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“Besides, as the vilest Writer has his Readers, so the greatest Liar has his Believers; and
it often happens, that if a Lie be believ’d only for an Hour, it has done its Work, and there
is no farther occasion for it. Falsehood flies, and the Truth comes limping after it; so
that when Men come to be undeceiv’d, it is too late; the Jest is over, and the Tale has
had its Effect.'' Political Lying, Jonathan Swift, 1712

Introduction

The above quotation by Swift is an apt description of what is commonly known to be
propaganda. This dissertation will start by looking at the relevance and development of
propaganda and propaganda art, from its very beginnings up until the present day. Arranged in
several distinct chapters; to present both propaganda, counter propaganda, artists’ responses
and eventually looking into what the future could hold.
Chapter one begins with an attempt to accurately define the term through means of
investigating the historical contextualisation; why propaganda exists, the ways in which it has
evolved and how it is generally viewed. This is a vast and hugely influential subject which will
have to be tackled by leapfrogging through significant events, criteria and cornerstones up to
the contemporary era. Chapter two focusses on the reaction to early modern political
propaganda by looking at the art of John Heartfield and his cross examination of the grand
narratives that rose up during his lifetime. Chapter three dissects the major work of Edward
Bernays, in order to get to the essence of how modern propaganda morphed and what it has
been able to achieve in the 20th Century; examining both politically and commercially how
propaganda has been used as a tool by the state and global corporations. Proceeding to
describe democracy’s paradox and how art has always been complicit one way or another. This
is a sort of ‘no one is innocent’ argument; propaganda controls, but those controlled allow it to
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do so by consensus. The question is identifying propaganda and who is commissioning it. This
will be illustrated by highlighting myths and the powerful methods of persuasion used to create
realities, manipulating on both macro and micro scales, the effective normalisation on attitudes
of the masses. Leading to the eras of post modernism and globalisation; chapter four will be
instrumental in moving the discussion forwards, looking in more depth at protest art in order to
understand how propaganda can be manipulated as a force for enlightenment, as well as
control. Further examples of other unconventional or contentious artistic expression and the
vision needed to execute this will be examined and illustrated.
The essay is informed by the theories of Fourcault, Baudrillard, Jung, Derrida and
Barthes, which serves to clarify propaganda in terms of philosophical thinking. The discussion
will be brought up to date in chapter five, exploring the culpability of propaganda and art in
relation to the phenomena of; billionaire elites, democratic fascism and the misconceptions
surrounding what has been labelled the ‘post truth’ era. Finally the essay will wrap up by asking
how propaganda can be used positively, to get through the white noise of compounded fake
news, alternative facts and conspiracy theories, concocted by for example; the Alt-right and Qanon. How this in turn has pushed the Overton Window so far towards normalising extreme
right wing narratives, that any opposition has been commonly referred to as ‘the radical left’ and
any anti fascist (Antifa) ideology falsely labelled as the activity of a terrorist organisation.
Contemporary notions of the precariat and statelessness will be isolated and expl ained,
providing evidence to where propaganda and art could potentially lead. Examining the likelihood
of generating sustainable realities, arguably essential for mankind to solve the existential crises
the world now faces, and how it should be possible to get behind movements based on
empathy and equality, as showcased by Black Lives Matter or Extinction Rebellion. The cultural
roadblock is the challenge of engaging the masses that such disparate groups are actually
representing, what has become essentially a struggle with perceptual reality. Perhaps, the
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upheaval that Covid 19 has caused may prove to be the catalyst. The summary will review what
has been discovered via the nature of post modernity, fragmentation, the atomisation of media
platforms, and question the information that reaches the masses.
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Chapter 1. Brief History of Propaganda

If meaning functions as an alibi, permitting signs to transmit, as explained in the
Baudrillardian model, the ideology or alibi of needs and uses extends to the sign itself. The
earliest possible example of this is explored in “A Brief History of Mankind” 2009, by Cyril
Aydon. Focussing on how the city of Uruk in about 2700 BC was organised to protect their
resources and independence; similar to many city states on that part of the Euphrates, as
prepared to defend themselves at any moment societies. These cities were governed by
noblemen who, for efficiency, would choose a leader in times of war. However it was often the
case that those chosen ones were reluctant to stand down from the positions of power that they
had enjoyed after the crises had passed, and eventually made themselves kings. As an
effective way to help perpetuate the reigns of these kings, myths were invented concerning their
spiritual abilities to mediate with gods. As Aydon points out, it is easier to control people's
bodies if you control their minds. This concept was fully exploited by the Egyptian ruling class,
where the state religion pushed the divine notion of royalty to the extreme interpretation; where
kings were declared as gods and were worshipped accordingly.
Propaganda is not just transmitting messages here, it is actually shaping and forming
realities, using religion and cultural values to control people. The idea of a divine right of rulers
was not restricted to the western version of history, it has been universal. Aydon describes the
Japanese era of around AD 500 known as Yamato, after the royal family that claimed its
descent from the goddess Amaterasu;

“a key element of Japanese culture at this time was respect to the uji - the family. This
did not just mean the family in the sense of blood relations. It also meant family in the
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sense of the clan, and the largest family of all, the whole people, of which family the
Emperor was the head.” (Aydon, 2009, p151)

Figure 2. Mask of Tutankhamen’s mummy,
ca. 1332 B.C.

