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Abstract	

	
The	increasingly	universal	information	society	has	required	also	the	Swedish	

Armed	Forces	to	participate	in	the	information	flow,	for	example	by	publishing	

images	from	its	operations	in	an	open	digital	image	archive.	With	use	of	the	

image	archive’s	photographs	from	the	Swedish	Armed	Forces’	military	

operations	in	Afghanistan	in	2011	and	2012,	the	study	seeks	to	examine	the	way	

in	which	the	Swedish	army	depicts	its	involvement	in	the	region.	From	a	

postcolonial	perspective,	based	on	Edward	Said’s	notions	on	Orientalism,	this	

semiotic	analysis	examines	the	image	publications	in	order	to	reveal	what	

messages	the	images	convey.	How	are	Afghan	women	respectively	Afghan	men	

depicted	in	contrast	to	Swedish	soldiers?	How	are	Swedish	soldiers	portrayed	in	

relation	to	their	Afghan	military	allies?	Such	are	the	questions	at	hand.	The	study	

makes	use	of	a	methodological	framework	based	on	Roland	Barthes	and	Charles	

Saunders	Pierce	and	looks	to	reveal	the	denotative	and	connotative	meanings	in	

the	image	material.	

	

The	result	of	the	study	shows	a	depiction	of	the	military	intervention	in	

Afghanistan	that	largely	portrays	Afghan	women	and	girls	in	need	of	saving	and	

emancipation,	while	Swedish	soldiers	are	ascribed	the	role	of	the	hero.	

Moreover,	images	depicting	Swedish	soldiers	as	modern,	powerful	and	

progressive	in	contrast	to	weak	and	underdeveloped	Afghan	men	are	also	

recurrent	in	the	material.	The	cooperation	between	the	Swedish	military	and	its	

Afghan	allies	is	throughout	the	material	depicted	in	a	positive	manner,	and	

symbolic	gestures	of	friendship	between	the	two	frequent	the	image	

publications.	At	large,	a	positive	perspective	permeates	the	Swedish	military’s	

depiction	of	its	operations	in	Afghanistan,	and	its	soldiers	are	portrayed	as	

powerful	bringers	of	Western	liberty	and	equality.	Meanwhile,	the	East	is	

depicted	as	all	that	the	West	is	not:	uncivilised,	weak	and	infantile.		
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1.	Introduction	
	
Due	to	the	globalisation	and	development	of	media	technology	that	occurred	

during	the	20th	century,	the	dissemination	of	information	and	images	from	war	

and	conflict	has	increased.	The	increasingly	universal	information	society	has	

required	also	the	Swedish	Armed	Forces	to	participate	in	the	information	flow	in	

order	to	spread	its	own	view	of	events	that	the	Swedish	military	is	involved	in.	

The	Swedish	Armed	Forces	has	several	reasons	to	convey	its	own	viewpoint	on	

the	military	activities,	not	least	to	influence	public	opinion	and	to	attract	Swedish	

volunteers	to	enlist	in	the	army.	The	battle	over	space	in	war	reporting	has	been	

studied	by	numerous	researchers,	not	least	Kari	Andén-Papadopoulos	(2005)	

who	argues	that	the	struggle	for	representation	in	the	medial	realm	can	often	be	

as	important	as	the	warfare	itself.	Andén-Papadopoulos	writes	that	

contemporary	governments	and	armies	act	proactively	to	set	the	agenda	by	

providing	media	with	their	own	material,	information	and	images.1	This	study	

exclusively	examines	photographs	from	the	Swedish	military	intervention	in	

Afghanistan,	published	by	the	Swedish	Armed	Forces,	in	order	to	determine	

what	image	of	the	war	the	army	is	looking	to	convey.		

	

This	study	is	a	semiotic	image	analysis	that,	based	on	a	methodological	

framework	of	Roland	Barthes	(1977)	and	Charles	Saunders	Pierce	(1931-58),	

examines	the	Swedish	Armed	Forces’	image	archive.	The	analysis	takes	on	a	

postcolonial	perspective	that	rests	on	Edward	Said’s	(1978)	notions	on	

Orientalism.	The	notion	of	an	“Us	versus	the	Other”-scenario	has	been	prevalent	

throughout	military	history,	and	via	an	Orientalist	viewpoint,	the	study	intends	

to	examine	how	this	phenomenon	is	represented	in	contemporary	Swedish	

military	image	publications.	Furthermore,	the	study	also	includes	a	feminist	

theoretical	approach	on	the	Western	depictions	of	women	in	the	East	that	is	

largely	based	on	the	approaches	of	Deepa	Kumar	&	Carol	A.	Stabile	(2005)	and	

Lila	Abu-Lughod	(2002).	Through	this	viewpoint,	it	delves	into	the	concept	of	
																																																								
1	Andén-Papadopoulos,	Kari	(2005).	Propagandakriget	i	backspegeln:	en	studie	av	
påverkansförsök	och	svenska	nyhetsmedier.	Stockholm:	Krisberedskapsmyndigheten.	p.	15	



2	
	

oppressed	oriental	women	as	a	motive	for	military	intervention,	and	examines	

the	role	that	women	play	in	the	published	images.	

2.	Background		
	
Following	the	attacks	on	9/11	and	the	succeeding	U.S.	decision	to	military	

intervene	in	Afghanistan,	the	Swedish	government	decided	to	join	in	as	a	peace-

keeping	force	on	a	United	Nations	mandate.	During	the	Bonn	Meeting	on	5	

December	2001	it	was	agreed	to	form	a	global	coalition	linked	to	NATO	that	was	

to	go	under	the	name	ISAF	(International	Security	Assistance	Force)2	and	on	18	

January	2002,	the	Swedish	government	decided	to	send	45	soldiers	to	join	the	

operations.3	The	Swedish	participation	started	off	on	a	limited	scale	on	a	fixed	

time	period	of	a	maximum	of	six	months,	something	that	later	came	to	change.	

On	15	April	2004,	the	Swedish	government	decided	to	expand	its	participation	in	

ISAF	to	150	soldiers	on	the	grounds	that	“The	security	situation	in	Afghanistan	

has	deteriorated	over	the	last	years	in	both	the	southern	and	northern	parts	of	

the	country	as	well	as	in	Kabul”.4	Over	the	coming	years,	the	government	decided	

on	further	expansions	of	its	military	involvement	in	Afghanistan	to	a	maximum	

of	855	soldiers	from	2008.	At	the	same	time,	the	role	of	the	Swedish	operation	

was	also	changed	from	peace-keeping	and	self-defence	to	allowing	“violence	that	

go	beyond	traditional	self-defence”.5	In	2010,	the	Swedish	government	made	the	

decision	to	successively	scale	down	on	its	operations	during	the	following	years	

and	by	2014	shift	the	operations	to	focus	on	civil	missions	and	education	of	local	

Afghan	military	and	police	force.6		

	

																																																								
2	www.un.org	2016-05-15	
3	data.riksdagen.se	2016-05-15	
4	Parliamentary	proposition	2003/2004:71	
5	Parliamentary	proposition	2008/09:69	
6	www.regeringen.se	2016-05-15	
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3.	Research	aim	
	

The	study	aims	to	examine	how	the	Swedish	military	intervention	in	Afghanistan	

is	mediated	by	the	Swedish	Armed	Forces	through	their	image	archive.	From	

Edward	Said’s	Orientalist	perspective,	it	intends	to	analyse	how	the	participation	

in	the	coalition	force	Operation	Enduring	Freedom	is	justified	and	legitimised	

through	the	photographic	material.	Such	images	are,	as	advocated	by	for	

example	Kari	Andén-Papadoupolos,	an	important	part	of	the	propaganda	

apparatus	and	thus	serve	as	relevant	material	for	this	sort	of	analysis.	The	

general	purpose	of	the	study	is	to	analyse	what	sort	of	messages	that	the	

Swedish	Armed	Forces	conveys	to	the	public	through	its	image	publications.	

More	specifically,	the	study	examines	how	Afghan	men	respectively	women	are	

depicted	in	the	images	in	contrast	to	Swedish	military	personnel.	By	doing	so,	the	

study	aims	to	highlight	how	gender	is	represented	in	relation	to	ethnicity	and	

Western	notions	on	the	Orient.	Moreover,	the	study	sets	out	to	analyse	how	the	

Swedish	Armed	Forces	presents	its	military	cooperation	with	the	Afghan	army	

and	examine	how	Afghan	military	personnel	are	portrayed	in	relation	to	Swedish	

soldiers.		

4.	Research	questions	
	

• How	are	Afghan	women	portrayed	in	the	images	in	relation	to	Swedish	

military	personnel?	

• How	are	Afghan	men	portrayed	in	the	images	in	contrast	to	Swedish	

military	personnel?	

• How	are	Afghan	military	personnel	depicted	in	relation	to	Swedish	

soldiers?	
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5.	Previous	research	

	

5.1	Islamic	oppression	of	women	as	a	motive	for	imperialism	
	
Stabile	and	Kumar	have	studied	American	news	media’s	reporting	on	the	

oppression	of	Afghan	women	in	a	study	named	“Unveiling	imperialism:	media,	

gender	and	the	war	on	Afghanistan”.	The	authors	of	the	study	argue	that	the	

argument	of	patriarchal	oppression	was	recurrently	used	as	pretence	for	the	

American	intervention	in	Afghanistan	in	2001	and	that	American	media	put	

forward	the	liberation	of	women	as	the	primary	motive	behind	the	military	

operation.	Furthermore,	Stabile	and	Kumar	offer	a	retrospect	on	how	

imperialistic	forces	in	the	West	have	used	emancipation	of	oriental	women	as	a	

pretence	for	war	throughout	history.7	Stabile	and	Kumar	bring	a	valuable	

perspective	on	the	role	that	civil	women	in	the	East	play	in	war	reporting	in	

Western	media.	Their	study	offers	empirical	examples	of	how	accusations	of	

patriarchal	oppression	in	the	East	have	been	used	to	justify	acts	of	war,	and	the	

focus	on	specifically	the	context	of	Afghanistan	makes	its	findings	directly	

applicable	to	this	study’s	material	and	aim	of	research.	

	
Lila	Abu-Lughod	writes	from	an	anthropological	perspective	about	the	subject	of	

Muslim	women	and	the	recurrent	allusion	of	the	need	to	liberate	them	from	their	

oppressors	as	a	motive	for	Western	military	intervention.	Much	like	Stabile	and	

Kumar’s	study	from	2005,	Abu-Lughod	focuses	on	the	American	military	

intervention	in	Afghanistan	and	the	highlighting	of	oppression	of	Muslim	women	

as	pretence	for	the	invasion.	The	study	deals	with	contemporary	discourses	

regarding	equality,	freedom	and	rights	as	well	as	the	rhetoric	that	has	

historically	permeated	the	colonisation	and	Christian	missionary	operations	in	

the	Middle	East.8	Abu-Lughod’s	cultural	relativist	approach	provides	interesting	

alternative	opinions	regarding	what	the	Western	world	has	labelled	as	

																																																								
7	Kumar,	Deepa	&	Stabile,	A.	Carol	(2005),	“Unveiling	imperialism:	media,	gender	and	the	war	on	
Afghanistan”	in	Media,	Culture	&	Society,	SAGE	Publications	Vol.	27(5):	765–782.	
8	Abu-Lughid,	Lila	(2002),	“Do	Muslim	Women	Really	Need	Saving?	Anthropological	Reflections	
on	Cultural	Relativism	and	Its	Others”	in	American	Anthropologist	104(3):	783-790.	
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oppression	of	women,	and	challenges	the	Eurocentric	norm	that	lies	behind	it.	

The	study	also	specifically	focuses	on	Afghanistan	and	the	ancient	conflict	

between	West	and	East	where	Christian	men	have	ascribed	themselves	the	role	

as	the	liberators	of	Muslim	women.	On	this	basis,	Abu-Lughod	brings	this	study	a	

valuable	perspective	on	the	relationship	between	white	Western	norms,	Muslim	

women	and	Muslim	men.	

	

5.2	Women	in	war	
	
Cynthia	Enloe	writes	about	the	mediation	of	war	and	how	women	and	girls	tend	

to	be	ascribed	a	subordinate	and	passive	role.	She	describes	that	women	are	

often	depicted	as	victims	rather	than	active	agents	in	war	reporting.	Typically,	

the	women	and	girls	in	conflict	are	presented	as	vulnerable	and	in	need	of	

protection	and	relief.9	Francine	D’Amico’s	article	Feminist	Perspectives	on	Women	

Warriors	examines	how	women	in	conflicts	are	portrayed.	D’Amico	describes	a	

history	where	war	and	conflict	have	been	described	as	a	male	sphere	and	where	

women	have	been	denied	power	and	authority.	The	predominant	focus	on	men	

and	male	efforts	has	meant	that	the	suffering	of	women	in	times	of	war	has	

traditionally	been	silenced	or	unspoken	about.10	D’Amico’s	study	provides	an	

important	perspective	on	the	women	that	appear	in	this	study’s	material.	Her	

study	also	brings	forth	interesting	notions	on	the	depiction	of	women	in	war	as	

inactive	objects	rather	than	active	subjects	in	the	historiography.	Andén-

Papadopoulos	describes	a	similar	narrative	in	Swedish	news	reporting	from	the	

Vietnam	War,	where	women	are	generally	portrayed	as	passive,	weak	and	

vulnerable.11	

																																																								
9	Enloe,	Cynthia	(1990),	Bananas,	Beaches,	and	Bases:	Making	Feminist	Sense	of	International	
Politics.	Berkeley:	University	of	California	Press.	&		‘The	Gendered	Gulf’	(1992),	pp.	93–100	in	C.	
Peters	(ed.)	Collateral	Damage:	The	‘New	World	Order’	at	Home	and	Abroad.	Boston,	MA:	South	
End	Press.	

