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Abstract: 

It is important to know whether or not we can trust photographs we see in the news, 

especially in this day and age when there is an abundance of image editing programs, 

which makes manipulating photographs easier than ever before. This paper aims to 

investigate photograph manipulation in the media; how people’s social constructions 

can affect the way photographs are processed and perceived, and discusses whether or 

not we need to be concerned about image post-processing and what can be done about 

it. Through a semiotic photo analysis and research of representation and manipulation, 

this paper provides a deeper understanding of why press photo manipulation may 

occur. This paper concludes that manipulation of photos can be used to emphasise 

society’s preconceived ideas, prejudice and norms.  

 

Even though this study only covers a limited sample of manipulated image events, it 

is important as it shows us that manipulation of photographs in the press exists and 

constitutes a way of manipulating the audience’s thinking. Therefore, post processing 

of photographs, staging of photographs and adding misleading captions are in fact 

issues of concern to society, especially in today’s world where photographs can be 

easily disseminated to a large number of people, who may not be aware of the context 

of the photograph, very quickly. There is a need take steps towards the elimination of 

press photo manipulation in the news out of respect to the readers, to protect society 

from being manipulated, but also to maintain the credibility of the free media. As 

detection and enforcement by law difficult and expensive and therefore not practical 

on a global scale, we may need to complement existing press laws by continuing to 

rely on a combination of  journalistic ethics codes and need for serious news groups to 

be seen as credible,  but also by taking advantage of the very social media that is 

responsible for spreading sensational photographs around the globe to help detect 

manipulation and expose photographers who practice press photo manipulation.  
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1 INTRODUCTION:  

We live in a globalised and high-tech world, with an almost unlimited access to news 

and news photographs through electronic and traditional media. The media has 

always been in a position to influence people, but with today’s electronic media the 

potential impact is even greater as, through the Internet and mobile applications, 

stories and photographs can be distributed to millions of people around the globe 

simply with the click of a button.  

 

Busy lifestyles, media competition, and an increasing emphasis on “quick fixes” 

means that photographs and photograph captions are becoming more important at the 

cost of in-depth texts and analysis.  This is potentially posing a risk to society, as 

while moving towards an information-based society, which can be positive, there is 

an increased risk of indoctrination and manipulation if the information has been 

tampered with. False or misleading information can, in turn, result in political and 

economic impacts with wide reaching effects on people around the world. The recent 

Brexit debate in the United Kingdom and American presidential election campaigns 

are prime examples of how photographs and words can be used to manipulate the 

electorate. 

 

In order to decide if photograph manipulation is a societal problem, we need to 

understand how photographs can be altered and what effect this may have on the 

viewers. We also need to put photograph manipulation into the wider context of 

media manipulation.  For the media houses to put greater emphasis on specific events 

and to edit out others is also a form of manipulation. News agencies and news 

photographers operate in a highly competitive market with a need to appeal to their 

market and perceived level of consumer interest. Eye catching photographs is one 

way of attracting readers and viewers. However, for news agencies to have a high 

credibility rate, it is important that the viewers feel they can trust the broadcast 

information. 

 

Media manipulation, and in this case photo manipulation, and its causes, is a complex 

issue to research. It is difficult to know how widespread photo manipulation is, as 
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without knowing the circumstances around each photograph, it is difficult to know if 

it has been manipulated or not. There are also so many different variables influencing 

the motive for manipulation and therefore the potential effects. It is affected by 

politics, economics, culture, morals and ethics, which vary from society to society. It 

is therefore difficult to even decide what degree of manipulation is acceptable and 

what is not. This thesis does not provide an answer to the question “can we trust the 

photographs we see?” Instead, the purpose of the research is to make people aware of 

the power of the media and the importance for critical thinking and multiple 

information sources to guide decision-making. 
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2 AIM AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS: 

2.1 Aim: 

The aim of this thesis is to investigate ways in which four chosen photographs have 

been manipulated, how this may influence the viewer, how social constructions affect 

us and how we perceive the manipulated photos, in order to determine if we should be 

concerned about photo manipulation in the media. 

 

The issue of press photo manipulation is extremely important for society. If we cannot 

trust photographs we are being fed through the public media, we risk being 

indoctrinated by forces and motives we don’t know, which in turn is affects our 

decision making. In today’s world, where almost everybody has access to either 

computers or a smart phone with various types of photograph editing software and 

applications is it feasible to try to control photograph manipulation and dissemination, 

or do we instead need to educate media users to think more critically and not trust 

every photograph they see and/or hope that the press values credibility over 

sensationalism and sales?  

 

Within the field of media and communications, representation is important, i.e. it is 

important to be able to discuss different ways objects or people are being represented 

and how photographers may choose to add or remove something from a photograph to 

affect this. Using mainly semiotics and representation theory, I discussed the way 

photograph manipulation can be seen as a weakness within this field.  

 

The manipulated photographs included in this study represent different people, 

professions, cultures and races, which are all important societal variables making this 

study relevant within the field of media and communications. 

2.2 Research questions: 

To achieve the aim, the research has been divided into three questions: 
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1. What are the ways in which press photographs are being manipulated and how 

can the manipulation affect what the photograph represents? Are there any 

ethical considerations behind this? 

2. Can the social construction we, either personally or as a society, have affect 

how we perceive a photograph and therefore how a photographer chooses to 

present it? 

3. Is there a need to regulate press photo manipulation? 
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3 CONTEXT  

Press photography and especially photographs that are shared in the news are 

expected to provide an accurate representation of a situation (Lowrey, 2003: 124). 

When the camera first started being used, photography was seen as a portrayal of 

reality (ibid). Because the camera and photography was a new image phenomenon, 

unlike paintings, for example, photographs were expected to show a more truthful 

depiction of the objects and world captured, as compared to a painting, which are 

always a copy of reality, not matter how good the artist is. This is still the case. While 

it is impossible even for a photograph to depict a complete portrayal of reality, it is 

most often very close. A non-manipulated photographic image usually represents an 

interpretation of reality, with as little interference from the photographer as possible 

(ibid). 

 

Availability of technology has long been seen as the main reason behind the vast 

increase of photo manipulation. For example, the advance of programmes like Adobe 

has made it increasing easy for photographers to edit their work (Time.com: 

10/03/2016).  Although new technologies have opened many new doors and made it a 

lot easier and maybe more tempting for photographers to manipulate and enhance 

their photographs, photo manipulation has been present for a long time (Campbell, 

2014: 5). There are several examples of historical high profile manipulation cases, 

where the photographer was found out. What is different today is that with digital post 

production techniques it is much easier for a photograph to be manipulated in various 

ways other than physical manipulation, although traditional ways of the angle chosen, 

the lens, the lighting are all ways in which photographers can also manipulate a photo 

(Campbell, 2014: 3). Viewers are, on the other hand, more aware of the possibilities 

and therefore may be more critical, which means that the manipulations have to be 

more sophisticated (ibid) 

 

Professional press photographers are expected by society to produce photographs 

which are as close to the truth as possible and without any changes. In the article The 

Credible Journalist In The Digital Age by Hayes, Singer and Ceppos (2007) state that 

most journalism students in the Online Journalism Class at the University of Iowa 

http://time.com/4243751/world-press-photo-manipulation/
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believe that a journalist’s role is to tell the truth (Hayes, Singer and Ceppos, 2007: 

262) and that all news shared on sites or in newspapers deemed trustworthy should be 

a depiction of the truth. Readers should be able to feel confidence in what they are 

seeing and reading (ibid).  

 

Hayes, Singer and Ceppos (2007) write that because we live in a time where anybody 

with a camera can identify himself or herself as a journalist, each individual must 

determine what they consider ethical and truthful (Hayes, Singer and Ceppos, 2007: 

269). While aspiring professional journalists may largely subscribe to a code of ethics 

in terms of telling the truth trough photographs and words, it is not clear if this also 

applies to the new group of “amateur press photographers”. 

 

Although producing as truthful an image as possible is expected to be the most 

important thing for any photographer, this is not always the case. Expectations are 

high for photographers, especially press photographers, to produce exciting images at 

a fast and consistent pace, which is not always possible. Occasionally, according to 

Lowrey, “The need to produce an image may trump norms of objectivity.” (Lowrey, 

2003: 126). This means that in order to produce an image that is different to other 

similar images; a photographer may choose manipulation in order to gain the attention 

of the public. Although this is may be understandable, there will always be a 

discussion on the ethics behind it and where to draw the line between what is 

considered acceptable or not acceptable in terms of manipulation. 

 

The World Press photo competition is a very prestigious competition within the world 

of press photography.  In the past couple of years the World Press photo competition 

has been under the spotlight regarding the massive increase in photo manipulation in 

its entries. In 2015 up to 20% of the finalist photographs were disqualified because of 

this (petapixel.com: 12/02/2015). Because of this increase, the World Press photo 

foundation decided to implement new competition rules to prevent photograph 

manipulation.  

 

The competitors are now encouraged to use only the camera to capture the image, for 

example changing the exposure, aperture, ISO etc. to change the focus of the camera, 

the lighting etc. Although changing the settings on the camera can significantly 

http://petapixel.com/2015/02/12/world-press-photo-disqualifies-20-finalists-picks-photo-year-2014/


  Anna Farrington 

 12  

change the way a photograph looks, this is not considered manipulation according to 

the World Press photo competition. The World Press competition thus aims for 

photographers to produce photographs that are truthful to the situation they are 

capturing, much like what was discussed above. They aim is for the audience to be 

able to trust that the photograph they are seeing is a fair representation of an event or 

situation. 

 

For this to be achieved, new rules have been implemented. In 2014 it became a 

requirement for all photographers to submit their photographs as a RAW photograph, 

i.e. the original. This was in order to see that no changes had been made to the image. 

Because manipulation of photographs has become easier and more difficult to 

identify, these new rules are essential to prevent photograph manipulation.  

 

According to the World Press photo foundation, manipulation is considered as 

altering the content of a photograph, taking something away, adding something new, 

merging two photographs etc. The competition avoids manipulation in two ways: first 

a set of ethical rules and second they make it clear what they consider to be 

manipulation and that it is not permitted (World Press Photo). 

