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Introduction:

As a young adult living in today’s society, it is very apparent to me that the current state of the world’s political landscape is one of uncertainty. With the introduction of Brexit in the UK, the controversial Presidency of Donald Trump in the US, and the debates surrounding gender, LGBTQ+ rights and gun laws across the globe, there has been an understandably high rise in the number of protests and marches being held worldwide by those individuals who are seeking social justice. The power behind many of these political movements, and those that came before, has been generated through the use of design and one specific tool; the poster. In my dissertation, I would like to further explore how posters of both the past and present have influenced a generation of change, whether it be for the better or worse.

Keywords: 

1 - Propaganda
The first keyword I have selected is Propaganda. Living in a digital age, we are exposed to many different forms of propaganda every single day, whether it be seen on television, heard on the radio or read online on social media platforms. As consumers, we are constantly exposed to such messages within propaganda that are beyond our control and can subconsciously shape our minds and our opinions- giving designers great power over what we think. Through combinations of type and image, they can subliminally communicate messages of a multitude of natures to consumers without them really noticing. Psychologist and journalist, Everett Dean Martin argued that “Propaganda is making puppets of us. We are moved by hidden strings which the propagandist manipulates”  (Dean, 1929, pp. 140-150) He insinuates that the propaganda we are exposed to is indented to mould all individuals into a society that shares the same key beliefs, who will subsequently become a group of people that can be manipulated and controlled by those in charge of generating these ideas, removing our free will and instilling their own ideas in us through the use of propaganda.  


The technique of using propaganda for political purposes is most famously noted during the time of World War 2 and its association with Nazi Germany. The creator behind this formidable work was Joseph Geobbels, who as the head of Nazi propaganda, spread his messages of anti-Semitism to the masses and became a master of psychological manipulation. He was one of the first to realise just how far he could spread the National Socialist’s agenda using all forms of media at the time, including the radio. The creation of the weekly socialist newspaper “Der Angriff” (The Attack) which was filled with articles, illustration and slogans, was the gateway to him gaining a position as the director of Nazi propaganda. In a book written by Anthony Rhodes, the main form of Nazi propaganda is described as being posters for the reasons of “The visual effect, being striking, would reach the viewer easily” and “Posters unlike other forms of propaganda, were difficult to avoid” (Rhodes, 1976, p. 22)

After the poster’s ability to influence the attitudes of German residents at the time of the war proved to be so effective, the technique of using them has long continued into the politics of today. Most of today’s political campaigns rely on posters to spread messages or slogans to the masses, however alongside this runs the propaganda produced by those who are protesting the introduction of some of the ideas being proposed. Posters are a tool that is being utilised by both sides in order to fight for what they believe is right and this is demonstrated throughout the “Hope to Nope” exhibition book and curator Lucienne Roberts states that “There are things you can credit to a designer, and things produced by amateurs, which are no less designed.” (Dawood, 2018) when discussing the exhibitions contents. This supports the theory that propagandists can be of any background and have still been able to influence change amongst people. 

The types of propaganda and their main purpose had changed a lot of the years, but one thing that remains constant is the desire that people have to exert an influence over other people. This is the reason that many types of propaganda still exist and are used today. The fact that the winning or losing of an election campaign can be traced back to the poster designs that were issued shows just how much influence designers really have and how important the messages we chose to highlight and associate our names with are. The role of propaganda and its design in a political context and looking at how a simple image or slogan can change the psychology of the way a person thinks is something I would like to explore in more depth within my dissertation.

2 - Power

My second keyword is Power, the motivation of the masses. Power drives everything; political campaigns, protests and careers.  The thirst for power can cause people, especially politicians in today’s political climate, to manipulate and lie to get what they want. Being robbed of power has and continues to inspire generations of political protest and uprisings. Most recently it has been the driving force behind great opposition to new changes in policies regarding transgender rights, abortion and immigration in America. The intention of the Trump administration to build a physical divide between the United States and Mexico, has also created a phenomenal social divide between those who support their bigoted beliefs and those who seek social reform. Ironically, creating a divide has catalysed the unification of the American people fighting for change, as well as like-minded individuals across the globe. This desire for social change and a reclamation of power, has inspired a number of artists across a variety of mediums and platforms.

A fairly recent and notable example of this comes in the form of artist Shepard Fairey’s poster for the Obama Presidency campaign. With Obama facing a loss against Hilary Clinton in 2016, Shepard saw him giving a speech on television that gave him the motivation to create a piece that would in his words “Make him feel immediately established, familiar, American and presidential.” (Scott, 2017).  











                                    ‘Hope’ poster by Shepard Fairey (2008)     
   
This poster went viral and as a result, led to a spike in votes and an eventual win for Barack Obama in the race for presidency. Not only did it lead to a generation of power for the intended individual, but it also became an iconic image in the political environment and has been adapted by many protestors to display their own messages and opinions on controversial policies and issues regarding social reform. It has since inspired further versions in the same style in a series titled ‘We the People’, a backlash to the election of current US president Donald Trump.