10	D’Amico,	Francine	(1996)	“Feminist	Perspectives	on	Women	Warriors”	in	Peace	Review	Vol.	8	
1996.	
11	Andén-Papadopoulos,	Kari	(2000).	Kameran	i	krig:	den	fotografiska	iscensättningen	av	
Vietnamkriget	i	svensk	press.	Stockholm:	B.	Östlings	bokförl.	Symposion.	p.	123	
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5.3	Information	wars	and	images	of	conflicts	
	
Propaganda	as	an	expression	has	largely	been	replaced	by	“information	

operations”	due	to	its	negative	connotations	that	implicate	lies	and	withholding	

of	inconvenient	truths.	In	the	realm	of	research,	however,	propaganda	is	not	

defined	as	untruthfulness	but	rather	as	“deliberate	and	systematic	attempts	to	

shape	impressions,	manipulating	perceptions	and	controlling	behaviours	in	

order	to	achieve	a	response	that	meets	the	propagandists	desired	purpose”.12	

The	aspects	of	the	information	war	that	relate	to	the	public	opinion	and	the	

measures	to	impact	the	opinions	of	legislators	can	be	subsumed	under	the	term	

Perception	Management.	The	information	war	is	a	battle	for	different	opinions:	

the	global	opinion,	the	national	opinion	and	the	enemy’s	opinion,	and	is	used	to	

influence	people’s	feelings,	intentions	and	perceptions	of	reality	by	selectively	

mediate	or	hide	certain	information.13	States	apply	military	and	political	

strategies	in	order	to	influence	media	channels	to	convey	their	preferred	

messages	to	the	audience.	The	states	need	to	be	perceived	as	reliable	in	order	to	

do	so	successfully,	and	therefore	avoid	distributing	outright	lies	to	the	media	and	

instead	supply	information	that	is	close	to	reality,	but	from	a	point	of	view	that	is	

favourable	for	meeting	their	own	objectives.14		

	

Kari	Andén-Papadopoulos	examines	how	the	information	from	wars	are	

handled,	spread,	described	and	perceived	in	traditional	news	media.	Andén-

Papadopoulos	describes	that	modern	warfare	also	includes	a	war	of	media	outlet	

with	a	battle	over	public	opinion,	both	nationally	and	globally.15	Her	study	

Propagandakriget	i	Backspegeln	describes	how	governments	and	armies	are	

struggling	to	win	space	in	the	media	in	order	to	obtain	the	opportunity	to	

distribute	their	own	view	on	events	in	the	war	and	thus	win	trust	and	public	

																																																								
12	Nohrstedt,	Stig	Arne,	Höijer,	Birgitta	&	Ottosen,	Rune	(2002).	Kosovokonflikten,	medierna	och	
medlidandet:	ett	projekt	om	medierapporteringen,	propagandan	och	allmänhetens	reflektioner.	
Stockholm:	Styrelsen	för	psykologiskt	försvar.	p.	23.	
13	Riegert,	Kristina	(2002),	Kampen	om	det	kommunikativa	rummet:	informationskrigföring	under	
Kosovokonflikten	1999.	Stockholm:	Styrelsen	för	psykologiskt	försvar.	p.	11	
14	Ibid.	p.	23	
15	Andén-Papadopoulos	(2005)	p.	16	
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opinion.16	Andén-Papadopoulos	writes	that	propaganda	often	consists	of	

polarising	the	presentation	of	a	conflict	into	good	versus	bad	and	right	versus	

wrong	in	order	to	win	sympathy	for	one’s	cause.17	Rallying	the	people	behind	the	

military	operations,	and	giving	the	public	a	positive	view	on	the	activities,	is	

crucial	to	a	successful	defence	policy.		Andén-Papadopoulos	also	describes	a	

more	offensively	aimed	propaganda	that	looks	to	cause	division	amongst	the	

opposition	and	demoralise	enemy	troops.	This	aspect	of	the	information	war	is	

not	as	relatable	to	this	study’s	material	as	the	Swedish	military	intervention	in	

Afghanistan	primarily	is	conducted	as	a	peacekeeping	operation,	even	though	it	

was	licensed	by	the	Swedish	government	to	“go	beyond	traditional	self-defence”	

if	deemed	necessary	during	2008	and	2014.18	Another	aim	of	the	war	

propaganda	is	to	unite	the	state	with	its	allies	and	present	a	united	front	with	

well-functioning	joint	operations.19	In	this	study,	this	primarily	relates	to	how	

the	Swedish	Armed	Forces	presents	its	activities	with	the	local	Afghan	military	

personnel.	

	

Brigitte	Mral	and	Henrik	Olinder	argue	that	images	generally	have	a	more	

immediate	impact	on	its	viewers	than	a	corresponding	text	would,	and	write	that	

images	of	war	often	have	the	ability	to	stand	the	test	of	time	and	become	

surviving	testaments	of	historic	events.20	Such	a	view	ascribes	images	quite	a	

power	over	the	defining	of	events,	and	accredits	images	with	the	ability	to	

potentially	reproduce,	or	change,	existing	notions	and	perceptions.	In	her	study	

Kameran	i	Krig,	Andén-Papadopoulos	examines	the	role	of	images	in	Swedish	

newspapers’	reporting	from	the	Vietnam	War	between	the	years	1965-1972	and	

argues	that	the	images	from	the	war	were	reproducing	the	cultural	views	and	

political	values	that	dominated	in	the	West	at	that	time.21	In	this	sense,	the	news	

images	in	Swedish	press	from	the	Vietnam	War	can	be	said	to	have	had	a	

reproducing	and	consolidating	impact	on	contemporary	Western	notions	of	the	

																																																								
16	Andén-Papadopoulos	(2005)	p.	15	
17	Ibid.	p.	17	
18	Parliamentary	proposition	2008/09:69	
19	Nohrstedt	(2002)	p.	24	
20	Mral,	Brigitte	&	Olinder,	Henrik	(2011).	Bildens	retorik:	i	journalistiken.	Stockholm:	Norstedt.	p.	
77	
21	Andén-Papadopoulos	(2000)	p.	177	
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East.	Andén-Papadopoulos	states	that	ethnocentrism	permeates	the	images	of	

the	Vietnam	War,	and	argues	that	the	images	uphold	Western	democracy	as	the	

epitome	of	altruistic,	liberal	values.	Furthermore,	she	writes	that	the	images	

positions	West	as	masculine,	modern	and	civilised	while	Vietnam	(the	East)	is	

depicted	as	feminine,	primitive	and	uncivilised.22	Her	study	poses	as	an	

interesting	example	of	1960s	war	imagery	in	Swedish	news	press,	and	serves	as	

a	relevant	scale	to	weigh	the	Swedish	Armed	Forces’	images	from	Afghanistan	

against.	Just	as	communist	northern	Vietnam	was	considered	alien,	both	

culturally	and	ideologically,	today’s	Afghanistan	is	an	example	of	a	place	in	the	

East	that	is	often	depicted	as	foreign	by	its	fellowmen	in	the	West.	

6.	Theory	
	

6.1	Orientalism	and	the	Euro-centric	perspective	
	

Edward	Said’s	theory	of	Orientalism	provides	relevant	notions	on	how	colonial	

discursive	structures	are	still	present	and	work	to	divide	cultures	in	a	hierarchal	

manner	where	the	West	is	the	hegemon.	Said	argues	that	the	Orient,	i.e.,	the	

Middle	East,	is	created	by	centuries	of	oppression	from	the	Western	world	and	

has	been	used	to	separate	“us”	from	“the	Other”.23	Orientalism	can	be	seen	as	the	

Orient	through	the	eyes	of	the	West,	containing	stereotypes	and	misbeliefs	that	

emphasise	the	East’s	weaknesses	and	the	West’s	superiority.24	Stuart	Hall	

describes	that	such	stereotypes	are	constructed	when	the	holistic	value	of	

humans	are	reduced	to	a	few	essential	characteristics	which	are	then	perceived	

as	constants	or	as	something	natural.	Hall	argues	that	the	stereotypical	

categorisation	of	colonised	people	as	infantile,	wild	and	uncivilised	helped	

consolidate	the	western	colonisers’	dominance	over	“the	Other”.25	The	

relationship	between	the	West	and	the	East	is	not,	nor	has	it	ever	been	since	
																																																								
22	Andén-Papadopoulos	(2000)	p.	168	
23	Said,	Edward	(1978)	Orientalism,	London:Penguin.	p.	17		

24	Ibid.	p.	205		

25	Stuart	Hall,	(1999a)	Representation:	Cultural	representations	and	signifying	practices,	London,	
California	and	New	Delhi:	Sage	Publications.	p.	258	



9	
	

colonial	times,	an	equal	one	where	both	parties	have	an	impact	on	the	perception	

of	reality.	Instead,	the	de	facto	political	dominance	that	Europe	acquired	through	

colonisation	created	a	world	with	a	Western	interpretive	precedence	that	

permeates	also	the	present.	Hence,	Orientalism	may	be	viewed	as	a	symbol	for	

the	power	that	the	West	holds,	and	has	historically	held,	over	the	Middle	East.26	

By	having	a	large	portion	of	interpretive	precedence,	the	West	holds	power	over	

how	the	Middle	East	and	oriental	individuals	are	depicted	and	perceived	in	the	

Western	world.	There	have	been	some	changes	to	this	dynamic	during	recent	

years,	however,	with	Arabic	media	channels	such	as	Al-Jazeera	advancing	on	the	

international	media	market	and	diversifying	the	gatekeeping	of	global	news.27	

Moreover,	the	expansion	of	the	Internet	has	also	paved	way	for	more	

untraditional	media	channels	and	can	in	some	way	be	said	to	have	democratised	

the	flow	of	information	via,	for	example,	the	introduction	of	social	media.	Said,	

with	ideas	born	before	the	birth	of	the	likes	of	Al-Jazeera,	Twitter	and	Facebook,	

describes	“Us”	as	the	West	and	“the	Other”	as	typically	the	Orient,	where	the	

West	throughout	history	has	been	depicted	as	superior	to	“the	Other”.28	With	

this	study’s	intentions	to	examine	specifically	the	image	publications	from	a	state	

actor	as	the	Swedish	Armed	Forces,	Said’s	more	dichotomous	logic	regarding	the	

representation	of	the	Middle	East	in	the	West	is	still	relevant,	despite	the	

aforementioned	diversification	on	the	media	market.		

	

Stuart	Hall	describes	the	infantilisation	of	people	in	the	East	as	an	essential	

aspect	of	the	creation	of	“the	Other”.	The	colonial	discursive	structure	produced	

“the	Other”	as	someone	that	symbolises	uncivil	behaviour,	savagery	and	

oppression.	The	dichotomous	logic,	where	the	West	and	the	East	are	depicted	as	

binary	opposites,	thus	makes	the	West	all	that	the	East	is	not:	civil,	orderly	and	

free	from	oppression.	The	image	of	the	Orient	that	has	been	reproduced	and	

consolidated	by	the	West	has	presented	a	case	where	the	colonised	appear	as	

being	helpless	infants	in	need	of	help	from	their	colonial	masters.29	Through	this	

																																																								
26	Said	(1978)	p.	6	 

27	Robertson,	Alexa	(2015).	Media	and	politics	in	a	globalizing	world.	Cambridge:	Polity	p.	22	
28	Said	(1978)	p.	43		

29	Hall	(1999a)	p.	263	
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practice,	the	superiority	of	the	West	is	created	at	the	expense	of	“the	Other”	in	

the	East.30	Or,	as	Rudyard	Kipling	put	it	in	his	renowned	19th	century	poem,	“East	

is	East	and	West	is	West,	and	never	the	twain	shall	meet”.31	Some	changes	have	

taken	place	since	Kipling’s	days,	and	the	globalisation	has	perhaps	antiquated	

the	notion	of	two	dichotomously	separated	worlds,	but	the	notion	of	a	hierarchy	

where	the	West	stands	atop	is	disputably	non-obsolete.		

	

Edwad	Said	identifies	four	dogmas	that	are	principal	to	Orientalism:	1)	the	

absolute	and	systemic	difference	between	the	West	and	the	East,	where	the	West	

is	considered	as	rational,	developed	and	humane,	whereas	the	East	is	thought	of	

as	aberrant,	undeveloped	and	inhumane;	2)	abstractions	about	the	Orient	from	a	

Western	perspective	are	always	preferred	to	direct	evidence	drawn	from	

Oriental	realities;	3)	the	Orient	is	eternal,	uniform	and	incapable	of	defining	

itself,	hence	making	a	generalised	description	from	a	Western	viewpoint	

inevitable	and	“objective”;	4)	the	Orient	is	at	the	bottom	of	the	hierarchy	and	

something	to	either	be	feared	or	to	be	controlled.32	

	

Gayatri	Spivak	continues	on	Said’s	epistemological	notions	of	colonialism	as	the	

starting	point	of	a	reality	where	wealth	and	power	disproportionately	belong	to	

the	West,	and	argues	that	its	power	to	shape	discourses	regarding	the	East	tend	

to	reproduce	its	hegemony.33	Spivak	problematises	also	well-intended	aid	efforts	

from	the	West	that	stride	for	human	rights	by	stating	that	these	may	also	have	

negative	effects	since	they	depart	from	a	Euro-centric	perspective	on	non-

Western	issues.	In	essence,	she	argues	that	the	West’s	attempts	to	shed	light	on	

human	rights	issues	in	the	East	is	yet	another	expression	of	imperialism,	

regardless	of	how	well-intended	they	may	be.	The	West	is	speaking	out	on	behalf	

of	the	East,	since	the	latter	has	no	voice	to	speak	out	for	itself.34	From	Spivak’s	

point	of	view,	human	rights	rely	on	a	social-darwinist	idea	where	the	privileged	

West	has	the	responsibility	to	care	for	those	who	are	less	well	off.	The	

																																																								
30	Hall	(1999a)	p.	257-259	
31	Kipling,	Rudyard	(1889)	”The	Ballad	of	East	and	West”	
32	Said	(1978)	p.	300	
33	Andreotti,	Vanessa	(2011)	Actionable	Postcolonial	Theory	in	Education,	New	York:	Palgrave	
Macmillan.	p.	38	
34	Ibid.	p.	40-41	
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enforcement	of	the	Western	idea	of	human	rights	is	conducted	by	international	

organisations	such	as	NATO	or	the	UN,	sometimes	through	political	sanctions	

and	sometimes	through	occupation,	as	is	the	case	regarding	Afghanistan.35	The	

Western	norms	and	ideas	never	come	under	scrutiny	and	are	upheld	by	force	by	

the	West,	which	can	ignore	law	and	order	in	the	pursuit	of	a,	in	their	view,	better	

society.	This	in	turn	leads	to	a	maintained	colonial	division	where	the	East	is	

perceived	as	in	need	of	assistance,	for	example	through	the	narrative	of	“white	

men	saving	brown	women	from	brown	men”.36	Hall	describes	such	

postcolonialism	as	societal	changes	that	have	occurred	as	a	result	of	the	realities	

of	the	colonial	era	and	argues	that	these	have	impacted	the	global	discourse	and	

differentiated	West	from	East.37	This	created	a	reproducing	notion	of	a	

homogenous	cultural	identity	of	“the	Other”.	However,	Hall	does	also	argue	that	

this	is	nothing	naturally	inherent	and	states	that	the	definition	of	what	

constitutes	“the	Other”	is	varying	over	the	course	of	time.38		

	

As	an	elucidation	of	the	term	postcolonial,	the	study	clarifies	that	it	uses	the	

concept	in	accordance	with	Ella	Shohat’s	definition:	as	a	term	for	describing	

something	continual	and	on-going	rather	than	in	the	sense	of	going	beyond	as	

the	prefix	“post”	suggests.39	Furthermore,	the	study	makes	use	of	the	terms	“the	

East”	and	“the	Orient”	as	two	words	with	the	same	meaning	and	clarifies	that	it	

makes	no	distinction	between	them	both.	

7.	Material	
	

The	studied	material	consists	of	images	published	by	the	Swedish	Armed	Forces	

in	its	digital	image	archive.	The	archive	is	available	for	use	by	the	public	as	well	

																																																								
35	Spivak,	Chakravorty	Gayatri	(2004).	”Righting	Wrongs”	in	The	South	Atlantic	Quarterly,	
103:2/3,	p.	523-581.	p.	524	
36	Spivak,	Chakravorty	Gayatri	(1999)	”Can	the	Subaltern	Speak?”	in	Toward	a	History	of	the	
Vanishing	Present,	Camrbidge:	Harvard	University	Press.	p.	126	
37	Hall,	Stuart	(1999b).	När	inträffade	"det	postkoloniala?":	tänkande	vid	gränsen.	
Globaliseringens	kulturer	/	Catharina	Eriksson,	Maria	Eriksson	Baaz,	Håkan	Thörn	(red.)	p.	81-
100.	p.	85	
38	Ibid.	p.	90	
39	Shohat,	Ella	(1992),	“Notes	on	the	‘Post-Colonial’”	in	Social	Text,	No.	31/32,	Third	World	and	
Post-Colonial	Issues,	p.	99-113.	p.	101	
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as	the	media	or	other	actors.	The	images	in	the	archive	are	categorised	after	

keywords	and	dates,	and	a	limited	number	of	them	also	contain	captions	that	

describe	the	events	depicted	in	the	images.	All	images	relating	to	the	keyword	

“Afghanistan”	are	of	interest	as	material	for	this	study	and	in	total,	these	images	

amount	to	1,208.	However,	since	semiotic	analyses	are	heavily	time	consuming	

and	in-depth,	the	selection	must	be	narrowed.	Hence,	this	study	confines	itself	to	

examining	images	from	the	Swedish	military	operations	in	Afghanistan	during	

the	years	2011	and	2012.	These	are	the	most	recent	years	that	contained	

combatting	Swedish	military	personnel	before	the	government	began	scaling	

down	on	its	operations	in	the	country,	as	had	been	announced	in	2010.40	In	

2013,	the	Swedish	Armed	Forces	began	withdrawing	troops	from	Afghanistan	

and	in	2014	the	operation	was	transformed	into	focusing	on	supervisory	

activities	to	guide	and	educate	the	Afghan	military	personnel.	Thus,	the	years	

just	before	the	withdrawal	and	transformation,	when	Swedish	military	was	still	

involved	in	active	combat	operations,	best	serve	to	provide	material	for	this	

study.	This	time	period	is	best	suited	from	a	principal	of	actuality	while	still	

showing	Swedish	soldiers	in	active	military	operations.	To	further	limit	the	

selection	of	material,	the	study	focuses	solely	on	examining	images	depicting	

Swedish	military	personnel	in	interaction	with	local	Afghan	people.	A	large	part	

of	the	material	as	a	whole	contain	images	depicting	landscapes,	and	thus	tell	us	

less	about	the	dynamic	between	Swedish	military	and	local	population	in	the	

region.	By	examining	the	interaction	that	is	depicted	in	the	images,	the	study	

investigates	the	way	in	which	the	Swedish	Armed	Forces	chooses	to	present	its	

involvement	in	Afghanistan.	Moreover,	the	interaction	between	Swedish	military	

personnel	and	local	Afghans	in	the	images	may	also	tell	something	about	the	

relation	between	them	from	a	hierarchal	perspective.	Due	to	the	lack	of	a	proper	

search	filter	in	the	image	archive,	each	date	had	to	be	searched	separately	in	

order	to	find	all	images	from	Afghanistan	during	the	said	time	period.		

