cetatenilor-ue-din-marea-britanie-dupa-brexit-1574236 

Weident, M. (2019). Care va fi soarta cetăţenilor UE din Marea Britanie după 
Brexit? Retrieved from https://www.dw.com/ro/care-va-fi-soarta-
cet%C4%83%C5%A3enilor-ue-din-marea-britanie-dup%C4%83-brexit/a-
50094880 


