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[ A man holding a pen, during the protest against the killing of Charlie Hebdo] 

January 7th, 2015, the attacks on the office of the magazine Charlie Hebdo took place. Two 
brothers that were inspired by Al-Qaeda murdered eleven people. The most remembered 
black background with “Je suis Charlie” written on it was made by a colleague artistic 
director and went viral all over the world. It was meant as a sign of solidarity, but soon started 
to live its own life.  
The message this picture conveys is a powerful one; “I am Charlie. I do write and draw what I 
want to and publish it. I shouldn’t be scared to do that. This is my right!” The pen is 
particularly interesting because it was ridiculed for being a weapon.  
However, the “Je suis Charlie” symbol soon was not only used for solidarity but also for anti-
terrorist protest, or even anti-Muslim protest in a more and more right-oriented European 
society. The symbol of “Je suis Charlie” has become polysemy. On the one side it stands for 
freedom of expression, democracy and solidarity, on the other side it stands for cultural 
differences and xenophobia.  

	  

	  



	  

	  

[A woman holding her dead child after a Tsunami struck her home town in 2011] 

On March 11, 2011, a tsunami struck Japan wit hall its devastating power.  Whole towns got 
wiped of the map. The picture here is from an unknown woman holding her dead baby girl, 
crying. They are covered in mud just as everything else.  
The theme of the mother and the child is a known iconographic feature. They are the ones that 
need protection, but they clearly had not. The hopelessness and grief in the middle of disaster 
screams at the audience. Nobody should ever bury his or her child. No one deserves this. 
They need help, or support, even now it’s too late.  
The colour scheme of the picture helps here. The brown from the mud and not much else 
conveys the feeling of hopelessness. The mud covers everything, just as the hopelessness 
covers everything. 



[Artist’s (Abinibi) rendering of a girl taken]	  

When news broke that 276 young girls were kidnapped from a secondary school in Nigeria, 
Africa, public outrage ensued. The girls had been taken by a group of men who deem that 
women and girls should not be educated, but only married off, with child, and a specific 
religion. This image of bring back our girls resonates in the hearts of females the world over 
in that each can attest to some form of patriarchal suppression throughout the course of 
history. Whether one is from the east or west the perception of authenticity of the image 
appeals ideologically to the masses. Once collective identification has occurred the image 
becomes iconic. The image of a man with his hand over the mouth of a crying young girl, is 
an image that has been mass produced in an effort to bring about change. The image 
symbolically condenses women and girls the world over to one. The image states that the girl 
whether black, white, Asian, etc. can be any one of us. In contrast, the image resonates with 
men in that the girl could be any man’s daughter, niece, sister, cousin, or neighbor. It 
resonates with men whom are not stuck in a previous century, and men who demand and fight 
for the freedom, and equality of the sexes. The acceptance of the image by both men and 
women, and its distribution across the social media spectrum has played a monumental role in 
this images iconography and use in protest. 



	  

Malcolm Brown’s Pulitzer Prize winning photograph of the Burning Monk from Saigon 
became iconic the moment the monk sat down in the street and lit himself on fire.  In this 
harrowing statement the monk attests to the world the depths to which one should go for his, 
or her beliefs. The monk, without saying a word, asked: How far are we willing to go to put 
an end to injustice in the world? The monks cry is kept simple by Brown’s use of black and 
white as oppose to color which makes it resoundingly clear that there is no gray area where 
injustice is concerned. In this visually stunning act of protest, the monk made the political 
statement that he, like many others, are victims of war; alone emotionally and physically, as 
well as deprived of basic human rights. Not only was his central concern to protest, but also 
with audience reception. His visual dynamic was not arbitrary. There was rationale behind his 
statement of protest. This image of polysemy demands that the audience retain a specific 
political ideology. This image will remain iconic of political protest as evidenced in its 
immediate emotional accessibility. 

	  


