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1. Introduction
1.1. Geopolitical Context of the Russian-Ukrainian Conflict
The ongoing conflict between Russia and Ukraine has significantly altered the course of the world, dividing it into 
two major camps, with economic, political, and social implications that extend far beyond the borders of the two 
states. This major event “highlights the recurrent nature of conflicts in human history and their profound impact on 
societies” (Catrina 2024, 29). Wars, in general, “have a durable influence on almost every aspect of modern society 
and the history of conflicts is inseparable from the history of humanity. It is very difficult to understand the present-
day world without first acknowledging how war has influenced the lives of people” (Pavelescu et al. 2023, 27). The 
outbreak of a military conflict has a significant impact on states located geographically in the close proximity of 
the belligerents: “Considering the proximity, but also the economic ties between the European states and Russia, 
the Russian-Ukrainian conflict has a strong impact on the states in this area.” (Catrina 2024, 30), therefore also on 
Romania. Since the outbreak of the Russian-Ukrainian conflict (on February 24, 2022), Romania has condemned 
the Russian Federation’s military aggression against Ukraine, and has expressed its solidarity with Ukraine through 
various actions. In the context of geographical proximity, concerns “regarding security, economic impact but also 
efforts for managing the inflow of refugees and dealing with support measures for Ukraine” (Popovici 2022, 1) 
carry particular weight for our state. As a member of the two major organisations – NATO and the EU, “Romania 
has advocated regional solidarity, stressing the importance of cooperation in the region to maintain security 
and stability.” (Golop 2024, 8). “The Romanian community represents the third largest ethnic group in Ukraine” 
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(Popovici 2022, 3), which led to the establishment of a good relationship between the two neighbouring states. 
According to official reports, in the first six days after the conflict broke out, it seems that our country border 
was crossed by “a total of 118,461 refugees [...], of which 70,026 have already left the country. The rest of 46,435 
people, representing approximately 39% of the total number of Ukrainian citizens who entered Romania, are still in 
the country. There are 1,070 people who have applied for asylum and 476 who have remained in asylum centres. 
Out of the total number of Ukrainian citizens who have decided to stay in Romania, approximately 18,000 are 
minors.” (Popovici 2022, 3). As can be seen, the numbers are impressive and will continue to grow. Consequently, 
the influx of Ukrainian refugees, part of what can be called “a humanitarian crisis”, has required the provision of 
“humanitarian assistance” from Romania as well, with “a significant impact on local and regional demographics” 
(Golop 2024, 9). 

1.2. The Romanian Media Context
The current Russian-Ukrainian conflict, as an event with major global implications, has generated extensive media 
coverage since its outbreak. Consequently, that the role of media in “constructing narratives and shaping public 
interpretation of global crises, particularly in prolonged geopolitical disputes such as the ongoing war between 
Russia and Ukraine” (Ibrahim et al. 2025, 1) remains “a crucial area for ongoing research and analysis” (Billah & 
Biswas 2024, 172). The geopolitical context has led to substantial coverage of this conflict in the Romanian media 
as well. The aim of the present study is to examine how Romanian journalists’ choices regarding text/narrative and 
visual representation/illustration construct meaning, influence public interpretation, and attract public interest. 
After a brief introduction about the Romanian media context, news stories covering the Russian-Ukrainian conflict 
that contain images (but no videos) of children affected by this conflict will be identified and analysed. More 
specifically, the study will focus on identifying the types of representation (narrative vs contextual) and the 
types of relation (demand vs offer). A multimodal approach will be used to analyse the relationship between 
text and image in Romanian media. Thus, we will analyse how the current Romanian media, represented by two 
mainstream sources – Digi24 (online television) and Libertatea (online press) – uses text and image to present 
major topics connected to the Russian-Ukrainian conflict. Similarities and differences between the two media 
sources mentioned will then be identified in terms of the way children are portrayed.

It is not surprising that in recent years, in the context of major global events, digital media has gained momentum: 
“The need for reliable information, careful context, and considered debate has rarely been greater, but so too has 
the desire for stories that inspire and give hope of a better tomorrow. The global shocks of the last few years 
have galvanised publishers to refocus on digital, embracing new business models, storytelling, and distribution.” 
(Reuters Digital News Report 2022, 30). Romanian news readers are increasingly turning to online media, which is 
also due to the increase in “internet penetration”: from 74% (Reuters Digital News Report 2022, 6) to 78% (Reuters 
Digital News Report 2023 and 2024, 6), and then to 89% (Reuters Digital News Report 2025, 6). 

