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Abstract

We are living in an revolutionary epoch. The collapse of Neo-Liberal Capitalism in 2008, effectively
ended the political consensus of the last 30 years. Combine this with the crisis of Climate Change and the
waves of austerity being offered as the only solution by various Governments across the world it is clear
the near future will be characterised by social conflict. Across the world the resistance to these crises
grows and while different in character this wave of revolts is interconnected both by the enemy it faces!
and by the parallel development of something which itself is revolutionising social relations, namely the
maturing forms of dialogical networked social media that are allowing citizens across the world to share
their stories and form collective subjectivities of resistance.

In this paper I want to look at the effects of Neo-Liberal ideology in shaping comtemporary visual
culture and how resistance takes shape in various visual ‘Signs of revolt’ in response. To do this, I want
to use, and make an argument for, the dialogical models of the Sign and communication put forward
by the Bakhtin School, especially the theories of Mikhail Bakhtin himself and his colleague Valentin
Volosinov because, I would argue, they provided a vital critique of both mechanical and Structuralist
semiotic models inherited mainly from Saussure and the Post-Structuralist response to Structuralism
in the 60’s. This critique anticipates much of what the Post-Structuralists claimed in their attack on the
shortcomings of Structuralism, and in a framework which is superior to both sets of ideas. This matters
because, as we shall see, these are still the dominant models taught when any semiotic understanding is
required in Design and a revolutionary epoch requires that we rethink and reassess all our theories to see
if they are fit for purpose in a changing world.

fig.1
signal received
| | signal
Information Transmitter Receiver Destination
source Noise source
Above The first model of the communication Below The Shannon & Weaver model has often Both from Cal Swann, Language and typography
process by Shannon & Weaver, 1949. been criticized for its lack of human context. This ~ (p.20).

diagram by Cal Swann attempts to show the im-
portance of both cultural context and sub-culture
to the process.

ES-Jb_-Eu-It-u-rE ___________ : signal 'Sub-culture !
: ] i T :
i 1 1 . : . _ :
. 1 Information 1 Transmitter Receiver 1 Destination '
i ] I
' : source : Noise :
1 1 :
! : :

fig.2 fig.3

fig.1 Diagram of how communication ‘works’ in Type and Typography by Andrew Haslam and Phil Baines Laurence King zoo3
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Theories of Sign. Why Bakhtin and Volosinov Matter Now.

It is still common place to see diagrams ¥ like the one used in Type and Typography by Andrew Haslam
and Phil Baines in mainstream text books aimed at students of Art and Design. Here language is treated
as If it were communication between machines not human beings, the language used is one of machines,
transmission, receiver, signal etc. Other contemporary semiotic guides like Sean Hall’s This Means This,
That Means That at least acknowledges the Bakhtin School but places it as one theory among many, as
does Visible Signs by David Crow.

In place of these, I want to argue the case for primary importance of the dialogical theories of
The Bakhtin School for any real understanding of how communication actually works. I want to argue
that the dialogic quality of Signs put forward by that school embraces several aspects that set their
understanding of Signs clearly apart from Structuralist notions. For the Structuralist, words are units
of language whose meanings are defined by their relationships to other words. Unlike the Bakhtinian
concepts they have neither an author nor an addressee.

But when people actually use language, its importance to anyone trying to understand it lies in its
relation to the specific circumstance in which it is used rather than to its theoretical ideal as defined in a
dictionary. Such dictionary definitions give language its necessary stability but are only abstractions.

This non-identity of language explains how language can be in its state of continual, if often
imperceptible, change. The langue which Saussure proposes is only an abstraction against which this
change can be perceived. Were it the reality of language, language-change could not take place. The
critique of the absolute identity of words led, of course, to the collapse of structuralism in the late *60s
and early 70’s.

But Post-structuralist thinkers threw the baby out with the bathwater, while they argued that the
relationships between the Signifiers to the Signified are complex and mediated they prioritised the non-
identity of language. Mikael Leiman puts it like this, "For Lacan. the important mediator was the repression
that severed the chain of Signifiers from any direct relationships, or association, between the Signified. Derrida
shreds our hopes of ever getting in touch with ‘the transcendental Signified’. Whereas de Saussure placed the
Signified in the limited part o the brain where it is connected to its acoustic image, Derrida brings it within the
text that implies an infinite regress of interpretations of Signs by other Signs.” Put simply while Structuralism
absolutised the identity of Signs, Post-Structuralism absolutised their non-identity.

The Bakhtin School’s concept of Sign challenges both views in that fully acknowledges the
mediating functions of Signs while preserving their referential aspect. As Volosinov says “The meaning of
a word is determined entirely hy its context ... [but] the word does not cease to he a single entity; it does not, 80 to
speak. break into as many meanings as there are contexts for its usage.™

What the Saussurean school and models that follow can’t adequately handle is living speech,
in other words people in everyday life using Signs in order to develop their relations with each other
in real interactions. Attention to living speech became a mark of the Bakhtin school and this is why I
think they’re theories must be popularized partly because we are living in an era of heightened struggles
over meaning with potentially species ending conclusions® and partly because the now dominant
communication form, Social Media, is an intensely dialogic form, one where the idea of knowledge as
emanating from single, authoritative, closed sources is dying and in its place an all embracing idea of
knowledge as collective, relational and dynamic.

The interesting thing about this is how it echoes the democratic potential seen by theorists and
activists in the 20s for forms of mass communication. The ideas of Bertholt Brecht and the Russian
Productivists who produced the LEF journal who developed the idea of the ‘operative writer’ who is at
once a sociologist, photographer, economist, filmmaker, producer, a master of the new apparatus like
radio—as in Brecht’s 1927 essay Radio as a Communications Apparatus—and the Productivists Sergei
Tretiakov’s idea of a two-way newspaper where listeners/readers hecome broadcasters/writers and vice
versa.®

There are at least these five features in the Bakhtin School approach:

1) The role of utterance; 2) voice and voices; 3) dialogicality and multivoicedness; 4) social languages;
and 5) speech genres. It's beyond the scope of this paper to address all of these in detail so I want to
focus on the idea of multivoicedness and the types of Sign ‘genres’ in contemporary urban environments
and struggles which will touch on some of the other concepts.

















































