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“The cartoon is an appalling abbreviation… Big 
business is a familiar target for cartoons. over the 
years we have used the octopus, Othello, King Lear, 
giants, vampires, mixtures of them, with fangs and 
fire to represent big business. We still use these 
symbols. Readers are patient and tolerant… the 
symbol should more accurately be part-human part-
machine with a suggestion of a capacity for 
transmogrification. Drawn this way the notion of big 
business becomes at best fictional, at worst 
indecipherable… a three-dog-headed Cerberus 
labelled “CIA” is a weak and inadequate analogy for 
such an apparatus of fantasy and dedication. A cobra 
labelled “money” is no longer sinister enough to 
describe the process that has one group of people 
dumping food and another group of people too 
underfed to argue about it.”

- Bruce Petty
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Comics and the commons: comics activism in fragments
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Comics and the commons: comics activism in fragments

I would like to do away with the firm boundaries that 
we human beings so self-assuredly are inclined to 
erect around everything that is accessible to us... .Most 
of all I would like to depict the world as a bee sees it, 
then tomorrow as the moon sees it, and then, as many 
other creatures may see it. I am, however, human 
being, and can use my fantasy, bound as I am, as a 
bridge. — Hannah Hoch, foreword to the catalogue 
for her solo exhibition at the Kunstzaal De Bron, The 
Hague, 1929. (Makholm, Kristin, 1996, p. 194)

The quote above from German montage artist, Hannah Hoch, opens 
up the question of role of art in activism, as a bridge between what is 
seen and unseen, what is remembered and what is forgotten. The 
rise of comics during the 20th century media landscape can be seen 
as a bridge between popular culture and commercial print 
publishing industries. 

As a medium, comics emerged from the daily and weekly routines 
of newspaper and serial reporting, and miniaturised cinematic 
structures of representation, especially the combination of image 
and text in early silent cinema. The daily and weekly ephemeral 
format of newspaper, and then superhero comics, had in common 
their inclusion of current political events within ‘unreal’ genres of 
caricature and mythical solutions to human problems. However, not 
all comics are ‘activist’, and indeed the dominant conceptualization 
of the ‘comic’, the commercial, mass-published superhero genre can 
be read as a conservative cultural structure, in that agency at the 
level of storytelling and production processes themselves are located 
outside communities. This essay thus takes up the idea of ‘comics as 
activism’ and explores its histories and future potentials.
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This brief exploration of what a ‘comics activism’ might mean, and 
how it is being produced and reshaped by artists such as those in 
this exhibition, speaks to a set of social forces that we are all caught 
between: traditional media structures that have formed the social 
and cultural structures that we find ourselves inhabiting in moment-
to-moment updates of digital media feeds, but are yet to find a way 
to adequately compensate artists and other cultural producers for 
their work; experiences of inequality and historical injustice that are 
all around us, but constantly denied; and shared conversations 
about our common future that we urgently need places to live out. 

Demarcating comics activism
Magnussen, La Cour, and Cortsen note that as a marginalised 
cultural form, “comics have played with (and in some cases have 
questioned) existing power structures, which—in combination with 
their mass appeal—have made them the subject of continuous 
institutional efforts to regulate their content” (2015, p. xvii)   Along 
these lines Swedish comics scholar Martin Lund mobilises the terms 
“comics activism” and “activist comics” to “delineate and identify 
those within the largely de-politicized field of comics who are 
working towards its politicization, as creators and as critics, as 
makers and as readers, and the comics they produce and read”. 
(Lund, 2018, p. 42).

In the exhibition that this catalogue speaks to, we are putting the 
emphasis on the former term: “comics activism” rather than “activist 
comics”. While there may be a move towards the politicisation of 
comics and the publication of graphic novels that deal with 
globalised forms of social inequality, as the examples of Evans, Sacco 
and Hedges discussed below attest, Minus, Wallman and Ahmed are 
instead all activists who are using comics as a medium of social 
critique and prefigurative politics.
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The artists profiled in the exhibition operate outside the mainstream 
comics publishing industry, so I am here bracketing out any detailed 
discussion of “activist comics”, which definitely do exist in, for 
example, the underground ‘comix’ genre. In contrast, the comic 
activism that you see here takes place via the self-published and 
movement-led forms that are afforded by online and peer-to-peer 
media. 

These artists are closely linked to contemporary social movements 
(in the case of Wallman and Minus, specifically labour movements 
and unions, as well as feminist critiques and gender inequalities, 
and in the case of Ahmed, refugee rights and racism), and their 
creative work articulates new forms of political action and arenas of 
struggle. They also ground political analysis in human forms, 
linking text and image in sequenced storytelling—a key move that 
distinguishes comics from other forms of graphic art such as posters, 
photography, drawing and printmaking. 

Comics activists, comics activism
UK cartoonist for the New Internationalist, Kate Evans describes 
herself as a ‘comics activist’ (Davies, 2017, p. 6). In an interview in 
which she explains the research and creative process for her graphic 
novel Threads: From the Refugee Crisis (Verso, 2017), based on 
interviews with refugees in the former ‘Jungle’ refugee encampment 
in Calais, Kate Evans describes the role of satire and humor in 
highlighting human rights: 

Comics storytelling also facilitates the judicious use of 
humour. There are funny, wry or silly aspects to most 
situations, and by drawing them out and sprinkling 
parts of the narrative with them… It’s also a contrast 
technique, because by lightening parts of the 
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narrative, it gives greater force to the truly horrible 
events that happen elsewhere. (Davies, 2017, p. 3)

Evans also notes that 

Other comics artists who use a mixture of comedic 
and serious tones are Art Spiegelman in Maus, 
(2003) where the frustration the narrator feels at his 
father’s eccentricities are used as a counterpoint to 
the story from the death camps, and Marjane 
Satrapi’s Persepolis (2008), where the author’s 
childlike rebellion gives a comedy counterpoint to 
the evils of the Iranian regime. These two last 
books are both refugee narratives, by the way, but 
they aren’t generally considered as such; they tend 
to be classified as classics of comics literature. 
(Davies, 2017, p. 3)

Evans’ rejection of the ‘objectivity’ associated with journalistic 
storytelling explains much about the agency of comics in setting out 
and provoking a critique. The technique of bringing together 
emotions that are usually kept separate, as well as the excluded and 
marginal space of the camp with tourist views of France and the 
traditional lace-making industries of this part of Europe, serves to 
‘unborder’ and ‘reborder’ the pages of the graphic novel that Evans 
has so carefully created.

McGovern and Eve, in a recent article discussing the 1973 women’s 
liberation comic Abortion Eve, argue that the format of comics was 
an opportunity for activists to practice informational activism by 
questioning the “gendered divisions of information labour and 
knowledge creation” (2019, p.9). Rather than engaging in an abstract 
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treatise on abortion from a medical or legal standpoint, the comic 
contributed to the debates around Roe v. Wade by emphasising an 
individual women’s perspective on the legality and medical aspects 
of abortion. By taking advantage of the shifts in perspective and 
scale that comic narrative provides to depict a first-person 
experience, feminist comics such as Abortion Eve realised the 
objective of women’s health movements to allow women not just 
‘access to information about their bodies [but further] that they 
should also help to create this knowledge’ (Kline, 2010, p. 3 quoted 
in McGovern and Eve, 2019, p. 11). 