2. Methodology
2.1. Research Design and Dataset Characteristics 
The present research draws on a collection of Romanian news items about the Russian-Ukrainian conflict from 
February 2022 to February 2024, part of the Romanian language corpus of the international CORECON project: 
“The coverage and reception of the Russian-Ukrainian conflict in Polish, Romanian and English-language media: A 
comparative critical discourse study with recommendations for journalism training”1. The first stage of our research 
includes: data collection, sample extraction (texts + images), and quantitative analysis. The second stage consists 
of the qualitative analysis of the results, with an emphasis on the functional correspondence between verbal and 
visual content, followed by a comparative analysis. 

The research design was built based on the following research questions and hypotheses: Q1: How does 
Multimodal Critical Discourse Analysis (MCDA) help identify the way journalists construct and present key themes 
of the Russian-Ukrainian conflict? /	H1: MCDA is a complex method that can provide a comprehensive picture of 
how a news item covering a major military conflict is constructed and presented to the audience. Q2: How does 
an image relate to the text with which it is associated in an online news item about the Russian-Ukrainian conflict 
and how does an image contribute to the meaning of the text it accompanies? / H2: In the selected media sources, 
the images of children develop several types of relationships with the text of the news story in which they appear: 
minimal, close, or transcendental. Q3: What are the similarities and differences between the way the narrative 
is constructed in the context of the Russian-Ukrainian conflict, based on images of children in the Digi24.ro and 
Libertatea.ro media sources? / H3: Both media sources employ images of children, whom they present as collateral 

1. https://grants.ulbsibiu.ro/corecon/
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victims of the Russian-Ukrainian conflict. The difference lies mainly in the quantitative aspect (number of images) 
and the subtopics addressed. The dataset selection criteria include: - time frame: February 24, 2022 – February 29, 
2024 (the data collection period for the CORECON project); - part of the Romanian language corpus, compiled 
for the CORECON project, based on the keyword Ucraina [Ukraine]: Digi242 and Libertatea3; - digital search for 
the keyword copil [child] in the selected dataset, followed by the manual extraction of images depicting children. 
The images identified on the two online news sites were quantified and analysed using the following methodology: 
- the visual analysis proposed by Kress and van Leeuwen (2006) regarding the type of image representation 
(narrative and conceptual) and the distinction between demand picture and offer picture; - the method proposed 
by Marsh and White (2003) that focuses the relationship between image and text. The focus is particularly on 
how text and image interact in a journalistic text meant to cover the Russian-Ukrainian conflict, with the aim of 
constructing the public perception of the conflict from both an ideological and a social perspective. 

2.2. Quantitative and Qualitative Analytic Frameworks 
Both digital tools and manual annotations were used for the multimodal analysis. The LancsBox4 digital tool was used 
on our dataset of journalistic texts on the Russian-Ukrainian conflict with the purpose of extracting the news items in 
which the lexeme copil [child] appears. The KWIC (KeyWord in Context) tool generated a list of all occurrences of this 
lexeme in both media sources. From the resulting dataset, we extracted the images that depict children directly or 
indirectly involved in the conflict. The journalistic discourse is primarily a product of the social and political context. It 
is very important to analyse how news stories are constructed and disseminated, “since the credibility of information 
and the identification of disinformation and misinformation affect society as a whole” (Cheema et al. 2023, 1). In 
communication, “the question of the reliability of messages” is very important: “Is what we see or hear true, factual, 
real, or is it a lie, a fiction, something outside reality?”  (Kress & van Leeuwen 2006, 154). The line between truth and 
reality is often thin, and we are faced with the task of understanding and interpreting a journalistic message correctly. 
To easily reach the public, “Today’s online news are typically disseminated in a multimodal form” (Cheema et al. 2023, 1), 
so in order to construct and convey an impactful message that can shape the perception of the audience, journalists 
combine the text/narrative with other components: images, videos, distinctive graphic elements, font types, colour, 
sound: “The message is a wedding of these components, and the interplay among all elements is a critical concern 
to people who need to convey information effectively.” (Marsh  White 2003, 647). Taking up Halliday’s concept of 
“metafunction” (2004, 29-31), Kress and van Leeuwen reinterpret the functions proposed by Halliday. Thus, in visual 
grammar, “the ideational metafunction” will correspond to the type of representation – narrative or conceptual – 
on which the image is constructed, “the interpersonal metafunction” changes according to the social relationship 
between the producer of a sign (person/people appearing in the image), the receiver of the sign (viewer/reader) and 
the object presented, and “the textual metafunction” will focus on how the images are positioned in relation to the 
text (Kress & van Leeuwen 2006, 42-44).