	

The	selected	images,	depicting	Swedish	military	personnel	in	interaction	with	

the	local	Afghan	population	during	2011	and	2012,	amount	to	28.	These	images	

are	then	divided	into	separate	categories	depending	on	whether	they	depict	an	
																																																								
40	www.regeringen.se	2016-05-15	
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interaction	with	local	military	personnel,	local	men,	local	women	or	local	women	

and	men.	What	does	the	Swedish	Armed	Forces	emphasise	regarding	its	support	

for	local	women?	How	is	the	relation	with	local	men	depicted?	What	message	is	

conveyed	surrounding	the	interaction	with	the	Afghan	military	personnel	it	is	

assigned	to	educate?	These	questions	have	led	the	study	to	reason	for	such	a	

categorisation.	Due	to	the	lack	of	images	depicting	interactions	with	local	women	

alone,	only	one	picture	showed	such	an	event,	the	last	two	categories	have	been	

merged	into	one	containing	all	images	where	local	women	are	present.	Most	of	

these	images	are	predominantly	depicting	women,	but	also	contain	one	male	

character,	e.g.,	a	teacher.	The	review	of	the	material	revealed	that	interaction	

between	Swedish	military	personnel	and	local	Afghan	military	is	a	reoccurring	

theme,	and	the	fact	that	Swedish	military	is	responsible	for	some	of	the	

education	of	Afghan	military	units	made	it	reasonable	to	argue	for	including	an	

analysis	of	how	this	interaction	is	depicted.	With	these	categories	as	a	starting	

point,	the	study	seeks	to	find	themes	that	are	recurrent	in	the	Swedish	Armed	

Forces’	photographical	depiction	of	its	military	intervention	in	Afghanistan.	All	of	

the	images	in	the	recognised	themes	are	not	subjected	to	semiotic	analysis,	but	

the	study	brings	forward	examples	that	are	typical	to	the	theme	at	hand.	For	

example,	the	material	contains	several	pictures	that	depict	some	sort	of	

handshake	between	Swedish	soldiers	and	Afghan	military	personnel,	but	this	

symbolism	is	accounted	for	in	one	exemplifying	image	in	this	study.	The	same	

applies	in	regard	to	the	contrast	of	the	West	as	technological	and	the	East	as	

archaic,	a	theme	that	is	apparent	in	numerous	images	in	the	studied	material.	In	

total,	eight	images	are	subjected	to	semiotic	analysis	in	this	study.	

8.	Method	
	

8.1	Methodological	framework	
	
The	study	makes	use	of	semiotic	analysis	in	order	to	examine	the	images	

published	by	the	Swedish	Armed	Forces.	Roland	Barthes	explained	the	

fundament	for	semiotics	in	his	article	“Rhetoric	of	Images”	in	1977,	and	
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described	the	communication	through	concepts	such	as	denotation,	connotation	

and	myth.	Denotation	and	connotation	refers	to	different	levels	of	interpretation	

of	the	messages.	Denotation	refers	to	the	obvious	content	in	an	image,	or	the	first	

level	of	signification	in	the	message.41	As	an	example,	an	image	of	a	dove	carries	

the	denotative	message	of	a	bird	specie	in	the	Columbidae	family.	However,	due	

to	the	interpretants’	various	empirical	observations	and	experiences,	the	dove	

can	connote	interpretations	such	as	peace	and	tranquillity.	This	is	the	second	

level	of	signification	and	refers	to	the	negotiation	that	occurs	when	the	sign	

meets	the	personal	associations	of	the	interpretant.42	The	iconic	sign	that	the	

image	of	the	dove	constitutes	is	thus	transformed	into	a	symbolic	meaning	when	

it	interacts	with	the	social	and	cultural	context	of	the	interpretant.43	Hence,	the	

interpretation	may	also	be	different	between	different	cultures	and	individuals.	

A	prerequisite	in	semiotics	is	the	notion	of	a	conscious	and	aware	human	being	

that	constantly	negotiates	the	meanings	of	various	artefacts	in	order	to	make	

sense	of	the	world	around	her.	The	negotiation	is	often	subconscious	and	the	

signs	are	man-made	to	convey	a	message	to	the	receiver.	As	such,	the	message	is	

a	medium	that	the	interpretant	holds	the	power	to	decode	and	interpret.44	

Barthes’	notions	on	the	myth	will	not	be	used	or	elaborated	on	this	study.	

	

Charles	Saunders	Pierce	also	conducted	research	on	semiotics	by	presenting	a	

triad	of	icon,	index	and	symbol	as	a	distinction	between	different	signs.	Icons	are	

signs	that	physically	resemble	their	equivalences	in	the	real	world.	The	painted	

bicycle	on	the	cycle	path	and	the	drawing	of	a	male	character	on	the	door	of	a	

male	restroom	are	two	examples	of	icons.	Images	of	people	are	also	icons,	and	

the	dove	from	the	previous	example	is	an	icon	of	its	own	being.	Indexes	are	signs	

that	are	de	facto	associated	to	a	phenomenon.	For	instance,	smoke	is	an	index	of	

fire	and	a	dark	cloud	is	an	index	of	rain.	Symbols	are	signs	that	own	their	

meaning	through	our	social	construction	of	their	signification.	For	example,	the	

cross	is	a	symbol	for	Christianity	and	the	swastika	is	a	symbol	for	Nazism.	A	

																																																								
41	Fogde,	Marinette	(2010)	”Bildanalys”	in	Ekström,	Mats	&	Larsson,	Larsåke	(Ed.)	Metoder	i	
kommunikationsvetenskap.	Lund:	Studentlitteratur	AB.	p.	181	
42	Ibid.	p.	182	
43	Barthes,	Roland	(1977),	Image,	music,	text,	Fontana,	London.	p.	155	
44	Ibid.	p.	156	
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national	flag	is	also	an	example	of	a	symbol.45	Pierce	writes	that	the	symbol	is	a	

sign	that	refers	to	the	object	it	denotes	via	habitual	connections	by	the	recipient	

of	the	message.	As	such,	it	would	loose	its	ability	as	a	sign	if	there	were	no	

interpretant.46	A	symbolism	can	also	vary	between	interpretents	of	different	

cultures,	and	a	symbol	can	loose	its	value	for	an	interpretant	that	is	not	aware	of	

a	specific	cultural	context.	The	classification	of	signs	provided	by	Pierce	is	used	

in	this	study	to	analyse	the	semiotics	of	the	Swedish	Armed	Forces’	images.	It	

provides	an	adequate	framework	for	examining	the	denotative	and	connotative	

meanings	of	the	messages	and	enables	an	analysis	of	the	material.	

	

Much	like	Barthes,	this	study	divides	the	semiotic	analysis	into	different	

categories:	the	denotative	message	and	the	connotative	message.	Barthes	also	

made	use	of	the	linguistic	message,	but	this	aspect	looses	its	meaning	in	this	

study	due	to	the	fact	that	the	images	lack	linguistic	content	and	most	do	not	have	

captions	either.	By	using	the	concepts	of	icon,	index	and	symbol,	the	denotative	

and	connotative	messages	in	the	images	are	examined.	To	unveil	how	the	

researcher’s	interpretation	relates	to	the	context	of	a	sign,	the	study	also	intends	

to	conduct	commutation	tests.	A	commutation	test	is	to	imaginatively	change	a	

part	of	the	picture	with	something	else	in	order	to	reveal	how	the	meaning	then	

changes.47	By	doing	so,	this	study	aims	to	effectively	highlight	the	images’	

conveyed	meanings.	

	

8.2	Methodological	limitations	and	critical	reflections	
	

Studies	that	take	on	a	semiotic	approach	are,	in	their	nature,	sensitive	to	being	

affected	by	the	researcher’s	theoretical	and	empirical	baggage.	The	reading	of	

signs	include	a	varying	degree	of	personal	attitudes,	emotions	and	experiences	

that	influence	the	interpretation	of	the	messages	depending	on	the	reader.48	It	is	

																																																								
45	Pierce,	Charles	Saunders		(1931-58)	Collected	Writings	(8	Vols).	Ed.	Charles	Hartshorne,	Paul	
Weiss	&	Arthur	W	burks.	Cambridge,	MA:	Harvard	University	Press.	p.	2306		
46	Pierce	(1931-58)	p.	2304	
47	Ekström,	Mats	&	Larsson,	Larsåke	(Ed.)	(2010).	Metoder	i	kommunikationsvetenskap.	2.	uppl.	
Lund:	Studentlitteratur.	p.	183	
48	Fiske,	John	(1990),	Introduction	to	communication	studies,	2.	ed.,	Routledge,	London.	p.	63-64	
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thus	important	to	keep	in	mind	that	this	study	is	in	itself	semiotically	

constructed,	and	is	as	such	to	some	extent	a	reflection	of	the	author’s	own	socio-

economic,	geographical	and	ethnical	background	as	a	middle-class,	white	

European.	The	study	is	confident	that	its	readers	will	view	the	analysis	as	

insightful	and	relevant,	but	urges	them	to	not	interpret	the	result	as	absolute,	

essential	or	ascribe	it	generalisability.49	Due	to	this	lack	of	absolutism	in	the	

methodological	realm	of	semiotic	analysis,	it	is	even	more	important	in	such	a	

study	to	base	the	assumptions	on	adequate	and	relevant	previous	research.50	

This	study	achieves	this	by	incorporating	a	variety	of	previous	research	on	the	

subject,	ranging	from	Andén-Papadopoulos’	studies	on	propaganda	to	Said’s	

notions	on	misrepresentation	of	the	Orient	and	Abu-Lughod’s	et	al.	research	on	

oriental	women	as	a	pawn	in	the	game	of	legitimising	Western	interventions	in	

the	East.	The	study	has	also	been	particularly	careful	to	describe	its	reasoning	

transparently	and	substantiate	its	arguments	theoretically.	By	this	proceeding,	

the	study	claims	to	uphold	a	high	level	of	reliability	while	also	arguing	that	the	

questions	it	applies	to	its	material	are	relevant	and	hold	validity.	

	

The	study	also	wishes	to	emphasise	that	it	holds	no	accusations	towards	the	

Swedish	Armed	Forces	for	deliberately	reproducing	stereotypes	and	clichés	

regarding	the	East,	but	rather	examines	its	role	as	a	potential	unconscious	

reproducer	of	an	Orientalist	framework.	This	framework	may	subconsciously	

affect	what	messages	surrounding	the	Orient	and	its	characters	are	conveyed,	

and	thus	how	it	is	later	perceived	by	the	Western	public.	The	study	

acknowledges	that	the	images	may	very	well	be	true	to	the	photographers’	

perceptions	of	reality,	but	nonetheless	accentuates	that	the	photographer	herself	

is	a	product	of	a	centuries-old	normative	framework	on	how	to	view	the	Orient.	

It	also	highlights	that,	however	true	to	reality	an	image	might	be,	it	may	still	

negatively	affect	the	perception	of	the	East	and	contribute	to	reproducing,	and	

consolidating,	the	view	of	the	Orient	as	infantile	and	inferior.	In	essence,	the	

																																																								
49	Björkvall,	Anders	(2014).	Visuell	textanalys.	in	Bergström	G.	&	Boréus	K.	(2014)	Textens	
mening	och	makt	(red).	Lund:	Studentlitteratur	AB.	p.	313	
50	Vigsø,	Orla	(2010)	”Retorisk	analys”	in	Ekström,	Mats	&	Larsson,	Larsåke	(Red.)	Metoder	i	
kommunikationsvetenskap.	Lund:	Studentlitteratur	AB.	p.	215-241.	p.	224	
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study	does	not	question	whether	the	images	do	mirror	reality	or	not,	but	merely	

examines	what	perception	of	reality	that	the	pictures	convey.	

	

As	a	contrast	to	the	dichotomous	logic	of	“Us	and	the	Other”	that	frequents	this	

study,	Homi	Bhabha	put	forward	the	“Third	Space	Theory”	that	suggests	that	

models	that	are	based	on	dichotomous	binary	opposites	are	inadequate	due	to	

their	simplifications.	In	this	theory,	he	instead	argues	for	the	need	to	

acknowledge	each	person	as	a	hybrid	with	unique	attributes	that	vary	depending	

on	a	number	of	aspects,	including	for	example	ethnicity,	socio-cultural	inherence	

and	economical	status.51	This	study	acknowledges	such	critique	from	the	likes	of	

Homi	Bhabha,	but	argues	that	an	Orientalist	approach	is	still	relevant	due	to	the	

largely	anonymous	and	stereotypical	presentation	of	Eastern	individuals,	as	will	

be	presented	in	the	following	analysis	section.	

	

9.	Analysis	and	results	
	

After	first	having	divided	the	images	into	categories	depending	on	whether	they	

contained	women,	women	and	men	or	exclusively	men,	the	study	looked	for	

themes	that	frequent	the	material.	An	overlook	of	the	images	depicting	men	in	

relation	to	Swedish	soldiers	made	evident	the	need	for	a	distinction:	to	

differentiate	the	images	showing	civilian	Afghan	men	and	Afghan	military	

personnel.	The	study’s	categorisation	recognises	three	different	themes	that	are	

recurrent	in	the	Swedish	Armed	Forces’	images	from	Afghanistan	in	2011	and	

2012.		

	

Firstly,	one	category	that	consists	of	images	that	depict	Swedish	soldiers	as	the	

enablers	of	education	for	girls	in	the	country.	These	images	show	Swedish	

military	personnel	both	as	protectors	of	educational	facilities	and	as	bringers	of	

education	in	a	more	explicit	form	when	for	example	handing	out	textbooks	to	

																																																								
51	Bhabha,	Homi	K.	(2004),	The	Location	of	Culture,	1.	ed.	in	Routledge	Classics	with	a	new	preface	
by	the	author,	Routledge,	London.	
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schoolgirls.	Images	of	women	in	relation	to	Swedish	soldiers	are	quite	rare	in	the	

material,	and	nearly	all	of	the	images	that	specifically	focus	on	women	depict	

girls	in	a	school	setting.	The	only	other	example	where	a	female	Afghan	is	in	

focus	is	an	image	that	shows	the	back	of	a	young	girl	walking	on	a	dirt	road	

besides	a	Swedish	soldier	as	if	being	escorted	by	the	latter.	The	second	theme	

contains	images	that	show	Swedish	military	personnel	in	interaction	with	local	

Afghan	civilian	men.	These	photographs	are	in	general	taken	in	rural	settings,	

and	the	Afghan	men	are	often	depicted	while	engaged	in	chores	of	a	somewhat	

archaic	fashion,	for	instance	riding	a	donkey	or	carrying	a	rusty	shovel	on	a	dirt	

road.	The	Afghan	men’s	“traditional	ways”	are	typically	put	in	contrast	to	the	

advanced	military	technology	of	the	Swedish	Armed	Forces	in	this	theme.	The	

last	category	of	images	depicts	Swedish	soldiers	in	interaction	with	local	Afghan	

military	personnel.	Nearly	all	of	these	images	show	symbolic	gestures	of	unity,	

for	example	shaking	and	holding	each	other’s	hands	or	visibly	working	alongside	

each	other.	At	a	first	glance,	the	images	in	this	theme	depict	the	Swedish	military	

personnel	and	the	Afghan	soldiers	as	equal	brothers	in	arms.	The	images	range	

from	portraying	Swedes	and	Afghans	during	a	friendly	game	of	wrestling	to	

shaking	hands	and	sitting	in	a	similar	manner.	This	theme	is	somewhat	different	

from	the	images	that	depict	civilian	men	in	relation	to	Swedish	soldiers	where	

the	contrast	between	the	two	is	presented	much	more	explicitly.		