 

The organisers have implemented a written code of ethics, which they expect all 

photographers who enter the competition to follow. This list was taken directly from 

the World Press photo website:  

 

 The photographer should be aware of the influence their presence can exert on 

a scene they photograph, and should resist being misled by staged photo 

opportunities. 

 Must not intentionally contribute to, or alter, the scene they picture by re-

enacting or staging events. 

 Must maintain the integrity of the photograph by ensuring there are no 

material changes to content. 

 Must ensure captions are accurate. 

 Must ensure the editing of a photograph story provides an accurate and fair 

representation of its context. 

http://www.worldpressphoto.org/activities/photo-contest/verification-process/why-manipulation-matters
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 Must be open and transparent about the entire process through which their 

photographs are made, and be accountable to the World Press photo 

Foundation for their practice. 

(World Press Photo). 

 

In addition, the World Press photo competition now has around 20 rules ranging from 

what files the photograph should be uploaded in, to manipulation rules, to 

copywriting. Below is a selection of the rules that address photograph manipulation: 

 

 All photographs must have accurate captions. 

 Only single exposure and single frame photographs will be accepted.  

 The content of a photograph may not be altered by adding, rearranging, 

reversing, distorting or removing people and/or objects from within the frame. 

There are two exceptions: 

o Cropping that removes extraneous details is permitted; 

o Sensor dust or scratches on scans of negatives can be removed. 

 Adjustments of colour or conversion grayscale that do not alter content are 

permitted, with two exceptions: 

o Changes in colour may not result in significant changes in hue, to such 

an extent that the processed colours diverge from the original colours. 

o Changes in density, contrast, colour and/or saturation levels that alter 

content by obscuring or eliminating backgrounds, and/or objects or 

people in the background of the photograph, are not permitted. 

The full set of rules can be found on the World Press photo website: 

(World Press Photo). 

 

The manipulation problems that so commonly occurred in previous year’s 

competitions are thought to have happened because the foundation had no clear rules 

set in place in order of the entrants to follow. The communication between foundation 

and entrants was sub-standard and therefore susceptible to problems (British Journal 

of photography: 18/02/2016) 

 

http://www.worldpressphoto.org/activities/photo-contest/code-of-ethics
http://www.worldpressphoto.org/activities/photo-contest/code-of-ethics
http://www.worldpressphoto.org/activities/photo-contest/verification-process/why-manipulation-matters
http://www.worldpressphoto.org/activities/photo-contest/entry-rules
http://www.worldpressphoto.org/activities/photo-contest/entry-rules
http://www.bjp-online.com/2016/02/world-press-photo-head-lars-boering-introduces-stringent-new-ethics-code-to-ensure-truth-of-entrant-images/2/
http://www.bjp-online.com/2016/02/world-press-photo-head-lars-boering-introduces-stringent-new-ethics-code-to-ensure-truth-of-entrant-images/2/
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The managing director of the World Press Foundation, Lars Boering, stated that after 

the implementation of the new code of ethics, manipulation will not be as frequent as 

in previous years (British Journal of photography: 18/02/2016).  As a result of the 

new rules and the new code of ethics the number of disqualifications in 2016 was 

indeed slightly lower than that of the year before at 16% compared to the previous 

20%. Seven of those disqualified were because of cloning and an additional 22 for 

extreme processing (TIME Magazine: 01/03/2016). 

 

If the World Press photo foundation deemed it necessary to implement a new set of 

rules and code of ethics for the press photo competition, it is likely that press photo 

manipulation also occurs outside of the competition and in mainstream news media.  

Most of us watching the news on television or reading newspapers and on-line 

articles, probably do not consider photograph manipulation and how it may affect our 

interpretation of the news. I have performed this investigation, in order to draw 

attention to the fact that photograph manipulation in the press occurs and that we need 

to be aware of how it may affect judgement and decisions. 

 

http://www.bjp-online.com/2016/02/world-press-photo-head-lars-boering-introduces-stringent-new-ethics-code-to-ensure-truth-of-entrant-images/2/
http://time.com/4243751/world-press-photo-manipulation/
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4 RESEARCH OVERVIEW 

As we have entered into the digital age, the availability of tools to assist in photo 

manipulation has increased greatly. Because of this, the debate around ethics and 

photo manipulation has become more and more relevant. Considering that 

manipulation changes the way an image looks, it is relevant to ask whether 

manipulation may cause the content of the image to change as well as the appearance. 

 

This chapter is divided into two sections: manipulation and ethics, and representation 

where a number of articles will be discussed in relation to the two subheadings. 

4.1 Manipulation and ethics 

Charles S. Johnson, Jr writes that the biggest misconception that we have today is 

believing that photographs represent reality. This is, as he claims, “an out-of-date 

notion” (Johnsson, 2013: 1). He states that the public should generally assume that no 

photograph is un-manipulated. Every photograph has been changed in some way 

(ibid). 

 

The freedom that the digital age has brought us has subsequently forced us to believe 

that a photograph is not an accurate representation of reality. A photograph may 

represent certain aspects of reality that have the ability to cause emotion. Johnson 

argues that the choice of subject or framing is more of a manipulation than using 

editing programmes to alter the photograph. Who they choose to photograph and 

whom they don’t, proves to be just as important (ibid).  

 

In the article, Johnson conducts interviews with both professional and amateur 

photographers in order to answer the question “how should I view and deal with 

photographic enhancement and manipulation?” (ibid). 

 

The general answers from the photographers were that if the work is considered art, 

then manipulation is not a problem. Using aids like artificial light is considered 

acceptable. Although this may be the case, it was also stated that it was very 

important that the viewers did not misunderstand the photograph or that the 
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photographer did not misrepresent it. Although the interviewed photographers 

appeared quite liberal with photograph manipulation when it came to art photography, 

one photographer stated “thinking about news photography in particular, I’d draw the 

line at adding or taking away something substantial, but I’m fine with just about 

anything else.” (Ibid). 

 

In the article “Image manipulation and ethics in a digital-visual world” by Danielle 

Nicole Devoss and Julie Platt, they state, “To be critical consumers, we must be aware 

of the possibilities of digital manipulation, and be equipped with honed, careful 

eyes.”(Devoss and Platt, 2011: 1). Photoshop is a phenomenon that has evolved 

through the rise of technology. According to Devoss and Platt, Adobe Photoshop was 

once an expensive application exclusively made for designers. Today, Photoshop can 

be used by almost anyone. It is easy enough to get hold of, is reasonably priced, and 

not too difficult to understand. Because it has become so popular, other applications 

have been designed that imitate the abilities of Photoshop (ibid). This study is very 

similar to my own but with a slightly wider focus. They look at unethical 

manipulation in all media whereas I focus primarily on photographs used in the news.  

 

In the article The Integrity of the image, Dr David Campbell investigated whether or 

not there are any accepted rules in the journalistic society when it comes to the 

manipulation of photographs. The word manipulation is generally accompanied by 

negative connotations. The biggest concern is that manipulating a photograph can be 

done with such ease, which therefore leaves us with a photograph that no longer 

depicts the truth. He stated that manipulation is possible in almost every stage of 

producing an image: from capture, to production, to publication. Not only is there a 

high risk of manipulation simply in the photographic process but also in things like 

choosing which location to go to, sitting in one place instead of another where the 

photographer chooses to travel is also a form of manipulation in itself (Campbell, 

2014: 5). Not all ways that a photograph is manipulated are digital.  

 

The rise in digital technology has not only changed the way in which we are able to 

take photographs, but also the way we are able to alter them (Campbell, 2014: 7). 

Although manipulation has existed for many years, there is no doubt that technology 

has made it much easier (Campbell, 2014: 6). 
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Very few news organisations have a permanent set of ethical rules when it comes to 

photography. It is more common that they have a general set of ethical rules that is 

supposed to cover all fields and ethical rules solely for photography are not specified. 

However, while conducting this investigation, Campbell found that many news 

organisations tend to follow a set of rules, be they written or unspoken, which include 

the following: (Campbell, 2014: 10) 

o The alteration of photographs is forbidden.  

o It is not permitted to mislead the viewers in any way.  

o Simple retouching is one type of alteration that is seen as acceptable.  

o Certain media organisations allow the blurring of personal information, like 

people’s faces or car registration etc.  

o Minor adjustments are allowed as long as the content of the photograph is not 

drastically changed.  

o Photos cannot be staged, posed or re-enacted.  

(Campbell, 2014: 10) 

 

Normally, a photograph is used to help support an article (Coffaney, 2011: 4). This is 

done in order to give the public a visual image and help them understand the situation 

better. Similarly to Campbell, she states that there are currently no fixed laws in place 

in regard to the editing of photographs. Editors have the ability to publish anything 

they please, even if the photograph seems untruthful. Her study showed that most 

consumers are aware of the fact that manipulation occurs within the media. 

Interestingly, newspapers and news organisations were seen as organisations that did 

not do any, or very little, editing of their photographs (Coffaney, 2011: 15). It was a 

common conception that magazines and advertising organisations manipulated their 

photos because they had something that they were trying to sell, be it a product or an 

ideology. News organisations were seen as sharing fact and were therefore not 

entitled to edit their photographs. According to Coffaney, the majority of those who 

answered the survey believed that it was important that laws regarding manipulation 

were implemented (Coffaney, 2011: 20).  

 

4.2 Representation 
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According to Rebecca Woodall in the article Representation in Photojournalism, 

much of what is considered photojournalism is the representation of the subject 

(Woodall, 2015: 1). She stated that a photojournalist must consider every aspect when 

taking a photograph because this is how meaning is created. If a journalist is not 

objective when taking a photograph, it could change the meaning of the photograph or 

situation entirely. 

 

Another aspect that a journalist must take into consideration is the preconceived ideas 

or social constructions that we as a society may have. The journalists must do their 

best to integrate or fit in to the environment in order to take a photograph from an 

‘insiders’ perspective (Woodall, 2015: 1). In order for a journalist to capture a 

photograph that is as ‘realistic’ as possible they must attempt to avoid capturing an 

image that complies with our, perhaps false, preconceived ideas of a place, person or 

situation. This is where social constructions begin to come into play. 