Kress and van Leeuwen believe that, in order to construct meaning and then convey it, images can be analysed 
the same way as text: “Just as grammars of language describe how words combine in clauses, sentences and texts, 
so our visual ‘grammar’ will describe the way in which depicted elements – people, places and things – combine in 
visual ‘statements’ of greater or lesser complexity and extension.” (2006, 1), which does not mean that “[...] all the 
relations that can be realized linguistically can also be realized visually – or vice versa [...].” (Kress & van Leeuwen 
2006, 46). However, although the semiotic modes of writing and visual communication are similar in terms of 
semantic relationships, the means of expressing/realizing them are specific: “[...] the semiotic modes of writing and 
visual communication each have their own quite particular means of realizing what may be quite similar semantic 
relations.” (Kress & van Leeuwen 2006, 46). An image does not reproduce reality exactly, but presents a version 
of reality closely linked to political, ideological, or social interests: “Visual structures do not simply reproduce the 
structures of ‘reality’. On the contrary, they produce images of reality which are bound up with the interests of 
the social institutions within which the images are produced, circulated and read. They are ideological.” (Kress 
& van Leeuwen 2006, 47). Similarly, fake news is not just a construction of reality, but a discourse oriented 
towards achieving an effect, as “fake news is meant to lead their public to action: they pursue a practical effect, 
i.e., to influence the behaviour of their readers in a palpable way” (Terian 2021, 117). MCDA reveals “how images, 
photographs, diagrams and graphics also work to create meaning” (Machin & Mayr 2012, 9), how discourse and 
image in journalistic texts articulate and disseminate ideas “in contemporary social interaction”, aligned with power 
and status (Kress & van Leeuwen 2006, 14). 

2. https://www.digi24.ro
3. https://www.libertatea.ro
4. https://lancsbox.lancs.ac.uk
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3. Findings and Discussions
This case study is based on news items from Digi24.ro (n=279) and Libertatea.ro (n=272), extracted from the 
CORECON project corpus. The LancsBox tool identified 44 news items from Digi24.ro and 64 news items from 
Libertatea.ro in which the lexeme copil [child] occurs. By manually reviewing the selected content, we found 11 
images in 10 news items Digi24.ro and 59 images in 18 news items Libertatea.ro. Comparatively, it is noticeable 
that journalists from Libertatea.ro included more images of children, relying on their high impact on the audience. 
They are aware that an image can arouse empathy or, conversely, outrage, without the need to read the text. The 
images depicting children in various contexts related to the current Russian-Ukrainian war were grouped into 
two broad themes: Refugees and Victims. The Refugees topic includes news and images covering the following 
topics: migration/exodus to Russia, Romania, Poland, and other countries (parents and children); problems in 
Romania (accommodation, food, protests, discrimination); education (in Romania) and psychological support. 
In this context, “the term ‘refugiat’ was personalized by stressing the arrival of displaced children and families, 
and also being impersonalized in numbers-oriented reports” (Drăgulescu 2025, 65), highlighting how the same 
category is presented both from a human and a statistical perspective. Migration has a significant impact in 
many ways, including a demographic impact. Social dynamics are changing, so urgent measures are needed to 
ensure refugees’ access to social assistance services and to the education system. The demographic and social 
changes generated by the Russian-Ukrainian conflict highlight “the complexity of its impact on communities and 
the need for a comprehensive approach to managing the consequences” (Golop 2024, 9). The Victims category 
includes the following contexts: death, injury or torture, kidnapping, trauma, deportation (in Russia), evacuation, 
shelter, education (in Ukraine), and mural painting. Images of Russian children appear in only two news items from 
Libertatea.ro.

3.1. Identifying the Type of Representation: Narrative vs Conceptual
The difference between narrative and conceptual representation can be summarized as follows: “[...] visual 
structures of representation can either be narrative, presenting unfolding actions and events, processes of change, 
transitory spatial arrangements, or conceptual, representing participants in terms of their more generalized and 
more or less stable and timeless essence, in terms of class, or structure or meaning.” (Kress & van Leeuwen 2006, 
79). Thus, narrative representation captures movement and action, while conceptual representation defines, 
explains, or classifies (a symbolic image, a portrait, etc.). Regarding the types of representation, we obtained 
the following results, based on our set of news items: - narrative representation: Digi24.ro (n=7) and Libertatea.
ro (n=8); - conceptual representation: Digi24.ro (n=3) and Libertatea.ro (n=6); - mixed: Digi24.ro (n=0) and 
Libertatea.ro (n=4).

