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Political Graphics

Carol Wells and Ted Hajjar

The political posters on the following pages represent a small selection of
graphic art produced by the New American Movement (NAM). They come
from the archives of the Center for the Study of Political Graphics founded
and directed by Carol Wells and located in Los Angeles. These posters indi-
cate the breadth of activities that NAM engaged in and the causes that it
championed. They also reveal the humor of the organization, as well as its
sense of how art could help articulate its vision for social transformation.

With her husband, Ted Hajjar, Wells joined the New American Move-
ment (NAM) in 1978 at the encouragement of their neighbor, Ed Pearl, who
was a NAM member and an important Los Angeles cultural and political
activist. From 1958 to 1975, Pearl ran the Ash Grove, one of the most famous
folk music clubs of the 1960s; it was also a hub for movement politics in Los
Angeles. Wells and Hajjar had known Pearl through Hajjar’s involvement
in the Peace and Freedom Party, which Pearl had helped to organize in Los
Angeles. The couple was attracted to NAM because of the way it charted a
new course for radical politics that drew on the best of the social move-
ments of the 1960s, and because it seemed a welcoming organization for the
couple’s solidarity work with the Sandinista National Liberation Front
(FSLN), which took power in Nicaragua in 1979.

As their work developed around Nicaraguan solidarity, Wells and Hajjar
found an increasing disconnect between NAM and their commitment to
supporting the FSLN, which came under military attack beginning in 1980
through the formation of the U.S.-supported Contra counter-revolutionary
forces. When the Los Angeles NAM chapter began discussions around the
merger with the Democratic Socialist Organizing Committee (DSOC), Wells
and Hajjar left the organization and formed the Nicaragua Task Force in
1982, a non-sectarian solidarity group that existed until 1989.

Alongside her activism, throughout the 1970s Wells pursued a doctorate
in art history at the University of California, Los Angeles, with a focus on me-
dieval art. However, in 1979 when Pearl approached her to do a poster for
the Nicaraguan Literacy Campaign, Wells had an epiphany. “Here I was,
struggling with this dissertation on twelfth century French architecture,” she
explains, “And I said, ‘If only fifty people read this poster, it’s going to be
forty-seven more people than will ever read my dissertation.’ Something
clicked there, and I began questioning how I could make the best use of my
time.” In 1989, she founded the Center for the Study of Political Graphics
and serves today as its executive director.

The Center currently holds more than 70,000 political posters from 1900
to the present, including the largest collection of post-World War II human
rights and protest posters in the U.S. The collection as a whole, however, is
almost evenly divided between international and domestic graphics. The
Center’s mandate is to collect, preserve, research and exhibit explicitly po-
litical art; the only requirements a graphic needs to satisfy to be archived at
the Center are that it must be overtly political in content and produced as a
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multiple intended for broad distribution. One-of-a-kind pieces are not ac-
cepted. Whereas most art collections and museums prefer “unique objects,”
Wells explains that the Center’s mission is rooted in grass-roots organizing.
“Anyone can make a poster with crayon or paint, but to have it reproduced
and distributed requires a broader organizational and political vision.” 

The Center is both a home for archival research and a sponsor of a wide
variety of travelling exhibitions, including: “Presidential Rogues Gallery—
Satirical Posters 1960s to the Present,” which has been exhibited prior to
every presidential election since 1992; “No Human Being is Illegal: Myths
and Realities of the Immigrant Experience,” which has been displayed ten
times since 1988, from Los Angeles to Washington, D.C.; and “Courageous
Voices—Posters on Racism, Sexism and Human Rights,” which was exhib-
ited across the U.S. from 1990 to 2007. All exhibits are kept up-to-date, and
Wells adds new posters to reflect changing issues. To explore the Center’s
archives, as well as its virtual and upcoming exhibits, log onto www.politi-
calgraphics.org.

The following descriptions of the posters provide a historical con-
text for the graphics and a brief outline of their relevance to NAM’s
politics. Due to the conditions under which these posters were pro-
duced, no information was available to cite the artists responsible
for them. If readers are able to provide this information, please con-
tact the Center for the Study of Political Graphics at cspg@political-
graphics.org.
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“Joanne Little: Free Our Sisters, Free Our Selves,” references the
case of Joanne Little, an African-American woman who, while serving
time in a North Carolina jail in 1974, killed a white prison guard in self
defense resisting his sexual assault. Though subject to the death penalty
for her act, Little was acquitted, and her trial gained wide coverage. An
array of feminist and civil rights groups supported Little, including
NAM.
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“International Women’s Day” succinctly represents NAM’s broad in-
ternational vision of the potential of socialist-feminism to unite women
throughout the world, embodied through its montage of stark portraits
of six women. In the original, the women are framed by a yellow line,
while the top of the graphic is blue and the bottom red.
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“Film and Revolution Series” identifies NAM’s ecumenical approach
to relating to global revolutionary struggles and the cultural forms that
represent them. Careful readers will note the wide range of revolu-
tionary figures (from Lenin to Gandhi) the poster imagines as the au-
dience for these films, as well as the equally diverse range of
revolutions and social movements represented on the screening list.
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“The Reagan Mandate?” playfully challenges that administration’s propo-
sition that by gutting the social welfare state, it could produce a better so-
ciety for all. The poster uses the image of a single piece of pie left in a pan
as a metaphor for the meager resources to be divided by the broad cross-
section of the population, represented by name in longhand in the pan.
The poster also identifies groups hurt by Reagan’s domestic policies, from
feminists and youth, to working mothers and unions. In the original, these
group titles are colored in Warhol-like pastels, as is the text at the bottom.
This poster was produced to generate interest in the Solidarity Day march
on Washington, which took place on September 19, 1981. The march was
organized by the AFL-CIO and took occurred month into the strike of the
Professional Air Traffic Controllers Organization (PATCO). According to
various accounts, it drew between 250,000 and 500,000 people, including
members of NAM. The title of the march is a pointed allusion to the Soli-
darity movement in Poland.
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“Praise of Communism” is a simple graphic of Bertolt Brecht’s poem
and neatly captures NAM’s basic tenet that radical social transformation
was not beyond the grasp of the majority of people in the U.S.
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“Is Your Bathroom Breeding Bolsheviks?” highlights NAM’s humor.
While this advertisement from a 1932 issue of Time has become com-
monplace today, it was first reprinted by NAM and sold to generate
funds for the organization, which it did quite well by all accounts. At the
bottom of the poster, NAM is listed as the organization responsible for
recovering and reprinting this now-iconic figure of pre-WWII anti-Com-
munist propaganda.
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