Figure 3. Scene from the Book of the Dead
of Hunefer. Egypt, c. 1280 BC.

Aydon goes on to highlight that early propaganda has been evident in many other
nefarious ways, besides reinforcing belief systems. A grim example is the response of the
population of Strasberg in the fourteenth century to the Black Death, many of whom turned on
minorities as scapegoats and murdered several thousand Jews in the process.

“We are still, as they were, exposed to the threat of major pandemics. But if such a
plague were to visit us, we would at least have some idea of what was happening. The
people of the 14th century had no such understanding. In a superstitious age, with no
knowledge of the mechanics of infection, people turned to social or supernatural
explanations.” (Aydon, 2009, p153)
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The most pivotal and significant event in 1455 came about by combining the ancient
invention of Chinese paper, Korean moveable type and presses that had been previously
designed for grape pressing since Roman times. This event was the printing of the first bible,
and so began the revolution of literacy.
As Colin Moore in “Propaganda Prints” 2011, relates, it is important to note that
throughout all this history art has been used to influence behaviour, whether it be by; education,
pictures, songs or sculpture.

“The word ‘propaganda’ which comes from the latin propagare meaning to ‘sow or
propagate’ [...] until the end of the 19th century it was not a common word in English and
could still enjoy a neutral even positive meaning [...] our view of re propaganda changed
during the course of the 20th century.” (Moore, 2011, p7)

However it was the First World War when propaganda art really came into its own. Moore
describes the deliberate manipulation and control of information by modern media, that led to
thousands of young men cheerfully marching off to kill each other. This mobilisation of politics,
military power and mass media, proved so powerful as to create massive political and social
change.
“The First World War saw unprecedented investment, particularly by the Allies, in the
deliberate control of information. deploying modern Media for the first time, and insights
into human cognition provided by the new social sciences.” (Moore, 2011, p7)
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Figure 4 .“Help stop this - Buy War Savings
Stamps”, Adolf Triedler, 1917

Figure 5. “Women of Britain say - GO!”
E.V. Kealy, 1915

Figures 4 and 5 are both illustrated within Moore’s book. No sooner had the British cut
the transatlantic ‘All Red Line’ telegraph links between the USA and Germany in 1914, than the
propaganda machine sprung into action. Figure 4 is typical of many posters of the time,
depicting the German soldier as some kind of primitive, complete with all the symbols;
jackboots, spiked helmet and bloodied dagger. Posters of this kind were very obviously
designed to stereotype German brutality and dehumanise the enemy. This particular poster was
aimed at bringing the Americans into the war, on the side of the British cause, the atrocity
stories were particularly effective. In his book “Necessary Illusions” 1989, Noam Chomsky
brutally exposes the complicity of the media and myth of truth in propaganda: “In the case of
enemy crimes, we find outrage; allegations based on the flimsiest evidence, often simply
invented, and uncorrectable, even when conceded to be fabrication”, (Chomsky, 1989, p137)
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There were plenty of patriotic appeals drawing on national flags, symbols and figures, but
over time the propagandists needed to find other ideas. Figure 5 is an example of another
approach; aimed at illustrating how it was expected that men should behave to protect their
family, homes, friends and values, all they cared for.
It was shrewdly alleged by Adolf Hitler in “Mein Kampf” 1925, that Germany did not lose
the First World War because of any particular military defeat, but as a consequence of a
propaganda defeat.
As the title of the collection of critical essays by George Orwell suggests; “All Art is
Propaganda” 2008, and Jonas Staal’s opening gambit in “Propaganda Art in the 21st Century”
2019, states; “Propaganda can be defined as the performance of power, and propaganda art as
a performance of power as art.” (Staal, 2019, p1).
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Chapter 2. Grand Narratives of the 20th Century

It was the French Revolution, Staal proposes, which first gave art its autonomy from
monarch and church; through a program of establishing public museums and subsidising artists.
This voice eventually enabled artists to respond to the slaughter of the First World War and that
led to another revolution in art, known as the DADA movement. Hannah Hoch and John
Heartfield were two of the most influential artists to have emerged from that movement and their
influence still resonates today.

Figure 6. John Heartfield, 1930

In “Ways Of Looking”, 2014, Ossian Ward explains that there are different paths into
understanding works of art. It could be; the scale, its humour, shock value, message or a
meditative quality. If Ward's model is applied to John Heartfield's work for example, looking at it
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through the lens of today, it is the message that hooks, but there is more to understanding than
simply Ward’s explanation. In order to really make sense of things we need to consider
interpretation theory or hermeneutics. In which case a dogmatic relativists view to their own
understanding of the work, could be more important than any meaning Heartfield might have
prescribed to it. In its day the shock value was probably the hook, but as the title of the book by
David King, 2015 suggests; "Laughter is a Devastating Weapon", so perhaps humour should be
considered, although the prefix ‘gallows’ is probably appropriate.
Heartfield’s wraparound book cover is different, no humour here though; both mysterious
and dramatic. Published in 1930, it was designed for Alexei Tarrasov-Rodionov’s chronicle
“February” when the first phase of the Russian Revolution of 1917 took place. According to “The
history of the Russian Revolution” by Leon Trotsky, the events of the February Revolution which
occurred at Petrograd, the then capital of Russia. Due in main to discontent with the monarchy,
that had become so fierce it created a tipping point that had erupted into mass protests. Those
queuing for food were joined by Russian army mutineers and together they fought violent armed
clashes against police. The ensuing chaos forced the Czar to abdicate, ending the Romanov
Dynasty. The revolution itself had no real leadership or planning, and there was no clear system
to replace what already existed. The vacuum created was initially filled by the Provisional
Government, before further unrest resulted in the Bolshevik takeover in October of that year.
Heartfield’s book jackets are described by King as “groundbreaking, his use of
photographs integrated with his often idiosyncratic typography, transformed cover design in the
1920s.” (2015, King and Volland, p.14). Renowned as one of the fathers of Photomontage from
the Dada movement, Heartfield was also the first to design wraparound book covers with
images printed on the three sides of a book. Strong political convictions coupled with unique
visual language made for extremely powerful imagery.
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“Comrade Tretyakov... We need intelligent art. The art that encumbers the markets,
museums, theatres and cinemas is stupid art”, he whispers.
“Yes, John Heartfield, but the art we see around us is not so stupid as it seems to you. It
is clever in its way. It carries out the work of making people stupid very cleverly.”