The variety of narrative (1), (2) and conceptual representations (3), (4), (5) is highlighted by the different 
situations in which children are depicted in the two Romanian media sources. 

(1) Miting de protest al refugiaților din Ucraina față de războiul declanșat de Rusia, în fața Ambasadei Kievului 
la București [Protest rally by Ukrainian refugees against the war started by Russia, in front of the Kiev Embassy in 
Bucharest] (Libertatea.ro, 24.02.2023).5 This news item features eight images. While they generally depict adults 
demonstrating, accompanied by children or not, one of the images depicts a group of children actively protesting 
against the war. They wave flags (Ukraine), hold up placards, and probably shout slogans (facial expressions). 
The narrative representation is evident in this case, in that it indicates an ongoing action. The image has a strong 
ideological and emotional impact, with the purpose of raising awareness among the audience. 

(2) Ucraina a fost atacată cu rachete rusești lansate din Belarus. Un convoi militar lung de 5 kilometri se 
îndreaptă spre Kiev [Ukraine was attacked with Russian missiles launched from Belarus. A 5-kilometer-long military 
convoy is heading towards Kiev] (Digi24.ro, 28.02.2022)6. Narrative representation appears in this news item as 
well. The image of the convoy of Ukrainian citizens entering Romania is dynamic, and conveys the impression of 
an emergency situation. We see that adults and children are moving in the same direction. The image accompanies 
the text to convey not only information, but also compassion for those seeking safety. 

(3) Street-art pentru Ucraina. 15 desene din mai multe orașe, realizate pentru a susține poporul ucrainean 
[Street-art for Ukraine. 15 drawings in several cities, created to support the Ukrainian people] (Libertatea.ro, 
01.04.2022)7. There are 15 images depicting murals or graffiti, five of which depict children in various contexts. The 

5. https://www.libertatea.ro/stiri/miting-de-protest-al-refugiatilor-din-ucraina-fata-de-razboiul-declansat-de-rusia-in-fata-
ambasadei-kievului-la-bucuresti-4459852
6. https://www.digi24.ro/stiri/externe/a-patra-zi-de-razboi-in-ucraina-rusii-au-intrat-in-harkov-un-bloc-a-fost-lovit-de-o-
racheta-azi-noapte-bilantul-victimelor-a-crescut-1852727
7. https://www.libertatea.ro/stiri/street-art-pentru-ucraina-15-drawings-created-in-several-cities-to-support-the-country-
attacked-by-russia-4063340
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first image depicts a little girl hiding under the Ukrainian flag with her toys. It illustrates the symbolic image of the 
child as a victim of war, and not a particular case. In the second image, the child embodies the image of a hero. The 
emphasis is therefore on symbolic identity. The third mural emphasizes the idea of preserving national identity, 
illustrated by the image of a child in the colours of the Ukrainian flag, a symbol of cultural heritage. The fourth 
image is a moral call for mutual help and conveys the idea of suffering. The last image highlights, by contrast, the 
current situation of children in Ukraine and in Spain, respectively. The painting on the wall shows three children 
waving a peace flag on a Russian tank, while three other children run happily down the streets of Barcelona. 
The mural symbolises the innocence of childhood in the face of military conflict, but also the hope for peace. It 
portrays the suggestive image of a child during the Russian-Ukrainian war, transcending the boundaries of the two 
camps directly involved. By using public space, this type of visual representation is also associated with a social 
component that encourages reflection. Mural painting and graffiti art “may touch on sensitive political topics, 
religious beliefs, or social class issues. While these themes may meet the artist’s personal creative needs, they 
can easily provoke public dissatisfaction or conflict when displayed in public spaces.” (Yibin 2024, 92). Therefore, 
even though mural painting is a deeply personal form of expression; by addressing sensitive topics such as military 
conflicts, it challenges the viewer to reflect and to choose between acceptance and disapproval. 

(4) Câți copii ucraineni sunt înscrişi în sistemul de învățământ românesc [How many Ukrainian children are 
enrolled in the Romanian education system] (Digi24.ro, 20.06.2023)8. This news item features the image of a 
schoolgirl drawing the Ukrainian flag on the asphalt with coloured chalk. The representation is conceptual, as the 
image is symbolic and conveys a story about education in the context of forced migration caused by the Russian-
Ukrainian military conflict. 

