
SECTION 4 

Understanding Symboli c P ic to r ia l P resen ta t ion s ( e . g . P o s t e r s ) 

36 . Fo r var iou s p rac t i ca l r e a s o n s i t i s difficul t t o conduc t controlle d 
r e s e a r c h e s int o th e effect s o f pos t e r s an d othe r symboli c p ic tor ia l r e p r e s e n t -
ations o n non-capt iv e audience s suc h a s f a r m e r s . Ye t p o s t e r s compose d o f 
visual symbol s a r e widel y use d t o communicat e wit h non- l i t e ra t e adult s i n 
many pa r t s o f th e Commonwealth . Th e difficultie s wer e mad e explici t i n th e 
evaluation o f th e coco a campaig n c a r r i e d ou t i n Ghan a i n 195 4 an d 195 5 
repor ted i n a  mimeographe d documen t p resen te d b y M . L . Clarkso n t o th e 
Ghana Socia l Welfar e Departmen t i n 1956 . " I l l i te ra t e peopl e a r e unwillin g 
to b e t rouble d b y a  s e r i e s o f quest ion s o f whic h the y d o no t se e th e poin t 
and th e r ep l i e s the y giv e a r e un re l i ab l e ; anythin g t o p leas e th e ques t ione r 
o r ge t r i d o f him . A t th e sam e tim e w e neede d som e guidanc e a s t o whic h 
kind o f p o s t e r , p ic tur e o f sloga n wa s mos t effectiv e an d whic h di d no t conve y 
any meanin g o r mak e an y appea l " . Exac t ly . 

37· Th e tea m investigatin g way s o f findin g ou t abou t aes the t i c percept io n 
in Nort h Eas t Thailan d cam e t o a  s imila r conclusion , findin g tha t v i l l ager s 
had shor t attentio n span s i n forma l tes t in g an d intervie w situation s an d ha d 
l i t t le fre e tim e ava i lab le . Durin g plantin g an d harves t in g th e en t i r e villag e 
was engage d i n agr icu l tu ra l pursu i t s i n th e da y tim e an d a t nigh t th e 
illumination wa s p o o r . Durin g th e s l a cke r per iod s i n ag r i cu l t u r e , festival s 
and socia l act ivi t ie s fille d th e day s an d prove d d is t rac t in g t o an y concentrate d 
test ing o r individua l viewing . 

38 . F o r thes e an d othe r r e a s o n s , the r e i s a  paucit y o f publishe d 
mater ia l o n th e effect s o f symboli c v isua l p resen ta t ion s o n peopl e o f a  lo w 
level o f l i t e r a c y . Ye t som e r e s e a r c h ha s bee n conducted , notabl y i n 
Southern an d Eas t Afr ica . 

39 . O f som e in t e re s t i s th e r e p o r t emergin g fro m th e wor k o f W . Hudso n 
and H . Hecto r wh o invest igate d th e usefulnes s o f safet y p o s t e r s designe d fo r 
Bantu indust r ia l worke r s b y th e Nationa l Occupationa l Safet y Associat io n i n 
Johannesburg, Republi c o f Sout h Afr ica . I n th e abs t r ac t o f th e r e po r t 
published b y Wend y Winter , i t i s conclude d tha t huma n behaviou r shoul d b e 
depicted i n accordanc e wit h Bant u t radi t io n an d tha t superimposi t ion s 
intending t o r e p r e s e n t dept h o r movemen t a r e unsuccessfu l becaus e con -
vential dept h cue s caus e confusion . Hudso n an d Hecto r als o foun d tha t 
symbolic meaning s wer e ofte n at tache d t o co lour s an d s h a p e s , whic h 
frequently d is tor te d th e intende d meaning . 