                     

                                        ‘We the People’ poster series by Shepard Fairey (2017)

This new set of posters expresses the distain that individuals belonging to minority groups have for Donald Trump, whilst also raising awareness for the oppression faced by such individuals in America today. The use of the iconic patriotic colour palette in the posters highlights the fact that, even though these individuals belong to minority groups, they are still American citizens that have the same basic amendment rights, and that they should be considered alongside every other American citizen when any new laws/policies are created, especially those that will have an impact on their lives.  Shepard also makes a statement about the gender inequality in the political industry by portraying women of multiple ethnicities in these posters. This not only shows that women of colour with varied cultural backgrounds and upbringings are still Americans, but also addresses the fact that politics is male dominated field. These posters reach out to and connect to a large audience of people who feel ignored by the government, and this is disparity is still present in 2019. These posters hint at the power imbalance between men and women across a variety of fields, which is an injustice that is constantly being challenged. This year has seen an uprising in women who are demanding change and there has been a rise in the number of female politicians and their supporters such as Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, who was recently elected as the congressional representative for the New York district.

It is clear from these examples that the design of these posters was influential in generating power for both the politician and the everyday individual, proving that they can be a key tool to gain public report and spread messages when running a political campaign. It is also apparent that the designs themselves possess their own power, in that they became widely associated with the political world and were appraised by not only Americans, but by millions of people all over the world. Posters such as these have both the power to gain support for a political candidate or raise awareness of the issues with their policies and attitude towards the American people, harming their public image.  This highlights the power that the designer and their creations have within the political landscape, and this is something I wish to further explore. 

3 - Nostalgia

For my third keyword, I have chosen the word Nostalgia. When you look at the politicians of today and listen to their public addresses, it is clear that they are always trying to get people to reminisce about the past and imagine the way their respective countries used to be. Today’s politicians often argue that the best way to ensure a prosperous future for their countries is by replicating the history of said country and implementing plans that were in place in the years before. Evoking the nostalgic memories of voters will consequently build up votes for said political party, as they will likely be reminded of happier times, and wish to experience this again – a promise made by such politicians.

A prime example of this can be seen in the campaign of the current President of the United States, Donald Trump, and his promise to “Make America Great Again”. This slogan has become known worldwide and was as staple part of his election campaign to become the President. It gave people the impression that the changes and plans implemented by the Obama administration were taking the country in the wrong direction, and that the best thing for the future would be to go back in time, to when America was built upon deep-rooted qualities such as racism and large social divides. This slogan has been used and manipulated by both Trump supporters and protesters to generate a large amount of merchandise, posters and signs for marches as pictured below.







                                          (Image of Donald Trump wearing MAGA hat)

This slogan, however, resembles that of past president Ronald Reagan, who in his presidential campaign in the 1980’s coined the phrase “Let’s make America Great Again” (akchuck, 2016) .It was also adapted by the Clinton’s during their own campaigns and demonstrates the idea that Trump is trying to replicate politics of the past, even though he is discussing the future. This idea played a key role in Trump winning the election, as people wanted a president that would try to replicate the America they remember rather, than building a newer and better one. It demonstrates the power that a few simple words can have when thinking about campaign slogans and the branding of a politician in 2019.

Meanwhile across the pond, Britain is dealing with nostalgia in the form of Brexit. Dividing opinion across the country, the desire to leave the EU seems to be driven by the nostalgia for Britain’s imperial past. An article in the Financial Times discusses this, and Canadian historian Margaret MacMillan states that many of the people who voted for the departure of Britain from the EU are hankering for “A simpler time, a time when you had your cup of tea and digestive biscuit and there weren’t any foreigners around…”. (Barber, 2018). This again supports the theory that many politicians believe that the best future they can give our country is not one of change and growth, but one of repetition and outdated views. This message is something that clearly resonates with the older generation as this is the Britain they are familiar with, but to the younger generation who crave equality and inclusion it is one of uncertainty and hopelessness. For millennials, the idea of replicating a Britain of the past seems radical and completely negates the common goals that the world has been working together to achieve over the past 45 years.  

Some people will argue that nostalgia as a concept is an ideology and simple state of mind, however when it is adapted and used as a tool whether that be by politicians, designers or the media, it becomes a weapon. It is a technique that has been used throughout periods of history as a method of gaining trust and votes from the masses, but is still the backbone to many of today’s important political movements.





Conclusion:

It is clear from analysing these words and the connotations they have with the world of politics that designers may now have a greater influence than ever before. There is a tremendous pressure on designers to put across the right messages and facts to members of the public, so they are fully informed. The work we create can have astronomical influence on generations of people, both now and in the future to come. All of these things have ultimately led me to want to investigate this further. Starting to decode and breakdown political design from the past and observing the same techniques still being used effectively today has made me question all of the choices I make regarding who I will vote for and my opinions on controversial topics, such as Brexit. It also enables me to realise that as a designer, I have the tools to create impactful pieces of work that can give me a voice in a world full of noise.


Research Question:

After having some discussions with my lecturer, I think that my research question for my dissertation will be something along the lines of: How has the design of posters generated power and influenced change within the political landscape of the past and present?
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