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Figure 1 - ‘Graphic design – An influence for societal change’ poster (2025) by Joseph Nash

Graphic design is a tool used for making ideas visible and accessible, it aims to inform, persuade, and provoke thought through visual communication. For this project, I intend to curate an exhibition that explores how graphic design can influence social change, with a focus on both the methods it uses and the reasons it can be so impactful. According to Leicht (2013), "Social change is the significant alteration of social structure and cultural patterns through time." This change can be a gradual or rapid and often involves shifts in collective attitudes. Examples through history include the transformation of public views on racism and homophobia, these negative views were once widely accepted in many societies, but advocacy, education, and cultural pressure have led to rejection of these discriminatory beliefs. 
The exhibition will feature the work of three influential artists: Banksy, Andy Warhol, and Edel Rodriguez. Each of these artists has used visual language to engage with political and social issues in distinct ways, offering a compelling lens to examine the relationship between design and change. 
I have chosen for the exhibition to take place outside the House of Commons in London; this location has been chosen for its strong political and symbolic significance. The artworks that have been selected will be set up alongside the building as large-scale prints mounted on freestanding, movable walls. This open and accessible format allows members of the public and passersby to engage with the work in a direct and impactful way. By placing the artwork in such a prominent and politically relevant space, the exhibition aims to connect visual expression with public action. It seeks to create an environment where art becomes a tool for conversation, awareness, and advocacy, particularly in relation to issues of conflict.
Design has been used to comment on politics, war and inequality through history, an example of this is WWI (then known as The Great War) posters, which were used to recruit soldiers, whilst promoting unity and civilian support. Saussure’s semiotic theory (1916) offers a useful framework for understanding how wartime propaganda posters like ‘Your Country Needs You” by Alfred Leete communicate meaning. An iconic recruitment poster featuring the then secretary of state for war, Lord Kitchener pointing directly at the viewer with a stern expression reinforcing the idea that the viewer must act. This poster became a symbol of state propaganda, an example of mass persuasion through design. Clearly illustrating how design is not just art, it is entangled deeply with power structures and cultural values. 
Social change may also be influenced by design movements like The Dada "For us, art is not an end in itself... but it is an opportunity for the true perception and criticism of the times we live in." This quote by Hugo Ball, a founding member of the Dada movement, encapsulates the movement's core philosophy. Dadaists encouraged art to challenge societal norms and provoke critical thought, especially in response to the horrors of World War I. Their works often employed absurdity and irrationality to question the logic and reason that they believed had led to widespread destruction.
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Figure 2 - ‘Bomb love’ (2003) by Banksy

In Bomb Love, Banksy illustrates a young girl who is hugging a bomb as if it is a teddy bear, with the subject seeming happy and content. The bright pink background creates a strong contrast between her innocence and the danger of the bomb. The colour pink is often associated with the quality's innocence, sweetness, and femininity. These associations can evoke feelings of tenderness and vulnerability in viewers. It creates a feeling of discomfort, as the bomb could explode at any moment, but she treats it with love and care. The artwork criticises societies normalisation of war as well as big companies making money from selling deadly weapons, like they are toys.  Banksy (2005) stated “It takes a lot of guts to stand up anonymously in a western democracy and call for things no-one else believes in like peace and justice and freedom”  through strong visual messages, Banksy challenges social norms, political hypocrisy, and the structures of power that often go unquestioned in Western society.

Banksy's art appears in public spaces without warning, which can frequently spark immediate attention and debate, especially as these artworks spread virally through media and social platforms, giving his work a global reach despite its physical impermanence. By remaining anonymous, he avoids the celebrity culture that often surrounds artists, Banksy uses mystery as a tool to strengthen the impact of his critique. In doing so, Banksy not only calls attention to themes like peace, but also demonstrates how art can disrupt the status quo and provoke meaningful conversation outside traditional gallery systems. Public and street art often serve as highly accessible forms of protest; they enable artists to communicate without the gatekeeping of traditional institutions. It becomes part of the urban landscape and reaches a diverse audience regardless of their background. This accessibility allows marginalised voices to challenge dominant narratives and provoke public dialogue in real time.
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Figure 3 - ‘Endangered species’ (1983) by Andy Warhol