“Comrade Tretyakov, you are right. But it seems to me that an art that makes people
stupid is stupid itself.”

“You’re right, Comrade Heartfield.” ((1930) Cited by King, 2015, p14)

The cover of “February” is a great example of Heartfield’s genius, he was able to produce
such an enigmatic and dynamic effect from what is mainly a neutral palette. We can see three
figures on the right, which is the front cover of the book, they are crouching, hesitant, followed
by a figure further behind them, on the back of the book. The grouping suggests camaraderie,
the advance guard are backed up from the rear. The desperate determination of the figures
advancing into the misty and unknown makes the red slashed typography at the bottom stand
out even more dramatically. The title simply, “February”, the month that sums up a long, hard,
hungry winter serves to emphasise the suffering. Heartfield had experience of working at the
theatre in three dimensions, and the influence of this can be clearly observed in his two
dimensional works. From the mid 1920s Heartfield conveyed ideas from cinema to graphic
designs, he found that combining conflicting images could form a third image that would eclipse
the meanings of its sources. Initially I had been drawn to analysing Heartfield’s reappropriation
of Delacroix’s, “Liberty Leading the People”, used as the basis for “Liberty Fights in Their
Ranks”, his photomontage featuring Spanish Civil War Republicans. This is an incredibly
powerful piece, and although a typical example of Heartfield’s finest, the subtle book cover is
actually less obvious and that I found strangely more compelling.
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Deconstructing the book cover from a counter propagandist left leaning perspective, it
gives quite a literal reading, the shouldered rifles of the figures indicate they are launching a
stealthy attack against the state and paradoxically defending the people. Driven by fear and
hunger, the revolutionaries could not have known what they were up against, what the short or
long term ramifications and consequences of their actions would mean as viewed in hindsight.
Not only the immediate revolution, but the tumble of events to follow, the significant pivot in
history, blurring on both the macro and micro scale for individuals like the author of the actual
book. For although Alexei Tarrasov-Rodionov participated in the 1917 Revolution, served with
the Red Guard during the subsequent civil war and wrote in proletarian magazines, he
eventually fell out of favour with the Communist Party, executed in 1938 on charges of
espionage and Trotskyism.

Figure 7. “Liberty Fighting in Their Ranks”, John Heartfield, 1936.
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This fundamental flaw in revolution is very well explained by Adam Curtis mirroring fairly
recent events, in his documentary “Hypernormalisation” (2016). Essentially humanity cannot
solve fundamental problems without reconciliation of some kind and having a clear alternative
system to replace what is overthrown. Otherwise we just risk the outcomes of the Arab
Uprisings, which yielded no real change and the hegemony returns. Jonas Staal explains this
systemic failure; “because to construct reality we need power, we need the story of the world we
aim to create, and we need a vision of what that world will come to look like” (Staal, 2019, p9).
Similarly as postmodernists commonly thought to dismiss authoritarian structures, actually
poststructuralism only serves to highlight the excesses of structuralism, rather than offering
feasible alternatives.
It is widely known that Heartfield himself became a most wanted individual on Hitler's hit
list, he fled Germany for Czechoslovakia and subsequently made it to England. He still didn’t
find peace though. What is not so well known is that even with his antifa credentials, Heartfield
was interned as an enemy alien at the outbreak of WW2. Furthermore, again probably due to
his anti-establishment sympathies, he was kept under surveillance by MI5, MI6 and the special
branch pretty much for the rest of his life.
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Chapter 3. Politics and Public Relations

Before the First World War the term propaganda was probably very seldom used and it
did not have the negative associations attached to it that it has now. The Soviets and the
Fascists used propaganda in both blatant and more subtle ways. The heroic futurist posters of
the grand narratives to raise wheat and armies, or the hideous antisemitic posters of the Nazis
are the most obvious means of indoctrination. Joseph Goebbels the Nazi minster of propaganda
enthusiastically adapted Adolf Hitler’s original ‘Big Lie’ concept from “Mein Kampf” 1925, with
the quote: “If you tell a lie big enough and keep repeating it, people will eventually come to
believe it”. But it is the subtle myths that creep into everyday life, that can normalise certain
disturbing behaviour; the children’s game in Figure 8 is an example of getting them early. And
the most commercially successful film of the Third Reich, “The Great Love” 1942, directed by
Rolf Hansen, slipped in as many pedestrian and nonchalant “heil Hitlers” at every possible
social opportunity. All designed to replace reality with convenient stereotypes, relying on
repetition and simplicity for convincing success.