	

In	the	following	analysis	section,	the	images’	denotative	message	will	be	

presented	first,	followed	by	a	more	in-depth	analysis	of	the	their	connotative	

message.	Images	that	show	a	similar	theme	have	different	sections	for	their	

respective	denotative	message,	but	share	analysis	of	the	connotative	meanings	in	

order	for	the	study	to	not	present	itself	in	a	redundant	fashion.			

	

9.1	Providing	women	with	knowledge	and	emancipation	
	
This	category	puts	forward	two	images	as	examples	of	the	theme	found	in	the	

material.	The	study	chooses	to	present	specifically	these	images	by	reason	of	

their	differences	from	each	other.	One	depicts	the	safeguarding	of	the	school	
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building	and	the	pupils	within	it	while	the	other	portrays	a	Swedish	soldier	in	

more	of	a	teaching	role	inside	a	classroom.	One	depicts	a	male	soldier	while	the	

other	contains	a	female	soldier.	One	shows	a	soldier	with	weapon	in	hand,	the	

other	shows	a	soldier	with	textbooks	in	hand.	What	they	do	have	in	common	

however,	is	the	combination	of	Swedish	soldiers	and	Afghan	schoolgirls	in	

interaction	with	each	other,	and	are	thus	revealing	of	the	depicted	relation	

between	the	two.	

	

Image	A.	
	

Denotative	message	

	

A	man	is	standing	with	his	back	against	a	building	while	keeping	his	sight	into	

the	distance.	He	wears	a	camouflage	coloured	uniform	with	a	blue	and	yellow	

flag	on	its	arm.	In	his	hands	he	is	holding	a	rifle.	To	his	right	stand	a	bearded	man	

and	a	boy	with	a	backpack.	They	are	looking	into	the	building	through	a	window	

with	their	faces	directed	away	from	the	camera.	On	the	other	side	of	the	

camouflaged	man	stand	three	girls	in	a	doorway.	The	girls	are	wearing	veils,	or	

hijabs,	and	are	looking	straight	into	the	camera.	Further	away	in	the	distance,	
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another	young	girl	in	a	black	hijab	is	peeking	around	the	corner.	By	the	looks	of	

it,	the	surrounding	environment	is	dry	and	barren.	

	

	
Image	B.	

	

Denotative	message	

	

A	woman	is	standing	in	a	room	while	holding	a	pile	of	green	books	in	her	hands.	

She	is	wearing	a	camouflage	coloured	uniform	and	has	a	rifle	hanging	by	a	

shoulder-strap	on	her	back.	On	its	left	arm,	the	uniform	has	a	blue	and	yellow	

flag	and	a	coat	of	arms	with	three	crowns	on	it.	Atop	of	the	coat	of	arms	is	a	text	

that	reads	”Sweden”.	The	room	is	filled	with	benches	where	young	girls	are	

sitting,	many	of	whom	have	the	same	green	book	in	front	of	them.	On	the	cover	

of	the	book	is	a	text	that	reads	”Exercise	Book”	in	both	English	and	Arabic.	All	but	

one	of	the	girls	are	wearing	a	white	hijab.	Two	men	are	also	present	in	the	room	

and	are,	just	like	the	camouflage	dressed	woman,	also	holding	piles	of	green	

books.	The	man	to	the	left	is	wearing	a	kurta,	a	long	sleeved	shirt,	and	a	turban	

on	his	head.	The	man	to	the	right	is	wearing	chinos,	T-shirt,	a	Palestinian	keffiyeh	

(scarf)	and	a	bulletproof	vest.		
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Connotative	message	

	

The	camouflage	coloured	uniform	that	the	man	in	image	A	is	wearing	holds	a	

symbolic	value	that	reveals	his	profession	as	a	soldier.	The	blue	and	yellow	flag	

on	the	soldier’s	arm	is	also	a	symbolic	message	that,	with	the	cultural	notion	of	

the	flag	representing	Sweden	as	a	nation,	indicates	the	soldier’s	nationality.	The	

people	surrounding	the	soldier,	however,	wear	different	clothes.	With	

knowledge	of	the	cultural	context,	these	clothes	plausibly	symbolise	the	opposite	

of	the	Western	soldier:	Eastern	culture	and	perhaps	also	Islamic	faith.	These	

antitheses	create	a	contrast	where	it	is	reasonable	to	believe	that	the	people	

depicted	do	not	share	the	same	cultural	background.	The	military	uniform	and	

the	Swedish	flag	differentiate	the	soldier	from	the	local	individuals	and	

dichotomise	“us”	from	“them”.	A	similar	setting	is	also	visible	in	image	B	with	a	

female	soldier	that	wears	the	same	uniform	while	handing	out	books	to	young	

girls.	Also	standing	in	this	picture	are	two	men	who	are	handing	out	the	same	

book.	However,	they	are	dressed	quite	differently	with	the	man	to	the	left	

wearing	a	kurta	and	a	turban,	clothes	that	may	be	perceived	to	act	as	a	symbol	

for	the	Orient	and	connote	to	Western	ideas	on	local	Afghan	traditions.	The	man	

to	the	right	on	the	other	hand	is	wearing	chinos	and	a	T-shirt,	perhaps	indicating	

that	he	is	part	of	“Team	West”.	This	is	emphasised	by	the	fact	that	he	is	also	

wearing	a	bullet-proof	vest,	an	index	of	him	being	affiliated	with	the	soldiers	and	

in	danger	of	finding	himself	in	the	middle	of	a	gunfight.	He	is	unarmed,	however,	

which	makes	it	reasonable	to	believe	that	he	has	an	assisting	role,	much	likely	as	

an	interpreter.		

	

The	soldiers	in	both	pictures	are	carrying	firearms,	an	element	of	violence	that	

gives	the	holder	a	position	of	power	against	those	without,	as	firearms	are	

symbols	associated	with	violence	and	war.	The	weapon	can	act	as	a	symbol	of	

dominance	that	signifies	that	the	carrier	holds	a	de	facto	power	over	other	

peoples’	lives.	The	person	with	the	weapon	can	both	be	seen	as	a	protector	and	

as	a	threat,	but	in	these	pictures	the	soldiers	are	rather	portrayed	as	having	a	

protecting	role.	This	is	conveyed	in	image	A	by	the	soldier’s	position	with	his	

back	against	the	building	and	the	children	while	he	is	keeping	his	sight	into	the	
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distance	against	potential	threats.	In	image	B	the	soldier	is	carrying	her	rifle	

passively	on	her	back,	with	no	apparent	intention	to	make	use	of	it.	The	weapon	

can	also	act	as	an	index	of	war,	much	like	smoke	is	an	index	of	fire.	Through	this	

connotative	meaning,	the	viewer	is	made	aware	of	the	fact	that	the	picture	is	

actually	taken	in	the	context	of	war,	a	notion	that	would	not	be	evident	if	it	was	

not	for	the	weapon.	Spivak	writes	that	western	societies	are	given	legitimacy	to	

ignore	law	and	order	in	the	pursuit	of	creating	a,	in	their	view,	better	society.	In	

this	pursuit,	however,	they	are	likely	to	reproduce	and	consolidate	colonial	

divisions,	for	example	through	this	rhetoric	of	“white	men	saving	brown	women	

from	brown	men”.52	

	

The	building	that	is	depicted	on	the	images	is	a	school,	something	that	is	

manifested	by	the	fact	that	the	building	seems	to	be	a	place	for	school	age	

children	together	with	the	textbooks	that	are	seen	on	Image	B.	The	school	is	an	

index	of	education	and	the	protection	of	such	a	facility	could	be	viewed	as	a	

principal	argument	for	the	Swedish	military	intervention	in	Afghanistan.	The	

contrast	between	the	symbol	of	war,	the	firearm,	and	the	index	of	education,	the	

school,	creates	a	meaning	in	the	picture.	The	soldiers	who	hold	the	firearms	have	

monopoly	over	violence,	and	are	as	such	given	a	power	over	the	depicted	

children’s	lives.	At	the	same	time,	they	seem	to	lend	protection	to	the	children,	

for	example	by	the	fact	that	the	soldier	in	image	A	is	standing	with	his	back	

against	the	school	and	his	sight	towards	potential	threats	against	the	education	

that	is	provided	there.	This	enables	an	interpretation	of	the	image	that	the	

Swedish	soldiers,	and	from	a	macro	perspective	the	Swedish	military	

intervention	as	a	whole,	is	the	bringer	of	education	to	the	girls	of	Afghanistan.	

This	is	made	even	more	evident	in	image	B	where	the	Swedish	soldier	is	in	fact	

handing	out	books,	a	symbol	of	knowledge,	to	the	Afghan	children.	Thus,	this	can	

arguably	be	viewed	as	a	matter	of	Swedish	soldiers	bringing	knowledge	and	

liberation	to	Afghan	girls,	and	connote	to	a	notion	on	Western	influence	in	the	

East	as	being	a	primarily	positive	one.	The	extent	to	which	this	gesture	of	

handing	out	textbooks	affects	the	messages	in	image	B	manifests	itself	when	

conducting	a	commutation	test	by	imaginatively	swapping	the	textbooks	for	
																																																								
52	Spivak,	(1999)	p.	26	
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bibles	instead.	Gone	is	now	the	symbolism	of	knowledge	and	liberation	that	the	

books	held,	and	present	instead	is	a	symbol	for	Christianity	and	connotations	to	

the	crusades	that	took	place	between	the	11th	and	the	15th	centuries.	The	

inclined	reading	of	the	picture	as	depicting	the	West’s	positive	influence	in	

supporting	the	emancipation	of	young	Afghan	girls	swiftly	changes	to	instead	

evoke	a	reading	of	the	image	as	representing	illegitimate	oppression.	This	

symbolism	is	culturally	related	to	the	history	of	Western	Christian	missionaries	

who	were	forcing	their	belief	system	upon	people	in	the	East	with	violent	

measures.	Thus,	the	textbooks	that	are	seen	being	handed	out	is	arguably	a	key	

part	in	presenting	a	positive	image	of	the	Swedish	military	intervention	in	this	

certain	image.	Lila	Abu-Lughod	writes	that	one	should	be	wary	of	taking	on	the	

mantles	of	such	missionaries,	and	states	that	even	the	West’s	human	rights	

agenda	in	the	East	sometimes	brings	uncanny	echoes	of	these	virtuous	goals	

even	if	the	message	is	now	a	secular	one.	The	difference,	she	argues,	is	that	the	

message	is	not	about	the	heavenly	Jesus	Christ	anymore,	but	of	western	gender	

equality,	liberalism	and	democracy.53	Spivak	writes	about	this	in	relation	to	the	

spread	of	American	education,	and	argues	that	it	is	a	form	of	distribution	of	

Western	liberalism	that	in	a	way	acts	to	create	human	beings	that	are	well	

adjusted	to	the	ways	of	capitalism.54	Furthermore,	she	argues	that	international	

human	rights	seem	to	rely	on	a	social-Darwinist	idea,	where	the	responsibility	to	

safeguard	these	rights	is	assigned	to	an	exclusive	and	well-adjusted	group.	This	

safeguarding	includes	a	certain	amount	of	international	control	-	a	control	that	is	

primarily	conducted	by	states	in	the	West.55	

	

The	Afghan	girls	who	are	present	at	the	school	can	also	be	viewed	as	a	symbol	of	

the	process	for	democracy	that	Sweden	and	the	other	ISAF-forces	claim	to	

uphold.	Ever	since	the	Taliban	took	over	the	rule	of	the	nation	after	the	Cold	

War,	this	notion	of	oppressed	Afghan	women	who	are	deprived	of	their	chances	

to	attend	school	has	been	a	hot	topic	in	the	Western	world.	Carol	A.	Stabile	and	

Deepa	Kumar	describe	this	as	the	prominent	narrative	in	American	media’s	

reporting	of	the	United	States’	war	in	Afghanistan	and	list	women’s	veils	and	
																																																								
53	Abu-Lughod	(2002)	p.	789	
54	Spivak,	(2004)	p.	532	
55	Ibid.	p.	524	
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their	lack	of	access	to	education	as	the	main	arguments	for	the	military	

intervention.56	Hence,	the	presence	of	a	school	in	the	picture	is	arguably	not	

surprising	as	it	seems	reasonable	to	assume	that	the	role	of	education	enablers	

for	young	girls	is	one	that	the	Swedish	Armed	Forces	is	more	than	willing	to	

undertake.	Cynthia	Enloe	writes	that	the	mediation	of	wars	often	ascribe	women	

and	girls	the	subordinate	role,	and	states	that	they	are	habitually	described	as	

peaceful	passive	victims	that	are	vulnerable	and	in	need	of	security,	protection	

and	relief.57	Stabile	and	Kumar	describes	what	they	call	a	“protection	scenario”	

that	is	founded	on	three	categories	that	are	intertwined:	the	protected	or	victim;	

the	threat	or	villain;	and	the	protector	or	hero.58	Enloe	elaborates	on	this	and	

argues	that	the	narrative	is	most	often	about	women	and	children	that	are	being	

protected	by	Western	men.59	This	equivalence	is	not	completely	accurate	in	this	

instance	though,	since	image	B	is	depicting	a	female	soldier	in	role	of	the	

protector.	However,	the	female	soldier	is	given	a	somewhat	different	role	from	

that	of	her	male	colleague	in	image	A	as	she	is	depicted	more	as	a	teacher,	with	

her	rifle	idly	hanging	on	her	back,	rather	than	a	fighting	soldier.	Francine	

D’Amico	writes	that	the	role	of	hero	or	saviour	in	general	is	given	to	male	

characters,	and	that	women	in	war	often	are	limited	to	motherly	roles	or	

described	as	someone	who	is	in	need	of	saving.60	According	to	Abu-Lughod,	the	

role	of	the	villain	in	the	protection	scenario	is	almost	always	played	by	“dark	

men”	and	she	describes	a	history	filled	with	examples	of	exotified	women	and	

children	that	are	claimed	to	be	in	need	saving	from	their	dark	skinned	

oppressors.61	This	agenda	is	permeated	by	an	Orientalist	perspective	and	is	

constructed	with	the	West	as	being	the	civilised	force	that	stands	adamant	in	the	

altruistic	quest	for	universal	liberation,	while	homogenously	demonising	the	

local	actors.	Stabile	and	Kumar	states	that	this	professed	motive	has	indeed	been	

paramount	in	justifying	the	American	intervention	in	Afghanistan,	right	from	the	

start	in	2001.62	De	los	Reyes	and	Mulinari	write	that	the	whole	concept	of	

																																																								
56	Kumar,	&	Stabile	(2005)	p.	776	
57	Enloe	(1990)	p.	4	
58	Ibid.	p.	770	
59	Enloe	(1992)	p.	96	
60	D’Amico,	Francine	(1996)	p.	379–84.	
61	Abu-Lughod,	Lila	(2002)	p.	784	
62	Stabile	&	Kumar	(2005)	p.	769	