In 1983, Warhol created the Endangered Species series in response to a commission by art dealers Ronald and Frayda Feldman, who were also environmental activists. The Feldmans
asked Warhol to apply his signature pop art style to raise awareness about animals threatened with extinction. Warhol described the project as his “animals in makeup” acknowledging his aesthetic approach while also contributing to a larger cause. The series helped push conservation issues into the public eye through the lens of contemporary art. It remains a frequently cited example of how art and design can support environmental and social causes. Warhol's work helped pave the way for future eco-conscious artists and designers to combine aesthetic appeal with advocacy. The series of work features 10 different species, each species listed as endangered at the time of creation and remain at risk today. Warhol’s screen-printing process mirrors the mass-produced world that often threatens these species, while the individuality of each portrait reasserts their uniqueness and worth.
Art can function as a powerful critique of capitalism, particularly when it adopts the visual language and strategies of consumer culture itself. By appropriating the aesthetics of advertising, branding, and mass production, artists are able to reflect the values of a commodified world back to the viewer, often with a sharp critical edge. Warhol’s use of repetition, vibrant colours, and celebrity iconography mimics the techniques used to sell products, but recontextualises them to expose the emptiness of consumer desire and the commodification of identity. As Su (2023) explains, Warhol’s works such as Marilyn Monroe and Green Coca-Cola Bottle embody American consumer culture by integrating mass-produced commodities and popular icons. Drawing on Baudrillard’s theories, Su argues that Warhol’s art not only mirrors but critiques the commodification prevalent in American society. This method doesn’t reject the visual cues of capitalism; instead, it inhabits them to reveal their contradictions. In doing so, art becomes a mirror, one that both reflects and distorts the cultural landscape, prompting viewers to reconsider their relationship to consumption, value, and meaning.
[image: ]Figure 4 - 'deport criminals now’ (2018) by Edel Rodriguez

[bookmark: _Int_MkANPv1H]The phrase "Deport Criminals Now" was a commonly used slogan by Donald Trump during his 2016 campaign and presidency. Rodriguez reclaims this slogan but subverts it visually. The phrase is turned inward, instead of referring to immigrants which was intended by Trump, Rodriguez uses it to imply that the true "criminal" is the speaker himself. It’s a bold reversal that critiques the hypocrisy and racism behind the slogan. designed to immediately capture attention and confront the viewer with urgency and hostility. The artwork acts as a visual protest against xenophobia, authoritarianism, and the demonisation of immigrants.
The slogan ‘Deport Criminals Now’ mimics the directness and urgency of propaganda but carries a chilling undertone, exposing how such messaging can be used to stigmatise and incite fear rather than unify. its bold typographic message demands attention and is comprisable to Alfred Leete’s (1914) poster ‘Your Country Needs You’ The bold, sans-serif type shouts like a propaganda poster, it's aggressive, capitalised, and evoking historical authoritarian messaging.
Activist groups and demonstrators adopted the image in marches, posters, and digital campaigns, using it to draw attention to the global consequences of anti-immigrant sentiment. Rodriguez’s work exemplifies how politically engaged art can transcend national boundaries, using the power of visual communication to influence public discourse, mobilise resistance, and critique systems of oppression on a global stage. 
After analysing the artworks featured in 'Graphic Design - An Influence for Societal Change', it is clear that design has served as a catalyst for social change, with artists using their art to challenge ideologies and prompt public discourse. Edel Rodriguez's "Deport Criminals Now" (2018), Banksy's "Bomb Love" (2003), and Andy Warhol's "Endangered Species" series (1983) all demonstrate how design can influence societal attitudes and motivate activism. Together, these works demonstrate that, when harnessed effectively, design can serve as a powerful instrument for social commentary and change. Through strategic use of imagery and symbolism, artists can challenge dominant narratives and contribute to transformative societal movements.
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