Figure 8. One of the board games in the
collections of the Museum of World War II it

Figure 9. Film Still from “Die Grosse Liebe”,
1942, Rolf Hansen
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“The stereotype, a preconceived and oversimplified idea of something, is a common
device of the propagandist [...] the common stereotype will replace individual reality even
when it grossly deviates from it, and people will not complain, because a stereotype is so
convenient, so much easier to use than an objective opinion based on the facts.” (Moore,
2011, p10)

By Moore’s account, Stalin and Hitler both assured that propaganda itself became
infamous and those that produced it were regarded as at best, deceitful. As Staal ironically
elucidates, democracies should be above and not engage in this low practice of propaganda,
but this not the case.

“The very idea that one could stand outside of propaganda, recognise it, and as such
resist it, merely because one lives in a democracy, is itself the product of propaganda.
Exploring the relationship between democracy and propaganda does not mean that
democracy can be acquainted with dictatorship.” (Staal, 2019, p 19)

Propaganda was not a tool to just throw away, it needed an overhaul, it needed to be
reinvented and this had actually already been going on quietly in the background. It was the
nephew of Sigmund Freud, Edward Bernays, who since the 1920s, adapted Freud’s ideas on
the human mind and psychoanalysis, to manipulate the masses with what he called ‘Public
Relations’. This intriguing story is extremely well put across in the series of documentaries by
Adam Curtis, titled; “The Century of The Self”, 2002. Essentially Bernays developed the modern
methods of mass consumer persuasion; he illustrated to big business how to use psychological
techniques in advertising and link mass produced goods to people's unconscious desires,
persuading them to want things they didn't need. Public relations, marketing departments and

18

politicians, have been using these powerful methods over the last hundred years for what has
become known as ‘engineering consent’. Broken down, psychological techniques are used to
both generate and satisfy the aspirations of the masses, which involves appealing to simple
primitive impulses that have very little real consequence, rather than rational, cognitive
dialogue.
Bernays has the dubious honour of increasing sales of cigarettes to American women. At
a time when female smoking was seen as a taboo, he organised a march with paid participants
under the banner, ‘torches of freedom’, and female emancipation in 1929.

Figure 10. Advertising cigarettes, 1920’s

Figure 11. Advertising cigarettes, 1920’s
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Looking at the adverts in Figures 10 and 11 through the lens of now, they are shocking
on so many levels, but at the time were perfectly acceptable and very persuasive, cigarette
sales rocketed. It is widely reported that even when the link with lung cancer was
acknowledged, all the tobacco manufacturers have had to do for decades was keep the
discussion open in order to carry on advertising, cigarettes are still for sale today. There is a
similar relationship today with oil companies to climate change denial; they do not have to win
the argument, just keep it going.
This all has a sinister knock on effect of opening the way for popularism to gain power,
without having to overthrow an existing regime. As Curtis concludes it is important to
understand just how seductive propaganda is, if we want to change the world we have inherited.
A revealing example of this insidious process occurred during the Cold War. America had
pretty much become the centre of the art world, even more so after the Second World War with
the influx of European refugee artists, it is suggested that art itself was used as a propaganda
weapon. Alastair Sooke’s BBC article in 2016, puts forward a strong argument to suggest that
the CIA may have been pitting American abstract expressionism against soviet realism, a sort of
visual arms race. It is true that there could not really have been a greater gulf of differences
between those contemporary art movements of the day.
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Figure 12. “Bread”, Tatiana Yablonskaya, 1949

Figure 13. “Noon” Lee Krasner, 1947
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Figure 12, titled “Bread” by Tatiana Yablonskaya, 1949, a meticulous work for which the
artist won an award, could not be further from the truth it attempts to represent. The painting is
of farm workers joyously bringing in a harvest that never was. At the time depicted (1947), there
had been a drought and Russia was enduring a massive famine, the collective farms in reality
were forced labour camps. Meanwhile on the other side of the world the Abstract Expressionist
art movement was rapidly gaining first notoriety and then recognition, but with an altogether
more individualistic self exploratory approach. As Lee Krasner explains in David Anfam’s
“Abstract Expressionism” 1990; “When i am in my painting, i’m not aware of what i’m doing [...]
because the painting has a life of its own. I try to let it come through” (Anfam, 1990, p125)
Sooke maintains that although the Abstract Expressionists were considered outsiders, it
is widely known that the CIA bankrolled cultural programmes for propaganda purposes against
Russia. The official representative style of Soviet Realism was viewed as culturally restrictive,
even oppressive, whereas in America, the land of the free, Abstract Expressionism promoted an
‘anything goes’ attitude, and the CIA would have been very keen to perpetuate that. It is worth
mentioning that it is not implied the artists themselves were aware of this or in any way
complicit.

