
IMAGES
ARE NEVER 

Images surround us—on our phones, in
classrooms, on billboards, and across social media
feeds. 

They move quickly, often unnoticed, yet their impact is
anything but passive. Images shape what we feel, how we
judge, and what we believe long before we consciously
think. 

This is why images are never neutral. They are designed,
constructed, and delivered with intention, and
understanding how they work is essential to film media
literacy education and democratic participation. 

Visual media speaks directly to the subconscious. Long
before the brain processes language, it processes images. 

Filmmakers, advertisers, and content creators understand
this deeply. Through choices about camera shots, angles,
lighting, color, composition, and movement, images guide
emotional response and shape perception.

These choices are not accidental; they are psychological
tools. 
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Consider camera angles. When a subject is filmed from a
low angle, viewers tend to perceive that person as powerful,
confident, or authoritative.

When the camera looks down on a subject, the opposite
occurs—the subject appears smaller, weaker, or less
significant. 

These visual cues operate almost invisibly, influencing how
audiences assign value, credibility, and importance. 

The viewer may not consciously register the technique, but
the brain responds to these cues automatically. 

Consider camera angles. When a subject is filmed from a
low angle, viewers tend to perceive that person as powerful,
confident, or authoritative.

When the camera looks down on a subject, the opposite
occurs—the subject appears smaller, weaker, or less
significant. 

These visual cues operate almost invisibly, influencing how
audiences assign value, credibility, and importance. 

The viewer may not consciously register the technique, but
the brain responds to these cues automatically. 

NEUTRAL

Shapes and composition also matter. Circles tend to
suggest unity, wholeness, and inclusion. 

Squares imply order, balance, and structure. 

Triangles signal movement, tension, or change. 

When these shapes are combined with music, pacing, and
familiar imagery, they create powerful emotional messages
that guide interpretation. 
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Over time, repeated exposure to these visual patterns helps
normalize certain values while marginalizing others. This is
especially evident in advertising. 

Products are rarely shown in ordinary settings. A simple
household item is staged in a spotless, spacious home filled
with light and expensive furnishings and finishes. 

The message is subtle but clear: purchasing this product
brings you closer to an idealized life. 

Viewers are not simply being sold an object—they are being
sold belonging, status, and security. 

The image aligns aspiration with consumption, reinforcing
the idea that personal worth is tied to what one owns. 
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Media images also shape how we see people—who is
powerful, who is dangerous, who is desirable, and who is
invisible. 

Representation matters not only because it reflects reality,
but because it helps construct it. 

When certain communities are consistently portrayed
through narrow or negative imagery, those
representations influence public perception and policy
decisions.

 At the same time, the absence of authentic representation
can signal that some lives and stories are less valuable than
others. 
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Social media has intensified the power of images by
accelerating their speed and reach. 

Platforms are designed to privilege visuals that provoke
emotional reaction—especially content that triggers fear,
anger, envy, or desire. 

Likes, shares, and views become signals of value, reinforcing
images that generate engagement rather than
understanding. 

Over time, this environment rewards simplification and
spectacle while discouraging nuance and reflection. 
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Without film media literacy education, audiences are left
vulnerable to these influences. 

People may believe they are forming independent opinions,
while in reality their perceptions are being shaped by visual
strategies they have never been taught to recognize.  

This is not a personal failure; it is an educational gap. Most
people are never taught how to read images with the same
critical attention they apply to written text. 
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Film Media Literacy Education addresses this gap
by teaching individuals how images work—how
meaning is constructed, how emotion is triggered,
and how narratives are shaped through visual
design. 

It does not tell people what to think. Instead, it
equips them with the tools to ask better
questions: 

Why was this image created? Who benefits from
this message? 

What emotions is it trying to evoke? What
perspectives are missing? 
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And once people learn how to read images critically, they begin to reclaim
agency over how they see the world and how the world sees them. 

In a democracy, the ability to critically engage with media is not optional.
Images influence public opinion, political behavior, and collective memory. 

When people understand how visual persuasion works, they are better
prepared to participate thoughtfully, resist manipulation, and tell their 

own stories with intention
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