 

According to Anastasia Taylor-Lind, there is a major lack of representation of 

‘minorities’ in the news as well as lack of representation of ‘minorities’ in the field of 

journalism (Taylor-Lind, 2016: 1).  She states that this means that the bulk of 

journalists are middle-aged white heterosexual males (ibid). Not only is the way 

minorities are represented in the media important, the representation of minorities 

within the journalistic field also plays a role in how the news is told. If there is an 

under representation of minorities within the field of journalism it could possibly 

affect the way the news is told. 

 

Laura Boushnak stated that “In 100 year’s people are going to look back at what we 

did, imagine it from just that one perspective. That is so dangerous.” (ibid). ” 

 

Taylor-Lind states that if the bulk of journalists are made up of white middle-aged 

heterosexual males there is a possibility that it could create one homogenous 

narrative, representing only a small part of a situation (ibid). Although this may not be 

true in all cases, it is important for reporters to be as diverse as possible considering 

we now live in a much more globalized world. The more diversity present within the 

journalistic field, the more perspective we get on a situation and the more truth we as 
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viewers consume. Creating more diversity within the field of journalism could also 

raise the level of reliability when it comes to news and press photographs. 

 



  Anna Farrington 

 20  

5 THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE  

Similar to the above chapter, this chapter has been divided into two main sections: 

manipulation and ethics, and representation with the main focus being on 

representation and semiotics. 

 

5.1 Manipulation and ethics 

Manipulating a photograph could potentially lead to it losing its link to reality. One of 

the most important factors of news photography is that a situation is captured in a way 

that is as truthful as possible in order for the audience to create an accurate 

interpretation of a situation. However, when a photographer captures a photograph, 

they knowingly or unknowingly construct their own reality. The photograph 

subsequently will influence the public in how they understand the situation. The 

photographer and his/her intentions is therefore an important variable when it comes 

to manipulation of photographs, or the reality conveyed by the photograph.  

 

Ethics vary from society to society and from person to person. Bersak writes that 

defining the word ethics is a very difficult task (Bersak, 2006). There are many 

different levels of what may be deemed unethical. Like in many different fields, 

photojournalists are held to a certain level of expectation when it comes to ethics. 

Many publications have rules regarding ethics, be they written or unwritten (ibid). 

This means that the code of ethics within organizations may differ making it difficult 

to establish a common ground. The interpretation of ethics can also be affected by 

people’s beliefs and preferences. Some may find a photograph unethical, as it does 

not adhere to their personal preferences. Others may find a photograph unethical 

because it adheres to the false social constructions that people have that may represent 

certain people or certain groups of people in a certain way.  

 

Lowrey suggests that digital photo manipulation is typically a decision made by one 

individual (Lowrey, 2003:124). He suggests that these individuals make the decision 

to manipulate a photo for many different reasons (ibid). Reasons like insufficient 

training, lack of communication and pressure to produce great photographs (ibid). He 
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also suggests that the reason behind it could be a difference in the views that people 

have concerning news photography (ibid). Depending on the target group that the 

reporter has, there may be differences in the way they chose to present their 

photographs. Journalistic norms suggest that the most important thing when it comes 

to reporting is ‘’the prioritization of news content over design” (Lowrey, 2003:128). 

According to Lowrey, journalists tend to follow the norms of journalism less because 

of the ethical standpoint and more because of the status they have in the newsroom 

(Lowrey, 2003:128). Although they are less concerned with the ethical perspective of 

things they still believe that news stories should be portrayed in an accurate and 

objective way (Lowrey, 2003:128). 

To complicate the issue further, politics and economic interests can sometimes 

override a photo journalist’s ethics, and it is not always the photographer who chooses 

which photograph to publish. 

5.2 Representation 

According to Stuart Hall (1997), ‘representation connects meaning and language to 

culture’ (Hall, 1997: 15). Many of the cultures currently existing in the world are 

based upon language and meaning. The way something is represented affects the 

meaning that is derived from it. According to Hall, ‘to represent something is to 

describe or depict it’ (Hall, 1997: 16), and we do this by using language, signs and 

photographs. Certain things are also represented in order to symbolise something, for 

example a crucifix represents Christianity.  

 

In order to explain representation, Hall states that there are two specific systems of 

representation. The first being mental representation. This can be described as 

photographs we carry around in our minds. For example when we think of a flower 

we do not see the flower, we cannot touch the flower, but it is there in our minds. Our 

mental representations help us interpret the world and things around us. 

The second system is language. Different cultures give different words different 

meanings, but everybody in the culture has the same understanding of the word.  

 

When it comes to representation, there are always choices that can be made when it 

comes to how/what you choose to represent. When taking a photograph it is 

impossible to represent every aspect of the person being photographed. Certain 
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aspects of the person/photograph will be more defined than others. The media often 

focuses on age, gender, race, financial status, job, and nationality when it comes to 

representing people (Brooks & Hebert, 2006: 298) 

The media has the power to choose which attributes they want to emphasize. 

 

There are certain signs and symbols that come hand in hand with certain groups of 

people. This could be for example “old men have wrinkles and white hair” or “a 

businessman would be wearing a suit”. There are always certain signs that we 

associate with certain groups and this is something that will affect the way we 

interpret photographs (ibid). These associations are built up within different cultures 

and societies (ibid). 

 

5.2.1 Semiotics 

According to Bignell (1997) semiotics originates mainly from Ferdinand de Saussure 

and Charles S. Peirce (Bignell, 1997: 5). Semiotics can be described as “the study of 

signs in society” (ibid).  

 

Every word that we use in any language today has a specific meaning. These words 

are given a meaning and then put into a social context (Bignell, 1997: 7). As a result 

of our language and social perceptions, we have a preconceived image of society. 

According to de Saussure this “Implies that signs shape our perceptions rather than 

reflecting a reality” (Bignell, 1997: 6). 

 

Unlike de Saussure, Charles S. Peirce’s theory focuses primarily on the visual or non-

verbal signs (Bignell, 1997: 14). Peirce uses the concept of signifier and signified to 

describe an image. “In each case there is a material signifier, which expresses one 

sign and a mental concept, a signified, which immediately accompanies it (Bignell, 

1997: 14). 

 

As we will see from the below mentioned theory, Peirce believes that there are many 

different types of signs. The symbolic sign, the iconic sign and the indexical sign. 
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If we take the word cat, for instance, in both cases the cat is the signifier. The word 

cat has a specific meaning in the English language, a meaning that we have created 

ourselves, and if we see a photograph of a cat we can easily distinguish it from, for 

example, a dog. The signified then relates to the concept of the word or image. When 

we hear the word cat we can see an image of a cat in our minds, or if we see a 

photograph of a cat we know that it is, in fact, a cat.  

 

The connections that exist between the signifier and the signified simply exist because 

of the rules recognized in our language (Bignell, 1997: 15). According to Bignell, any 

type of sign that is considered arbitrary (random), Peirce defines as a symbolic sign 

(Bignell, 1997: 15). 

 

Although the word cat ignites a certain general conception in our minds, a photograph 

of a cat becomes more specific. In a photograph we cans see the shapes, colours and 

expressions of the signified cat. When the signifier resembles the referent, Peirce calls 

it the iconic sign – the referent being the cat that was photographed. (Bignell, 1997: 

15). 

 

In visual semiotics there is a greater possibility the signifier, signified and referent 

become more closely linked. Because photographs are something that we can 

physically see and not just something we imagine like words, photography, according 

to Bignell, is considered “more realistic than linguistic media” (Bignell, 1997: 15). 

 

Unlike words, photographs have the ability to evoke different feelings in a more 

direct way. This could be a reason behind why news organisations choose to 

accompany an article with a photograph. 

 

Another relevant sign that Peirce mentions is the indexical sign. The indexical sign is 

defined as when the signifier is caused by the signified (Bignell, 1997: 15). For 

example a cat that meows: the cat is the signified and the meow is the sign created by 

it or, in another example, smoke signifies fire. 

 

It is also possible for these signs to be mixed. According to Bignell, certain signs have 

mixed symbolic, indexical and iconic features, for example a red traffic light the 
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indexical sign suggests that the car must wait whereas the symbolic sign suggests 

danger (Bignell, 1997: 15). 

 

Everything that we can see in a photograph, much like words in language, can be seen 

as a sign. It is these signs we use in order to analyse and create an understanding of an 

image (Bignell, 1997: 14. 

 

Denotation and connotation 

Roland Barthes brings up the concept of denotation and connotation. Because signs 

are often used when we want to describe something we may think that their only 

purpose is to denote something: to label it. A denotation is often described as the 

literal meaning. Bignell uses the example of a Rolls Royce. A Rolls Royce is a car. 

Car is the denotation. Normally when we think of a Rolls Royce we do not just think 

of it as a car. It has certain things that we connect it with, like wealth and style. These 

are what we call the connotations. The assumptions we have regarding different 

things (Bignell, 1997: 16). 

 

A photograph will always denote something, but the photograph becomes special 

when we look at what connotations come along with it (Bignell, 1997: 98). The 

connotations of a photograph will depend on what is denoted in them (Bignell, 1997: 

98).  

 

Along with the concept of denotation and connotation, Barthes also brings up the 

concept of myth (Bignell, 1997: 16). For Barthes, myth can be seen as the 

combination of denotation and connotation “Bringing together signs and their 

connotations to shape a particular message, the making of ‘myth’.” (Bignell, 1997: 

16). Myth can also be understood as ideology.  

 

5.2.2 Social construction 

Social constructions, in regard to this investigation, refer to the norms and 

preconceived ideas that society has.  It is difficult to talk about social constructions 

and norms in a global perspective as different cultures and societies have different 
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beliefs and norms and the belief and norm system chosen as a base, will depend on 

the background of the author (Boghossian 2016: 1).  

 

If something is socially constructed, there is an emphasis on ‘social’ as to say that 

social constructions are dependent on society (Boghossian 2016: 1). Social 

constructions could not exist had we not built them ourselves. Different societies have 

different values and, therefore have different social constructions (ibid). It is often our 

beliefs, and not a tangible thing, that form our social constructions. Some of the most 

relevant cases of social construction refer to race and gender roles (Boghossian 2016: 

2). For example, socially constructed gender roles are not based upon biological 

factors, but instead to the social aspects that we use to form our social constructions. 

For example, men should be tough and not feminine (ibid). 