“Still, whatever the truth of the extent of the CIA’s financial involvement with
Abstract Expressionism, Anfam believes that it was “the best thing the institution
ever paid for”. He smiles. “I’d much rather they spent money on Abstract
Expressionism than toppling left-wing dictators.” (Sooke, 2016)

A vacuum was opening, as the well documented movement of Pop Art emerged at the
start of the nineteen sixties, sweeping all away before it. Post-Modernism began questioning
everything, including truth itself.
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Chapter 4. Globalisation and The War on Terror

“The most pressing question of our time: what values will govern the global age?” (Klein,
2010, p 13) From the previous chapter it is increasingly clear that our lives are shaped by
powerful phenomena way out of our control, these go on to include; wars, the nuclear arms race
and environmental chaos. A powerful artist who inspires dissent, skilfully captures the essence
of inequality at the heart of capitalism, and shows how art can play a part in the changing world,
is Peter Kennard. The example of Kennard’s work below (Figure 14) is typical of the early
distinct photomontage work he is renowned for. It is clear how deeply he draws from Heartfield’s
influence, not only the imagery and colours but also the use of the material and his own political
leanings.

Figure 14. Keep Left Magazine cover,

Figure 15. Unilateral Disarmament,

Peter Kennard 1973

Peter Kennard 1982
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The broadcaster Paul Kerley displays in “A Very Unofficial War Artist”, his 2015
documentary, that similar to Heartfield, Kennard also juxtaposes diverse elements to give
deeper or new meaning. His images about violence are relevant for more than just the epoch in
which they were created, as violence is endemic to mankind. Frequently questions of suitability
are raised by this kind of artistic representation and the appropriate locations where it is
exhibited. The public may visit an art gallery to escape everyday life, but when confronted by an
artist's perceptions about reality in the art they see, they may connect with that and it can be an
unsettling experience. A current response has been to place warnings against certain types of
work in galleries and museums. It is worth mentioning that in 2018, the notion of the public
visiting an art gallery for aesthetics, was robustly challenged by Turner Prize nominees Forensic
Architecture. The group refer to themselves as a ‘research agency’ rather than artists, they are
overtly political and regarded as confrontational and controversial in many galleries and
museums they exhibit in. Specialising in exposing acts of corporate and state violence by
reconstructing events through multimedia, investigative journalism, film making and law.
There is an excerpt later during Kerley’s film where Kennard explains that in order to
create some imagery for anti war posters, he went to Hamleys toy shop and purchased model
rockets, to later smash and photograph (see Figure 15). His general idea is to create a debate
around topical themes, and in order to keep the budget low, will often use inexpensive props.
This use of toy models has since been taken to another level with the work of Jake and Dinos
Chapman in their extensive installation “Hell”, 1999, although sadly destroyed during an East
London warehouse fire in 2004, the remake “Fucking Hell”, 2008 can still be viewed. The
Chapman’s first installation comprised 60,000 model Nazi soldiers all torturing each other in
various horrific ways. The scale seems immense, that is until you realise that 60,000 executions
was just a day's work for the SS back in 1944.
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Figure 16. “Hell”, Jake & Dinos Chapman, 1999
Kennard’s work has in turn inspired various other high profile artists, most notably
Banksy. This can be clearly seen comparing both the irreverent “Hay Wain with Cruise
Missiles”, Kennard, 1980, and equally derisive “Show me the Monet” Banksy, 2005, which
ironically fetched £7.5 million at Sotherby’s in October 2020. Both of these works are a remixing
of canonical works, that very obviously express contemporary social and political dissent.
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Figure 17. “Hay Wain with Cruise Missiles”, Peter Kennard, 1980

Figure 18. “Show me the Monet” Banksy, 2005

There are other parallels in the work of both artists besides style. In his book “Visual
Dissent” 2019, Kennard discloses that the Hay Wain photomontage is a response to the
deployment of Cruise Missiles in the English countryside, coupled with the fact that
Finmeccanica, one of the largest weapons manufacturers in the world, was at the time, sponsor
of the National Gallery. Kennard went on to perform a stunt; his Hay Wain was printed on
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postcards that were mixed with the gallery’s official Constable version for sale in their shop. This
method of subversively occupying museums has been echoed by Banksy on numerous
occasions. One particularly amusing act recorded in “Wall and Piece” 2006, combines
statements about graffiti, consumerism and high art, known as “Rock with Marker Pen”, 2005.
The piece of granite, depicts what looks like a cave drawing of a man pushing a s upermarket
trolley, a bison of some description pierced by arrows in the background. This was unofficially
installed at the British Museum, with a rather humorous description beneath and hung for eight
days before being discovered by staff. It is with some irony that thirteen years later, the very
same piece has gone back on display there, part of an exhibition curated by Ian Hislop,
illustrating the topic of ‘Dissent’. In the book produced to accompany the exhibition by Hislop
and Tom Hockenhull; “I Object” 2018, Hislop paradoxically explains how he discovered that
challenging authority, has been a part of civilization’s alternative history throughout millennia.

“The British Museum contains an extraordinary collection of objects from different times
and places, but at first sight it all seems to be reinforcement, if not actually a celebration
of authority.[...] Or is it?[…] Was there actually subversive material lurking among the
mummies and the monuments? I’m pleased to say that the answer was ‘yes’”. (Hislop,
Hockenhull, 2018, p8)
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Figure 19. “Rock With a Marker Pen”, Banksy, 2005

On the more serious note of what has become dubbed ‘The War on Terror’, it was very
obvious to anyone witnessing the attack on the World Trade Centre 11/09/01, that this was
about more than the collapse of those buildings and the loss of life on that day, there were
going to be substantial repercussions.