25	
	

equality	and	gender	issues	in	Sweden	takes	on	a	standpoint	that	is	constructed	

from	a	white	privileged	normative	framework.	This	in	turn	tends	to	stigmatise	all	

behaviours	that	do	not	resonate	with	this	set	of	norms.	Moreover,	they	argue	

that	this	creates	a	perceived	notion	for	Swedish	women	of	being	equal	and	

unsuppressed,	because	it	gives	them	“the	Other”	to	put	themselves	in	contrast	

to.63	Through	a	dichotomous	logic,	Western	women	are	given	the	chance	to	

envision	themselves	as	living	in	gender	equality	since	their	binary	opposites	in	

the	East	do	not	–	“the	Other”	is	unequal	and	suppressed,	therefore	“We”	are	

equal.	Said	touches	upon	this	aspect	as	well,	stating	that	one	motive	behind	

branding	Islam	and	Middle	Eastern	societies	as	illiberal	and	suppressive	is	to	

create	an	ideological	portrait	of	Us	(the	West)	as	the	opposite	–	liberal,	

democratic	and	enlightened.	An	important	difference	between	the	East	and	the	

West	in	this,	however,	is	that	the	latter	holds	the	interpretive	precedence	and	

through	this	the	East	is	only	able	to	modernise	itself	through	a	self-

reinterpretation	from	a	Western	standpoint.64	Andén-Papadopoulos	also	writes	

on	this	subject	in	the	context	of	the	Vietnam	War,	stating	that	a	“cultural	

blindness	masked	as	moral	superiority”	has	constructed	Americans	as	

missionaries	for	the	only	true	path.65	

	

With	knowledge	of	Sweden’s	military	presence	in	Afghanistan,	along	with	an	

understanding	of	the	topography	where	the	country	is	situated,	the	barren	

landscape	that	is	depicted	in	image	A	becomes	a	symbol	for	Afghanistan	as	a	

nation.	The	soldier	in	this	image,	now	a	symbol	of	the	Swedish	Armed	Forces,	is	

looking	out	into	the	distant	landscape	and	assumes	the	role	as	an	invader	or	a	

protector	of	Afghanistan.	Either	way,	the	depiction	arguably	conveys	a	message	

of	the	Swedish	military	as	an	actor	that	decides	the	destiny	of	Afghanistan.	There	

are	no	wounded	or	dead	people	depicted	in	either	of	the	pictures,	something	that	

could	otherwise	have	a	negative	effect	on	the	public	opinion	regarding	the	

military	intervention.	Kari	Andén-Papadopoulos	exemplifies	with	the	scenario	of	

Mogadishu	in	1993,	where	American	soldiers	were	publically	brutalised,	and	

																																																								
63	De	los	Reyes,	Paulina	&	Mulinari,	Diana	(2005).	Intersektionalitet:	kritiska	reflektioner	över	
(o)jämlikhetens	landskap.	1.	Ed.	Malmö:	Liber.	p.	22	
64	Said	(1978)	p.	298-299	
65	Andén-Papadopoulos	(2000)	p.	121	
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argues	that	this	incident	shifted	the	public	opinion	against	the	war.66	It	is	

reasonable	to	assume	that	the	Swedish	Armed	Forces	avoids	publicising	such	

images,	partly	from	an	ethical	standpoint,	but	also	due	to	the	potential	negative	

effect	this	could	have	on	public	opinion	and	consequently	also	the	possibility	to	

recruit	new	soldiers.	The	theme	of	these	two	pictures	conveys	an	optimistic	

image	of	Sweden	as	having	a	positive	influence	in	Afghanistan,	and	it	is	

reasonable	to	believe	that	such	imagery	could	also	shift	public	opinion	in	a	

rewarding	way	for	the	Swedish	Armed	Forces.	Andén-Papadopoulos	describes	

how	the	people	of	Iraq	were	forced	to	passively	witness	how	the	United	States,	a	

foreign	power,	not	only	toppled	their	regime	but	also	raised	the	American	flag	in	

the	heart	of	the	Iraqi	capital,	Baghdad,	-	perhaps	the	most	classic	way	to	show	

everyone	who	is	now	in	charge.	This	is	one	example	of	how	thin	the	line	can	be	

between	being	the	liberator	or	the	occupier	and	oppressor.67	This	sort	of	

contradiction	between	being	good	or	being	evil	is	likely	present	behind	the	

Swedish	Armed	Forces	efforts	as	well,	as	their	presence	is	unlikely	to	have	only	

been	met	with	joy,	but	images	of	more	negative	aspects	of	the	intervention	is	not	

found	in	the	material.	Instead,	the	focus	of	the	visualisations	remains	of	a	

positive	character	-	the	Swedish	soldiers	are	bringers	of	liberation,	knowledge	

and	equality.	

	

9.2	Modernism	vs.	Anachronism	
	
This	theme	presents	a	semiotic	analysis	of	three	images,	all	of	which	contain	

elements	of	contrasting	the	West	against	the	East.	The	material	contains	

numerous	images	that	depict	the	relation	between	Swedish	soldiers	and	civilian	

Afghan	men	in	a	similar	fashion,	and	the	ones	put	forward	are	to	be	seen	as	

typical	examples	of	a	frequently	recurrent	theme	in	the	study’s	image	material.	

Similar	image	examples	of	contrasting	Western	modernism	with	Eastern	

archaism	that	are	not	presented	below	includes	“young	man	with	goats	stands	

besides	soldiers	with	modern	technological	devices”,	“man	on	rusty	bicycle	
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67	Ibid.	p.	138	
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meets	technologically	equipped	soldiers”	and	“kurta-wearing	man	with	rickety	

wheelbarrow	walks	alongside	soldier	talking	on	his	cell	phone”.	The	study	chose	

to	select	the	first	image	below	because	of	the	symbolic	value	of	the	donkey	in	

contrast	to	the	military	vehicle	next	to	it.	The	second	image	depicts	a	similar	

setting	as	the	first,	but	with	individuals	on	foot	instead	contrasted	with	the	

clothes	on	their	backs	and	the	tools	in	their	hands.	The	last	of	the	three	images	in	

this	section	differs	somewhat	from	the	other	two	as	it	contains	a	reflection	of	

power	and	size	difference	rather	than	a	contrast	of	modernism/archaism,	

although	it	arguably	holds	elements	of	the	latter	as	well.	Through	this	selection,	

the	study	presents	images	from	the	whole	spectrum	of	the	theme,	while	also	

including	several	important	symbolisms	to	analyse.	

	

9.2.1	Donkey	and	Shovel:	Representations	of	the	East	

	
Image	A.	
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Denotative	message	

	

The	picture	shows	a	vast	landscape	of	green	hills	with	a	backdrop	of	snow-

covered	mountains	in	the	far.	To	the	left	is	an	armoured	vehicle	that	is	travelling	

on	a	sandy	path	that	goes	through	the	valley.	The	vehicle	has	a	white	flag	with	a	

red	cross	on	it	in	the	back,	and	another	flag	on	top	of	it	that	is	blue	and	yellow.	

Further	ahead	is	yet	another	similar	vehicle	that	is	less	visible.	To	the	right	of	the	

van,	besides	the	path	and	on	the	field,	there	is	a	man	riding	a	donkey.	The	man	on	

the	donkey	is	wearing	a	turban	on	his	head	and	holding	a	whip	over	his	lap	while	

the	animal	is	kicking	up	dust	as	he	goes	forward.	To	the	left	of	the	van	there	is	a	

man	in	camouflage	coloured	uniform	walking	along	the	path.	Further	away	in	the	

distance	is	another	man	in	uniform	carrying	a	rifle	in	his	right	hand.	On	the	roof	

of	the	vehicle,	beneath	the	blue	and	yellow	flag,	is	a	person	sitting	behind	a	

stationary	machine	gun.	The	person’s	body	is	not	visible,	but	the	camouflage	

coloured	helmet	and	shoulders	are.	

	

	
Image	B.	
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Denotative	message	

	

A	group	of	uniform	wearing	men	is	walking	towards	the	camera	on	a	dirt	road.	

The	uniforms	are	camouflage	coloured	with	blue	and	yellow	flags	on	them,	and	

the	men	are	carrying	rifles	in	their	hands	and	helmets	on	their	heads.	In	addition,	

they	are	wearing	various	technical	devices	such	as	digital	watches	and	radio	

transmitters.	One	of	the	men	in	the	far	end	of	the	line	is	wearing	a	small	video	

camera	on	his	helmet.	The	last	man	in	the	line	is	wearing	civilian	clothes	instead	

of	a	uniform,	but	also	carries	a	bulletproof	vest	as	the	rest	of	the	men.	Walking	in	

the	opposed	direction	on	the	road	is	a	man	wearing	a	brown	kurta,	a	turban	and	

sandals	on	his	feet.	He	walks	on	the	outskirts	of	the	road	as	he	carries	a	shovel	

over	his	right	shoulder	while	looking	back	into	the	camera.	The	landscape	in	the	

backdrop	looks	rural,	and	cattle	are	seen	eating	grass	in	the	distance.	

	

Connotative	message	

	

Present	meets	past	tense.	Civilisation	faces	primitivism.	Oil-driven	horsepower	

versus	hay-fed	donkeypower.	West	and	East.	The	armoured	vehicle	in	image	A	

stands	in	stark	contrast	to	the	working	animal	next	to	it	and	becomes	a	symbol	

for	technological	advances	in	relation	its	out-dated	predecessor.	In	the	picture,	

the	two	are	interpreted	in	relation	to	each	other	and	become	intelligible	through	

their	differences.	By	dichotomous	logic,	the	vehicle	symbolises	all	that	the	

donkey	does	not:	wealth,	progressivism,	technology	etc.	Meanwhile,	the	donkey	

becomes	a	symbol	for	the	opposite:	poverty,	tradition	and	barbarism.	According	

to	Edward	Said,	the	idea	of	the	Orient	was	constructed	as	juxtaposed	to	Europe,	

and	attributed	with	acts	of	uncivilised	and	sub-human	behaviour.68	Spivak	

argues	in	the	same	spirit	that	the	global	(Western)	elites	are	given	precedence	

over	the	depiction	of	the	East,	which	in	turn	affects	what	is	said	and	what	is	

withheld.69	The	image	shows	no	conflict	between	the	two	anomalies,	and	the	two	

appear	to	peacefully	coexist	on	the	same	side	of	the	battle	that	remain	present	in	

the	background.	Both	are	two	sides	of	the	same	coin,	although	one	is	poorer,	
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dirtier	and	far	less	fortunate.	The	same	relation	is	apparent	in	the	second	image	

as	well,	where	the	digital	devices	of	the	soldiers	contrast	the	tool	of	the	Afghan	

man	–	a	shovel.	The	digital	watch	becomes	a	symbol	for	progressivism	and	

modernity,	while	the	shovel	stands	to	represent	the	opposite	–	retrogression	and	

stagnation.	This	sort	of	narrative	is	also	described	by	Andén-Papadopoulos	who	

argues	that	images	from	the	Vietnam	War	in	Swedish	news	press	tended	to	

reproduce	stereotypes	of	the	capitalist	West	as	progressive,	modern	and	

masculine	whereas	communist	Vietnam	(the	East)	was	continuously	depicted	as	

archaic,	uncivilised	and	barbaric.70	

	

The	first	dogma	of	Orientalism	points	to	the	absolute	differentiation	of	the	West	

and	the	East	by	reproducing	the	image	of	the	two	as	binary	opposites.	Thus,	the	

East	is	depicted	as	lacking	all	the	positive	aspects	that	are	accredited	to	the	West,	

while	owning	the	negative	attributes	that	the	West	has	disowned.	The	West	is	

depicted	as	rational,	developed	and	humane.	The	East	is	viewed	as	abnormal,	

undeveloped	and	inferior.71	By	means	of	this	logic,	the	notion	of	the	West	as	

superior	to	the	East	is	repeatedly	reproduced	and	consolidated.	This	then	

connects	to	the	third	dogma	of	Orientalism:	the	East	as	homogenous,	immutable	

and	lacking	the	power	to	define	itself.72	Through	this,	Said	means	that	the	

dynamic	between	the	West	and	the	East	is	near	unchangeable	and	that	the	East	

is	trapped	in	a	vicious	cycle	of	being	reproduced	as	weak	and	inferior.	While	this	

notion	is	still	relevant	today,	it	should	be	mentioned	that	Said’s	thoughts	were	

published	in	an	era	before	the	emergence	of	the	Internet.	The	technological	

advances	since	his	book	was	first	released	in	1978	have	arguably	made	quite	a	

difference	in	democratising	information	flows	and	paved	the	way	for	

untraditional,	non-Western	news	broadcasters	such	as	Al-Jazeera,	as	well	as	

given	ordinary	citizens	the	potential	to	reach	larger	publics	via	social	media.	It	

should	also	be	mentioned	that	messages	that	look	to	affect	public	opinion	are	

only	successful	if	they	resonate	with	beliefs	that	are	already	present	within	the	

target	group	they	wish	to	convince.73	The	published	imagery	from	the	Swedish	
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military	intervention	in	Afghanistan	is	based	on	pre-existing	notions	on	the	

Orient	and	acts	primarily	to	enforce	Western	ideas	of	the	East	that	already	exists.	

Andén-Papadopoulos	states	that	precisely	this	is	one	of	the	key	elements	of	

propaganda:	to	create	images	and	stories	that	reproductively	impact	the	public’s	

perceptions	of	other	people	and	cultures.74	The	times	they	are	a-changing,	but	

regarding	the	contrasting	of	modernity	versus	tradition,	little	seem	to	have	

changed.	Andén-Papadopoulos	writes	that	this	sort	of	portrayal	is	a	reoccurring	

theme	and	highlights	this	with	an	image	from	a	Swedish	newspaper	in	1966	that	

depicts	an	American	tank	next	to	Vietnamese	farmers	with	an	oxcart.75	The	

image	she	puts	forward	as	an	example	is	eerily	similar	to	the	ones	presented	in	

this	study,	and	is	arguably	an	example	of	the	portrayal	of	the	West	as	progressive	

and	the	East	as	archaic.	

	

The	landscape	is	more	that	of	a	donkey	than	a	vehicle,	with	grass	and	dust,	and	

far	from	the	paved	roads	in	modern	Western	societies.	The	vehicle	in	image	A	

appears	misplaced	and	indecorous,	an	intruder	in	the	rural	backdrop.	The	flag	on	

the	back	of	the	vehicle,	white	with	a	red	cross,	is	universally	known	as	the	Red	

Cross	since	the	first	Geneva	Convention	in	1863.76	This	is	a	symbol	for	first	aid	

and	thus	connotes	to	peace	and	humanity	rather	than	war	and	hatred,	despite	

being	a	common	sight	in	war	zones.	The	appearance	of	the	red	cross	in	the	image	

creates	a	sense	that	the	armoured	vehicle,	the	intruder	in	the	scene	of	the	

picture,	is	operating	with	humanitarian	purposes	and	against	altruistic	goals.	