(5) Ucraina anchetează deportarea în Rusia a peste 200.000 de copii ca posibil genocid (Reuters) [Ukraine 
investigates deportation of over 200,000 children to Russia as possible genocide (Reuters)] (Digi24.ro, 
03.06.2022)9. The image accompanying the text shows a child amidst ruins – a symbolic picture of the disastrous 
consequences of a significant event (a military conflict). This is an example of a visual representation of suffering, 
which falls into the category of conceptual representation. In conclusion, from a comparative perspective, 
journalists from both media sources prefer narrative representation. They present dynamic stories and personal 
experiences of refugees or war victims, including children. 

3.2. Identifying the Type of Relationship: Demand vs Offer
Based on Halliday’s theory (1985), Kress and van Leeuwen distinguish between a ‘demand’ picture: “gaze at the 
viewer” and an ‘offer’ picture: “absence of gaze at the viewer” (2006, 148). If in the case of a ‘demand’ picture “[...] 
the participant’s gaze (and the gesture, if present) demands something from the viewer, demands that the viewer 
enter into some kind of imaginary relation with him or her” (Kress & van Leeuwen 2006, 118), that is “the image 
wants something from the viewers – wants them to do something (come closer, stay at a distance) or to form a 
pseudo-social bond of a particular kind with the represented participant” (Kress & van Leeuwen 2006, 118), the 
‘offer’ picture “position the viewer as an observer only, and offers the represented participants as ‘information’ 
to be taken in by the viewer” (Kress & van Leeuwen 2006, 250), like “objects of contemplation, impersonally, as 
though they were specimens in a display case” (Kress & van Leeuwen 2006, 119).

Most images in the selected dataset fall into the offer category and create a strong sense of emotional solidarity 
and projective identification: “It is then left to the viewer to imagine what he or she is thinking about or looking 
at, and this can create a powerful sense of empathy or identification with the represented participants.” (Kress & 
van Leeuwen 2006, 68). The images that accompany the texts from the two media sources used as study material 
are representative from the point of view of this relationship between the person in the image and the viewer, as 
they provide an additional key to reading the message: - demand: Digi24.ro (n=0) and Libertatea.ro (n=4); - offer: 
Digi24.ro (n=10) and Libertatea.ro (n=10); - mixed: Libertatea.ro (n=4). The Digi24 TV dataset does not contain 
images that illustrate the demand relationship. As for Libertatea.ro, exemple (6) is a typical demand relation, while 
news item (7) includes both types. Examples (8) and (9) are representative for the offer relationship. 

(6) Elevul ucrainean din Iași care a început școala azi după programa românească. „Vrea să devină arhitect și 
să ajute la reconstrucția țării” [The Ukrainian student in Iași who started school today according to the Romanian 
curriculum. “He wants to become an architect and help rebuild his country”] (Libertatea.ro, 05.09.2022)10. The main 

8. https://www.digi24.ro/stiri/actualitate/educatie/cati-copii-ucraineni-sunt-inscrisi-in-sistemul-de-invatamant-
romanesc-2393221
9. https://www.digi24.ro/stiri/externe/ucraina-ancheteaza-deportarea-in-rusia-a-peste-200-000-de-copii-ca-posibil-
genocid-reuters-1962597
10. https://www.libertatea.ro/stiri/singurul-elev-ucrainean-din-iasi-care-incepe-azi-scoala-dupa-programa-romaneasca-vrea-
sa-devina-arhitect -si-sa-ajute-la-reconstructia-tarii-4265499
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image in this news item is of a demand-type, as the student looks directly at the viewer, “realizing a visual ‘you’” 
(Kress & van Leeuwen 2006, 122), but has a “non-transactional” reaction (Kress & van Leeuwen 2006, 63).

(7) „Voi nu sunteți refugiați”. Reportaj CNN despre discriminarea romilor ucraineni care ajung la București și în 
alte orașe europene [“You are not refugees”. CNN report on discrimination against Ukrainian Roma people arriving 
in Bucharest and other European cities] (Libertatea.ro, 07.08.2022)11 . Roma refugee families from Ukraine are 
featured in this news story (six images). In one of the images, the mother holds one of her children in her arms and 
does not look at the viewer (offer), while her younger son, surrounded by luggage, performs a demand process, 
looking directly at the viewer, but without any particular purpose.

(8) Psihologa din Ucraina care face gratuit terapie cu copiii cu autism refugiați: „Dacă aș sta și aș plânge, cum 
aș mai putea să ajut alți oameni?” [Ukranian female psychologist who provides free therapy to refugee children 
with autism: “If I just sat there and cried, how would I be able tohelp other people?”] (Libertatea.ro, 25.10.2022)12. 
The children featured in the four images in this news item undergo play therapy. Being absorbed in their activity, 
they do not look either at each other or at the viewer, hence the image illustrates the offer and “non-transactional” 
reaction.