 

Social constructions will change over time depending on what is deemed relevant at 

the time. For example, though there are still negative connotations towards it, the 

concept of race has changed drastically through the years (Nelson, 2009: 2).  

Social constructions can include both prejudice and stereotypes. Prejudice can be 

defined as “a negative attitude toward a group or toward members of the group” 

(Nelson, 2009: 2). The idea of a stereotype can be described as “the traits that we 

view as characteristic of social groups, or of individual member of those groups” 

(nelson, 2009: 2) 

 

5.2.3 Media regulation 

Media, including photographs used in the press, can be regulated through legal means 

or through different forms of self-regulation. In non-democratic societies there is also 

regulation through censorship (Freedman, 2015: 1). Media regulation refers to certain 

rules or legal aspects provided in order to regulate what is shared and shown in the 

media (ibid). Media regulation is often sector specific, though not all organisations in 

each sector follow the same set of rules making regulation difficult (ibid).  
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6 METHOD AND MATERIAL  

6.1 General approach 

In order to carry out this investigation within the timeframe, I have focused on four 

well known and published manipulated press photographs found when searching for 

photograph manipulation on the World Wide Web.  The basis of the analysis of this 

investigation is done from a hermeneutic perspective. Hermeneutics is a concept that 

can be described as a method used when interpreting a text, which can be used as a 

tool to help understand the way we interpret something (Mantzavinos, 2016). It is 

relevant to this study as it is in part based on my own interpretation and social 

constructions of the manipulated photographs. 

6.2 Selection of method: 

6.2.1 Definition of manipulation 

While manipulation can be interpreted at many levels, I have chosen to use 

Campbell’s definition of what constitutes photo manipulation to guide the study, i.e. 

photo manipulation is considered to be any adjustments made to a photograph after 

the photograph has been taken (Campbell, 2014: 10). Changing the settings on the 

camera before the shot is taken is generally considered acceptable, but any alterations 

made to the photograph post processing are considered unacceptable (ibid), but have 

also chosen to  include staging of photographs, as this is an extreme form of 

manipulating the audience. 

 

6.2.2 Semiotic photo analysis and representation 

A semiotic analysis approach has been taken. A photograph is never simply a 

replication of something. There are different elements to a photograph that create 

meaning, be it the angle the photograph is taken from, the foreground and background 

etc. All of these things are then relevant in what meaning accompanies the 

photograph, how the photograph is framed and how we interpret them Campbell, 

2014: 3). 

 



  Anna Farrington 

 27  

Considering we live in such a technical age, it is no surprise that we are constantly 

exposed to a variety of different photographs. Constant exposure to different types of 

photograph is probalby affecting us both at a concious and subconscious level. Much 

like semiotics, our understanding of a photograph comes from the social and cultural 

norms we have in society. We are as affected by these norms when it comes to 

language and the words we use to describe something as we are when looking at a 

photograph (Wall Street Journal: 18/10/2016). 

 

As my main focus for this investigation is photographic manipulation I have carried 

out the photo analysis by selecting four photographs that have been manipulated and 

shared in the news or around social media each with a different form of manipulation.  

 

The first photograph illustrates an example of digital manipulation: editing the 

brightness, contrast etc. The second has been chosen to show physical manipulation: 

the merging of two or more photographs, the third will show manipulation of a 

photograph with the use of a caption and finally the staging of a photograph.  

 

I have be used Bignell’s interpretation of Peirce’s theory of signs, signifier and 

signified as well as his interpretation of Barthes theory of denotation and connotation 

(Bignell: 1997: 15).  

 

To begin this analysis, four photographs were selected and the denotations shown in 

the photographs were identified. The denotations, according to Bignell, can be 

described as the literal meaning (Bignell, 1997: 97). Once this was done, the 

connotations, the assumptions that accompany the denotations, were identified based 

on my own perception of the photographs as well as the signifier and signified (ibid). 

 

In order to provide a deeper understanding of the analysis, it has been structured in a 

specific way. The first point discusses what has been changed in the photograph and 

what ethical consequences may arise from this, referring back to the first research 

question. This is purely a descriptive stage of the analysis as it is important to identify 

what has been noticed and deemed significant in the photograph. In the second point, 

the semiotic analysis begins. What the photograph denotes and connotes is identified 
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and discussed as well as the representation and social constructions formed (discussed 

below) by the photograph, referring back to the second research question. 

 

The method for semiotics focuses on finding aspects of the photograph that we are 

able to interpret (Selby and Cowdery, 1995: 41-43). For this investigation, in regard 

to denotation and connotation, the aspects being interpreted are those that stand out 

the most in the photograph. 

 

Aside from this, I focused on certain aspects of each photograph. How do the lines, 

colours and body language affect the representation of the photograph and is it 

possible to understand the photograph without the accompanying text?  

 

I have also chosen to focus on representation, specifically our own social 

constructions and how photographers choose to play off of them when manipulating a 

photograph. The way a photographer interprets a situation or the way they decide to 

represent it will have an effect on the way the public interprets the photograph. This is 

why it is important for a photographer to be as objective as possible when it comes to 

capturing and processing said photograph. The social constructions that we have as a 

society, my generalisation, will affect the way we believe a photograph is represented 

or affect the way a photographer decides to represent a photograph. This can cause 

ethical difficulty as a photographer should base their photograph on what is closest to 

the truth as possible and not on what the public want to see. 

6.2.3 Reasons for choice of methodology 

I have chosen to use a semiotic photo analysis because there are many ways in which 

a photograph can be analysed; Sign, signifier and signified; denotation and 

connotation etc. this means that I can use all of these theories to analyse the 

photographs as deeply as possible. Using the semiotic photo analysis can also help to 

understand why the photographer or news organisation may have chosen to 

manipulate the photograph. When a photograph changes, the connotations of the 

image change alongside it, and changing the connotations could be the reason for the 

manipulation in the first place.  

I have also chosen to use representation in order to get a deeper understanding as to 

why a photographer may choose to manipulate a photograph. The way something is 
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represented in an photograph will lead to the way we perceive the image, and if the 

photographer has chosen to represent something in a specific way, for example to 

correspond to our social constructions, it may help us get a deeper understanding as to 

why they chose to manipulate the photographs in the first place. 

 

I have chosen to focus only on the photograph and not on the surrounding text as I am 

performing a photo analysis and not a text analysis. Although in some cases, the text 

plays a large role in the understanding of the images as a whole my aim is to 

understand the photograph and not the magazine cover. 

 

Bignell states that, although a photograph will always denote something, believing 

that they simply record what is in front of the camera is impossible, this is because an 

image will always be affected by language and culture and cannot simply denote 

something. Because of society and culture, as semiotics expresses, the denotations of 

a photograph will always produce connotations, and these connotations are formed 

because of our social constructions (Bignell, 1997: 96). A person’s interpretation of a 

photograph will be affected by the system of language even though, as Bignell writes, 

they are made up of iconic and not linguistic signs (ibid). 

 

Choosing to use a semiotic photo analysis will enable a deeper understanding of the 

image and to find the hidden messages, using representation will help to understand 

what the reasons behind this may be. 

6.3 Selection of material: 

6.3.1 Choosing photographs 

Finding photographs for this investigation was not a difficult task in any way. There 

was a wide assortment of images to choose from which made my selection harder. I 

narrowed down my investigation to four press photographs that had either been 

shared in the news or around social media and that have each been manipulated in a 

certain way.  

When conducting my research for this investigation and while trying to find 

appropriate photographs, I simply typed ‘news manipulation examples’ and 

‘photojournalism misrepresentation’ into the Google search engine. Many examples 

came up from this search. These two phrases were chosen as the focus for this 
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investigation on manipulation and false representation. I selected multiple 

photographs to do further research on. I chose to do further research in order to make 

sure that the images I have chosen were known to be manipulated. After my further 

research I had narrowed down my search to three photographs. I chose these 

photographs, as they were the most recurring of images during my search, therefore, 

the most significant. Once I had chosen three photographs I compared first them to 

each other. While doing this I realised that I had three different types of manipulation, 

physical, digital and caption manipulation. After this realisation and after having read 

up on the subject of photo manipulation I decided to add a fourth and final 

photograph: staging. I did this because the concept of staging, I believe, can be seen 

as a kind of manipulation in itself. It is not manipulation that is done post-processing, 

but a conscious decision made by the journalist during the capture of the photograph.  

 

The main reason for choosing these four photographs specifically was because they 

have caused a lot of controversy within the media because of the manipulations that 

have been made to them. In order to collect photographs that are known to be 

manipulated I simplified my task as much as possible by using the Google search 

engine. I believe by doing it this way I was able to find the most popular photographs. 

To find the selected photographs I simply typed the phrases: News manipulation 

examples and Photojournalism misrepresentation, to get my results. 

 

Another reason I chose them was because, the RAW, (unedited), photographs 

(regarding photograph 1 and 2) were also released which is crucial in order to do the 

investigation or because of the reactions given when the news organisations were 

confronted about the manipulation. Having the manipulated vs. the un-manipulated 

photographs gave the opportunity to see exactly what has been changed.  

 

I have chosen not to focus on a certain time period, or a certain news organisation, but 

instead on iconic photographs. I have done this because, as abovementioned, 

manipulation has occurred throughout photographic history by many different people 

and this is something that I want to show. As I have chosen to focus on four different 

types of manipulation I used this to find what photographs would be appropriate. 

While doing research for this investigation I came across a lot of articles on 

manipulation, which contained iconic photographs that had been manipulated, and 
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this is how I found the photographs that were then used for my investigation. The four 

images chosen have caused a lot of controversy and uproar in both the media and the 

public.   

 

In order to carry out this investigation there must be proof that these photographs 

have been manipulated; this is why I have selected these photographs. Because both 

the RAW and the edited photographs have been published, providing the opportunity 

to perform a semiotic photo analysis and compare the photographs. The fact that both 

the RAW and the edited versions have been published means that it is public 

knowledge that these are manipulated photographs. Using photographs that are known 

as manipulated gives the investigation a higher validity, as there is proof of 

manipulation.  

 

The photographs used in this investigation are as follows: 

1. O.J Simpson on the cover of TIME magazine. Photograph: Mugshot. 

Published by TIME Magazine 

2. Iraqi soldier and civilians. Photograph by Brian Walksi. Published by The LA 

Times. 

