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This essay will discuss through the use of semiotics and representation, how propaganda imagery is aimed at a political audience, how codes of semiotic meaning have been transferred on to other imagery and why resistance, revolution and activist’s campaigns use the symbolic motif and colour within propaganda published art.
Additionally, several artists have been selected who have represented revolution and activism from the last 100 years within their artworks. The images selected have been iconic and influential in design, through the use of Propaganda imagery across the world. Artists and artwork selected include; Ralph Chaplin and Solidarity (1913); Lissitzky, Beat the Whites with the Red wedge (1917); Jim Fitzpatrick, Che Guevara (1968) and Sheppard ``, Hope (2008).  Furthermore, the artworks selected use a systematic use of iconography and colour coding including red, black and white to identify their target audience and semiotic meaning.   

 Ferdinande Saussure’s theory of Semiotics breaks down the way we interpret and dissect signs through the representation of the visible, this can be through object, image or text and word therefore creating meaning. Meaning can change according the viewer and their individual personal context. Within the Theory of Semiotics Saussure states that the sign is made up of two further elements 

“The Form (the actual word, image, photo, etc,) and there was the idea or concept in your head with which the form was associated. Saussure called the first element, the signifier, and the second element – the corresponding concept it triggered off in your head – the signified”
 (Hall, p.31).

“Both are required to produce meaning but is the relation between them, fixed by our cultural and linguistic codes, which sustains representation” (Hall, p.31). Furthermore, when signs are linked to the codes of cultural context, further classification can be used, that of connotation and denotation. As denotation conveys the word similar to the signifier, however the use of connotation linked to the signified has a “ very close communication with culture, knowledge and history and it is through them that the environmental world (of the culture) invades the system of representation.”(Barthes, 1967).   

Foucault rejected the traditional Marxist question, in whose class interest does
Language, representation and power operate?















Themes are Resistance & Activism

Propaganda culturally and historically acts as a loaded term and inherits a negative connotation with a “dark” history in relation to WWII and Nazi Germany.
However, propaganda as a means of persuasion, in relation to power, through the image, is used by all sides of a political campaign, the rhetoric of the image can be just as powerful as the rhetoric of language, if not more powerful as a means of influence in a western culture dominated by visual imagery. The specific interest in this exploration concentrates, by using the four images which explore themes and codes used in the imagery for propaganda. The particular emphasis will look at the way colour is focused on red and black in images selected.

Its can be said that from imagery that we see today that seem to represent resistance in revolution within marketing campaigns for activism, there are some similarities in the design that can be directly traced back to communist influences in propaganda of the 21st century and indeed there are some rules within the styles of activism art that has been replicated within the resistance movement art publications. This does include the high usage of black and red tones and the simplistic styles of graphical publication art as supported by Heller and Vienne (2012) who state that 

“At the service of Soviet propaganda, red and black had demonstrated their pugnacious nature and versatility. But sadly, during the 1930’s and 1940’s, they were used to brand totalitarian regimes including official portraits of Lenin, Nazi flags and fascists’ posters” 

Which led to American designers recasting these colours to break away from political signification to new modern aesthetics. 
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Fig. 1 Solidarity

Ralph Chaplin was a speaker and activist for the /workers union and the picture was a representation of the struggle of the workers, through depicting the strength when they work together as one, the hand is big as they as a party rise to take control of their mistreatment by their employers. It was

“1913 that Chaplin officially joined the IWW. Thrown into the midst of America’s increasingly violent class struggle, Chaplin responded with song, writing “Solidarity Forever” in 1915, arguably the most important lyric in the song book of American labour.”  
Reference 

This pencil sketch was used as a litho-print for the poster.  On review of the illustration of the workers, they are not from one type of work but from many thus representing the workers as multiskilled from different work roles all joining in one fight of unity, unison the Union. The fight is evident through the clenched of the fist, which acts as a simile to power and union. This is illustrated further as all fingers unite to form the fist.  The fist is used mostly in a first form of an attack, or even for defence and is used in body language in projection of winning or fight an can be the first way a human would defend itself physically. Furthermore,  “the fist was raised high at all major rallies on posters and flyers for student, anti-war, womens, and other political activities throughout the world (Heller & Vienne, p.22). 

 This image can be reprehensive of defending the people, the workers of the industry as can be seen clearly the factory chimneys and the dock yard ships of old. The Union can be interpreted as unity as the fig above shows the unity of people forming one power. 
The clench fist can be found in many activism posters and leaders of the world have been seen to use the visual ethos of an outstretched arm with clenched fist in their representation of victory. Like a gladiator or in more recent times a boxer will celebrate a win with the raising of the fist in outstretched arm.  Many variations of this proposed denotation have been used in the rally of the people like the Nazi movement with a change to the raised flat hand which was also a connotation of power. Foucault “believed that all social and political forms of thought are inevitably caught up in the interplay of knowledge and power”(Hall, p.47) and how “power operated within what he called an institutional apparatus and its technologies (techniques)”  (Hall, p.47). With reference to this, obviously this is powerful image, which used the symbolic clenched fist, however, there is also irony in that it is hierarchy of the elite of society that wield greater power symbolized through the composition of the image with the workers taking the lower stage within the composition, with the city above.  
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 Beat the whites with the red wedge (1920) is “accurately predicts that the conservative White Russians will be beaten by the progressive communist forces, whose red wedge is a symbol of innovation and transformation” (Heller & Vienne, 2012). The influence from an architect’s viewpoint is abundant in the precise lines within this design. This painting used red triangles to symbolise the communist movement and white to connote the Democracy, Lissitzky arranges like formations of troops in a birds eye view similar to an old war battle room moving the reds deeper into the White zones of democracy, this was a communist propaganda poster and yet here in the first part of 1920 we see the use for red black and white in reflection of the communist colours of Russia. The art piece is with pencil and paint and is very Dada and Bauhaus in its representation and styling. 
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 Fig. 3 Che Guevara and the artist Jim Fitzpatrick