The Australian Indigneous sexual health poster campaign, 
Condoman, in echoes of Abortion Eve, also draws from popular 
culture by using comics to transform relationships between sexual 
subjects and objects of knowledge. Developed in 1987 by a group of 
Indigeneous health workers in Townsville, including then AIDS 
consultant for the Townsville Aboriginal and Islander Childcare 
Agency, Aunty Grace Smallwood, as a response to what they 
perceived as the cultural irrelevance of the Grim Reaper advertising 
campaign, posters feature the figure of Condoman wearing a red 
and yellow superhero costume, standing on a tropical beach and 
saying in his speech bubble “Don’t be Shame, Be Game: Use 
Frenchies”. The iconography of Condoman paid homage to the 
Phantom, who was popular in North Queensland at the time 
(Walmsley and Sloan, 2015). These possibilities for activist uses of 
comics formats create resonances with movements and struggles for 
self-determination globally.

For example, African-American cartoonist Barbara Brandon-Croft 
published her comic strip “Where I’m Coming From” 1989-2005 in 
the Detroit Free Press. Like other Black women cartoonists in the US, 
including Jackie Ormes (Goldstein, 2008), Brandon-Croft’s work can 
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also be considered part an ongoing history of anti-racist and feminist 
comics activism that interects and bridges both the Civil Rights and 
Black Lives Matter movements (Kennedy, 2018; Kirtley, 2021; 
Whaley, 2015). Two examples of her nationally syndicated strips 
from the 2000s, ‘Unlawful’ and ‘Media Shots’ are included in a 2015 
collection APB: Artists Against Police Brutality and deal directly 
with issues of police violence against Black communities. In the strip 
‘Unlawful’, Cheryl and Lekesia—two of Brandon-Croft’s regular 
characters (Pendana, 2019)—are shown side-by-side, in her usual 
style of depicting her characters’ expressive faces and hand gestures, 
with no speech bubbles but the text printed directly next to them, 
across four panels. In each panel Cheryl is reading a newspaper and 
discussing reports of police shootings with Lekesia, Brandon-Croft’s 
most explicitly feminist and activist character: 

Cheryl: “Seems like there are a lot of unnecessary 
shootings happening”
Lekesia: “And not just in New York”
Cheryl: “Their Mayor blames the media for… The rising 
tensions between the community and law enforcement”
Lekesia: “But the fact is, the media shoots film… The 
police have bullets.” (Campbell et al., eds, 2015, n.p) 

A recent resurfacing of this activist history links Brandon-Croft’s 
print-based work with her own comics activism via social media 
around the trial of George Floyd’s murderer, former policeman 
Derek Chauvin (Cavna 2021; see also Brandon-Croft’s instagram 
account @barbarabrandoncroft) and a new generation of Black 
women comics activists such as Elizabeth Montgomery @lizatlarge 
and Bianca Xunise @biancaxunise.  In colonized Australia, Wiradjuri 
and Ngiyampaa artist Charlotte Allingham’s (@coffinbirth) work in 
her self-published comics Going Home and It’s Called Survival 
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articulates powerful themes of Blak women’s negotiation of 
dispossession and survival.

Thinking through images
History decays into images, not into stories. (N11,4). 
(Benjamin, 1999)  

In this way comics activist practice is closer to the Frankfurt School 
idea of the Denkbild, or ‘thought-image’ than the fully-fledged 
narrative journeys that might be contained in activist comics. 
According to Theodor W. Adorno, writing on his friend Walter 
Benjamin’s kaleidoscopic text Einbahnstrasse [One Way Street],: 

Thought-images are . . . parabolic evocations of 
something that cannot be said in words. They do not 
want to stop conceptual thought so much as to shock 
through their enigmatic form and thereby get thought 
moving, because thought in its traditional form seems 
rigid, conventional and outmoded. (Adorno, quoted 
in Tschofen, 2015, p. 139).

But what kind of images? Where is the role of the human in trying to 
capture the extreme perspectives of 21st century lived experience?

Comics scholar, Jared Gardner, writing in 2012 for the online 
magazine Public Books, argues that comics journalism crosses into 
comics activism when it distrusts “history that does not have a face, 
a name, and a voice behind it” (Gardner, 2012, n.p). Describing the 
combined effect of cartoonist Joe Sacco’s collaboration with 
journalist Chris Hedges in their 2014 investigation of US ’sacrifice 
zones’, Days of Destruction, Days of Revolt, Gardner finds a call to 
action in the graphic depictions of “the voices that speak from the 

Murals, but also social art in general, must help in an 

individual’s "struggle to become a human being, and 

for that purpose it must live wherever it can... no 

place is bad for it, so long as it is there permitted to 

fulfill its primary functions of nutrition and 

enlightenment. 

- Diego Rivera, Portrait of America, 1934, p. 11
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decimated landscapes of America’s deepest poverty, which we (like 
Dickens’s “telescopic philanthropists”) know even less well than we 
do the sufferings of peoples halfway around the world” (Gardener, 
2012, n.p.). The fading away of the urban-based Occupy movement 
is, according to Gardner, a failure to bridge class and spatial divides 
in the US, which certainly cultural forms such as comics cannot 
alone overcome, without actively solidaristic social movements and 
critiques.

But activist comics do more than just ground political experience in 
human form, they also define new spaces for action. In his 
perceptive essay on the diegetic space of comics, Belgian comic 
historian Pascal Lefèvre observes that “in the first place every flat 
image has to deal with its fundamental two-dimensional aspect: the 
picture can try to deny the flatness by suggesting an illusionary 
depth or, on the contrary, can accentuate this flatness” (2007, p. 2). 
Each artist in this exhibition takes a different approach to diegetic 
space of the surface of the image.

Sam Wallman’s multi-panel posters, for example, use perspective 
and openings in the frame to create a fiercely animated, all-inclusive 
world that connects aspects of contemporary and historical 
experience. His poster on ‘The Commons’ for the Museum of 
English Rural Life, provides a diegetic space which is not just an 
optical illusion but a stage for a materialist history. 

The first, top, panel of the comic places front and centre an indoor 
space with arches surrounding a suspended cage. The classical 
perspective of the room uses the ceiling archways to frame a line of 
text: “The enclosures were and are equal parts lethal and 
imaginary”.  The top panel, however, shows blocks of the ceiling 
falling in on a group of people who look straight out to the viewer, 

Panels that Transform brings diverse work from the pages of 
popular comics, online spaces and strikes and protests onto the 
walls of an Art Gallery space. Neither the gallery space, nor this 
essay has the scope to capture the breadth of the works produced 
by these three artists. So, I would encourage the reader to go down 
the internet rabbit hole to joyfully discover more works by them. 
From a curatorial stance, I am distinctly aware that an exhibition 
featuring their works may be seen as an act of stripping these 
strongly political works of their contexts, potentially emphasising 
their aesthetics over their vital message. However, the aim of this 
exhibition is not to let an Art Gallery transform the comics and art 
of Sam Wallman, Nicky Minus and Safdar Ahmed into “high art” 
objects the attendees will gaze upon voyeuristically, but to let their 
works transform the Art Gallery into a place of political 
awakenings, a place where attendees are drawn to political action. 