(9) Traumele provocate de război îi afectează pe copiii ucraineni care au venit în România. Mulți au insomnii 
sau se izolează (studiu) [War trauma affects Ukrainian children who came to Romania. Many suffer from insomnia 
or tend to isolate themselves (study)] (Digi24.ro, 22.02.2023)13 The same type of relationship (offer) can be seen 
in this news item. The image featuring children shows them accompanied by their mothers and coming to Romania 
because of the military conflict in their country.  Both the children and mothers who appear in the foreground of 
the picture that depicts a crowd of refugees avoid looking at the viewer. The trauma of war is not just a statistical 
or social fact, but a deeply personal, internalized experience. The absence of eye contact can be seen as a sign of 
isolation and vulnerability. 

In conclusion, the demand-type images occur only in Libertatea.ro, intended to emotionally engage the audience. 
However, the journalists of the two analysed sources prefer offer-type relationships, which suggests that they are 
primarily used for informative purposes, without directly requiring the viewer’s involvement. The reader or viewer 
is placed in the position of an observer of “objects” or “facts”, displayed as in a museum or art gallery, and is free 
to interpret what he sees as he wishes. Although Kress and van Leeuwen mention that “In some contexts – for 
instance, television newsreading and the posed magazine photograph – the ‘demand’ picture is preferred: these 
contexts require a sense of connection between the viewers and the authority figures, celebrities and role models 
they depict” (2006, 120), the images analysed above demonstrate that, in the context of the Russian-Ukrainian 
conflict, journalists prefer the offer-type, which allows the information to become a subject of reflection for the 
reader/viewer. 

3.3. Identifying the Type of Relationship between Text and Image: Minimal, Close, Transcendental 
In order to closely analyse the relationship between image and text, the extent to which the image complements or 
not the text in a media context related to the Russian-Ukrainian conflict, we started from the three main functions 
established by Marsh and White, based on their analysis of articles from various fields: A Functions expressing little 
relation to the text; B Functions expressing close relation to the text; C Functions that go beyond the text” (2003, 
653). In other words, the three main categories of relationships between text and image were named as follows: 
“(1) Minimal: illustration expressing little relation to the text; (2) Close: illustration expressing a close (highly related) 
relation to the text; and (3) Transcendental: illustration that is closely related, but also going beyond the text.” 
(Cheema et al. 2023, 4). Regarding these types of relationships between text and image, we have obtained the 
following results, based on the selected dataset: - minimal: Digi24.ro (n=3) and Libertatea.ro (n=2); - close: Digi24.
ro (n=4) and Libertatea.ro (n=12); - transcendental: Digi24.ro (n=3) and Libertatea.ro (n=4). As can be seen, the 
relationship between text and image is approached differently in the two media sources. Digi24.ro makes balanced 
use of the three types of relations. In contrast, Libertatea.ro uses a wider variety of images, with a high frequency 
of close-type, aiming to focus attention on individual experiences and on real-life situations.

(10) „Peste 700.000 de copii ucraineni au ajuns în Rusia de la începutul războiului”, susține avocatul pentru 
copii din Rusia [“Over 700,000 Ukrainian children have arrived in Russia since the beginning of the war”, claims 

11. https://www.libertatea.ro/stiri/voi-nu-sunteti-refugiati-reportaj-cnn-despre-discriminarea-romilor-ucraineni-care-ajung-la-
bucuresti-dar-si-in-alte-orase-europene-4235673
12. https://www.libertatea.ro/stiri/psihologa-din-ucraina-care-face-gratuit-terapie-cu-copiii-cu-autism-refugiati-daca-as-sta-
si-as-plange-cum-as-mai-putea-sa-ajut-alti-oameni-4320831
13. https://www.digi24.ro/stiri/traumele-provocate-de-razboi-ii-afecteaza-pe-copiii-ucraineni-care-au-venit-in-romania-multi-
au-insomnii-sau-se-izoleaza-studiu-2260247
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Russian children’s lawyer] (Digi24.ro, 31.07.2023)14. In this news item the relationship between the text and the 
image depicting the group of Ukrainian children is minimal. The news item provides information about forced 
transfer, (illegal) deportation to Russia of children from the occupied territories of Ukraine, actions that the UN, 
Ukraine, and their allies classify as war crimes. The image shows children learning by using interactive games. 
According to Marsh and White’s taxonomy (2003, 653), the text-image relationship in this news item is highlighted 
by the “decorated” function, more specifically by the “change pace” function, because the reader’s attention is 
shifted from the forced displacement of children to Russia to educational integration. 