“The fact that the attack on the twin towers had been launched by Islamic
fundamentalists had particularly unfortunate consequences. It was bad enough that it
enabled the American government to manufacture the label ‘the war against terror’,
which it was then able to use for any military action against an Islamic country. What was
worse was that it gave encouragement to wilder elements in the American body politic
eager to push the idea that the world was the scene of a ‘clash of civilisations’. As a
substitute for thought, it was a winner. As a contribution to the understanding of the
dangerous age we now find ourselves in, it was, shall we say rather less helpful.” (Aydon,
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2009, p376)

Peter Kennard's later work after 2002, responded to the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. He
started to use different, some might say more expressive mediums; textured collage and digital
prints worked over in oil. Kennard has said that he feels it is vital to reflect in his work the
“stupidity and horror” of the way the world is run, without giving a “history lesson”. Kennard has
become an unofficial war artist, his work that was originally inspired by protest is now displayed
in the Imperial War Museum.

“2002 Afghanistan 1st of July: Less than a year into the attack on Afghanistan, the
US military bombs a house full of wedding guests, killing more than 30 innocent people.
‘At least one bomb was errant’, admits Jeff Davies, a Pentagon spokesman, who goes on
to say: ‘we don't know where it fell’. (Kennard, 2019, p112)

Kennard reveals in his book that a concern of his has been the sanitisation of language
when used in conjunction with violence, most specifically the term ‘Collateral Damage’, which
sounds somehow acceptable, but actually means the murder of civilians.
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Figure 20. “Civillians” Peter Kennard 2002

The haunting collage “Civillians”(sic) is one of a series. The one in Figure 20 is of a child,
in the cross hairs of a possible drone launched ‘smart bomb’, again the use of language
implying accuracy. But the face of the child is obliterated, mercilessly wiped out as many of
these bombs miss their intended targets, killing and maiming innocents. On closer inspection,
the collage layer beneath is made up of newspaper clippings, maybe pointing at the tragedy
depicted being just another story amongst many as we become increasingly immune, to the
suffering of others, through visual repetition.
This idea of this immunity is further discussed in the essay by the BBC Culture
Correspondent Sheyma Buali, featured in Sarah Cook’s 2016 book “Information”. Buali uses the
example of the Arab Uprisings of 2011 to highlight the dislocation of images from the spirit of
protest in which they were created. She compares this to Roland Barthes’ discussion; the
separation of ‘punctum’ the viewers engagement with an image, and ‘studium’ the interpreted
meaning of a particular image. The events of the ‘Arab Spring’ mainly captured on handheld
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mobile phone footage, becomes an eternal loop of ‘infotainment’, repeated viewings serve to
build up emotional immunity and alienate the capacity for empathy. In this sense the narrative
moves through the punctum but bypasses the studium and instead becomes a simulacrum as
described by Baudrillard, resulting with an image that has become stronger than the reality it
depicts. Begging the question has the medium become the message? “The spectacle has
developed, while the political movement, ongoing and incomplete, has taken a sharp turn from
the euphoria that was documented so precisely in the heady days of revolution.” Sheyma Buali,
2014 (cited by Cook, 2016, p194)
Keeping this theme, straying outside the western perspective it is worth looking at the
work of respected Iranian photographer and filmmaker Shirin Neshat. Her art hints at the strict
Islamic laws relating to women, they purposely give different readings, but lean towards
universal interpretations. When interviewed by Homa Khaleeli in 2010 she explained; "It is
rooted in Iranian heritage. We have been censored for so long that the only way we can express
ourselves is through the use of metaphors and allegory.” (Shirin Neshat, cited by Homa
Khaleeli, 2010)
Figure 21 is a film still from Neshat's series Women of Allah 1996, a very powerful black
and white shot depicting a woman wearing a chador holding a rifle directly aimed at the viewer.
The image has a curious paradox, in that the hands, which have a poem painted on them in
Farsi script, seem to be both pleading and offering at the same time. In a similar way to the
work of Peter Kennard, Neshat’s political art, although initially responding to a crisis, becomes
timeless, in this case the theme of female identity.
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Figure 21. Film still from Shirin Neshat's series “Women of Allah” 1996

Khalee reported that Neshat had previously told Time Magazine she was “An artist not
an activist” and would let her work speak for itself. But since the protests in Iran over the rigged
elections in 2009, she has become more direct. Evidently in solidarity with the people risking
their lives for democracy, she wanted her voice to be heard. In Iran although artists are
generally held in very high regard, the government nevertheless scorns artists that are
considered a threat.
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Chapter 5: Post Truth?

“The economic process that goes by the benign euphemism ‘globalisation’ now reaches
into every aspect of life, transforming every activity and natural resource into a measured
and owned commodity.” (Klein, 2010, p20)

Adam Curtis’ 2016 film “Hypernormalisation”, analyses the chaotic state of current affairs
in this time beyond normalisation. Curtis explains where the term hypernormalisation originated
during an interview in the Economist

“everyone from the top to the bottom of Soviet society knew that it wasn’t working, knew
that it was corrupt, knew that the bosses were looting the system, knew that the
politicians had no alternative vision. And they knew that the bosses knew they knew that.
Everyone knew it was fake, but because no one had any alternative vision for a different
kind of society, they just accepted this sense of total fakeness as normal” (Adam Curtis,
2018, cited by The Economist)

When things fail to make sense or resemble any truth, a state where ‘alternative facts’
exist, people simply choose what they want to believe regardless how absurd or bizarre it may
appear. This is the world of; Brexit, Donald Trump and Vladimir Putin. How everything we have
come to rely on is actually a ‘hyper reality’ that is now collapsing. A dismal situation that in the
west appears to have come about at the same time as the rise of social media.