Over the last 6 years, I have worked on developing a creative 
research practice in the form of graphic scholarship, through which 
I aim to communicate academic research in the form of comics. 
While doing so, I often turned to my cartoonist friends and their 
works for guidance on how to represent complex ideas in the 
comics medium. In doing the kinds of comics and graphic works 
they do, Safdar, Nicky and Sam undertake a great amount of 
research, both in the field and in libraries and archives, and then 
find succinct, powerful and imaginative ways to tell the outcomes 
of their research by thinking visually about them. The works in this 
exhibition should help visitors, especially students and academic 
staff, to think differently about the research they do and show 
possibilities beyond the traditional scholarly writing. 

Here’s to hoping you are all as transformed by the panels in this 
exhibition as I am.
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which is continues the discussion: “The commons were enclosed & 
yet they are still ours”. 

Drawing our attention to the act of looking and reading, the panel 
directly below and to the left of this group below this disintegrating 
ceiling is a side-on portrait of a person reading a book with the 
words “& the Polio vaccine, deliberately without patent, Antarctica, 
and outer space”. 

By opening up the imaginary depth of comic-space, Wallman’s work 
produces gap that we were previously unaware of in our routinised 
practices of reading. This poster, as Wallman does more generally, 
makes available forms new spaces of action, of common-ing. These 
new and utopian spaces are literally illustrated for us as viewers in 
the sentence above the two-dimensional reader’s head: “The beach 
is the commons reminding us.” Underlining the availability of 
diegetic space as a communicative act--in the sense of it being 
repurposed by both the reader and the figures within the comic--in 
front of the reader’s gaze on the beach itself is the text “So is the 
floating space between your eyes & this sentence”.

Similarly Nicky Minus’ work bring multiple figures together, for 
example in their recent poster ‘Solidarity with Palestine’ which 
includes references to #SaveSheikhJarrah, the Palestinian 
neighbourhood bearing the brunt of the May 2021 conflict, and 
“Stand – against—the --> violence of ---> settler colonialism all 
across the world” on each side of a border which frames to figures in 
round ‘windows’ onto struggles connected by patterns of “apartheid 
and genocide”. Another one of Minus’ recurrent themes is the 
colonization of everyday life by technological forces, seen most 
strikingly in her first poster from the ‘Lockdown’ series, which 
features the figure of The Terminator’s nemesis, Sarah Connor, who is 

among others. 

In 2015, Safdar published Villawood: Notes from an 
Immigration Detention Centre, which went on to win a 
Walkley award in the Artwork category. He expanded that 
work to publish his first graphic novel, Still Alive (Twelve 
Panels Press, 2021). While Safdar continues to draw 
himself in these works, his main concern is to tell the 
stories of asylum seekers and refugees he has met through 
his community work with Refugee Art Project. As he 
continued to work on his graphic novel, he also produced 
a wide range of works of in graphic medicine, comic essays 
on topics such as Sufi mysticism and Islamophobia, as well 
as works in other media such as animation, virtual reality, 
and musical recordings and performances. 

Nicky’s later work, including Casual Work and URL: Ugly 
Real Life shifted its focus towards working class issues, 
critiques of modern capitalism and consumerism, 
neoliberalism, the casualisation of work and climate 
change. Together, Sam and Nicky — along with the 
Workers Art Collective which they are both members of — 
have become increasingly involved in the union 
movement, producing posters, banners and graphics for 
various different unions, attending strikes and other 
industrial actions, protests and blockades. They express 
solidarity with workers and protestors by sharing their art. 
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The underground comix lineage further becomes apparent 
in the autobiographical mode of cartooning Sam, Nicky 
and Safdar engage in. Their works (especially earlier ones) 
hearken back to the works of comics makers like Justin 
Green, Robert Crumb, Aline Kominsky-Crumb, and Julie 
Doucet among others. They draw themselves in awkward, 
embarrassing, vulnerable situations, which their cartoon 
avatars navigate with a great deal of self-deprecation and 
humour. Their approach to sexuality and other bodily 
functions tend to be irreverent like their underground 
predecessors. However, while some of the pioneers of the 
underground comix movement (e.g. Robert Crumb) 
arguably contain problematic racist and sexist 
representations, the works of Sam, Safdar and Nicky 
problematise and critique such forms of representations, 
which sets them apart from that tradition. 

Over the last few years, the autobiographical mode in their 
works started shifting towards other directions. Sam and 
Safdar embarked on ambitious graphic journalism projects. 
Sam illustrated a story titled At Work Inside Our Detention 
Centres: A Guard’s Story in collaboration with Nick Olle, Pat 
Grant et al. for the Global Mail, which was shared 
thousands of times and won the 2014 Human rights award 
in the media category. He has continued to create several 
short and mid-length pieces of graphic journalism over the 
following years, for prestigious publications in Australia 
and overseas. His journalism and later animation work (in 
collaboration with Bailey Sharp) focus on worker’s rights, 
trade unions, climate justice, safe schools, LGBTQ+ themes 
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also a feminist-inflected figure of hope.

Safdar Ahmed’s practice also produces new spaces for 
imagination and action. Ahmed has reflected on art’s role in 
context of the Refugee Art Project--which he has been involved 
with since early 2011--in a beautiful essay entitled ‘The Art of 
Exile’ (2011). He suggests that ‘The role of art is not to redeem 
what has been lost’:

What it does is provide the opportunity to review, revise, and 
reconstitute the often scattered shards of memory, culture and 
identity that refugees carry with them. The artistic act may then 
become one of discovery. And I say may because the experience 
of being uprooted and then needing to reconstitute life in a new 
environment is a traumatic process that must be acknowledged 
on its own terms. It should not be qualified by notions of 
‘success’ or ‘failure’. (Ahmed, 2011, p.11)

To paraphrase Hannah Arendt, comics activism “cuts deep” 
enough into reality to allow us to transcend individualized 
experience. Rather than the nihilist forms of art that Arendt 
excoriated, in which artists are “too much concerned with 
themselves—to see the real issues”, these artists help us forget 
self-imposed limits to human action and remember what matters 
(Young-Bruehl, Elisabeth, 1977, p. 187).

All this is to say that this essay is written from the 
perspective of a friend, a comrade, and a member 
of a tight-knit comics community, rather than from 
any academic/critical/curatorial distance. The 
exhibition, Panels that Transform, is a celebration of 
the works of three of the most original artists to 
ever have embraced the comics medium, but on a 
personal level, it is a celebration of their art 
journeys as I witnessed them over the last eight 
years or so. 