(11) Drama copiilor ucraineni care au fost răpiți de ruși. „În fiecare dimineață, ne forțau să ne ridicăm în picioare 
pentru imnul rusesc” [The drama of Ukrainian children kidnapped by the Russians. “Every morning, they forced us 
to stand up for the Russian anthem”] (Digi24.ro, 27.03.2023)15. As the headline of the news item suggests, this is 
a context where one of the kidnapped Ukrainian children recounts his experience. The video screenshot visually 
conveys the textual information in a televised context in which the child is being interviewed. Therefore, this news 
item showcases the close relationship.

(12) A 79-a zi de război. Ministrul ucrainean al Apărării: Intrăm în faza unui război de durată cu Rusia. Austin 
a vorbit cu Șoigu [The79th day of war. Ukrainian Defence Minister: We are entering a phase of long-term war with 
Russia. Austin spoke with Șoigu] (Digi24.ro, 13.05.2022)16. Example (12) illustrates the transcendental relationship 
between text and image. The news item talks about the deportation of a large number of Ukrainian children to 
Russia, against their will and that of their families, which causes outrage because of the violation of human rights. 
The image that accompanies the text shows a child walking past destroyed vehicles, which illustrates the situation 
described in the text. However, it adds an emotional interpretative value, which enhances the viewer’s empathy 
and fosters a deeper understanding of the dangerous situation in which Ukrainian citizens find themselves. 

(13) Guvernul vrea să schimbe programul de sprijin pentru ucraineni: taie din sumele de chirie și refugiații 
trebuie să-și caute de muncă [The government intends to alter the support programme for Ukrainians bycutting 
rent subsidies; the refugees will have to look for work] (Libertatea.ro, 27.03.2023)17. This news item is characterized 
by the type of minimal relationship. The news talks about the support provided to Ukrainian refugees in Romania, 
about the new draft government ordinance regarding the support for refugees (accommodation, meals), and 
the problems faced by refugees (the very small amount of money granted to them, language barriers, tedious 
procedures – barriers to employment for Ukrainians, childcare and education services). The image that depicts 
the arrival of the refugees in Romania does not directly illustrate the main topic of the news, but it helps hold the 
reader’s attention as long as possible. 

(14) „Încercăm să nu consumăm prea multă apă sau lumină”. Protestul ucrainenilor refugiați în România care nu 
au primit banii promiși de Guvern [“We try not to use too much water or electricity”. Protest by Ukrainian refugees 
to Romania who have not received the money promised by the Government] (Libertatea.ro, 24.11.2023)18. From 
this news item we learn about the protest of Ukrainian refugees in Romania, sparked by the fact that they have 
not received the money promised by the Government, as well as about their hardships and needs. The relationship 
between text and image is close, because the images directly illustrate the protest: adults and children wave the 
Ukrainian flag and display banners. 

(15) Îmbrăcați în haine militare, copiii dintr-o grădiniță din nordul Rusiei fac pachete pentru soldații ruși din 
Ucraina: „Este o misiune nobilă” [Children from a kindergarten in northern Russia dressed in military uniforms, 
make packages for Russian soldiers in Ukraine: “It’s a noble mission”] (Libertatea.ro, 20.11.2022)19 The text provides 
information about children from a kindergarten in northern Russia who, dressed in military uniforms, make 
packages for Russian soldiers in Ukraine. The transcendental nature of this relationship emerges from the context 
of propaganda in which the Russian children are portrayed. Through their symbolic and emotional charge, the 
images used transcend the informative level of the text and contribute to constructing a critical interpretation of 

