Well Formed Phrases: Some Limits of Meaning in Political
Print at the End of the Second Empire

ADRIAN RIFKIN
(Written with the 1984 — 85 miners’ strike in mind)

This article is a partial sequel to a previous public-
ation in Block No.8, entitled ‘No Particular Thing
To Mean’, and it also takes up some questions
raised in my review of Maurice Agulhon's Marianne
into Battle in Art History (September 1983). Both of
these were preoccupied with the uneven way in
which political print or satire is taken up in art-
historical or historical writing, and is held either
within the hierarchies of meaning attributed to
different art forms, or is used as illustration. The
problem was to see how these uses overlap with
the relationship of authorship and meaning in
political print, and to indicate that how they do
often confuses and inhibits a materialist social
analysis of the ways in which they can produce
meaning. | wished to create a distance from the
cannibalistic approach of certain kinds of social
history of art that eats up little signs in order to
give more importance to bigger ones, and also |
did not want to engage in the discussion of polit-
ical print as a form of material production by way
of a virtuous substitute for other kinds of appropr-
late research. Not that such investigation is
unimportant. It is crucial to an understanding of
how the social structuring of the production and
consumption of visual images enters into their
reading, into the amount or kinds of meaning that
they are allowed to have. Otherwise I wanted to
escape a hagiographical struggle over what it is
that the prints illustrate as being a conflict
between politically good or bad intentions. This
can all be left aside now, and is mentioned only
because the objectives remain viable, and current
in this work. In passing, however, it is worth
remarking that of all the art-historical tendencies
that fetishise the genres of artistic achievement,
the ‘modernartandmodernism’ one is probably the
most influential. And so, if I found that *No Partic-
ular Thing . .." led me to think again about the
value of Warburgian iconology, this was not dis-
pleasing. The point at which this touches against
the methods of analysis opened up by Bakhtin’s
linguistics seems to me to be a more productive
starting point than the vamped up, socially struct-
ured version of the creative artist." Anyway, I got
no [urther than laying a basis for looking at a
print, ‘Le Travail, c’est la Liberté’ (fig.1), and this
is where we will carry on.

There, the print was seen as being not so much
at the centre of a complex set of political and
social discourses and representations as afloat in
them, rather as its viewers themselves must have
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been. Now we will deflect the investigation onto
another object, namely the articulation of notions
of social order and social place, and see if such an
exploration vyields any knowledge about the
position of such a print. At the same time this
enables us to distract our attention from the
relation of the print to other prints as an issue of
any central importance, and to look at the articul-
ation ol orders of representation which are not
themselves structured by traditions of visual
satire, but which, nonetheless, interact with them.
This starting point is obviously not a random one,
since order was a most important focus of social
and political struggles, and became an especially
significant word in the short period that we are
dealing with.” It was a subject of confrontation in
industrial relations, political desires or military
conflict alike, and it is through a contention of
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Fig. 1. Marcia, Le Travail, c’est la liberté, mid-lale
Urn 1871,
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