Sam Wallman, Safdar Ahmed and Nicky Minus 
have distinct and easily recognisable styles of 
cartooning. However, there are common threads in 
their works. First, the influence of the 
underground comix/alternative comics traditions 
that emerged from the 1960s U.S. counterculture is 
apparent. As with these comics, the earlier works 
of Sam, Safdar and Nicky favour styles of drawing 
that often emphasise the grotesqueness of bodies, 
represented in moments of bodily functions, or 
strange mutations. Sam’s characters are fluid and 
tend to stretch and bend in impossible ways as 
they flow through the rigid geometric structures 
and panel borders of their existence. Nicky’s 
characters are in a constant state of psychedelic 
explosion, and appear to come straight out of 
expressionistic paintings. Safdar’s characters may 
unexpectedly transform into monsters, 
werewolves or incredible melting men. 
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Tunisia and the Samandal magazine in Lebanon. Comics go 
well with political movements — as a popular medium 
that is cost-efficient, engaging and accessible. The medium 
has its roots in cartoons, which emerged in Europe in the 
17th Century, and were often used to satirise and subvert 
ruling elites and power structures. 

When I started editing Resist Comics, my familiarity with 
the Australian comics scene was limited. Did people create 
political comics here? Were there collectives similar to 
ours? The answer to my questions came when I met Sam 
Wallman towards the end of 2013, after he did a live 
reading of a comic he made in collaboration with LGBTQ 
refugees on the Sydney Opera House stage as part of the 
Graphic Festival.

Sam Wallman is a Melbourne-based cartoonist and comics 
journalist, who has been making comics since 2006. When I 
first met Sam, he was editing a comics anthology titled 
Fluid Prejudice, on the marginalised aspects of Australian 
History. Referencing a Mark Twain quote in its title " --The 
very ink with which all history is written is merely fluid 
prejudice” — the anthology’s contributors did the work of 
inscribing and illustrating underrepresented histories of 
Australia, hidden by settler-colonialist, sexist and capitalist 
historiographies that tend to tell only of powerful, able-
bodied white men. I knew that I had found a friend and 
comrade in Sam as I became more familiar with the work 
he was doing and facilitating, and when he enthusiastically 
agreed to publish one of my comics, which was not 
particularly well-written or well-drawn, in his anthology. 
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Community
Safdar Ahmed

Much of my contribution to Panels That Transform relates to my 
graphic novel Still Alive, which is about Australia’s abusive 
treatment of asylum seekers and refugees. That book emerged 
from my experiences of visiting the Villawood Immigration 
Detention Centre on behalf of the not-for-profit community art 
organisation Refugee Art Project. I and some friends founded 
that group a decade ago with the aim of supporting people of an 
asylum seeker or refugee background through community 
events and art workshops. 

From 2011 until 2017 we visited the centre regularly with paper, 
pencils, drawing pens, and charcoal chicken. The gatherings 
were unstructured and led by whatever people felt like doing at 
the time. It was more about providing a sense of community and 
support than making art. We would eat, chat and occasionally 
get drawing. Some of my favourite work from those sessions was 
by people who didn’t consider themselves artists in any context 
and who had never held a pencil in their lives. The organisation 
fostered some wonderful friendships and a strong sense of 
community over many years, which became the wellspring of 
the stories and collaborations that make up the graphic novel.

On Transforming panels and Transforming Selves
Can Yalçınkaya

A few days after I received my PhD in May 2013, a mass 
uprising broke out in Turkey — the country where I was 
born and raised. The uprising occurred in response to a 
police crackdown on people peacefully protesting the 
demolition of Gezi Park in Istanbul, where the 
government wanted to build a mall. I watched the events 
unfold during many sleepless nights as police violence 
against protesters intensified and people came up with 
increasingly more creative ways to resist an oppressive 
state. I watched as my friends posted photos, videos and 
social media updates about their experiences. When the 
slacktivism of sharing news stories and updates online 
was not enough, I started organising a group of friends to 
collectively publish an anthology of comics inspired by 
the creativity of the protestors. We published Resist 
Comics: Scenes from the Gezi Resistance in 2015 through 
crowdfunding. By that time, the protests were suppressed 
and the Turkish government became increasingly more 
authoritarian. 

In many ways, the Gezi Resistance, as it came to be 
known, had some continuity with other global 
movements, such as Occupy and the Arab Spring. During 
these movements, cartoonists and comic artists made 
work that resonated with the ideals and demands of 
protestors — such as the U.S.-based Occupy Comics 
anthology edited by Matt Miner and Matt Pizzolo, the 
works of comic artists Ganzeer in Egypt, Nadia Khiari in 
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I hope a theme communicated by the book is the importance of 
solidarity and nurturing bonds of support as the soil from which 
acts of resistance to racism, misogyny and all the structural 
inequalities of the colonial state can be waged. There is a page 
that was ultimately cut from the final version of my book in 
which I tried to visualise a rhizome — a mass of interlocked or 
interconnected roots. The rhizome is likened by some critical 
theorists to an equitable community. Its anarchic tangle of 
interlocking networks suggests a non-hierarchical, 
heterogeneous and acentered structure in which everything or 
everyone has a vital and important place. The term goes back to 
Carl Jung, who elegantly described the relationship between the 
individual and community in his autobiography, ‘Memories, 
Dreams, Reflections’: 

‘Life has always seemed to me like a plant that lives on its 
rhizome. Its true life is invisible, hidden in the rhizome. The part 
that appears above the ground lasts only a single summer. Then 
it withers away–an ephemeral apparition. When we think of the 
unending growth and decay of life and civilizations, we cannot 
escape the impression of absolute nullity. Yet I have never lost 
the sense of something that lives and endures beneath the eternal 
flux. What we see is blossom, which passes. The rhizome 
remains.’

I read that book when I was about 16 and it became one of my 
favourites, though I don’t recall that passage. What I do 
remember is the image of a giant turd descending from the sky 
and crashing down through the roof of a church. It’s from one of 
Jung’s visions, which feels cartoony - the sort of thing a comic 
artist would draw. But I digress.

Contemporary issues that face the global community – such 
as xenophobia, Islamophobia, the inhumane treatment of 
refugees, the exploitation of the working class and more – 
present the need for meaningful activism in response due to 
their ubiquitous presence in national and international 
societal structures. The works of both artists exhibited at the 
gallery – Nicky Minus and Safdar Ahmed – incisively 
consider extremely current issues like police brutality, the 
COVID-19 epidemic, worker’s rights and more. As evidenced 
by both Nicky and Safdar’s unique explorations of the 
various ways that the activist comic can play a role in forging 
societal change, this important and also enjoyable art form is 
extremely relevant and meaningful in our current world. 

References:
Tate (n.d.), ‘Activist Art’, https://www.tate.org.uk/art/art-
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Minus (n.d.), ‘Unskilled Work Doesn’t Exist’. 
Reproduced courtesy of the artist.

It is also worth discussing the importance of this activist 
art in our current global context. Through the works of 
activist comic artists including the exhibited artists in 
Nicky Minus and Safdar Ahmed, meaningful societal 
observations, critiques and suggestions can be offered. 
As participants in a form less restricted by spatial, 
political and corporate limitations, activist comic artists 
have the potential to challenge these nation-spanning 
issues through their form. In this way I think that this 
‘Panels That Transform’ exhibition highlights the need 
for striking and uncompromising activist artwork now.
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Bearing Witness
There’s a short poem by Mervyn Peake that sticks with me. Peake was  
employed as a war artist for the British during WWII. He was sent to 
Germany in 1945 and entered the Bergen-Belsen concentration camp 
shortly after its liberation. There he drew a Jewish girl who was dying of 
Tuberculosis. Peake sat at the foot of her bed and recorded the final 
hours of her life. In dark charcoal he depicted her peering out over her 
bedsheets with large, startled eyes. He wrote a poem about that 
experience, which I consider a powerful commentary on the problem of 
witnessing. ‘The Consumptive’:
 

If seeing her an hour before her last
Weak cough into all blackness I could yet 
Be held by chalk-white walls, and by the great 
Ash coloured bed, 
And the pillows hardly creased 
By the tapping of her little cough-jerked head—
If such can be  a painter’s ecstasy,
(Her limbs like pipes, her head a china skull) 
Then where is mercy? 