3. ‘’Marine soldier’’. Photograph my Paulo Pellegrin. Published by Magnum 

Photo Agency. 

4. Child between two graves. Photo by Abdul Aziz al Otaibi. Published on 

Facebook. 

6.4 Construction – questions from a semiotic perspective 

In order to keep the analysis of each photograph as similar as possible I have created a 

series of questions to be answered for each image. This will also help determine the 

most important elements of the image. 

 

In order to answer these questions I have selected a series of questions that will be 

asked in regard to each of the chosen photographs, all from a semiotic perspective: 

 

Manipulation and ethics 

 Background of the situation and what has been changed in the photograph?  

 Ethical discussion 
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Representation 

 Semiotic analysis – denotation, connotation 

 How has the representation of the photograph changed post-processing and/or 

changed the meaning of the photograph? 

 How have our social constructions affected the way we view this photograph?  

 Has the photograph been changed to portray something specific? 

 

After having done the photo analysis I have investigated the consequences of the 

manipulation not only discussing the physical changes of the photographs but also the 

ethics behind it as well as how they were shared in media. 

 

6.4.1 Strengths and weaknesses 

I have mainly chosen photographs that would have been shared at a time that I did not 

read the news or images that I have not seen before. This means that although I may 

have heard of the story they were reporting on, I wasn’t old enough or didn’t know 

enough to create my own conceptions of the story, meaning that I go into this analysis 

as unbiased as possible.  

 

Because this study is based on a hermeneutic approach, it could be said that this 

investigation could seem biased.  As I go into this essay with the belief that 

manipulation is wrong, this thesis highlights the reasons behind why this is my belief. 

Therefore, a major weakness of this essay is that it is a one sided argument. A deeper 

understanding in why manipulation may occur in a positive way is not provided. 

Instead, the primary focus lies on the negative effects of photo manipulation.  

 

When performing the semiotic photo analysis, it is based on my interpretation of the 

photographs. It would be impossible for me to remain neutral when describing and 

discussing these photographs, which is why the analysis is structured in a way that 

makes it easier to show and explain my interpretation. All of the information gathered 

on the images comes from articles and websites, which may have reported on the 

story from different angles, and I may not have all of the correct information, as I 

have not spoken to the photographers or news agencies myself. Although this is an 
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important factor to consider in my investigation, being aware of it gives the 

investigation a higher reliability and validity. 

 

Because of various limitations, not every aspect of the photograph is able to be 

analysed. Therefore, I have chosen to focus on what I perceive as the most important 

factors of the images. This subsequently may cause my analysis to seem lacking. 

Though this may be the case, pointing out the most relevant aspects show how 

something simple can seriously affect the way an photograph is interpreted. 

6.5 Ethical considerations 

As above mentioned, this study is based on the concept of hermeneutics meaning that 

the results will be based upon my interpretation. The interpretations we make are 

based upon our previous experiences and understanding of different things. This 

means that another person may not have the same interpretations as those within this 

study. As social construction is a major topic in this essay it must be mentioned that 

the social constructions being referred to are those believed to be the most common 

social constructions, but some people may not have the same interpretation on what I 

consider a social construction. In this case, social construction refers to my 

assumptions of people’s negative beliefs, prejudices and stereotypes. These 

assumptions have been made by referring to negative preconceived ideas that are 

common in the media, for example, racial discrimination and war. 

 

It is also important to mention the choice of photographs. I have chosen photographs 

that have had a lot of attention in the media, photographs that are known to be 

manipulated, all of which are images based in the USA. To clarify, though not all of 

the images were taken in the USA, this is where they were predominantly shared. The 

reason behind the manipulation of these photographs could be different to what I 

believe as I am not from the US, not was I directly affected by any of these images. 

6.6 Validity 

Considering the fact that this investigation is based upon my interpretation the 

validity of the study is increased. This is because I have made it clear, using 

hermeneutics, that the analysis and conclusion will be based on my decision.  
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Some may question the validity for the same reason. I believe that the validity of the 

study could be increased by using interviews or focus groups in order to collect the 

interpretations of a variety of different people. The validity could also have been 

raised if a study on social constructions was conducted.  

 

Although this may be the case, stating that this investigation is based solely on my 

interpretations raises the validity as it is clearly shown that the results gathered are 

produced based on only my own beliefs and could differ from person to person. 
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7 ANALYSIS: 

7.1 Examples of photo manipulation 

Although Bignell (1997) writes that a photograph will never be a ‘pure’ or ‘natural’ 

photograph, rather an image that has been specifically “selected and processed in 

order to generate particular connotations” (Bignell, 1997: 98), this cannot be used an 

excuse for photo manipulation. Responsible photo journalists are aware of the ethical 

considerations when it comes to changing photographs. 

 

Photojournalist Michael Kamber says:  

“Once we start removing things from photos then pretty much everything is on the 

table for negotiation. We can’t be negotiating this. We can’t be negotiating what is 

inside the frame. It has to be what was actually there when you took the photo.” 

(pbs.org: 26/06/2015) 

 

For my analysis manipulation does not only include removing something from a 

photograph, but also adding something, changing something, falsely representing 

something and staging. If all photojournalists followed the same code of conduct as 

Michael Kamber, photo manipulation in the news would not be an issue. 

Unfortunately, there are several examples of iconic news photographs which on closer 

inspection have shown to have been manipulated. Four different types of 

manipulation are described below. 

 

7.2 PHOTOGRAPH 1: Digital manipulation - O.J. Simpson 

 

http://www.pbs.org/newshour/bb/now-see-exhibit-chronicles-manipulated-news-photos/
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Photograph 1 - Manipulated photograph of O.J. 

Simpson 

Photograph 2 – Un-manipulated photograph of O.J. 

Simpson 

Reference: http://www.tc.umn.edu/~hick0088/classes/csci_2101/false.html 

 

7.2.1 Manipulation and ethics 

Background of the situation and what has been changed in the photograph?  

The first photograph is a photograph published on the cover of TIME Magazine in 

1994 of O.J Simpson. O.J. Simpson was a well know American Football player. 

During this time O.J. Simpson had been accused of the murder of his wife. On two 

different occasions Simpson appeared on the cover of two global news magazines: 

Newsweek and TIME Magazine. As we can see in photographs 1 and 2 above, 

Simpson is portrayed as a lot darker on the cover of TIME Magazine, than he is on 

the Newsweek cover. 

 

When these two photographs were published the change made by TIME Magazine 

was extremely noticeable. They had altered the photograph by decreasing the 

brightness and increasing the contrast of the photograph making Simpson look a lot 

darker than he was. By doing this it makes Simpson look more scruffy and unshaven. 

They also changed the resolution of the photograph making the image seem blurrier 

than the original. When Newsweek published their cover of Simpson it was clear that 

TIME Magazine had altered their cover photograph. When the public realised this, 

TIME responded by arguing that this photograph was used as ‘cover art’, which, 

therefore, did not give them the same restrictions, as a normal news image would 

have (Mullen, 1998: 1). 
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Ethical Discussion 

From the information gathered in the research overview, many photographers claim 

that manipulation of a photograph for the sake of art is not a problem. In 

consideration to this image, there is an important backstory that accompanies it. 

Although TIME Magazine stated that this photograph was intended as ‘cover art’ any 

person who did not know this could assume that this was an original photograph of 

Simpson. Not having identified the photo as art is what makes this manipulation 

unethical.  

 

7.2.2 Representation 

Semiotic analysis – denotation, connotation 

Table 1 - Signifier/ signified – O.J. Simpson 

SIGNIFIER An photograph of a man staring straight 

onto the camera holding a plaque 

SIGNIFIED A serious looking man, Mug shot 

 

The signifier of this photograph, the plaque he is holding, tells us that this is a mug 

shot. Though the brightness is changed in the manipulated photograph, the plaque is 

still visible. This plaque represents Simpson, it shows us that he is a criminal, or 

suspected to be, his facial expression is bleak which could also be a sign for 

guiltiness.  

Denotation 

In both photographs we see a man standing in front of a white background. The 

photograph is of a black male with stubble on his face. The photograph is taken from 

straight ahead. He is not smiling. He looks very serious. He is holding a plaque with 

numbers on it. He looks darker in one of the photographs. 

In the photograph on the cover of TIME Magazine he seems to be standing behind the 

title of the magazine, like behind bars, whereas on the Newsweek cover he is in front 

of the title. 
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Connotation: 

Although these two photographs are very similar they tend to connote different things. 

They both connote a serious looking man who we can identify as O.J. Simpson. He 

looks mildly unimpressed and quite tired looking. The plaque he is holding can be 

recognized as the sign you hold up while getting your mug shot taken, which we can 

then connect to the accusations that he killed his wife. We can then identify that this is 

a mug shot. The darker of the two photographs has a more dangerous look to it. As 

most of the photograph is a lot more blackened he looks scarier. 

 

Placing Simpson behind all of the accompanying text on the TIME cover as well as 

decreasing the brightness and contrast of the image gives us the feeling that he is 

already standing in a prison cell making him look as if he is guilty. 

 

This photograph is a portrait shot, where Simpson’s face and shoulders are all that are 

seen. Similarly, both photographs are surrounded by horizontal text, the colouring of 

the original image is significantly lighter than the manipulated photograph and his 

body language could depict how unhappy he is. I believe that viewers would be able 

to understand the intention of the photographer without the accompanying text on the 

news covers. Although, as mentioned above, the placement of the text could 

potentially have an effect on how the photograph is perceived, publishing only the 

photographs without the accompanying text would have the same effect. 

How has the representation of the photograph changed post-processing and/or 

changed the meaning of the photograph? 

As we can see by the difference in the two photographs above, a lot has been changed 

post-processing. The media often focuses on age, gender, race, financial status, job, 

and nationality when it comes to representing someone (mediaknowall.com, 2011). In 

regard to the photograph of O.J. Simpson it is believed that the main aspect they are 

focussing on is race. The photograph has been deliberately darkened and if we look at 

this from Stuart Hall’s (1997) perspective of representation, our mental representation 

of the concept of darkness can often be defined as scary (Hall, 1997: 15). The fact that 

the concept of darkness is correlated with fear could be a reason behind why this 

photograph was manipulated. A man on trial for murder is already scary, but making 

the photograph darker, which brings up our mental representation of darkness, could 

http://www.mediaknowall.com/gcse/keyconceptsgcse/keycon.php?pageID=represent
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have been a strategy to convince the audience that he is guilty and dangerous. It 

should be noted that there was already a racial aspect to the murder case, as the 

victim, O. J. Simpson’s wife Nicole, was white. A darker face could therefore also be 

a way to emphasise the racial aspect. 