The	vehicle	is	present	on	behalf	of	the	donkey.	To	protect,	serve	and	liberate.	To	

pave	way	for	progressivism	and	modernisation.	Perhaps	even	to	make	the	

donkey	itself	obsolete,	both	in	its	physical	form	as	a	working	animal	and	as	a	

symbol	for	Western	ideas	on	local	Afghan	tradition.	Said	argues	that	the	Orient	

has	consistently,	and	throughout	history,	been	depicted	as	backward,	degenerate	

and	uncivilized,	and	its	identity	has	been	described	as	alien.77	The	donkey	in	the	

image	above	can	arguably	be	said	to	connect	to	such	notions	of	backwardness.	In	

the	West,	the	donkey	holds	a	cultural	symbolism	of	poverty,	compared	to	other	
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domestic	animals,	since	it	was	often	used	as	a	working	animal	by	those	who	

could	not	afford	to	buy	a	horse.	Furthermore,	Western	individuals’	

understanding	of	the	use	of	a	donkey	as	a	working	animal	has	arguably	largely	

gone	lost	due	to	the	fact	that	such	practice	is	fairly	rare	in	contemporary	

Western	societies,	and	it	is	perhaps	almost	seen	as	an	archaism.	To	shed	light	on	

this	connotation	to	poverty	and	retrogression,	imagine	if	image	A	instead	had	

depicted	the	same	man	but	riding	on	a	big,	well	fed	stallion.	Horses	are	indeed	

used	to	a	large	extent	in	the	West,	and	are	known	to	be	expensive	both	to	

purchase	and	to	maintain.	Horses	are	symbols	of	power,	and	culturally	hold	

rather	different	connotations	than	the	donkey.	This	is	also	evident	in	the	

association	with	the	word	horsepower	versus	that	of	the	word	donkeypower:	

horsepower	is	used	as	a	measurement	for	the	force	in	high-power	engines	

whereas	donkeypower	is	used	mockingly	to	refer	to	the	power	of	engines	in	

slower	and	weaker	vehicles.	Consequently,	the	donkey	can	be	said	to	hold	quite	a	

decisive	role	as	a	symbol	for	poverty	and	darker	ages,	connotations	that	arguably	

would	have	been	lost	if	the	picture	instead	had	depicted	the	man	on	a	steed.	The	

view	on	such	symbols,	however,	is	ever	changeable	and	Said	states	that	the	

Orient	used	to	be	overvalued	for	its	spirituality,	traditionalism	and	primitivism.	

This	was	followed	by	a	backlash	and	the	Orient	instead	became,	in	a	sudden	

swing	of	the	pendulum,	described	as	backward,	barbaric	and	under-

humanised.78	

	

The	vehicle	also	holds	a	blue	and	yellow	flag,	culturally	symbolising	the	Swedish	

nation	state,	but	the	flag	is	less	visible	and	becomes	secondary	in	the	image.	The	

vehicle,	with	connotations	such	as	wealth,	progressivism	and	technology,	rather	

becomes	a	symbol	for	the	whole	of	the	West.	In	exchange,	the	donkey	comes	to	

symbolise	both	the	nation	of	Afghanistan	and	the	wider	term	of	the	Orient	from	a	

Western	perspective.	The	same	can	be	said	regarding	image	B,	with	the	digital	

devices	symbolising	Western	wealth	and	the	shovel	representing	Eastern	

poverty.	Said	argues	that	the	Orient	is	a	collection	of	stereotypes	and	clichés	

constructed	throughout	history,	which	emphasise	the	West	and	the	East’s	
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differences	in	a	hierarchal	manner.79	Orientalism	is	the	West’s	discourse	

surrounding	the	East,	and	an	influential	framework	for	how	the	Orient	and	its	

characters	are	to	be	viewed.80	In	this	instance,	the	Orient	is	a	man	on	a	donkey.	

On	a	dirt	path	with	dust	kicking	up	around	him,	symbolising	poverty	and	the	

undeveloped	state	of	his	land.	Accommodated	by	the	protection	of	Western	

military	technology.		

	

Even	though	the	red	cross	sends	a	message	of	peace	and	humanity	in	image	A,	

violence	is	still	present	and	revealing	of	the	power	balance	that	exists.	The	

camouflage	wearing	men	on	the	side	of	the	armoured	vehicle	are	all	carrying	

rifles	whereas	the	man	on	donkeyback	carries	but	a	whip	to	force	upon	his	

animal.	Quite	a	fitting	depiction	of	power	balance	that	is,	with	the	riflemen	

holding	a	similar	threat	of	violence	towards	the	man	on	the	donkey	that	the	

latter	holds	against	his	animal.	Max	Weber	described	this	monopoly	of	violence	

as	one	of	the	pillars	that	differentiates	a	legitimate	power,	a	state,	from	other	

agents	and	organisations.	This	monopoly	is	to	be	seen	as	key	to	sovereignty	as	

the	owner	holds	power	over	the	only	source	of	legitimate	violence.81	Hence,	this	

is	yet	another	aspect	that	separates	the	West	from	the	East:	one	holds	justified	

power	while	the	other	is	powerless	and	stripped	of	legitimate	ways	to	regain	

sovereignty.	This	relationship	is	not	all	too	different	from	the	donkey’s	position	

of	powerlessness	in	relation	to	the	man	on	its	back.	The	man	holds	legitimate	

power	of	violence	over	his	animal	through	the	whip,	while	the	donkey	is	left	

powerless	and	subservient.			
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80	Ibid.	p.	3	

81	Weber,	Max,	1970	[1921].	“Politics	as	a	Vocation”	in	Weber,	Max	From	Max	Weber:	Essays	in	
sociology.	London:	Routledge	&	Kegan	Paul,	p.	77-128.	p.	78	
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9.2.2	The	Mighty	and	the	Weak	

	
	

Denotative	message	

	

A	man	wearing	a	kurta	and	a	turban	is	standing	in	the	doorway	of	a	wall	while	

looking	into	the	camera.	On	the	off	side	of	the	wall	is	a	large	armoured	vehicle	

with	two	men	on	top	of	it.	Both	of	the	men	are	wearing	camouflage	coloured	

uniforms,	and	one	of	them	is	sitting	behind	a	stationary	machine	gun.	On	the	

vehicle,	just	beneath	the	rifleman,	a	smiley	face	is	painted	next	to	the	letters	

”Jimmy”.	A	blue	and	yellow	flag	is	attached	on	top	of	the	vehicle,	and	another	one	

is	painted	onto	the	side	of	it.	The	metal	door	in	the	entrance	of	the	wall	is	visibly	

rusty	and	held	open	by	a	small	rock	on	the	ground.	

	

Connotative	message	

	

The	big	and	mighty	West	–	protector	of	the	Orient,	saviour	of	the	East.	Or	as	the	

good	old	bible	so	eloquently	phrased	it:	”We	who	are	strong	ought	to	bear	the	

weaknesses	of	the	weak”.82	A	wall	separates	the	viewer	behind	the	camera	lens	

																																																								
82	www.biblehub.com	2016-06-06	
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from	the	hardships	of	war,	revealed	by	the	guns	and	the	armoured	vehicle	on	the	

other	side	that	act	as	indexes	for	conflict.	A	wall	that	by	its	mere	existence	

becomes	a	witness	of	its	own	necessity.	A	wall	that	symbolises	safety	for	those	

who	find	themselves	on	the	right	side	of	it,	and	danger	for	those	who	do	not.	

	

On	the	safe	side	of	this	symbolism	stands	the	kurta-wearing,	turban-clothed	man	

in	the	doorway.	These	garments	are	culturally	connected	to	Afghanistan	and	thus	

come	to	symbolise	the	man’s	origin.	From	a	Western	perspective,	the	garments	

can	arguably	also	be	said	to	connote	to	the	Orient	as	a	whole,	and	the	cultural	

traditions	that	are	conceived	to	be	dominating	the	region.	According	to	Said,	

Orientalism	is	to	be	viewed	as	the	West’s	understanding	of	the	Orient	since	it	is	

the	West	that	historically	has	held	the	interpretive	precedence	over	the	

discourse.83	In	essence,	the	kurta-wearing,	turban-clothed	man	may	be	credited	

with	whatever	attributes	and	values	that	the	viewer	ascribes	the	Orient	and	vice	

versa.	Thus,	if	he	is	perceived	as	poor	–	the	Orient	is	viewed	as	poor.	If	the	Orient	

is	depicted	as	underdeveloped	–	he	is	seen	as	underdeveloped.	The	actors	are	

reduced	to	being	characterised	by	a	limited	number	of	traits	that	are	amplified,	

simplified	and	depicted	as	essential	to	the	actors.	Stuart	Hall	argues	that	such	

stereotypes	help	to	consolidate	the	hegemon’s	dominant	position	since	it	holds	

the	power	to	exclude	and	classify	others	as	subordinate	or	deviant.84	Said	argues	

that	this	cultural	hegemony	is	a	major	component	in	defining	the	West	as	

superior	in	comparison	with	non-Western	individuals	and	cultures:	the	

description	of	the	Orient’s	weakness	and	backwardness	helps	to	highlight	the	

perceived	superiority	of	Western	culture.85	

	

The	Afghan	man	stands	casually	with	his	back	against	the	foreign	soldiers,	an	

index	of	his	trust	towards	them	and	an	indication	that	he	is	not	afraid	to	be	

harmed	by	them.		In	a	similar	fashion,	the	man	behind	the	stationary	rifle	on	the	

vehicle	is	leisurely	leaning	his	head	against	the	palm	of	his	hand,	an	indication	

that	the	on-going	war	perhaps	is	not	too	present	at	the	time	and	place	of	the	

photography.	On	top	of	the	vehicle	is	also	a	blue	and	yellow	flag,	symbolising	the	
																																																								
83	Said	(1978)	p.	197	
84	Hall	(1999a)	p.	258	
85	Said	(1978)	p.	7	
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Swedish	nation	state.	The	image	conveys	the	impression	of	this	Swedish	

armoured	vehicle	being	the	last	line	of	defence	between	the	unarmed	Afghan	

man	and	the	bloody	conflict	on	his	soil.	The	sole	protector	of	the	wall	that	is	

keeping	him	safe.	Andén-Papadopoulos	emphasises	the	necessity	for	states’	

involved	in	conflict	to	succeed	in	defining	themselves	as	a	good	force	in	relation	

to	their	enemies.86	These	images	do	not	contain	any	enemy	that	is	depicted	as	

evil,	but	they	do	indeed	present	the	Swedish	Armed	Forces	as	a	positive	

influence	in	the	region.	From	a	larger	perspective,	with	the	kurta-wearing	man	as	

a	symbol	for	the	whole	of	Afghanistan	and	the	men	on	the	vehicle	as	a	

representation	of	Sweden,	this	can	reasonably	be	assumed	to	connote	to	Sweden	

as	the	protector	of	Afghanistan.	In	an	even	wider	sense,	Sweden	can	be	said	to	

symbolise	the	whole	of	the	Western	world	while	the	man	with	the	turban	

becomes	a	personification	of	the	West’s	idea	of	the	Orient.	The	weak	and	

unarmed	Orient	that	is	dependant	on	the	big	and	mighty	West	for	its	existence.	

Hall	describes	this	sort	of	infantilisation	as	key	to	undermining	the	Orient	in	the	

colonial	discourse.	The	depiction	of	the	Orient	and	its	characters	as	infantile	and	

uncivilised	constructs	a	view	of	the	East	as	helpless,	powerless	and	in	constant	

need	of	support	from	the	West	to	survive.87	As	the	two	are	understood	in	

contrast	to	each	other,	this	in	turn	means	that	the	West	is	perceived	as	

independent,	powerful	and	vital	to	the	Other’s	existence.	Such	a	pattern	has	also	

been	made	visible	by	Andén-Papadopoulos	regarding	the	Vietnam	War,	where	

the	West	was	continuously	depicted	as	strong	and	powerful	while	Vietnam	(the	

East)	was	portrayed	as	weak	and	vulnerable.88	For	this	reason,	Spivak	

problematises	also	well-intentioned	aid	efforts	for	running	the	risk	of	

reproducing	existing	power	structures.	Since	the	East	does	not	have	its	own	

voice,	she	argues,	it	becomes	dependant	on	the	West	to	debate	and	decide	over	

its	fate.89	The	sheer	size	difference	between	the	two	in	the	image	reveals	the	

power	balance	that	exists	between	them.	The	small	that	connotes	to	weakness,	

helplessness	and	dependence.	The	big	that	connotes	to	power,	influence	and	

																																																								
86	Andén-Papadopoulos	(2005)	p.	62	
87	Hall	(1999a)	p.	263	

88	Andén-Papadopoulos	(2000)	p.	124	
89	Andreotti	(2011)	p.	41	
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independence.	The	two	become	intelligible	through	their	relation	to	each	other,	

and	by	the	dichotomous	logic	that	differentiates	them.	Said	describes	this	as	the	

division	of	Us	and	the	Other,	where	the	Us	is	understood	as	the	West	and	

everything	outside	is	depicted	as	the	Other.	This	separation	of	the	two	has	been	

around	since	colonial	times	and	has	acted	to	differentiate	the	European	colonial	

masters	as	naturally	superior	to	the	Other.90		

	

9.3	Two	Nation’s	Militaries	–	One	United	Front	
	
A	quite	large	portion	of	the	material	consists	of	images	depicting	Swedish	

military	personnel	together	with	Afghan	soldiers,	making	such	a	theme	

significant	to	include	in	the	study.	These	images	show	no	signs	of	conflict,	and	no	

friction	between	the	Swedish	and	the	Afghan	soldiers	is	seen	in	the	photographs.	

Conversely,	the	images	often	show	signs	of	kinship	and	unity,	for	instance	

exemplified	by	numerous	pictures	showing	Swedish	soldiers	shaking	hands	with	

their	Afghan	colleagues.	The	first	of	the	selected	images	below	is	quite	up	front,	

showing	a	Swedish	soldier	together	with	two	Afghan	colleagues	literally	

presenting	a	united	front	while	holding	each	other’s	hands.	The	selection	of	this	

specific	image	is	also	based	on	the	combination	of	the	unity	between	the	soldiers	

and	the	symbolism	of	the	dark	room	behind	them.	Several	other	pictures	also	

show	the	gesture	of	holding	or	shaking	hands,	but	this	is	the	only	one	where	the	

depicted	soldiers	are	also	turned	against	the	camera.	The	following	two	images	

show	Swedish	and	Afghan	soldiers	united	in	sitting.	The	study	presents	two	such	

images	because	they	include	the	same	symbolic	gesture	of	unity,	but	with	

different	types	of	sitting.	In	an	effort	of	transparency,	the	study	discloses	that	it	

has	decided	not	to	include	an	image	example	from	a	game	of	wrestling	between	

the	soldiers	of	the	Swedish	and	the	Afghan	side.	This	friendly	game	of	wrestling	

was	depicted	in	four	images,	but	the	study	argues	that	they	hold	similar	symbolic	

values	of	unity	and	kinship	as	the	images	that	are	presented	below.	As	a	whole,	

the	following	selection	of	images	largely	reflects	the	Swedish	Armed	Forces’	

depiction	of	its	relation	to	their	Afghan	military	allies	in	the	material.	

																																																								
90	Said	(1978)	p.	43	
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9.3.1	Rubbing	shoulders	with	the	Afghan	allies	

	
	

Denotative	message	

	

Three	men	are	standing	closely	beside	each	other	while	holding	hands.	All	three	

are	wearing	camouflage	coloured	uniforms,	but	the	uniform	belonging	to	the	

man	in	the	middle	has	a	different	pattern	than	those	of	the	men	on	the	sides.	His	

uniform	is	of	a	lighter	colour	and	the	spots	in	the	camouflage	are	bigger.	The	man	

in	the	middle	has	a	blue	and	yellow	flag	accompanied	by	the	letters	”Sweden”	on	

the	left	arm	of	his	uniform.	He	also	has	another	flag	with	red,	black	and	green	on	

his	chest	next	to	a	text	that	reads	”Kristoffer”.	The	men	on	the	side	have	a	ribbon	

with	two	stars	on	their	uniforms	whereas	the	man	in	the	middle	has	a	ribbon	

with	three	stars	on	it.	In	the	backdrop	there	is	a	pitch	black	room	with	an	open	

white	door	leading	to	it,	and	the	men	are	standing	on	a	concrete	porch	just	

outside	with	their	backs	against	the	doorway.	
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Connotative	message	

	

The	fact	that	the	men	on	the	picture	are	wearing	camouflage	coloured	uniforms	

is	to	be	seen	as	an	indication	of	them	having	the	profession	of	a	soldier,	

considering	the	uniforms’	closely	linked	symbolism	to	the	military	branch.	