Later in the poem he wrote ‘Her agony slides through me’, but what 
stands out for me is the poem’s self-commentary on the very act of 
drawing, as he gets down the white walls, the ash coloured sheets, the 
pillow behind her head. The ‘painter’s ecstasy’ seems a scathing 
assessment of the futility and meaninglessness of bearing witness before 
the fact of another person’s suffering. What good is the artist if they 
become simply an accompaniment to death? Is witnessing sometimes a 
macabre type of voyeurism? In what context can it serve a moral end?Minus (2017), The new (not) normal, https://nicky--minus.tumblr.com/

tagged/comics. Reproduced courtesy of the artist.
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An equally futile witnessing occurs when we switch on the 
news to view spectacles of distant conflict but filtered in 
such a way as to prevent any form of empathy or 
identification. We see the destruction of Palestinian lives, 
the bombing of Gaza, the ruining of public infrastructure, 
the stealing of homes by Zionist settlers, all presented 
without context and as something ordinary Australians 
have no determination over. We hear our government 
spokespeople, who are incapable of facing up to the 
historical legacy of colonial crimes against indigenous 
Australians in this country, rushing to the defence of 
another settler-colony, repeating worn out cliches about 
‘fighting terrorism’ for a non-existent ‘peace process’ which 
is little more than cover for further occupation and 
settlement building. The mouth may twist in pity but this 
is quickly succeeded by a string of media banalities (in the 
passive voice) about ‘two sides’ drawn into a ‘cycle of 
violence’ which is ‘complicated’. It is rarely described for 
what it is: one of the world’s strongest military powers 
brutalisation a largely defenceless people. Luc Boltanski 
called this type of framing: ’distant suffering’. One might 
assume that Palestinians are in fact guilty for having 
brought occupation on themselves, all the while forgetting 
that Australia gives tangible moral and political support to 
Israel’s expansionist policies, effectively green-lighting 
policies of apartheid and ethnic cleansing.

banners such as their “Unskilled Work Doesn’t Exist” 
banner which was used in a demonstration for the Retail 
and Fast Food Worker’s Union. Unity of workers is 
depicted with a crowd of figures interacting positively 
with one another, arms interlocked or giving piggy-backs 
and bright colours have been used to attract the 
audience’s attention. Additionally a lone figure stands 
centre-frame with arms crossed and brow furrowed 
representing the other emotional aspect of this unified 
demonstration--namely, workers being discontent with 
the current recognition of their work as ‘unskilled’ and 
therefore less monetarily and socially valuable. Thus, by 
looking at Minus’ creation of activist art for people to use 
en masse in activist activities, I found an appreciation for 
the way in which the activist comic can have an impact 
both as a mode for commentary on activist issues and as 
art for direct participation in activism.
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The pen or/and the sword 
After the Charlie Hebdo terrorist attack in 2015 thousands 
of cartoonists around the world could be seen rallying on 
behalf of the French periodical and its right to offend 
people — in this case Muslims. Most cited the need to 
uphold freedom of speech over religious intolerance. 
Some saw it as just the latest salvo in a longstanding 
conflict between Islam and Western Civilisation, played 
out on the fault line between secular reason (with its 
fondness for irony, satire, and playful humiliation) and 
religious fanaticism. 

Very few contemplated what the offending cartoons 
meant in the context of Europe’s long history of textual 
and visual polemics, that European pugilists have 
insulted Muslim beliefs (and specifically the figure of the 
prophet Muhammad) to advance self-serving racial and 
colonial arguments since the nineteenth century. Fewer 
still considered what it all meant in the context of the ‘war 
against terrorism’ and the disastrous invasions of Iraq and 
Afghanistan. Joe Sacco was almost alone in wondering: 
‘when we draw a line we are often crossing one too. 
Because lines on paper are a weapon, and satire is meant 
to cut to the bone. But whose bone? And why?’ Such 
questioning does not excuse terrorist acts, which self-
advertise their own nihilistic cruelty. On the other hand 
why would we not make some attempt to contextualise 
and so understand how and why offence is taken?

Throughout the body of work of Nicky Minus we can 
notice the ways in which they implement the 
characteristics of the activist comic across multiple art 
forms. It is utilised firstly in the webcomic format similar 
to that of Safdar Ahmed. Like Safdar, Nicky has crafted 
various comic works including The new (not) normal 
(2017), which was recipient of the 2017 Overland and 
NUW Fair Australia Prize for best cartoon/graphic, and 
is featured (below). Within this piece, Minus highlights 
the conflict between the expectations placed upon 
workers by a capitalist working system and the 
conditions which workers actually have to endure as a 
result. Minus utilises a bright, contrasting colour scheme 
to gain the viewer’s attention and reinforce the unsettling 
changing nature of work, leading to the further 
exploitation of workers. Additionally The new (not) normal 
(2017) contains repeated phrases and imagery. Each 
worker is represented through a pair of frames. In the first 
they faux-appreciatively state a way in which they are 
actually exploited by their occupation. In the second they 
exclaim “I’m just glad to have a job!”. In this frame Minus 
couples the workers’ declarations with depictions of them 
staring directly at the viewer. The combination of the 
unsettling colour palette, pained facial expressions, 
streaming tears and gritted teeth registers as a demented 
outcry of their true feelings regarding how they are 
treated. Another notable way in which Minus implements 
elements of their artistic style is in the creation of artwork 
for direct participation in demonstrations for social 
change. For example, Minus creates comic artwork on 
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After the event my social media feed was flooded with 
drawings by professional and amateur cartoonists singing 
a variation on one essential theme: that the pencil (or pen) 
is better than the sword. The message seemed to be that 
violence might end lives, but it can never defeat the 
democratic power of ideas, creativity, humour, satire, all of 
which make life worth living. The pencil-gun binary was 
everywhere and it soon grated on me, not least for 
indulging the imaginary binary between ‘violent’ Muslims 
and the serene, democratic, free-speech admiring culture of 
the West.

It struck me (in a manner of 
speaking) that lines on paper 
are indeed a weapon, and 
hardly the antidote or 
antithesis of one. I mean look 
at all the racial caricatures in 
cartooning over the 20th 
century. Don’t they belong to 
a system of thought that 
commits epistemic violence 
against entire communities, 
alongside racist actions and 
policies? Surely the pencil 
exists on the same discursive 
terrain as the knife, gun, tank 
or fighter plane? In this 
context I turn to the 
Palestinian cartoonist Naji Al-
Ali, who unambiguously 
likened his pen to a weapon. 
Throughout his life he 

Ahmed (2015) Villawood: Notes from an Immigration Detention Centre. 
https://medium.com/shipping-news/villawood-9698183e114c . 
Reproduced courtesy of the artist.
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churned out over 40,000 cartoons, mostly commenting on 
the appalling oppression of the Palestinian people and 
hypocrisy of the international community. He was under 
no illusion about the true purpose of cartoons: to upset the 
status quo and speak back to power. He drew his 
protagonist, the child refugee Handala, holding aloft a 
sword that doubles as a nib. In 1987 he was assassinated in 
London. He was about to deliver that day’s cartoon to al-
Qabas newspaper when someone shot him in the temple.

