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Abstract: The study is intended to delve into the portrayal of a Muslim identity that represents the
constructed reality of Islam. Using Kress and van Leeuwen's (1996) Multimodal Analysis of reading
visuals, it focuses on the semiotic properties of the Afghan Girl image in order to uncover its
interpretation of the religion. The findings reveal that the identity of the girl as the "war-tom frontier"
tends to represent Islam as a religion that is aligned with violence, fear, abandonment, miseries, and
poverty.
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1. Introduction

'A picture is worth a thousand words'. The saying demonstrates the fact that visuals can
be non-linguistically polysemous. Barthes (1977) even referred to a photographic image as "a
message without a code" (Kress and van Leeuwen, 1996). Their capacity to be perceived as
innocent and harmless presentations of reality makes them an ideal choice for communicating
messages and be naturally persuasive at the same time. As mentioned by Kress and van
Leeuwen (1996), "visuals can represent people, places and things as though they are real, as
though they actually exist in this way". This innocent nature of visuals may be driven by the
perception that cameras cannot deceive and the results are the true representations of reality.
However, we should also realise that visuals are not created without a purpose. The producers of
visuals play an important role in deciding how the visuals can best deliver the messages that
they have in mind. Because of this, we should be aware of the fact that visuals can be implicitly
embedded with the ideology of their producers. In other words, reality is constructed by its
mediators. The problem is when the messages are taken for granted, they are treated as a
common sensical notion that further facilitates the naturalisation of the ideology. Truth and
reality depend on whether or not the recipients of the messages possess the same cultural
knowledge as the producers in order to be able to decode them. Despite this, our task here is not
to be the judge of truth and reality, but rather to evaluate the implicit messages behind the
presentation of the visual. Hence, the study is aimed at providing a semiotic interpretation of
how the depiction of a Muslim contributes to the representation of Islam.

1.1 Understanding the Context: The Afghan Girl and the Afghan War (1979 - 1989)

The Afghan Girl is a name given to a previously anonymous girl whose picture was
taken by the National Geographic photographer when she was in the refugee camp somewhere
in Pakistan. Due to her captivating gaze, she was made a front cover of the magazine and has
earned a massive reputation as the tenth best magazine cover by the American Society of
Magazine Editors (ASME) (ASME's Top 40 Magazine, 2016).

The girl was the survivor and witness to the casualties of war that initially erupted as a
result of the civil war between the rebels and the local rulers. As an aid to the local rulers, the
Soviet Union intervened by sending troops to Afghanistan in its mission to fight the rebels. The
war that lasted a decade had killed "more than one million Afghans" and caused many to leave
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were able to explore the process of meaning-making involved in the interpretation of visuals in
different contexts. While studying portrait and documentary photos, as well as manipulated
images of the Iranian Javanane Emrooz, Hamshahri Javan, Etelaate Haftegi, and Hamshari
Diplomatic magazines, Behshad and Ghaniabadi (20 IS) perceived that the meanings of the
visuals were communicated by the metafunctions of ideational, interactional and textual as
indicated in the present study. Besides, in the context of Nigeria, Abuya and Akinkurolere
(2013) who studied the cover pages of TELL magazine discovered that visual images such as
pictorials, colour, signs, posture, distance and symbols did represent the country's current
political and economic situations. Martinez and Ibanez (2014) who conducted an analysis of the
front covers of Revista 10 magazine found that the visuals represented the poor as the producers
and the rich as the consumers of the products. These distinctive roles of the represented
participants further signified that their relationship was defined by money rather than by
equality or social justice.

3. Applying Muitimodality to Visuals

The framework in which the multimodal analysis is based on, follows the work of Kress
and van Leeuwen (1996) which are fundamentally rooted from Halliday's (1985) Systemic
Functional Linguistics (SFL). There are two aspects of analysis involved in studying visuals; the
social action or constructs and the interactive meanings. Since the Afghan Girl photograph is
more of a concept than a narrative, the analysis will concentrate on the representation of visuals
in terms of the conceptual pattern of a symbolic process. As pointed out in Fig. 1, the
conceptual pattern of this nature focuses on "what a participant means or is" (Kress and van
Leeuwen, 1996). The term 'participant' here refers to "represented participants (the people, the
places and things depicted in images) and interactive participants (the producers and viewers of
images)" (Kress and van Leeuwen, 1996). In a semiotic sense, the represented participants can
be seen as the signifiers as they are responsible for the signifying practice in which they
communicate meanings. As meanings depend on the semiotic constituents of visuals, it is
important to be conscious of their differences through the paradigmatic and syntagmatic
relations as the latter imbue a "structural context" for the interpretation of signs (Chandler,
2002). While a paradigm can be viewed as the "contrastive" of signs, a syntagm acts as a
"chain" which emphasizes on the "part-whole relationship" (Chandler, 2002).

Representation

~
Conceptual

~
Symbolical

~
Attributive

Fig 1. Representational Structure of Conceptual Visuals
(Kress and van Leeuwen, 1996)

As symbolic processes are somewhat akin to Halliday's relational processes, they are
concerned with the 'being' of the represented participant which are called as the Carrier. Four
distinctive features that identify the Carrier of Symbolic Attributive are:

1) Salience; foregrounded, exaggerated size, well-lit, fine detail or sharp focus, or
conspicuous colour or tone
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