Moreover,	their	usage	of	desert	coloured	combat	boots	may	reasonably	be	

viewed	as	an	index	of	them	operating	as	military	personnel	in	a	dry	and	barren	

environment	much	like	the	one	dominating	the	Afghan	landscape.	Although	all	

three	of	the	men	are	wearing	camouflage,	the	pattern	on	the	uniform	belonging	

to	the	man	in	the	middle	differs	from	the	uniforms	on	the	men	on	the	flanks,	

indicating	that	they	likely	do	not	belong	to	the	same	division.	This	notion	is	

enhanced	by	the	blue	and	yellow	flag	on	the	middle	man’s	left	arm,	a	symbol	that	

refers	to	the	Swedish	nation	and	thus	signifies	the	soldier’s	national	identity.	

More	precisely,	the	Swedish	flag	physically	imprinted	on	his	professional	

persona	may	also	be	viewed	as	a	symbol	for	the	disownment	of	his	personal	

preferences	and	beliefs	for	the	sake	of	his	country.	In	his	duty	for	the	nation	he	

must	comply	with	the	will	of	the	state,	if	not	to	be	potentially	prosecuted	and	

court-martialled.	Thus,	he	is	primarily	to	be	seen	as	a	representative	for	the	

nation	to	which	he	owes	his	allegiance	rather	than	an	individual	agent.	

Somewhat	contradictory	to	this,	however,	is	the	fact	that	the	Swedish	soldier	

also	wears	the	nametag	“Kristoffer”,	which	protects	the	man	from	namelessness	

and	anonymity.	This	is	not	the	case	for	the	other	two	men	who	are	instead	

anonymous	faces	in	camouflage	suits.	The	Swedish	soldier	also	carries	a	black,	

red	and	green	flag	on	his	chest	that	holds	a	symbolic	value	as	the	flag	

representing	Afghanistan.	This	may	be	seen	as	an	indication	of	his	responsibility	

towards	Afghanistan	and	its	people.	The	same	flag,	or	at	least	half	of	it,	is	also	

seen	on	the	man	to	the	left,	signifying	that	the	depicted	men	share	a	common	

interest	in	protecting	Afghanistan.	The	sense	of	unity	is	further	increased	by	the	

fact	that	the	men	are	holding	each	other’s	hands.	This	gesture	is,	perhaps	

universally,	a	cultural	symbol	of	affection	and	unity.	Such	an	effort	from	a	state	to	

present	a	united	front	with	well-functioning	joint	operations	with	its	allies	is	
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argued	by	Andén-Papadopoulos	to	be	one	of	the	key	aspects	of	modern	

propaganda.91		

	

The	man	in	the	middle	is	taller	than	the	other	men,	and	visibly	more	physically	

fit	than	the	two	that	are	interlinked	by	his	hands.	On	top	of	this,	his	skin	tone	is	

also	whiter.	His	tall	and	fit	figure	could	be	viewed	as	an	index	of	his	relative	

physical	dominance,	but	also	as	a	symbol	for	his	dominant	status.	The	Western	

world’s	history	as	a	colonial	power	that	presided	over	the	East	constructed	a	

framework	where	white	is	perceived	as	the	norm.	Said	describes	that	the	

relationship	between	the	East	and	the	West	is	a	relationship	of	power	and	

domination	that	creates	a	hegemonic	system	where	the	West	is	perceived	as	

superior.92	The	idea	of	white	supremacy	was	essential	in	justifying	colonial	

atrocities,	but	the	effects	of	the	white	norm	still	remain	in	modern	day	societies.	

In	many	ways,	whiteness	is	still	viewed	as	a	symbol	of	wealth,	power	and	

dominance.	From	a	postcolonial	perspective,	the	middle	man’s	whiteness	in	

relation	to	the	others	becomes	an	important	symbol	for	his	position	of	

dominance.	This	postcolonial	perspective	becomes	even	more	relevant	in	the	

context	of	him	being	in	a	foreign	country,	and	having	a	dominant	position	despite	

this	fact.	Orientalism	is	dependant	on	a,	as	Said	puts	it,	flexible	positional	

superiority	of	this	kind	in	order	for	the	West	to	keep	the	relative	upper	hand	in	

all	various	different	relationships	with	the	East.93	This	idea	of	Western	identity	

as	a	superior	one	in	comparison	with	all	non-Western	cultures,	or	the	Other,	is	

paramount	to	reproducing	the	West’s	hegemonic	role	both	in	and	outside	of	the	

Western	world.	

	

The	pitch-black	room	in	the	backdrop	may	be	viewed	as	a	symbol	for	something	

daunting	or	unknown.	Darkness	has	throughout	history	been	an	object	of	fear	

and	has	as	such	been	used	as	an	analogy	for	death,	horror	and	misfortune.	The	

image	seemingly	depicts	the	three	men,	physically	united	by	holding	hands,	

stepping	out	of	the	dark	room	and	into	the	light.	Light,	the	binary	opposite	of	

darkness,	thus	symbolically	represents	all	that	the	darkness	does	not:	the	
																																																								
91	Nohrstedt	(2002)	p.	24	
92	Said	(1978)	p.	5	
93	Ibid.	p.	7	
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known,	the	root	of	life	and	the	source	of	fortune.	As	a	commutation	test,	visualise	

the	men	with	their	backs	turned	against	the	camera	and	on	their	way	into	the	

darkness	instead	of	just	having	come	out	of	it.	The	symbolism	of	light	versus	

darkness	stays	the	same,	but	this	time	the	middle	soldier	is	seen	escorting	the	

Afghan	soldiers	into	the	dark	instead	of	the	other	way	around.	With	the	middle	

soldier	as	a	representative	for	Sweden,	and	the	West	as	whole,	the	reading	of	the	

image	can	be	elevated	to	bring	forward	connotations	of	the	West	as	dragging	the	

East	into	misfortune,	death	and	despair.	The	conveyed	message	swiftly	becomes	

one	with	negative	connotations	rather	than	positive	ones,	and	the	viewer	would	

hence	be	inclined	to	adopt	a	negative	opinion	on	the	military	intervention.	

Therefore,	the	pitch-black	room	can	be	seen	as	an	important	element	in	the	

picture	for	spreading	a	positive	message	about	the	intervention,	as	long	as	the	

Swedish	soldier	is	perceived	to	be	on	the	right	side	of	this	symbolism	–	bringing	

light	and	fortune	to	the	Afghan	people	rather	than	darkness,	death	and	despair.	

	

The	men’s	gesture	of	holding	hands	can,	in	a	more	figurative	sense,	be	perceived	

as	a	token	of	unity	and	kinship	between	them.	In	light	of	the	earlier	argument	

regarding	the	men’s	appearances	as	representatives	of	nations	rather	than	their	

own	personas,	this	unity	could	be	elevated	to	symbolise	the	alliance	between	the	

Swedish	government	and	its	Afghan	counterpart.	The	Swedish	representative	in	

the	middle	has	his	arms	in	the	forefront	and	holds	the	Afghan	men’s	hands	in	a	

manner	that	suggests	that	he	is	leading	them	out	of	the	darkness.	This	connotes	

to	an	idea	of	the	white	man	as	the	revelator	and	the	bringer	of	light:	a	saviour	

that	sweeps	in	and	rescues	the	Orient	from	its	hardships	This	case	of	the	West	as	

the	protector	has	also	been	used	throughout	history	as	an	argument	for	Western	

influence	and	intervention.	For	example,	Said	mentions	how	France	exclaimed	

itself	as	the	protector	of	Christian	minorities	in	the	Orient	during	the	early	20th	

century.94	Paul	Leroy-Beaulieu,	as	cited	by	Said,	further	developed	such	thoughts	

on	a	society’s	protection	of	its	colonies	stating	that	it	seeks	to	procreate,	protect	

and	bring	virility	to	this	new	society	to	which	it	has	given	birth.95	This	

perspective	on	the	West	as	a	self-acclaimed,	almost	fatherly,	leader	can	arguably	

																																																								
94	Said	(1978)	p.	220	
95	Ibid.	p.	219	
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be	said	to	connect	to	the	image	above	where	the	representative	for	the	West	is	

depicted	as	a	central	authority	to	the	two	on	his	side.	On	another	level,	the	image	

could	even	be	understood	as	conveying	the	message	of	a	father	holding	the	

hands	of	his	sons	while	guiding	and	leading	the	way.	The	West	as	a	supporting	

force	for	the	survival	of	the	more	immature.	Said	describes	how	a	line	has	

historically	been	drawn	between	the	continents	of	Europe	(West)	and	Asia	(East)	

where	the	West	has	been	seen	as	powerful	and	articulate	whereas	Asia	has	been	

viewed	as	defeated	and	distant.96	The	West	is	perceived	as	rational	and	stable	

while	the	East	is	depicted	as	irrational,	juvenile	and	unstable.	The	semantics	of	

these	descriptions	connote	to	a	differentiation	between	the	mature	and	the	

juvenile,	where	the	East	is	viewed	as	having	the	attributes	of	an	infant.	In	turn,	

the	West	is	characterised	more	in	terms	of	having	the	maturity	of	a	father	figure.	

Such	a	pattern	can	arguably	be	said	to	permeate	also	the	image	at	hand.	

	

9.3.2	United	in	Sitting	–	United	in	War	

	
Image	A.	

	

	

																																																								
96	Said	(1978)	p.	57	
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Denotative	message	

	

Four	men	are	sitting	with	their	fronts	facing	the	camera	while	keeping	their	eyes	

on	something	behind	the	cameraman.	The	men	are	all	dressed	in	camouflage	

coloured	uniforms	and	have	sturdy	boots	on	their	feet.	Three	of	the	men	are	

sitting	in	the	same	fashion,	with	their	right	leg	crossed	over	their	left	one.	The	

men’s	uniforms	differ	somewhat	in	colour	and	pattern,	but	all	of	them	have	a	

black,	red	and	green	flag	somewhere.	The	uniform	on	the	man	to	the	left	is	of	a	

lighter	colour,	and	also	has	a	blue	and	yellow	flag	on	its	chest	as	well	as	a	text	

that	reads	”Robin”	in	both	Swedish	and	Arabic.	In	his	right	hand,	he	is	holding	a	

metallic	mug.	On	some	parts	of	the	wall	behind	the	men,	the	paint	has	cracked	

and	reveals	the	concrete	foundation	beneath	it.	All	men	except	one	have	visible	

ribbons	on	their	uniforms	with	different	motives	on	them.	The	man	in	the	lighter	

coloured	uniform	has	a	ribbon	with	two	stars	on	it	whereas	the	man	to	his	right	

has	a	ribbon	with	one	star	atop	of	two	crossed	swords.	The	man	on	the	far	right	

has	a	ribbon	with	four	triangular	lines	with	two	horizontal	lines	under	it.	There	

is	a	bright	light	coming	from	the	window	behind	the	men.	

	

	
Image	B.	
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Denotative	message	

	

Three	men	dressed	in	uniforms	are	sitting	in	a	cross-legged	position.	Two	of	the	

men	are	sitting	on	a	mattress	on	the	floor	while	the	third	is	sitting	on	a	carpet.	

The	men	to	the	left	are	wearing	a	darker	coloured	uniform	than	the	man	to	the	

right	and	their	uniforms	have	a	black,	red	and	green	flag	on	it.	The	man	to	the	

right	has	the	same	flag	on	his	uniform	as	well	as	a	blue	and	yellow	flag	that	sits	

atop	of	letters	reading	”Sweden”.	In	his	lap	there	is	a	plastic	box	of	snuff	tobacco.	

The	backdrop	consists	of	a	mint	green	concrete	wall	with	a	few	cracks	in	it.	On	

the	wall	is	a	power	outlet	with	a	charger	stuck	in	it.	The	man	in	the	lighter	

coloured	uniform	has	a	ribbon	with	three	stars	on	it	whereas	the	man	to	his	left	

has	a	ribbon	with	one	star	atop	of	two	horizontal	lines.	The	man	on	the	far	left	

has	a	ribbon	with	two	stars	atop	a	horizontal	line.	

	

Connotative	message	

	

The	images	hold	the	political	signal	value	of	standing	united,	but	in	a	comfortably	

seated	version.	The	camouflage	coloured	uniforms	symbolise	the	men’s	military	

association.	The	black,	red	and	green	flag	symbolises	their	connection	to	the	

country	of	Afghanistan.	United	in	profession,	united	in	cause.	Differentiating	the	

men	from	each	other	is	the	colour	of	the	uniforms	as	well	as	the	blue	and	yellow	

flag	that	symbolises	two	of	the	men’s	(left	man	in	image	A	and	right	man	in	

image	B)	affiliation	to	the	Swedish	nation	state.	Some	of	the	men	wear	tags	

stating	their	names,	and	are	thus	lifted	from	the	anonymity	suffered	by	the	

others.	Andén-Papadopoulos	describes	personification	of	a	state’s	own	soldiers	

as	an	important	aspect	for	giving	the	public	a	human	face	to	relate	to.	For	the	

viewers	to	be	able	to	recognise	the	Swedish	soldiers	names	could	work	in	a	

personifying	way	and	create	a	more	intimate	bond	for	the	viewers.97	However,	

these	men	are	also	suffering	from	a	fair	amount	of	facelessness	considering	that	

they	are	first	and	foremost	representatives	for	their	respective	nation’s	

militaries	rather	than	their	own	individual	personas.	In	their	profession	as	

soldiers,	the	men	have	likely	had	to	disown	some	of	their	own	beliefs	and	
																																																								
97	Andén-Papadopoulos	(2005)	p.	144	
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adopted	the	will	of	the	institution	they	belong	to.	The	ribbon	on	the	men’s	

uniforms	are	symbols	that	reflect	their	military	ranks,	and	as	such	also	their	

value	in	the	context	of	them	being	soldiers.	Interestingly	enough,	the	man	with	

the	lowest	military	rank	on	image	B	also	gets	to	sit	directly	on	the	carpet,	

compared	to	the	higher	ranked	soldiers	who	sit	on	a	mattress.	His	ribbon,	with	

two	stars	atop	a	horizontal	line,	is	a	symbol	for	him	being	a	first	grade	Lieutenant	

in	the	Afghan	army	whereas	his	Afghan	colleague	wears	a	symbol	that	indicates	

his	rank	as	a	Junior	Captain.98	The	Swedish	soldier	on	the	far	right	has	a	military	

rank	that	symbolises	his	role	as	a	Captain	in	the	Swedish	army.99	Symbols	may	

however	loose	their	value	if	the	viewer	does	not	understand	the	cultural	context	

of	the	symbolism.100	The	symbolism	in	the	badges	of	rank	is	only	visible	for	those	

who	understand	the	military	cultural	context	in	which	they	own	their	meaning,	

and	this	is	likely	not	the	case	for	most	of	the	general	Swedish	public.		

	

The	carpet	that	the	men	are	sitting	cross-legged,	tailor-style,	on	in	image	B	has	a	

pattern	that	is	culturally	associated	to	the	Orient	and	thus	connote	to	this	

geographical	region.	The	carpet	is	machine	made	and	is	not	linked	to	any	certain	

regional	style,	but	is	rather	a	general	interpretation	of	styles	from	numerous	

different	regions	in	the	East.101	For	the	viewer,	the	carpet	becomes	a	symbol	for	

the	Orient,	not	least	with	knowledge	of	the	context	in	which	the	picture	is	taken.	