I like this better: the pen-as-true-weapon. It’s not as cute as 
the pencil opposing the gun, but what do trite memes 
actually achieve? Not much when it comes to climate 
change, the continued dispossession of indigenous people, 
cyclical electoral campaigns based on racist xenophobia 
(‘Stop the boats’), institutionalised misogyny, 
Islamophobia, queerphobia, and all of the struggles we 
currently face.

Safdar’s works—including the Walkley Award winning 
documentary webcomic Villawood: Notes from an Immigration 
Detention Centre—present the audience with an impactful 
look into the nature of societal issues namely racism, 
governmental treatment of refugees and Islamophobia. 
Safdar’s works have impacted me emotionally and through 
this have caused me to think about the issues he represents 
and discusses either in more depth than I had before, or in a 
completely new way than I had previously. 

If I extrapolate this personal experience out, we can think 
about just how impactful his work is. The unique form of the 
activist comic lets artists like Safdar combine haunting and 
beautifully-constructed visual elements with the written 
word. We can notice this in looking at a single frame from 
‘Chapter 3: Human Rights. The Firewall and Other 
Deprivations’ from the aforementioned Villawood: Notes from 
an Immigration Detention Centre (2015). Through chiaroscuro – 
in the form of highly contrasting dark ink and white negative 
space – the face of the figure on the lower bunk is rendered 
starkly pale, staring hollow-eyed directly at the viewer. It is 
in this visual way that Safdar accentuates these Villawood 
detainees’ traumatic experience of what would ideally be the 
simple experience of sleep and physical rest. The words 
which frame the left and right edges of this vignette describe 
the lack sleeping-quarter privacy earnestly: “There is no 
privacy…”. It is in this manner that we can observe the way 
that the interaction between the written word and the image 
throughout a lengthy, multi-chaptered comic like those 
created by Safdar Ahmed and understand its potential as an 
activist work, capable of extensively challenging established 
ideas. 
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What’s political about political comics?
Ian Milliss

I need to begin, I think, by declaring my several conflicts 
of interest when writing about political art and political 
comics. At an early age I was deeply entrenched at the 
pointy avantgarde end of the conventional art world, but 
from the early 1970s I found myself involved in bitter 
trench warfare with it as the more politicised part of 
conceptual art broke away from an art world desperately 
seeking a return to order after the social disruption that 
grew out of the Vietnam War. That breakaway was in 
pursuit of one of the long-held ideals of modernism, an 
art that was indistinguishable from life.

It can now be argued that strangely, through 
technological change, art indistinguishable from life has 
come about. We live in a hypervisual world where large 
numbers of people who don’t think of themselves as 
artists produce impossibly large amounts of visual 
imagery that they don’t think of as art. It is done as a 
constant part of their daily activities and they distribute it 
through social media. An equally enormous hollowed out 
shell that calls itself Art remains, but it’s as fragile as a 
hydrogen filled blimp that could crash and burn at any 
moment. For a long-time observer and participant like me 
it seems obvious that art is now just another obsolete 
technology that only exists as a ruin where we can shelter 
to discuss the new situation. We still use the term art but 
only for lack of an agreed alternative. How do we sort the 

financial and social profit by engendering a sense motivation 
within the public to seek out your product for current-world 
information, political cartoons come to be seen as an 
afterthought in terms of inclusion. In short, being displayed 
in a format that has profit as its primary focus directly limits 
the extent to which these cartoons can actually meaningfully 
challenge important social issues. The institutions including 
these cartoons as part of their product—which they hope will 
be disseminated as widely as possible—do not, for these 
reasons, have a vested interest in including more complex, 
challenging and lengthy artworks, critical of deeply-
ingrained social models. Additionally, political cartoons are 
presented with far greater limitations in a spatial sense. The 
limited space afforded to political cartoons in newspapers 
hinders the depth to which they can delve into a complex 
concept or idea and provide a critique. The physical page 
spaces allocated to political cartoons in media publications 
restricts the subject matter to works of only a few panels at 
most. The restrictions imposed on this art form and its 
display highlight the way in which political cartoons 
function in a different way to the activist comic, ultimately 
achieving very different goals.

It is interesting to consider the importance of activist comics
—and activist art more broadly—and their potential impacts. 
There are a variety of ways in which activist comics can have 
an impact. We can consider the nature of the work of the 
exhibited artists Safdar Ahmed and Nicky Minus. In my own 
experience with both of their works, I have found it 
interesting to look at the various ways they engage with the 
activist comic art form as well as the different ways they 
implement their artwork and the subsequent impact it has. 
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wheat from the chaff, how do we understand which of the 
many visual forms now available are likely to have 
cultural significance? That’s why we need to discuss 
political comics, as one of the places we can hunt for 
cultural significance. 

There was always an inherent conundrum in the way we 
talk about contemporary political art, born out of a 
contradiction between the politics the artwork claims to 
address and the politics inherent in its distribution and 
consumption in the art world. The art world is above all a 
small self-selected audience of privilege that has an 
institutional superstructure built around it. Nothing 
presented as political art can overcome that context where 
it finds itself as a niche product in an ecology of 
consumption, useful mostly for status and identity 
reasons. Its novelty content remains incapable of 
promoting political agency because its preferred forms, 
like paintings or installation, are mostly valued for their 
convenience as collectables or their use in the exhibition 
model of entertainment that sustains the museums.

On the other hand, there is an entirely different utilitarian 
type of political art whose target audience is not the art 
world, but may be the members of a trade union or 
activist group for instance, and this art has to be judged 
on its effectiveness as propaganda that changes the minds 
of those who see it. The comics we see in this exhibition 
fall into this category and the fact that they are produced 
for different audiences means we must judge them by 

of ‘hot-button’ societal topics. We can see this concept 
exemplified in the Walkley Award-winning work of Cathy 
Wilcox, cartoonist for the Sydney Morning Herald and The 
Age. A political cartoon in the vein of Wilcox’s Parallel 
Universe (2018) undercuts a perceived tendency for the 
Australian government to simultaneously praise the good 
nature of the working and middle class when attempting 
to gain their trust and decry these same groups as 
disruptive and unreasonable when looking to lay blame 
for income inequality. Wilcox’s doubling of a single, hand-
drawn image visually undercuts the two contending 
statements being made resulting in a succinct, two-panel 
critique of the duplicity of the government in relation to 
workers. 

