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Abstract
This study delves into the visual strategies employed by irregular migration service providers,
commonly known as human smugglers, to advertise their services on social media platforms,
with a particular focus on TikTok. By examining the advertisement hooks used in these visual
narratives, such as promises of protection, solidarity, safety, freedom, and affordability, we aim
to understand how these narratives influence perceptions of migration and governance
thereof. Employing visual social semiotic analysis, this research scrutinizes videos shared over
the past year, offering insights into the semiotic resources that smugglers leverage to appeal to
potential clients. This methodological approach allows for a nuanced understanding of the
interplay between visual elements and viewer interpretation, highlighting how smugglers
construct a persuasive visual rhetoric of migration. The relevance of this inquiry is underscored
by the evolving role of social media in shaping public discourse on migration. Instances such as
the migration crisis on the Belarus-Poland border, exacerbated by misleading information on
platforms like Facebook, illustrate the potent effect of social media in both creating and
aggravating migration challenges. This research contributes to the broader conversation on
migration by exploring the visual dimension of smuggler narratives, a facet that has remained
largely underexplored in discussions about migration governance and public perception.
Furthermore, this study responds to the need for a deeper understanding of how visual
representations of migration can influence societal views and policy decisions. By dissecting the
visual tactics of human smugglers, this research offers critical insights into the broader
spectacle of migration, where certain actors remain unseen yet profoundly impact the
migration discourse.
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