On	the	other	side	of	this	spectrum	of	geographical	symbolism	is	the	plastic	box	of	

snuff	tobacco	that	is	seen	in	the	lap	of	the	soldier	to	the	right.	The	snuff	tobacco	

is	to	a	fairly	large	extent	considered	to	be	a	token	of	Swedish	culture,	and	hence	

acts	as	a	symbol	for	such	in	the	image	at	hand.	This	symbolism	is	confirmed	by	a	

study	on	attitudes	towards	snuff	tobacco,	based	on	group	interviews	and	

published	in	BMC	Public	Health,	that	states	that	the	respondents	repeatedly	

mentioned	snuff	tobacco	as	something	genuinely	Swedish.	Moreover,	the	

respondents	also	described	snuff	tobacco	use	as	something	belonging	to	“our	

culture”	and	the	general	opinion	amongst	them	was	that	no	immigrants	used	

																																																								
98	www.uniforminsignia.org	2016-06-19	
99	www.uniforminsignia.org	2016-06-19	
100	Pierce	(1931-58)	p.	2304	
101	According	to	interview	on	5	June	2016	with	Magnus	Svensson,	Swedish	specialist	on	Oriental	
rugs	and	owner	of	the	antique	oriental	rug	company	Streco	Orientmattor.	
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snus	in	Sweden.102	Hence,	the	snuff	tobacco	box	can	arguably	be	said	to	connote	

to	a	notion	of	Swedish	culture	and	stand	as	a	symbol	for	national	tradition.	The	

study	also	showed	that	snuff	tobacco	is	closely	linked	to	a	perception	of	

manliness.	It	was	found	that	the	respondents	saw	the	use	of	snuff	tobacco	as	a	

demonstration	of	“being	a	real	man”	and	identified	it	as	a	symbol	of	

masculinity.103	It	is	reasonable	to	assume	that	similar	connotations	surrounding	

snuff	tobacco	use	are	present	amongst	the	public	at	large,	thus	making	the	plastic	

box	in	the	image	a	symbol	for	a	Swedish	perception	of	manliness	as	well	as	

swedishness.	Francine	D’Amico	writes	that	the	support	for	masculine	fighter	

ideals	is	widespread,	and	states	that	the	arena	of	war	is	a	fundamentally	

masculine	one.104	The	plastic	box	of	snuff	tobacco	could	be	viewed	as	one	

symbolical	example	of	that	precise	masculinity.	

	

The	cracks	on	the	wall	that	are	seen	on	both	pictures	could	arguably	be	viewed	

as	a	connotation	to	poverty	or	some	sort	of	scarcity	of	resources.	It	is	not	an	

index	of	the	same	since	the	cracks	are	not	by	necessity	there	due	to	lack	of	means	

to	fix	them,	but	a	viewer	is	still	likely	to	perceive	them	as	a	symbol	of	

insufficiency.	The	charger	in	the	power	outlet,	however,	is	an	index	of	there	

being	electricity	in	the	house	where	the	photograph	is	taken.	If	this	would	not	

had	been	the	case,	the	light	on	the	charger	would	not	have	been	shining.	This	

notion	of	there	being	access	to	electricity	in	the	house	could	also	be	seen	as	a	

symbol	for	some	sort	of	modernism,	at	least	compared	to	the	other	images	in	this	

study	that	present	Afghanistan	as	anachronistic	and	undeveloped.	Interestingly,	

this	is	disputably	the	first	symbol	for	some	sort	of	developed	technology	that	is	

depicted	in	connection	to	Afghan	people	in	this	study’s	material.	The	bright	light	

that	is	streaming	in	through	the	window	behind	the	soldiers	in	image	A	is	an	

index	of	it	being	daytime	at	the	moment	that	the	photograph	was	taken,	but	it	

could	also	hold	the	value	of	light	in	a	more	symbolic	fashion.	Light	that,	as	

opposed	to	darkness,	carries	positive	connotations	of	life	and	bliss.			

																																																								
102	Edvardsson	et	al.	(2012)	“Snus	user	identity	and	addiction.	A	Swedish	focus	group	study	on	
adolescents”,	BMC	Public	Health	2012:12:975.	p.	5	
103	Ibid.	p.	6	
104	D’Amico,	Francine	(1996)	p.	379–84.	
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10.	Conclusions	
	

In	order	to	present	the	conclusions	of	the	semiotic	analysis,	the	study	will	

reconnect	to	the	research	questions	presented	in	the	beginning	of	the	thesis.	The	

conclusion	contains	brief	expositions	from	the	study	and	presents	the	key	

findings	in	the	studied	material	in	a	concise	manner.	In	the	end	of	this	section,	

the	study	will	present	a	more	overall	conclusion	and	provide	some	final	words	

on	its	findings.		

	

• How	are	Afghan	women	portrayed	in	the	images	in	relation	to	

Swedish	military	personnel?	

	

First	of	all,	pictures	containing	solely	Afghan	women	and	girls	in	connection	to	

Swedish	soldiers	are	rare	in	the	studied	material.	This	may	partly	be	explained	

by	local	customs	and	traditions	that	to	some	extent	can	be	said	to	limit	Afghan	

women’s	freedom	of	movement.	It	could	also	be	explained	as	having	to	do	with	

the	fact	that	war,	as	argued	by	for	example	Cynthia	Enloe	and	Francine	D’Amico,	

is	described	as	a	predominantly	male	business.	Since	the	Swedish	soldiers	then	

are	more	likely	to	interact	with	local	Afghan	men,	the	women	and	girls	run	the	

risk	of	being	made	invisible.	This	is	described	as	a	general	problem	for	women	

and	girls	in	conflict	zones,	whose	problems	and	grief	are	often	left	unaccounted	

for.105	The	females	that	do	appear	in	the	studied	images	are	presented	in	line	

with	the	protection	scenario,	as	individuals	in	need	of	relief,	security	and	

protection	by	help	of	the	Swedish	soldiers.		

	

A	recurrent	narrative	in	the	images	is	that	of	Swedish	soldiers	providing	Afghan	

girls	with	empowerment	and	emancipation	by	securing	and	supporting	their	

right	to	education,	as	stated	in	the	United	Nations’	International	Child	

Convention.	This	connects	to	Kumar	and	Stabile	as	well	as	Lila	Abu-Lughod,	who	

argue	that	this	cause	of	providing	emancipation	and	equality	for	women	in	the	

East	has	been	prevalent	as	a	motive	for	Western	military	intervention	

																																																								
105	D’Amico	(1996)	
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throughout	history.106	Once	again,	however	fruitful	and	well-intended	these	

efforts	may	be,	it	is	reasonable	to	assume	that	their	depiction	do	in	fact	

reproduce	the	notion	of	“White	men	saving	brown	women	from	brown	men”,	as	

described	by	Gayatri	Spivak.107	In	the	process	of	making	these	women	symbols	

for	the	Western	efforts	to	ensure	their	emancipation,	the	women	are	ironically	

enough	reduced	to	objects	and	stripped	of	their	individuality	and	independence.	

Andén-Papadopoulos	touches	upon	the	same	subject	as	this	study	does,	and	

describes	this	notion	as	a	matter	of	individuals	being	reduced	to	signs	in	the	

story	that	the	West	produces	regarding	its	relation	to	the	non-Western	world.108	

	
	

• How	are	Afghan	men	portrayed	in	the	images	in	contrast	to	Swedish	

military	personnel?	

	

The	images	that	depict	Swedish	soldiers	in	relation	to	local	Afghan	civilian	

population	can	disputably	be	claimed	to	show	a	contrast	between	a	modernist	

West	and	an	archaic	East.	The	images	often	present	Swedish	military	personnel,	

with	technological	devices	or	military	vehicles,	in	contrast	to	Afghans	who	are	

depicted	as	undeveloped	and	degenerate.	This	connects	to	for	example	Edward	

Said’s	notions	on	how	the	Orient	has	historically	been	presented	as	barbaric,	

uncivilised	and	unenlightened	by	the	Western	world.	Regardless	of	if	the	images	

are	a	true	mirror	of	reality	or	not,	they	are	most	likely	to	reproduce	the	idea	of	

the	West	and	the	East	as	binary	opposites	–	the	West	as	developed,	progressive	

and	democratic	and	the	East	as	underdeveloped,	backwards	and	

undemocratic.109		

	

Another	key	aspect	in	the	relation	between	Swedish	soldiers	and	local	Afghan	

civilians	is	the	monopoly	of	violence	that	is	present	on	all	of	these	images.	The	

weapons	that	are	in	the	hands	of	the	Swedish	soldiers	become	symbols	of	their	

authority	over	the	Afghan	population	through	a	de	facto	power	over	their	lives.	

																																																								
106	Abu-Lughod	(2002)	and	Stabile	&	Kumar	(2005)	
107	Spivak	(1999)	p.	126	
108	Andén-Papadopoulos	(2000)	p.	124	
109	Said	(1978)	p.	63	
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This	power	could	be	depicted	as	an	oppressive	one,	but	in	the	Swedish	Armed	

Forces’	images	the	power	that	the	weapon	represents	is	solely	used	in	support	of	

the	Afghans’	existence	and	well-being.	Never	are	the	weapons	pointed	at	anyone	

and	there	is	never	any	conflict	or	friction	visual	in	the	imagery.	The	two	are	

rather	presented	in	peaceful	coexistence	with	each	other,	and	the	Swedish	

soldiers	are	depicted	as	the	protectors	of	the	civilian	population.	Nor	are	there	

any	signs	of	an	enemy	in	any	of	the	images.	The	enemy	is	rather	“symbolically	

eradicated	from	the	images”,	as	Andén-Papadopoulos	described	the	absence	of	

North	Vietnamese	FNL-soldiers	in	photographs	from	the	Vietnam	War.110	Andén-

Papadopoulos	argues	that	for	a	state	to	present	itself	as	a	good	force	in	a	conflict	

is	crucial	from	a	propaganda	perspective,	and	the	Swedish	army	is	throughout	

this	study’s	material	depicted	as	such.111	The	Swedish	military	is	overall	depicted	

as	strong	and	powerful	compared	to	the	weak	and	vulnerable	individuals	in	the	

East,	and	is	visualised	as	their	protector.	However	well	intended	these	protective	

efforts	may	be,	they	still	risk	reproducing	and	consolidating	a	discourse	

surrounding	Oriental	characters	as	powerless	and	infantile,	as	argued	also	by	for	

example	Stuart	Hall.112		

	
	

• How	are	Afghan	military	personnel	depicted	in	relation	to	Swedish	

soldiers?	

	
The	images	depicting	Swedish	military	personnel	in	connection	to	Afghan	

soldiers	can	arguably	be	said	to	consistently,	and	without	exception,	present	a	

united	front	between	the	two	allies.	The	images	show	multiple	symbols	for	both	

nation	states	and	military	affiliation,	including	camouflage	uniforms,	badges	of	

military	rank,	flags	and	coats	of	arms.	These	symbols	emphasise	the	men’s	

national	affiliation	and	profession	as	soldiers,	but	at	the	same	time	also	strip	

them	of	their	own	personality.	The	men	tend	to	become	anonymous	

representatives	for	their	governments’	cause	rather	than	expressions	of	human	

individuality.		

																																																								
110	Andén-Papadopoulos	(2000)	p.	164	
111	Andén-Papadopoulos	(2005)	p.	62	
112	Hall	(1999a)	p.	263	
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The	joint	cooperation	with	the	Afghan	military	is	presented	in	a	positive	and	

tranquil	manner,	the	aim	of	which	is	to	signal	unity	between	the	two	allies.	This	

aim	is	also	described	by	for	example	Kari	Andén-Papadopoulos	as	an	important	

aspect	of	contemporary	military	propaganda.113	One	of	the	images	in	this	theme	

shows	a	Swedish	soldier	standing	between	two	Afghan	soldiers,	holding	their	

hands	as	if	leading	them	out	of	a	pitch-black	room	behind	them.	The	holding	of	

hands	as	a	symbolic	gesture	of	unity,	the	darkness	as	a	symbol	of	death	and	

despair,	and	the	Swedish	soldier	leading	them	out	of	it	into	the	light	–	a	light	that,	

as	opposed	to	darkness,	stand	to	represent	peace	and	tranquillity.	This	notion	of	

the	white	man	as	the	protector	of	humanity	and	moralism	is	nothing	new,	but	

has	been	a	frequent	narrative	throughout	history,	as	argued	by	for	example	

Edward	Said.	He	describes	a	history	permeated	by	a	Western	view	on	the	Orient	

as	infantile,	juvenile	and	in	need	of	the	West	as	a	powerful	and	mature	

guardian.114	The	images	in	this	study	can	arguably	be	said	to	hold	elements	of	

this	narrative	as	well.		

	

• Final	words:	the	Swedish	Armed	Forces	–	liberators,	emancipators,	

and	all	that	the	East	is	not.	

	

There	are	no	visual	friction	or	conflict	between	the	Swedish	soldiers	and	the	

local	Afghan	people	that	are	present	in	the	images.	Out	of	all	images	in	the	

study’s	material,	there	are	none	that	show	aspects	of	death,	blood,	grief	or	any	

sort	of	fighting.	The	absence	of	such	imagery	may	to	some	extent	be	explained	by	

the	will	of	the	Swedish	Armed	Forces	to	create	a	positive	impact	on	the	public	

opinion.	This	struggle	to	win	public	opinion	could	be	harmed	if	aspects	of	blood	

and	death	were	visual	in	the	images.115	Prevalent	in	all	images	is	the	depiction	of	

Western	identity	as	something	superior	to	its	Eastern	counterpart,	and	the	

Swedish	military	personnel	are	throughout	the	material	presented	in	a	

hegemonic	role.	The	images	persistently	contain	a	contrasting	of	the	West	

																																																								
113	Nohrstedt	(2002)	p.	22		
114	Said	(1978)	p.	219-220	
115	Andén-Papadopoulos	(2005)	p.	51	
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against	the	East,	and	the	two	are	presented	as	binary	opposites	in	accordance	

with	a	dichotomous	logic.	Whether	in	relation	to	Afghan	women,	Afghan	men	or	

Afghan	military,	the	Swedish	soldiers	are	portrayed	as	progressive	and	powerful	

by	comparison.	The	depiction	goes	in	line	with	the	“protection	scenario”,	as	

described	by	Stabile	and	Kumar,	where	women	are	presented	as	weak,	

vulnerable	and	in	need	of	saving.	As	part	of	this	protection	scenario,	the	Swedish	

soldiers	are	portrayed	in	the	role	of	the	hero	–	visualised	not	least	in	the	images	

that	show	the	protecting	of	schoolgirls.	A	positive	perspective	permeates	the	

Swedish	Armed	Forces’	images	of	the	military	intervention,	and	its	soldiers	are	

portrayed	as	bringers	of	liberation,	knowledge	and	equality.	Meanwhile,	the	East	

is	depicted	in	accordance	with	Stuart	Hall’s	notion	of	“the	Other”	-	uncivilised,	

weak	and	infantile.		

	

11.	Proposal	for	further	research	
	

As	this	study	focuses	solely	on	the	Swedish	Armed	Forces’	depiction	of	its	own	

military	involvement	in	Afghanistan,	it	reveals	nothing	of	how	the	news	media	

chooses	to	frame	the	events.	Further	research	on	the	matter	could	benefit	from	

instead	examining	the	way	in	which	Swedish	news	media	portray	the	military	

intervention,	and	investigate	whether	patterns	similar	to	the	ones	shown	in	this	

study	are	also	evident	within	news	publications.	In	her	study	Kameran	i	Krig,	

Kari	Andén-Papadopoulos	examines	the	Swedish	news	press’	depiction	of	the	

Vietnam	War	in	1965-1972,	and	notes	that	the	reporting	is	largely	permeated	by	

an	Orientalist	viewpoint.	A	similar	study,	specifically	focused	on	Swedish	news	

media’s	photographic	depiction	of	the	nation’s	military	involvement	in	

Afghanistan,	would	hopefully	provide	insightful	notions	on	whether	such	

Orientalist	elements	in	Swedish	press’	war	imagery	are	prevalent	also	today.	

Such	a	study	could	gainfully	focus	on	the	role	of	Afghan	women	in	the	images,	

and	analyse	the	manner	in	which	they	are	portrayed.	Similar	studies	have	been	

conducted	concerning	American	news	coverage,	e.g.,	by	Lila	Abu-Lughod,	but	to	

my	knowledge	there	is	no	study	that	focuses	exclusively	on	the	photographic	

depiction	of	women	in	war	in	contemporary	Swedish	news	media.		
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