The formal similarities of the political cartoon and the 
activist comic—like the use of combined image and text to 
generate a reaction within the reader—could easily cause 
one to conflate these works with activist comics. However, 
as I have discovered through my involvement with the 
‘Panels that Transform’ exhibition, the activist comic is an 
art form that allows artists to represent complex systemic 
issues and directly engage in meaningful change-seeking 
activities through their art. When comparing activist 
comics to the political cartoon it becomes apparent that 
the two contrast in nature when considering limitations. 
Firstly, political cartoons are restricted by the ways in 
which they are typically displayed and viewed by the 
public. The newspaper can be noted as the most 
prominent media format in which political cartoons are 
represented. With this being the case, we can notice that 
with the goal of a newspaper ultimately being to generate 
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different criteria, by ability to generate action rather than 
by collectability, for instance.

I have often commented that once a technology is 
obsolete it becomes art--just think of how artists are the 
only people still using etching as a printing technology or 
their revival of impoverished urban areas. Art becomes a 
technology's long tail past the top of the bell curve that is 
mainstream commercial use. That is the situation with 
comics.

It seems to me that contemporary comics are the result of 
a fusion of at least three declining communication 
technologies, not just a descendant of the traditional 
comic. By the 1980s Marvel and Disney comics 
disappeared from newsagents into specialised comic 
stores where their market then began to fragment into 
graphic novels, manga, and sub-genres like horror and 
science fiction. As the audience for superhero comics was 
taken over by Hollywood they were superseded by 
computer games as an entertainment technology 
targeting young people. This doesn’t mean that 
mainstream comics ceased production or even became 
less profitable, in fact the opposite is probably true, but 
rather that their cultural significance diminished. This can 
now be seen as a standard form of decline in the 
neoliberal era, where a cultural form is taken over by 
large capital, massively promoted and over produced 
while at the same time its cultural significance becomes 
diluted to the point of nonexistence. 

a result, I can say that I did not have any prior involvement in the field of 
Activist Comic art. During the course of my internship, I have been able to 
gain a greater understanding of this art form and its significance in a 
number of ways. As a result of my educational background and lack of 
prior association with the field of art or indeed art criticism, I found myself 
gaining an understanding of the specific type of art being featured in this 
“Panels that Transform” Exhibition as my time as a contributor to it went 
on. I think that it would be useful at this point to first define activist art—
activist comics in specific—and the concepts surrounding it, to allow for a 
more meaningful connection to the exhibition. If we look to the Tate 
organisation we can observe one way that one could define activist art. 
That is, “art that is grounded in the act of ‘doing’ and addresses political or 
social issues” (Tate, n.d.). If we agree with this assessment of the broad 
motivations of activist art, we can utilise this understanding to consider the 
activist comic, as exhibited, and its unique value as an art form. I would 
specifically define the activist comic as an art form which combines the 
power of the visual image with that of the written word, using the two to 
create a work of art that – being activist - considers social issues. We can 
also observe the different ways in which activist art and specifically comics 
can be constructed and implemented by artists to generate impactful 
messages.

Due to my limited prior experience with this exhibition’s art form, I think it 
could be beneficial—as it was for me—at this point to create a distinction 
between the activist comic and another seemingly related form of art, the 
political cartoon. Due to my previously mentioned lack of exposure to 
activist comics before becoming involved in the organisation of this 
exhibition, I can firmly state that I had a much more fully-formed idea of 
the existence of political cartoons, with their presence in newspapers and 
online media institutions across Australia. The political cartoon is prevalent 
as a form of media that provides the public with satirical artistic renderings 

26 47



But the contemporary political comic melds the depleted comic form 
with two other obsolete technologies: conventional art and the fanzine. 

The game was over for conventional art in 1913 when Duchamp 
exhibited his first ready-made. Duchamp’s gesture made it clear once 
and for all that art was not a form of physical production, like chair 
making for instance, but rather was a system of beliefs that could 
assign art status to any object or activity. The problem with that is that 
if anything can be art then nothing is art in an essential sense. While 
the art world did its best to ignore this and continue to play the game 
regardless, conceptualism nailed the coffin shut in the 1970s and what 
has developed in its place is a neoliberal business model that could be 
called ‘Big Art’. Like the previously raffish comic scene, or other 
activities like religion, neoliberal art became bloated and over 
produced while artists were reduced to suppliers of vacuous content. 
And as elsewhere, neoliberalism in the art world created even greater 
inequality between a tiny minority of artists who achieved previously 
undreamed-of levels of wealth while the majority were forced into 
even greater precarity.

Fanzines, on the other hand had originated as a genuine popular 
culture form, in contrast to the corporate culture of comics, traceable 
back to the 1930s science fiction scene. Facilitated by rapid advances in 
cheap and easy printing technology they developed into a mass 
movement intrinsic to the do-it-yourself anti-corporate ethos of the 
late 1970s punk era. Suddenly an individual producer could become a 
magazine publisher in their own bedroom for a small but involved 
audience. But as with so much other printed media the fanzine was 
wiped out in the early 2000s, replaced by websites and blogs that were 
even cheaper to produce, more flexible in content and with potentially 

Activist Comics
Angus Parker

Activist comics are important in their capacity to 
incite change, which they achieve through their 
specific form and the potential this form presents 
for complex social commentary. The activist 
comic exists as an artistic form that is able to be 
effective both through direct involvement in 
activities that look to generate societal change—
as is demonstrated in some of the work of 
featured artist Nicky Minus in her 
implementation of comic work in protests—as 
well as in its display such as in this ‘Panels that 
Transform’ exhibition. This essay will provide a 
greater understanding of the art form, its 
properties and what defines it whilst also 
considering the unique position it occupies in 
the present day through comparison to other 
related art forms as well as through a 
consideration of the works of this exhibition’s 
displayed artists.

I became involved in this project as part of an 
internship for my university studies. My specific 
field involves the study of English Literature. As 
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unlimited audience reach. 

The wreckage--human, cultural, technological--left 
behind by neoliberalism or technological change 
does not disappear. Instead it constitutes a resource 
that can be exploited to create a new world within 
neoliberalism and this is where the well-recognised 
artists’ penchant for regeneration comes into play. It 
is interesting that one of the things that can be seen 
in these contemporary individually produced comics 
is not just the adoption of obsolete production 
technologies but also the treatment of traditional art 
as an obsolete technology, like a heap of rubble to be 
mined as a source of styles and approaches without 
any acknowledgement of their history or the context 
in which they originally appeared. Styles are mixed 
up in incongruous combinations that can only be 
understood as a result of the way information 
technology flattens history. Examples of every 
conceivable approach to image making are now 
equally accessible without historic sorting or 
ranking, breaking down the orderly procession of 
styles that is the basis of conventional art history. As 
hierarchies of supposed quality are flattened all art 
exists as of the present and becomes equally 
available for reprocessing without any need to 
understand art history. The process of distribution 
and viewing that follows also evades traditional 
exhibitions, galleries and critique. 

continued on page 45

The contemporary political comic brings these 
many elements together, the image-based story 
telling of the corporate comic, the grassroots 
populism and ad hoc production techniques of 
the fanzine and the eclectic visual novelty of 
conventional art, but this is not the basis of their 
significance. That lies in the fact that the 
contemporary political comic exists easily in its 
own right outside of these sources, with no need 
of external validation or intermediaries. The 
comics in this exhibition address an astonishing 
range of different audiences on an equally wide 
range of topics with definable progressive 
objectives. They represent a distributed culture 
of use in daily life, consumed on the spot, away 
from the control of galleries and markets in the 
same way that the proliferation of rooftop solar 
panels represents distributed energy production 
moving away from centrally controlled forms of 
production. This is their most profound political 
content, that they are more life than art, and it is 
why we must take notice of them.