“It is not just the number of human beings in the world that has been increasing at a rapid

33

rate; so has a volume of interaction between them. This is true in two quite different
senses: both of the frequency and speed of information exchange, and in the amount of
simultaneously shared experience (such as television news, films and propaganda).”
(Aydon, 2009, p381)

Another relevant documentary film, “The Social Dilemma” 2020 directed by Jeff Orlowski,
examines the growth of social media and the negative effects on society through; exploitation,
surveillance, data harvesting, politics and the spread of harmful conspiracy theories. It
comprises interviews with concerned whistle blowing former employees of companies like
Google, Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter, sounding warnings of the monster they helped to
create. "Only two organizations call their customers ‘users’ - illegal drugs & software" (Orlowski,
2020). The documentary exposes the upside down reality where the user has become the
‘product’ and the advertiser the ‘client’. The addictiveness of the so called Vegas style of
‘scrolling’ action ‘rewarded’ with likes, all driven by data mining and advertising, from socioeconomic to political. The chilling realisation of the ‘echo chambers’ formed by algorithms based
on shared interests and values that generate polarisation of opinions, neither opposite side
engaging with the other, ‘voting with clicks’. But social media is not only dystopian, it does have
utopian benefits including; personal long distance communication and sharing of knowledge.
Nevertheless these positives are still significantly eclipsed by the negative aspects, especially
when the subject of artificial intelligence is brought up. The last part of the film discusses fake
news, disinformation for profit and the political propaganda that has run completely out of
control. Paving the way to examine Grayson Perry’s documentary “The American Dream” 2020.
Perry’s amusing but deadly serious documentary was conducted touring America on his
custom built psychedelic motorcycle dressed in pink leathers, every part the outsider. He
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interviews African Americans in Atlanta, Georgia, and Washington DC, Liberals at Martha's
Vineyard and Trump supporters in Wisconsin.
Perry attempted to work out and understand America's most recent problems and what
was dividing opinions so radically. The series was filmed during summer of 2019, but due to the
events that have unfolded since then it already seems dated. The documentary was originally
aimed at the 2020 US election, race as a central theme and climate change a close second.
The documentary is successful in identifying the vacuum created by inequality that has fuelled
distrust and the stark divisions in American society, but this was before the Black Lives Matter
emergence and the cataclysmic disaster of Coronavirus, acknowledged by Perry at the
conclusion.
The culmination of the road trip was for Perry to design an artwork inspired by what he
was to find out on his travels. It is poignant that the artwork took the form of a map; maps are
somehow official and show us the way to go, but this map is quite different, it may not give any
answers but it certainly starts a dialogue and spells it out for us. This is a map of what has
become known as the ‘Culture Wars’ which challenge deep values but exist for the most purely
online. Perry has stated that he was considering cold war propaganda from the 1950’s and he
has made an analogy with the phenomena of social media.

Figure 22. “The American Dream”, Grayson Perry, 2020
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At first reading of the map it is reminiscent of the Normandy beach landing operation
Overlord plans. It looks like a war zone and even the colours red, blue and white are the same
as the commemorative maps at the American military cemeteries in France. This
reappropriation is a startling response to Perry’s experience both of his travels and online, a
graphic visual expression of the relentless onslaught of suggested propaganda flooding social
media. Lording over the chaos is Mark Zuckerberg's face, portrayed like an arch villain in the
guise of Mao Zedong propaganda, perhaps implying parallels between the chaos and
destruction of the infamous Chinese Cultural Revolution, mirroring the Culture Wars of the
present. The red arrows branching out represent the algorithms of outrage, encouraging
constant scrolling, connecting negatives. The influence of Facebook’s tentacles, as opposed to
the advancing allied armies of World War Two depicted in the murals defeating fascism. The
arrows and scripts on Perry’s piece seem to be suggesting that fascism is being reignited; blue
aeroplanes, ships and helicopters all labelled with conflicting signifiers, buzzwords, confusing
and alarming polarisation, a postmodern cacophony of alternative realities. In the top right hand
corner Britain intrinsically linked by association, the shape of things to come?

Figure 23. Mural at Normandy American Cemetery and Memorial
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The term ‘Diaphobia’ the fear of influence and dialogue, has sprung out of this
background of random emotions, blame has to be assigned to the ‘other’. But there is no clear
divide, no ‘them or us’ it is like an all out assault on each other. But nothing is really new here,
this is simply divide and rule. The other is the mirror of the self, a projection of the ego, as Jung
philosophised:

“powerful emotional responses may indicate that an unconscious content is seeking to
burst through into consciousness, but it can only appear as externalised, or projected
onto the other person. It is not the other person we love or hate, but a part of ourselves
projected onto him or her.” (Hyde, 2015, p 76)