4 0 . Fonsec a an d K e a r l , workin g i n r u r a l B r a z i l , r epo r t e d tha t peopl e 
of limite d educatio n tende d t o giv e th e mos t l i t e r a l in te rpre ta t io n t o an y 
symbols tha t hav e bot h a  l i t e r a l an d f igurativ e meaning . Holme s inspire d 
by th e Braz i l f indings , studie d th e r e s p o n s e s o f u rba n youth s an d wome n 
in Kenya . H e found , a s note d e a r l i e r , tha t the y wer e confuse d b y to o muc h 
de ta i l , ye t neede d r e a l i s t i c po r t r aya l t o ge t meanin g fro m a  heal t h p o s t e r . 
More significantly , p ic tor ia l symbol s wer e in te rp re te d l i t e r a l l y . A  furthe r 
example o f thi s phenomeno n i s r e p o r t e d i n Advanc e Octobe r 196 1 i n a n 
a r t i c l e b y th e Departmen t o f Socia l Welfar e an d Communit y Developmen t i n 
Ghana (pag e 58) . P o s t e r s intende d t o encourag e al l th e physical l y handi -
capped t o r e g i s t e r , r e su l t e d i n onl y me n appear in g sinc e th e pos te r ha d no t 
shown an y women . 
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4 1 . Man y example s o f suc h litera l interpretation s o f pictoria l represent -
ations whic h hav e symboli c meaning , ar e quote d b y worker s fro m al l 
countries. Poster s ar e seldo m designe d b y indigenou s art ist s and , eve n 
when the y a r e , mos t o f th e artis t hav e bee n traine d t o adop t a n exoti c styl e 
of drawin g an d t o appl y symboli c form s no t recognize d b y th e indigene . 
Furthermore, poster s ar e designe d t o b e show n t o th e genera l public , withou t 
differentiating betwee n level s o f acculturation , o r urbanization . Wha t i s 
pictorially meaningfu l a t on e leve l o f acculturatio n ma y b e meaningles s a t 
another. Th e meanin g o f a  pictur e o r poste r i s alway s relate d t o th e viewer' s 
own pre-occupations , interest s an d experience . Befor e designin g an y mas s 
communication tool , ther e shoul d b e researc h int o th e loca l traditiona l an d 
social symbolis m especiall y whe n th e messag e i s no t accompanie d b y a 
verbal face-to-fac e explanation . Message s ar e sen t throug h medi a an d 
visual medi a whic h d o no t us e word s a t al l ar e bette r avoided . "A- V 
materials ar e mos t effectivel y use d a s aid s t o word s wit h i l l i terates ; th e 
spoken wor d i s t o thi s exten t essential" , i s th e considere d judgmen t o f 
Evelyn Woo d wh o fo r man y year s ha s studie d th e effect s o f differen t audi o 
visual medi a wit h illiterat e peopl e o f Indi a (Take n fro m a  mimeographe d pape r 
distributed fro m 5  Soban i Road , Cuff e Parade , Bomba y 5  in Marc h 1960 ) 
Hudson an d Hector , too , foun d tha t whe n th e safet y poster s wer e explaine d 
with ora l instructions , understandin g increase d b y 5 0 per cent . 

42. Ther e ar e fe w controlle d researche s o n how poster s o r larg e 
pictures ar e perceive d b y illiterat e adults . Th e wor k o f Hudso n an d Hecto r 
in Sout h Afric a (1963 ) o f Fuglesan g i n Zambi a (1969 ) an d tha t o f Holme s i n 
Kenya, echoin g tha t o f Fonsec a an d Kear l i n Brazi l ar e th e su m o f thos e w e 
can refe r to . Othe r observation s d o howeve r exist , base d o n fiel d experienc e 
of campaig n workers , whic h i n thei r cumulativ e effec t provid e valuabl e guid e 
lines t o production . Fo r exampl e th e 195 4 -  195 5 campaign , carrie d ou t i n 
Ghana t o persuad e coco a farmer s t o dea l wit h th e plagu e o f swolle n shoot , 
included th e us e o f pos ters . Th e effec t o f eigh t o f thes e wa s evaluate d amon g 
three group s o f farmer s an d th e genera l conclusio n wa s tha t poster s shoul d 
be treate d a s teachin g aids . The y mad e littl e impac t whe n stuc k u p b y 
themselves althoug h villager s ofte n like d t o hav e the m fo r variou s othe r 
reasons . 

43. Som e furthe r guid e line s emerg e fro m th e fiel d testin g o f pictoria l 
materials fo r ne w l i te ra tes , a s reporte d i n Communicatio n throug h Educationa l 
Materials edite d b y Set h Spauldin g i n 195 5 for th e Burm a Translatio n Society , 
and th e Unesc o Grou p Trainin g Schem e fo r Fundamenta l Educatio n i n A n 
experiment i n teachin g adult s t o rea d an d wri te . Bot h o f thes e ar e summarize d 
in Literac y Pr imers : construction , evaluatio n an d us e b y Κ  . Neij s publishe d 
by Unesco i n th e ser ie s o f Manuals o n Adul t an d Yout h Educatio n No . 2. 
(Yelwal, Mysore , Indi a 1955) . Set h Spauldin g an d Joh n Bower s conducte d 
a Unesc o worksho p o n preparing materia l fo r ne w literate s i n Keny a i n 
1962 in th e cours e o f whic h som e illustration s wer e fiel d tested . Th e wor k 
is reporte d i n Manual s o n Adul t an d Yout h Educatio n No.3 , Simpl e readin g 
material fo r adults : it s preparatio n an d us e publishe d b y Unesc o i n 1963 . 

44. I t seem s tha t fe w genera l conclusion s ca n b e draw n wit h regar d t o 
the us e o f pictoria l symbolis m fo r communicatin g ne w ideas , largel y becaus e 
of th e grav e methodologica l deficiencie s i n th e studie s thu s fa r reported . 
It ca n safel y b e sai d however , tha t grea t socia l sensitivit y an d dee p know -
ledge o f th e symboli c syste m o f th e communit y ar e essentia l pre-requisi te s 
for art ist s wh o desig n pos te rs , i f the y ar e t o communicat e effectivel y wit h 
non-literate people . 
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