 

How have our social constructions affected the way we view this photograph?  

The manipulation of this photograph could have been a deliberate way for the 

magazine to get people to support a guilty verdict. Deliberately darkening the 

photograph making Simpson look more intimidating could be a way for the magazine 

to play on racial biases.  Racial equality is still a big problem in many parts of the 

world, and in the United States, the home country of O.J. Simpson black people are 

over represented in the crime statistics and may therefore be judged more harshly 

because of the colour of their skin. With this photograph, I believe that TIME 

magazine if focussing its cover on the white viewers who are scared of black people 

for whatever reason, and is simultaneously trying to influence the case by making O.J. 

Simpson appear as if he is guilty before the verdict..   

Has the photograph been changed to portray something specific? 

The brightness and contrast has been changed in this photograph. I believe that this 

was done in order to make Simpson look more intimidating and as if he is harbouring 

a dark secret than he does in the original photograph, as seen on the cover of 

Newsweek. I believe that this was done in order to make Simpson look guilty, even to 

those who believed he was not. 

 

7.3 PHOTOGRAPH 2: Physical manipulation - British 

soldier and Iraqi civilians 
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Photograph 3 – Walksi - Original Photograph 1 Photograph 4 – Walksi - Original photograph 2 

 

Photograph 5 – Walksi - Merged photograph of original images 

Reference: http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/photo/essays/vanRiper/030409.htm 

 

7.3.1 Manipulation and ethics 

Background of the situation and what has been changed in the photograph?  

Photograph 5 is a published photograph taken by Brian Walski who, at the time, 

worked for the Los Angeles Times. This image was published in 2003 during the time 

of the Iraqi war and was shared repetitively on various news outlets. This is a 

photograph that was believed to be a great representation of the war and, therefore, 

became iconic. The LA Times has an ethics policy, which forbids the manipulation of 

news photographs (LA Times: 20/06/2007). Because of this, when it was exposed that 

this image had been manipulated, Walksi was fired and all three of the above images 

were shared in the newspaper in order to let the public know that what they had seen 

was a lie.  

 

In this photograph we see a soldier giving orders to Iraqi civilians to seek cover. After 

this photograph was published it received a lot of praise. It was a great photograph for 

the military. Soldiers are often perceived as brave heroes or leaders and this can 

http://latimesblogs.latimes.com/readers/2007/07/los-angeles-tim.html
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clearly be seen in photograph 5. The soldier is not only standing higher and closer to 

the camera but is also depicted as trying to protect the lives of the civilians. 

Once the image had circulated through many different news outlets people, however, 

began to question whether the photograph was real or not, as if you look closely you 

can see that certain civilians appear more than once in the photograph. Photographer, 

Brian Walski, confessed to merging two different photographs in order to create one 

astonishing image. 

 

Ethical discussion 

When it comes to discussing ethics, this photograph is slightly more difficult. 

Considering that the two original images used have not been manipulated we could 

assume that what is shown in the manipulated photograph could actually have 

happened, but the photographer just happened to miss this exact moment and was 

trying to produce an photograph more accurate to his experience. On the other hand it 

could be argued that the images were merged in order to produce a photograph that fit 

in more clearly with what society’s expectations were of the war effort. 

 

7.3.2 Representation 

Semiotic analysis – denotation, connotation 

Table 2 - Signifier/ signified - British soldier and Iraqi civilians 

SIGNIFIER Soldier holding a gun gesturing at a man. 

Surrounded by other men. 

SIGNIFIED Power, War 

 

The signifier in this manipulated photograph is a soldier holding a gun gesturing to 

other men. The soldier represents power; he has power over the civilians in the image. 

This image on its own does not tell us exactly what the man is doing, whether he is 

doing something good or bad. Without the linguistic signs of the accompanying text, 

it is difficult to get a full understanding of what this photograph is really trying to 

portray. However, what we do see is a white male in the foreground of the image; 
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giving orders to what we assume are Iraqi civilians, poor and war stricken therefore 

less powerful. 

Denotation: 

In this image we see a man gesturing towards another man. Although there are other 

men in the photograph he seems to be aiming his gesture at this man specifically. 

Both men are holding something in their arms. The white male in the foreground is 

holding a gun and the assumed Iraqi civilian is holding a baby. 

 

Connotation: 

When we see the image we can begin to assume that it is a photograph from a war 

probably somewhere in the Middle East, as it almost looks biblical. This is where the 

linguistic aspect of semiotics becomes important. Without the accompanying text, we 

can only assume where this photograph is taken. The soldier is positioned in the 

photograph so he looks like he is a man of power. Power is generally a term we 

associate with soldiers, albeit in both positive and negative ways. He certainly has 

power over the civilians. He is holding a gun symbolising power whereas the other 

man is holding a child symbolising vulnerability. It seems as though the soldier is 

gesturing toward the man to sit down and seek cover. 

 

Depending on the cultural background we have and what society we live in, our 

interpretations of this image is likely to differ and it is fully  understandable if an 

American citizen had a different interpretation to this photograph that an Iraqi 

civilian.  

 

Unlike Photograph 1 of O.J. Simpson, there is a lot more to focus on in this image. 

There are two prominent characters in this photograph, the soldier and the civilian 

with the baby. One placed in the foreground and one in the background. This could 

potentially be a symbol of power levels.  Another sign of power would be their body 

language. Both protagonists are standing in a way that makes it easy to decipher the 

power struggle. This photograph is a landscape shot. There is no accompanying text 

on the image itself, but I believe that without the article that this photograph in linked 
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to, getting the true facts would not be possible. It would only be possible to make 

assumptions based on stereotypes or social constructions.  

How has the representation of the photograph changed post-processing and/or 

changed the meaning of the photograph? 

Roland Barthes has written that there are many different ways in which connotations 

are generated (Bignell, 1997: 99). One procedure he used is called a ‘trick shot’ 

meaning that a photograph has been specifically manipulated in order to create a 

specific mythic meaning (Bignell, 1997: 100). This is what Walski has done in this 

photograph. In the western world, many people know very little about what happens 

when a country is at war. We see photographs that have been shared in the news, 

which we then use to form our understanding of the situation. Westerners generally 

believe that western soldiers go to the eastern countries in order to sort out the 

problem and to help civilians. That is what is shown in Photograph 5: A British 

soldier taking care of Iraqi civilians. Walski played upon the preconceived ideas of 

people and created a photograph that will fit their understandings. 

 

How have our social constructions affected the way we view this photograph?  

Another of Barthes connotation procedures is ‘objects’ (Bignell, 1997: 101). Certain 

objects already possess certain cultural connotations (ibid). Having a certain object in 

a photograph will produce certain types of connotations, this, as abovementioned, 

could refer to the gun symbolising power or the child symbolising vulnerability.  

Has the photograph been changed to portray something specific? 

This photograph has been changed to portray power and selflessness. It shows power 

because it puts the solider in a position of power and the Iraqi civilians in a place of 

vulnerability. It shows selflessness because the soldier is portrayed to be protecting 

the civilians from something. Although the two original photographs above, 

Photographs 3 and 4, are still very powerful in themselves, they do not portray power 

and selflessness in the way the manipulated photograph does. In fact, in photograph 4, 

the soldier’s gun is pointing straight at the baby, with the effect that the solider can be 

perceived as intimidating and threatening, not inclusive and selfless. 
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7.4 PHOTOGRAPH 3: Caption manipulation - Former US 

Marine 

 

 

“A former US Marine corps sniper with his weapon. Rochester, NY. USA 2012” 
Photograph 6 – Photograph along with misleading caption – Former US Marine 

Reference: https://nppa.org/node/36604 

 

7.4.1 Manipulation and ethics 

Background of the situation and what has been changed in the photograph?  

Paolo Pellegrin worked as a photographer at the Magnum photo agency at the time 

this photograph was taken. This image was published in 2012 and won several 

awards, including an award in the World Press photo competition as well as in the 

Photograph of the Year International Competition. Magnum was at this time doing a 

project called “to archive an American city” in Rochester, N.Y. (imediaethics.com: 

16/03/2013). 

 

Although there is nothing physically wrong with the photograph per se, the caption 

that accompanies it is very misleading because, as studies show, this is in fact not a 

Marine Sniper (imediaethics.com: 16/03/2013).  

 

Ethical discussion 

The ethical discussion related to this photo, in my opinion, is straight forward. The 

caption, however, does not correspond to the photograph. The fact that it is 

impossible for the public to know that the photograph and caption do not correspond 

makes in unethical. I do not believe that there is any substantial argument that could 

reason that this photograph is ethically okay. The simple truth behind this image is 

http://www.imediaethics.org/award-winning-photo-of-sniper-was-really-staged-pic-of-a-photojournalism-student/
http://www.imediaethics.org/award-winning-photo-of-sniper-was-really-staged-pic-of-a-photojournalism-student/
http://www.imediaethics.org/award-winning-photo-of-sniper-was-really-staged-pic-of-a-photojournalism-student/
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that giving it this caption made the photograph more interesting even though it is a 

blatant falsification. 

7.4.2 Representation 

Semiotic analysis – denotation, connotation 

Table 3 – Signifier/ signified - Former US Marine 

SIGNIFIER A man standing holding a gun 

SIGNIFIED A man of power – a sniper (according to 

the caption) 

 

From a semiotic perspective, this photograph alone does not tell us much about what 

the photographer is trying to portray. This is where the linguistic sign of the caption 

comes into play. Without the caption, this photograph could mean anything. The 

linguistic signs given from the caption shape our interpretation and perspectives of 

this photograph. 

Denotation: 

A man standing in front of house holding something in his hand. The photograph is in 

black and white. The caption states that this man is a former U.S. Marine Corps 

Sniper. 