Figure 24. Lu Xun Art College Artists
Chairman Mao is the Reddest Reddest Sun in our Hearts, Jilin 1967
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The equation is then constantly multiplied, as Lacan discovered when he went on to
study “Jouissance”; a sort of masochistic suffering caused by overstimulation that the
unconscious finds satisfying. This links to repetition and the compulsion of people making bad
decisions over and over again. Thus the casualties of the culture wars are empathy and
compromise, as the gulfs of polarisation get deeper and more difficult to traverse.
Social media is as contradictory and complex as humans are, holding both utopian and
dystopian ideas. It is very important to acknowledge the weaponisation of strong feelings over
facts. As we are ruled by desires, so our psychology is used against us, it is the price of stuff.
We are confined to echo chambers mainly engaging with content that we already agree with,
neither side hears or engages with the other, perpetuating posts and opinions, spirit without
substance. Perry’s map serves to show us what is happening, but it leaves it up to us to decide
what to do.
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Conclusion

Swift’s quote at the beginning of this essay is undeniably echoed in; “a lie can travel
halfway around the world while the truth is putting on its shoes”, but was that coined by Mark
Twain, or Winston Churchill? Who really knows and perhaps that ambiguity even enhances the
quote. The essence is that of this essay, things have not really changed much in the current
state of what has become known as ‘Fake World’.
It has been acknowledged that Egyptian god kings to public relations and the fractured
realities of post modernism are all intrinsically linked, by both the phenomena of propaganda
and creative expression.
The term ‘Post Truth’ assumes that there was truth to begin with, in order to get past it,
but there is little evidence of an era of ‘Truth’ ever having existed. Currently views are extremely
polarised and the masses disenfranchised. Jonas Staal and Naomi Klein put forward significant
contemporary notions of what has become known as ‘precariat’ and the phenomena of
statelessness, proving that the situation is far from victimless. To quote Klein:

“International trade law must be understood not only as taking down selective barriers to
trade but more accurately as a process that systematically puts up new barriers around
knowledge, technology and privatised resources. [...] Globalisation is now on trial
because on the other side of all these virtual fences are real people, shut out of schools,
hospitals, workplaces, their own farms, homes and communities.” (Klein, 2010, p 21)

It is worth highlighting ‘The Propaganda Model’, a well respected concept put forward by
Edward S. Herman and Noam Chomsky in the book “Manufacturing Consent: The Political
Economy of The Mass Media”, 1988. The model is as relevant now as then; it explains how the
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masses are manipulated by social, economic and political agendas, how consent is
undemocratically manufactured in the consciousness of populations. It does still appear that
ingrained beliefs require some degree of investment and commitment on the part of the public,
and therefore they are often stubborn to be otherwise informed.
Steve Bannon films, memes, easy to remember one liner slogans and nursery like
rhymes aimed at emotions, win over intellectual argument every time. Chillingly, the knock on
effect of Alt-right art, promoting the most recent versions of games such as ‘Call of Duty’, prove
that it is relatively easy to turn a gamer into a soldier, and on that rationale, a software
developer into a weapons designer.
Regarding recent affairs in the US; concerning the results of the 2020 elections, notably
Trump’s refusal to concede and the attempted coup on Capitol Hill. The narrative swings
hysterically; warning of the danger undermining the constitution, destroying the democratic
process, threat of civil war, retribution and then, bizarrely out of nowhere, healing. It was widely
reported that Trump supporters and insiders complicit in the insurrection, have both made
claims that the ‘radical left‘ were actually somehow responsible whilst simultaneously pleading
for his pardon while he was still in office.
Covid 19, far from giving us breathing space, initially made matters worse; the conspiracy
theorists, anti-vaxers and freedom movements, warring with ever more militant police forces.
But perhaps as the numbers of casualties continue to rise and more and more people are
personally affected by tragedy, consensus will eventually emerge.
If optimism and hope can come from the most ironic of sources. Then the following quote
by Joseph Goebbels, written in a letter just days before having six of his own children poisoned,
then committing suicide himself in 1945, is remarkable: "There will come a day, when all the lies
will collapse under their own weight, and truth will again triumph." But, what Goebbels was
referring to as truth by then is open to interpretation, by his own earlier statements; the liar
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eventually becomes contaminated by his own lies.
Trump has proved to be a compulsive liar, which makes him a propagandist by default,
luckily one of his major flaws is narcissism, and this is part of his downfall. But as Trump was
sensationally banned from mainstream social media, the playing field has been turned upside
down and the discourse ever more polarised as ‘info wars’ take place deep on the dark web.
Trump may have had his day, the danger is that the next despot might not be so easy to
recognise. We have learned that if a vacuum exists and is filled with a populist, it can lead to
possible dictatorship. It is therefore, vital for contemporary counter propaganda to be even more
prolific and persuasive.
The 21st century mythologies dissected by Peter Conrad, in his 2020 BBC documentary
of the same name, are described as comfortable and problematic; suggesting that as we
surrender to myths, they help us define our place in the world. The price of fairness is eternal
vigilance and struggle, I am, however optimistic that if anything can bust the myths, propaganda
can. By understanding this, we are empowered to find deeper meanings in everything, as per
the theories of Roland Barthes suggest.

Figure 25. Tony Benn Quote

Figure 26. Lauren Bon Quote

We have only to look back to see what has been achieved over the last hundred years to
appreciate that; if Hitler can hypnotise a whole nation threatening world domination, Stalin raise
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an army from the ashes to defeat him and Edward Bernays convince women that it is somehow
healthy and attractive to smoke cigarettes. Then there is every chance current difficulties can be
overcome by working together to reclaim propaganda, addressing concerns to break the binary
of polarisation and establish trust. It is after all, only the perception of reality that needs to be
tweaked.
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