Here is an example of a pragmatic poster in style the use of the colour and posture, with the red & black using it to symbolise war or fire and depicting it within this styling, its bold two-tone image using the Red colour as white space and Black as the silhouette styling for the definition of the subject, this made a cost effective possibilities for mass reproduction on small budgets in enabling the supporters to help pass the message of the representation of the image to educate more to tier plight. In comparison to figure 4, the capture of posture, looking upwards to a future can be defined as a figure of progression and hope as was implemented into a poster campaign of 2008 Barack Obama presidential campaign. This image has been a striking representation of stature of rebellion and is marketed as pop art on consumer able products current in the 2020’s 

“True to form, the passionate pacifist never thought to copyright his artwork. It was free for all to use, anytime. To Jim it is a work of propaganda and better people accept it as such” 
(Weidman, 2013).
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Fig. 4 Hope (2008)


In this modern image, created with clear influence from earlier resistance posters to promote Barrack Obama in the 2008 USA election, the picture of Obama give him a statured appearance perhaps a feel that a black president is a rebellious act against the white elite democracy of the united states of America at that time. Even though he did not authorise this image it was easily created by a fan and used in combination within social media. It has been used as policy driven political propaganda in order to attain influence within the electoral campaign. This illustration has been created to give the appearance of papercut within layers of simple block colour with some variation of line art. This poster was created on white paper stock but then was published as beige.
 
“ I decided to make a portrait of Obama largely because I felt his power and sincerity as a speaker would create a positive association with his likeness. I wanted it to be a portrait that was political in nature and that would de-racialize Mr. Obama by using a red, white, and blue colour palette that was patriotic.” 
Mac S, 2017 

Red White and Blue were the colour palette used for this poster in resembling the Stars and stripes flag of the united states of America, this poster background is beige to indicate white but in a softer tone to make Obama seem more approachable, 

The Pose that the image was taken from shows Obama looking upwards towards the future with a compassionate thoughtful gaze, on deep viewing you can assume the pose is a very powerful and yet there is a softness portrayed with the lighter tones blended and yet the red on the right and blue on the left hand side of the image, what does this represent? the fire and water elements of governance, that he would rule with a soft hand and authoritarian stance.
Obama’s logo pin is a prominent within this design and was the primary symbol for the 2008 presidential campaign. 


Compositionally the image is strong and shows a well-defined and evenly proportionate placed within the canvas and is situated within this poster showing authority in his suit and the bold lines of shadowing to add depth and balanced contrast to the image.

It is quite evenly balance in the blue and Red colours with shadows created in red and black,
Highlights within this image is represented by the beige and blue tones with beige lines of hatching to blend the highlighted side of the face. This could be a

There was a copyright court battle with Shepard fairey 

‘Mr. Fairey, who sued The Associated Press in 2009 as it began to accuse him of copyright infringement for using one of its photographs as the basis for the poster, said that he did not appropriate any copyrightable material and that his use of the photograph.”

Kennedy, R. Jan (2011)




















In Conclusion in looking at other Logos and marketing from many other designs not included in this document within propaganda movements, it can clearly be seen where activism campaigns of rebellion has kept the use of  some styling throughout the ages, thus has influenced that can be traced back to the early Dada and surrealist movements, although more intriguing to discover the semantics used can be seen similar to early communist marketing with the prominent use of three simple colours Red, Black and white, and the simple use of tri-colour as has given influence from Chairman Meow in China’s Communist history to Starling and indeed in the propaganda machine of Nazi Germany. 
Historical political context has influenced these striking representations which have become part of popular culture and indeed this can be said for Che Guevara from Fig 3 and hope by Shepard Fairey fig 4, as they are now seen in 2019 as a T-shirt Mug and poster and wall picture fan art. 

“Myths differ from other kinds of signifiers.  For one thing, they are never arbitrary.  They always contain some kind of analogy which motivates them.  In contrast to ideas of false consciousness, myths don’t hide anything.  Instead, myths inflect or distort particular images or signs to carry a particular meaning.  Myth doesn’t hide things, it distorts them.  It alienates the history of the sign”.  

Robson, A. (2017)
 


To conclude this study in the use of semiotics to explore the connotation of Activism within rebellion movements, the similarities within campaigning are not dissimilar to those used in political spin doctoring within governmental persuasion campaigns and does not appear unlike communist propaganda technics traditionally used for political gain are used systematically though their advertising and the 21st century.

This can be from the mass representation of the Fist as symbolic to power and movement of the people and the large use of red and black within these themed publications within resistance movements around the world. 
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