 

Connotation: 

In this photograph we see a man holding a gun at his side. This brings us back to 

Barthes connotation procedure and objects. Although the photograph in itself may not 

tell us very much the caption that accompanies it, it helps us produce our own 

connotations. The caption states that the man in the image is a former U.S Marine 

sniper. We can believe this because he is a strong looking man and he is holding a 

gun. As this photograph is in black and white, we are automatically more drawn to 

what is most prominent in the photo, the man. Changing the image to black and white 

is generally not seen as manipulation. This could be for the same reason Campbell 

discusses, that it is a simple adjustment that could have been done in a darkroom.  

The most important aspect of this photograph is the caption, which, as above 

mentioned, states that this man is a former U.S. Marine Corps sniper. A sniper is a 
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gun or a gunman often used to kill people from a distance, this means that we can 

connote this man as dangerous or protective depending which side you are on. The 

U.S Marine Corps is often seen as powerful and strong, similar to the soldier in 

Photograph 5. Most people do not know what a sniper looks like, making it difficult 

to decipher whether this man is a former sniper or not. If we do not have sufficient 

information, we tend to believe what is shown to us. 

 

What stands out the most in this photograph is the man. This photograph is a 

landscape shot taken in black and white, making the protagonist more prominent. The 

lines within the image are horizontal, but slightly off balance. Without the 

accompanying caption, this image would simply be of a man standing outside of a 

house. The caption tells us that it is the photographer wants us to see.  

 

How has the representation of the photograph changed post-processing and/or 

changed the meaning of the photograph? 

Normally when we see a photograph with a caption, we assume that the caption will 

tell us something about what we see in the photograph. We still generally believe that 

a press photograph records something that is ‘true’ or ‘real’ and the caption is just a 

small piece of text that confirms this (Bignell, 1997:  99).  Bignell writes that our 

perception will build off of not only the photograph, but also the linguistic signs that 

accompany it (Bignell, 1997: 99). 

The problem with this photograph is that the caption is not true.   

How have our social constructions affected the way we view this photograph?  

This photograph shows that our social constructions can mislead us. All that this 

photograph really shows us is a bulky man holding a gun. We generally have little 

knowledge on what a marine sniper really looks like or whether they have a specific 

‘look’ at all. We have simply absorbed the information we have been given and 

assumed it to be true because we have nothing else to compare it to. The perceived 

knowledge that the man is a soldier and not a civilian adds mystery to the photograph. 

Has the photograph been changed to portray something specific? 

Because this photograph has not physically been changed one could argue that 

manipulation has not occurred. However, considering that the caption is as much a 
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part of the photograph as the image itself, I would like to argue the opposite. Pellegrin 

has deliberately misled the viewers by adding a false caption to the photograph in 

order to portray what he wanted. As this is a falsified caption we can argue that the 

photograph has been altered to portray something different to what is actually there. 

 

7.5 PHOTOGRAPH 4: Staging - Child sleeping between 

two graves 

 

 

Photograph 7 – Posed photograph - Child sleeping between two graves 

Reference: http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/heartbreaking-syria-orphan-photo-

wasnt-taken-in-syria-and-not-of-orphan-9067956.html 

 

7.5.1 Manipulation and ethics 

Background of the situation and what has been changed in the photograph?  

This photograph was taken by Abdul Aziz al Otaibi in Saudi Arabia in 2014. 

Although this photograph was originally taken for an art project, it was shared in 

social media with the caption ‘Syrian orphan sleeping between his parents’. This was 

a posed photograph that was misinterpreted as photojournalism. This photograph was 

appropriated by people on social media because of the preconceived ideas that they 

had of the war in Syria. (Daily Mail: 05/02/2016). 

 

Although this was not originally a press photograph I have chosen to include this 

photograph in my investigation as it shows a contradiction to some of my earlier 

http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2544662/Pulitzer-Prize-winning-photographer-fired-admitting-doctored-Syrian-war-rebel-picture-photoshopping-camera-original-image.html
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observations. My study assumes that the public want a photograph to show the truth, 

but in the case of this photograph it was the public who distorted it. 

Although this photograph was originally an art image, it was turned into a falsified 

press photograph by the public and those who chose to share it. 

 

Ethical discussion 

Discussing the ethics behind this photo is interesting as it was not the photographer 

himself who made this photograph into a misleading press photograph. It was, in fact, 

the public who manipulated this photograph by sharing it on social media and 

portraying it as a ‘real’ photograph and not an ‘art’ photograph. This shows that there 

are not only ethical issues related to what the photographer chooses to do, but also to 

how the photograph is in how the public react. 

7.5.2 Representation 

Semiotic analysis – denotation, connotation 

Table 4 - Signifier/ signified - Child sleeping between two graves 

SIGNIFIER A boy sleeping between two graves 

SIGNIFIED Sadness, loneliness, poverty 

 

Without the knowledge of the context of this photograph, it is by far the most 

powerful of the four photographs studied. There are two signifiers in this photograph, 

the boy and the graves. This photograph signifies the brutality and sadness of war or 

what we assume is a consequence of war. Though this is not confirmed, we are made 

to assume that the boy is sleeping between his parents graves. The boy is covered in a 

small blanket and lies between the two graves provoking sadness. 

As this is one of the only images not to have any accompanying text, it gives the 

public a lot more freedom to make their own assumptions. 

Denotation: 

A boy lying down between two piles of stones, covered in a blanket. He has darker 

skin. 
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Connotation: 

When looking at this photograph we see a young boy who seems to be lying between 

what look like two graves.  As he has a pillow and a blanket we can imagine that he is 

sleeping there. As he has darker skin, we can assume that he is from the Middle East 

or somewhere near there. This could then lead us to imagine what we already know 

about the Middle East and could draw the conclusion that he is an orphaned boy 

sleeping between the graves of his loved ones. 

 

This photograph is a portrait shot, where the majority of the image is dirt and stones 

with a small boy located in the centre. The piles of stones and the boy are what stand 

out the most in this photograph. We cannot decipher much from the boy’s face, other 

than that he is sleeping. This notion is also strengthened by the pillow and blanket. 

With this photograph, the accompanying text written by a member of the public was 

what made this photograph false.  I believe that the interpretation of the photograph 

would be quite different if it was clearly stated that this was an art image.  

How has the representation of the photograph changed post-processing and/or 

changed the meaning of the photograph? 

Similar to photograph 3, this image has not been physically manipulated. It has, 

however, been staged. Although staging can be considered a form of manipulation in 

itself, considering the purpose behind this photograph it cannot be considered 

manipulation. This photograph was taken as a part of an art project and was not 

intended to be share in the news or on social media. Instead, the public 

misrepresented this photograph while sharing on social media. It is interesting to 

consider the fact that it is not only journalists who can misrepresent a photograph, but 

also we as a public, often based on our social constructions.  

How have our social constructions affected the way we view this photograph?  

The way a person is posing in a photograph affects what connotations are produced 

and affects our interpretation of the photograph (Bignell, 1997: 100). Had the boy 

been sitting by the graves instead of lying down it would have produced different 

connotations (The Independent: 17/01/2014). It is understandable that the public 

could misinterpret this photograph, as it has such powerful meaning to it. Although 

the photographer did not share the photograph with the caption mentioned above, the 

http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/heartbreaking-syria-orphan-photo-wasnt-taken-in-syria-and-not-of-orphan-9067956.html
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public used their preconceived ideas of what they have heard about the war in Syria 

and shared the photograph themselves.  

 Has the photograph been changed to portray something specific? 

This photograph was manipulated by the public to fit the preconceived ideas that we 

as a society have of Eastern Europe or the Middle East. This is also a case of 

misinterpreting an image because of lack of knowledge. Our understanding of 

something is formed by the information we have been given. Because a lot of the 

information and news we receive, specifically about Syria, is commonly bad or sad 

news, it is not surprising that we jump to conclusions like this. The news reporters 

choose to play off of the preconceived ideas that society already has. If it is an image 

coming from the Middle East, for example, people generally believe that the level of 

danger is very high and photographers use these ideas to produce an image that 

corresponds to them. 
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8 Findings and Discussion of results 

The findings under each research question are discussed below, followed by an 

overall conclusion. 

8.1 Findings 

8.1.1 Research question 1:  

 What are the ways in which press photographs are being manipulated and 

how can the manipulation affect what the photograph represents? Are there 

any ethical considerations behind this? 

 

This study shows that manipulation of press photographs is taking place and can take 

many different forms. Whichever way it is done, the end result is that what the 

photograph represents is altered. Manipulation is not only changing the content of the 

photograph through staging, removal or adding of information, but I believe that it 

should also include distorting the understanding of the photograph through the use of 

false captions and disseminating staged photographs as press photographs. Even if a 

photograph is not physically changed, the way it is portrayed or described can still 

influence our understanding of its content, the same way two original non-

manipulated photos merged into one can, as seen from the examples above.  

 

There are many different ways in which the representation of a photograph can be 

changed, and the known examples above are but a small sample of the different ways 

manipulation can be done. The problem with investigating photo manipulation is that 

unless you know the full background of how the photograph was taken, or have 

similar photographs from the same place, it is very difficult to know if a press 

photograph is manipulated or not, and how common the problem is. What is clear, is 

that manipulated photographs can indeed change what the photograph represents, both 

at the conscious level, but also sublimely 

 

This makes the motive of the manipulation a key issue. My limited study has led me 

to the conclusion that the majority of manipulated photographs have been changed in 

order to correspond to the preconceived ideas that we as a society have, which is 
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ultimately to entice the public to want to buy a copy or find out more. In this respect, 

a sensational, beautiful or interesting photo serves to hook people on wanting to read 

the text, like an interesting heading. This is probably the core of the problem of photo 

manipulation. There may be cases though where the photograph is manipulated to 

deliberately change people’s perception. If the photograph is staged or important 

information is cut out, then the contents of the photograph is compromised and with 

that, what it represents. This is serious as it can influence people´s opinions.  

 

However, if the manipulation is mainly to provide better proportions, balance or light 

to make the photograph more attractive, the implications on society as a whole is not 

as great as the content is not greatly changed. For a photo competition, measuring the 

photographer’s skill in taking the photograph, any change or manipulation is however 

a major issue.  