14. https://www.digi24.ro/stiri/externe/peste-700-000-de-copii-ucraineni-au-ajuns-in-rusia-de-la-inceputul-razboiului-
sustine-avocatul-pentru-copii-din-rusia-2447275
15. https://www.digi24.ro/stiri/externe/drama-copiilor-ucraineni-care-au-fost-rapiti-de-rusi-in-fiecare-dimineata-ne-fortau-
sa-ne-ridicam-in-picioare-pentru-imnul-rusesc-2296933
16. https://www.digi24.ro/stiri/externe/marea-britanie-putin-se-umileste-pe-scena-mondiala-zelenski-afirma-ca-rusia-a-
suferit-deja-o-infrangere-strategica-evidenta-1937775
17. https://www.libertatea.ro/stiri/guvernul-vrea-sa-schimbe-programul-de-sprijin-pentru-ucraineni-taie-din-sumele-de-
chirie-si-refugiatii-trebuie-sa-si-caute-de-munca-4493909
18. https://www.libertatea.ro/stiri/incercam-sa-nu-consumam-prea-multa-apa-sau-lumina-protestul-ucrainenilor-refugiati-in-
romania-care-nu-au-primit-banii-promisi-de-guvern-4729058
19. https://www.libertatea.ro/stiri/imbracati-in-haine-militare-copiii-dintr-o-gradinita-din-nordul-rusiei-fac-pachete-pentru-
soldatii-rusi-din-ucraina-4353308
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the strategic use of children in the context of war, while also inviting the reader to reflect on the mechanisms of 
propaganda during military conflicts. We thus see how images can be used “to shape social practices in the interest 
of the dominant ideology” (Machin 2016, 331). “From the point of view of social semiotics, truth is a construct of 
semiosis, and as such the truth of a particular social group arises from the values and beliefs of that group.” (Kress 
& van Leeuwen 2006, 154-155). 

4. Conclusions
The present study uses Multimodal Critical Discourse Analysis to provide an overview of how the Romanian online 
media presents the image of the child in the context of the Russian-Ukrainian conflict. By examining images of 
children that appeared in the two media sources (Digi24.ro and Libertatea.ro) over a two-year period, we have 
demonstrated that visual representation complements the text, and illustrates the complex interaction between 
journalistic practice and collective perception, in a well-determined political, economic, and social context. “In 
many ways, children merely serve to increase the impact of the overall story”, they are used as “tools to legitimate 
and reinforce certain interpretations” of war or conflict (Ras 2022, 209). In its coverage of the Russian-Ukrainian 
conflict, the Romanian media uses alarmist headlines, dramatic images, and suggestive graphics to build a narrative 
framework that illustrates and promotes a particular political or ideological orientation. The methodology we used 
helped us identify these factors and assess their impact on public opinion. By combining MCDA with comparative 
analysis, we have obtained an integrated interpretation of how the two media sources use the image as a key 
element in their discourse on the Russian-Ukrainian conflict. Furthermore, the modality markers have helped us 
demonstrate that “Analysing the use of a photograph means having a greater sociological imagination in order to 
understand the wide discourses and institutional processes and dynamics of hegemony that shape the choice to 
use them. It is through this sociological imagination that we bring the social to MCDA and at the same time allow 
MCDA to offer something clearly unique and exciting.” (Machin 2016, 332). 

The analysis of the relationship between text and image was aimed to highlight the ways in which journalists 
convey particular perspectives to the public through multimodality, while simultaneously engaging in a process of 
persuasion. The MCDA method was applied to identify the major themes addressed by the Romanian mass media 
in relation to the Russian-Ukrainian conflict, namely migration, trauma, education, discrimination, and massacre. 

From a comparative perspective, the findings of this research indicate that journalists from both online media 
sources generally provide the same overall perspective on the Russian-Ukrainian armed conflict: they focus on 
the dramatic nature of the context and on the resilience of the social actors involved. The differences do not 
reveal distinct editorial goals, but rather concern the number of images that accompany the journalistic text and, 
to some extent, the topics presented. Compared to Digi24.ro, journalists from Libertatea.ro choose to use more 
images of children. Libertatea.ro also includes images of Russian children as an element of military propaganda. 
Accompanied by an emotional headline, these images illustrate a journalistic strategy that emphasizes the drama 
of the situation. Broadly speaking, the images in news reports about the Russian-Ukrainian conflict emphasise 
ideas such as victimization or heroism, aggression or acceptance, and convey attitudes such as compassion, 
disapproval or outrage. They can also legitimise certain positions or convey different ideologies related to the 
conflict in question. In conclusion, images can convey complex messages, and a complex analysis must include 
an answer to the question: How is the message of the news item conveyed to the audience? People should see 
in the images “not only the aesthetic and expressive, but also the structured social, political and communicative 
dimensions” (Kress & van Leeuwen 2006, 20). 

The research could be extended to the entire corpus of Romanian news, part of the CORECON project. Such 
a broad approach could provide a much more relevant picture of how multimodality can be a valuable tool for 
journalistic practice. In this way, the news would reach readers quickly and efficiently, and could shape their beliefs 
and attitudes regarding sensitive topics such as: the economic crisis caused by military conflicts, the situation of 
refugees from conflict-affected countries, the educational system, trauma treatment, etc. 
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