 

It becomes clear that there are different grades of manipulation from deliberately 

misleading the viewer through false content to emotionally provoke the viewer to 

aesthetic reasons; therefore, an important part of manipulation is intent. Without 

interviewing the photographer it is not possible to determine intent. Whether we 

understand the intent or not it is however clear that we, as consumers of news, need to 

be aware that not all photographs and captions are always true reflections of reality.   

 

Manipulating a photograph in any way post-processing can be deemed unethical. If a 

photograph is not represented in an objective way, it could be argued that the image 

itself is not a true representation of ‘reality’. If a person or place is purposely 

represented in an untrue way, the ethical consideration behind the photograph may 

come into question.  

 

8.1.2 Research question 2:  

 Can the social construction we, either personally or as a society, have affect 

how we perceive a photograph or how a photographer chooses to present it? 

Semiotics, including the connotations we produce, the way we link words or object 

with meaning, will change throughout various cultures and societies. Two people can 

look at the same object or image and produce two different meanings from it.  
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As seen in the examples above. 

 

Depending on the social constructions and personal beliefs we as individuals have, it 

will affect how the photograph is interpreted. Even if this may be the case, it is still 

important for a photographer to remain as objective as possible and not manipulate a 

photograph pre- or post-production to conform to the social constructions or 

stereotypes. For the news agencies to minimise the risk of press photographs being 

angled one way or another based on the photographer’s social construction, one easy 

solution would be to engage press photographers from different social backgrounds. 

In regard to the four chosen photographs, there is an abundance of social 

constructions that could affect how the image is interpreted. Some of these include 

race, power, poverty and war. Individuals or societies can have specific believes in 

regard to each of these things making it impossible for all people to have the same 

understanding.  

 

If a photographer or consumer is not objective when taking or viewing a photograph, 

there is no doubt that our social constructions will get in the way. This, however, is 

easier said than done. It is virtually impossible for people not to let their beliefs alter 

the way they understand or interpret a certain thing.  

 

8.1.3 Research question 3:  

 Is there a need to regulate press photo manipulation 

To determine if there is a need for regulation, we need to decide if press photo 

manipulation is a problem.  

Ethical problem 

Although my investigation is biased by the general thinking that manipulation is 

wrong, one could ask if the word ‘unethical’ is the correct term to use for photo 

manipulation, as at the moment there are few general rules or laws against 

manipulation, as seen above. In addition, there is a difference between photographs 

being manipulated to change our thinking or just to make us interested in finding out 

more about the story, as discussed above. If there are no or few written rules or laws 

and no universal understanding of what constitutes manipulation apart from in 
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photographic competitions, can we really say it is unethical? Technically, at least for 

those photographers working in organisation with no set regulations, they are not 

breaking the rules. 

 

However, although there may be no rules set in place, and no rules that have been 

broken, “falsifying information”, especially for gain, is seen as an ethical problem in 

most cultures.  

Societal problem 

We have seen from the photographic examples that social constructions are closely 

linked with photographic manipulation, and that strong or emotional press 

photographs can reinforce prejudice and misinformation, be it for racial, military, 

political or other reasons. 

This could potentially lead to serious societal problem, and manipulation of press 

photographs would therefore require some form of regulation, be it legal or through 

codes of conduct.  

Credibility problem 

Manipulation of photographs when they become known undermines the credibility of 

the news agencies that make use of manipulated photographs. For the serious media 

industry, keeping up journalistic standards and ethics is essential and to limit 

photograph manipulation in the press should would be in the best interest of 

photographers and press organisations. The same applies to social media companies 

who have to maintain their reputation.  

Is regulation needed? 

We have concluded that the extent of the problem of press photo manipulation is not 

known, and is a difficult area to research. We have also concluded that depending on 

the intent, photographic manipulation can be harmful to society as it can underpin 

social division. It therefore appears that there is a need to try to limit press photo 

manipulation, as has been done by the World Press Photo Organisation. 

To limit manipulation of photographs in the press, the first step is to first and 

foremost define the meaning of manipulation. Although the word manipulation 

already has a dictionary definition, manipulation should be defined in consideration to 

news photographs. 
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A way to do this could be to create a universal set of rules and regulations that all 

news organisations, photographers and journalists are encouraged to follow in order 

to maintain their journalistic integrity. Ideally, if rules are broken there should be a 

consequence to the guilty party. Policing of photo manipulation rules, unless in a 

competition, is difficult given the amount of photographs involved. As mentioned 

above, press standards, integrity and reputation may however be enough to limit 

manipulation. It is therefore important to continue to expose manipulated 

photographs, to teach ethics at journalism schools, to impose good practice rules 

where they can be, but also to educate the public about the photo manipulation 

practices and the need to be critical and not always believe everything that is printed 

in newspapers, shown on television or shared on the internet.  
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9 Conclusion 

Ways of manipulation 

From the results gathered in this study, we can conclude that there are many different 

ways in which photographs can be manipulated. Manipulation can occur both pre- and 

post-processing. However, it is possible that pre-processing, e.g. ISO, aperture etc., is 

not classified as manipulation. With today’s technology, it is possible to manipulate a 

photograph in thousands of ways, be they major or minor changes.  

Reasons for manipulation 

People tend to respond more strongly to bad news than to good news. Reporters often 

choose to put more emphasis on new stories that are perceived as “bad”. This could 

therefore be a reason for the manipulation in the four photographs studied. We can see 

that each of these photographs has been changed in a way that makes the photograph 

seem more intriguing or interesting and three out of the four have been manipulated to 

provide a more negative effect. 

Although we, as viewers, expect to see unedited photographs that show us as much 

truth of a situation as possible, news organisations may have different motives, and as 

seen in photograph four sometimes the viewers are the culprits. 

Need for regulation 

We can therefore conclude that photo manipulation can result in serious implications 

by changing people´s perceptions, but it is not only journalist, photographers and 

media houses that have a responsibility to tackle photo manipulation, the public also 

has an important role to play. 

 

Detection of photograph manipulation in the world press is difficult, as without the 

original raw photographs it is difficult to prove manipulation. By the time the 

photograph is detected, it has most likely already been published and disseminated, 

and when  

 

When a manipulated photograph has been published, the damage has already been 

done as the photograph is in the public domain. If it is being spread through social 
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media, it can reach a large number of people before manipulation is found out. 

Depending on the intent of, discussed above under paragraph 8.1.1 and  

Ways to regulate 

In conclusion we can see that there are many different perspectives when it comes to 

manipulation. We can state that the concept of manipulation is understood differently 

within separate news organisations. There are generally no global set rules for news 

organisations to follow only social norms or unwritten rules (Campbell: 2014: 10). 

Rules regarding manipulation are currently decided by the news organisations and 

built on some general journalistic code of ethic to provide truthful information. 

 

There is a large time span between photographic examples used in the investigation. 

Manipulation is no new phenomenon and will probably be recurring throughout the 

life of photography even if new rules are set in place. 

 

This investigation shows that there are many different reasons why the press may 

choose to manipulate a photograph. Sometimes the manipulation is deliberately to 

change the way we think, while at other times it could just be to catch our attention, or 

to adhere to people bias beliefs, and the accompanying text or context will make it 

clear that the photograph is not real. The boundary between what is acceptable and 

what is not is therefore not always clear. Some would argue that any manipulation is 

wrong. It is however an ethical question where the answer will vary throughout the 

world. In my view, the most practical solution is to build on what the World Press 

Photo Foundation is doing and try to get media organisations to publically sign up to a 

similar set of rules or standards, which will help readers and users, choose responsible 

media providers as their source of information.  However, this will not help to root 

out the problem, as policing the world media is a huge task. This is however where 

the public comes in. Readers and viewers need to be better informed about the 

manipulation practices and that they need to look at photographs and not just text with 

a critical view, and not always believe what they see. They can then help expose 

malpractices, be it in printed media or on the Internet. 
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Final thoughts 

To conclude based on this investigation, it can be stated that manipulation is steadily 

occurring over multiple news outlets, our social constructions will affect how we 

interpret an image, and there is a need for regulation of news images.  
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10 Further research 

There are many ways in which I could deepen this investigation. First and foremost I 

would carry out interviews with a wider group of people. If I were to further my 

research I would conduct interviews with the viewers with questions like: 

Are they aware of any manipulation cases?  

Are they untrusting of certain news organisation? 

Does manipulation make them lose trust in a news organisation? 

To what extent to they find manipulation acceptable (“minor changes”)? 

What social constructions do they have, or believe other people have? 

Are their beliefs of other people’s social constructions similar to those in this study? 

 

With these questions it would give me the opportunity to view the situation from both 

sides, giving me a wider perspective. 

 

Alongside this I would like to conduct interviews with some of the major news 

organisations around the world to obtain their stance on manipulation: 

Have they manipulated any photographs? 

Why did they manipulate the photographs? 

Can manipulation be justified? 

What is stopping them from manipulating photos? 

Would they manipulate a photograph to adhere to the beliefs of a society? 

 

As well as conducting interviews with large news organisations I believe that it would 

be interesting to talk with photographers about the situation. This would be interesting 

because a news organisation has a high reputation to uphold, but doing anonymous 

interviews with photographers may lead to some new findings. 

How does it work in big news organisations? 

How careful are they with what they publish 

 

After completing the interviews I would perform both quantitative and qualitative 

analysis to try to draw my own conclusions on the information gathered. 
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It would also be interesting to investigate to what extent those who have been caught 

manipulating a photograph have been punished. Does the punishment fit the crime? 

 

Campbell discusses that after conducting his interviews he came to the conclusion 

that it was believed that ‘minor’ changes’ were deemed acceptable. It would be 

interesting to see what ‘minor’ changes have been made to news photographs and if 

this changes the content in any way. 

 

Overall I believe that there is a lot more that can be done to broaden this investigation 

and widen the perspective of the news organisations as well as the viewers. 

Continuing this investigation will give us a deeper understanding of what 

manipulation is and the problems accompanying it. If each person understands these 

implications it means that viewers will have a different perspective, and may possibly 

change their opinion on how truthful the news really is. This then means that news 

organisations aim to become a more credible news source. If this happens it means 

that, although the news may be presented in a different way, it will be more credible 

and we won’t have to worry about it being truthful or not.  

 

Informing the world of these issues is the most important step towards creating a 

manipulation free news source.  
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