Written on the land of the Darug and 
Gundungurra peoples. 
Always was and always will be aboriginal land.
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Nicky Minus, Abortion Series 3: Hope, 2021, Digital Print,  
42.0 x 29.7 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Nicky Minus, A Climate Of Control, 2017, Digital Print,  
42.0 x 29.7 cm, Courtesy of the artist
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Safdar Ahmed, Imaginary Bodies 1, 2019, Digital Print,  
42.0 x 59.4 cm, Courtesy of the artist
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Safdar Ahmed, Pages from Still Alive: Code of Behaviour, 2019, Digital Print, 
42.0 x 59.4 cm, Courtesy of the artist
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Nicky Minus, Solidarity with Palestine, 2021, Digital Print,  
42.0 x 29.7 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Sam Wallman, Natural Disaster Solidarity, 2019, Digital Print,  
59.4 cm x 42.0 cm, Courtesy of the artist

32 41



Sam Wallman, Slogans Held in Common Series [detail], 2021, Digital Print,  
59.4 cm x 42.0 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Nicky Minus, 2019 - Year of Global Revolts, 2019, Digital Print,  
42.0 x 29.7 cm, Courtesy of the artist
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Sam Wallman, Definitions Series [Detail], 2021,  Digital Print, 
59.4 cm x 42.0 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Sam Wallman, Commons Banner, 2021, Digital Print, 
118.9 x 84.1 cm, Courtesy of the artist
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Nicky Minus, McCormick Workers Strike, 2021, Digital Print,  
42.0 x 29.7 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Sam Wallman, Slogans Held in Common Series [detail], 2021, Digital Print,  
59.4 cm x 42.0 cm, Courtesy of the artist
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Nicky Minus, McCormick Workers Strike, 2021, Digital Print,  
42.0 x 29.7 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Sam Wallman, Slogans Held in Common Series [detail], 2021, Digital Print,  
59.4 cm x 42.0 cm, Courtesy of the artist
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Sam Wallman, Definitions Series [Detail], 2021,  Digital Print, 
59.4 cm x 42.0 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Sam Wallman, Commons Banner, 2021, Digital Print, 
118.9 x 84.1 cm, Courtesy of the artist
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Sam Wallman, Slogans Held in Common Series [detail], 2021, Digital Print,  
59.4 cm x 42.0 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Nicky Minus, 2019 - Year of Global Revolts, 2019, Digital Print,  
42.0 x 29.7 cm, Courtesy of the artist
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Nicky Minus, Solidarity with Palestine, 2021, Digital Print,  
42.0 x 29.7 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Sam Wallman, Natural Disaster Solidarity, 2019, Digital Print,  
59.4 cm x 42.0 cm, Courtesy of the artist
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Safdar Ahmed, Pages from Still Alive: Code of Behaviour, 2019, Digital Print, 
42.0 x 59.4 cm, Courtesy of the artist
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Safdar Ahmed, Imaginary Bodies 1, 2019, Digital Print,  
42.0 x 59.4 cm, Courtesy of the artist
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Nicky Minus, Abortion Series 3: Hope, 2021, Digital Print,  
42.0 x 29.7 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Nicky Minus, A Climate Of Control, 2017, Digital Print,  
42.0 x 29.7 cm, Courtesy of the artist
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unlimited audience reach. 

The wreckage--human, cultural, technological--left 
behind by neoliberalism or technological change 
does not disappear. Instead it constitutes a resource 
that can be exploited to create a new world within 
neoliberalism and this is where the well-recognised 
artists’ penchant for regeneration comes into play. It 
is interesting that one of the things that can be seen 
in these contemporary individually produced comics 
is not just the adoption of obsolete production 
technologies but also the treatment of traditional art 
as an obsolete technology, like a heap of rubble to be 
mined as a source of styles and approaches without 
any acknowledgement of their history or the context 
in which they originally appeared. Styles are mixed 
up in incongruous combinations that can only be 
understood as a result of the way information 
technology flattens history. Examples of every 
conceivable approach to image making are now 
equally accessible without historic sorting or 
ranking, breaking down the orderly procession of 
styles that is the basis of conventional art history. As 
hierarchies of supposed quality are flattened all art 
exists as of the present and becomes equally 
available for reprocessing without any need to 
understand art history. The process of distribution 
and viewing that follows also evades traditional 
exhibitions, galleries and critique. 

continued on page 45

The contemporary political comic brings these 
many elements together, the image-based story 
telling of the corporate comic, the grassroots 
populism and ad hoc production techniques of 
the fanzine and the eclectic visual novelty of 
conventional art, but this is not the basis of their 
significance. That lies in the fact that the 
contemporary political comic exists easily in its 
own right outside of these sources, with no need 
of external validation or intermediaries. The 
comics in this exhibition address an astonishing 
range of different audiences on an equally wide 
range of topics with definable progressive 
objectives. They represent a distributed culture 
of use in daily life, consumed on the spot, away 
from the control of galleries and markets in the 
same way that the proliferation of rooftop solar 
panels represents distributed energy production 
moving away from centrally controlled forms of 
production. This is their most profound political 
content, that they are more life than art, and it is 
why we must take notice of them.

Written on the land of the Darug and 
Gundungurra peoples. 
Always was and always will be aboriginal land.
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But the contemporary political comic melds the depleted comic form 
with two other obsolete technologies: conventional art and the fanzine. 

The game was over for conventional art in 1913 when Duchamp 
exhibited his first ready-made. Duchamp’s gesture made it clear once 
and for all that art was not a form of physical production, like chair 
making for instance, but rather was a system of beliefs that could 
assign art status to any object or activity. The problem with that is that 
if anything can be art then nothing is art in an essential sense. While 
the art world did its best to ignore this and continue to play the game 
regardless, conceptualism nailed the coffin shut in the 1970s and what 
has developed in its place is a neoliberal business model that could be 
called ‘Big Art’. Like the previously raffish comic scene, or other 
activities like religion, neoliberal art became bloated and over 
produced while artists were reduced to suppliers of vacuous content. 
And as elsewhere, neoliberalism in the art world created even greater 
inequality between a tiny minority of artists who achieved previously 
undreamed-of levels of wealth while the majority were forced into 
even greater precarity.

Fanzines, on the other hand had originated as a genuine popular 
culture form, in contrast to the corporate culture of comics, traceable 
back to the 1930s science fiction scene. Facilitated by rapid advances in 
cheap and easy printing technology they developed into a mass 
movement intrinsic to the do-it-yourself anti-corporate ethos of the 
late 1970s punk era. Suddenly an individual producer could become a 
magazine publisher in their own bedroom for a small but involved 
audience. But as with so much other printed media the fanzine was 
wiped out in the early 2000s, replaced by websites and blogs that were 
even cheaper to produce, more flexible in content and with potentially 

Activist Comics
Angus Parker

Activist comics are important in their capacity to 
incite change, which they achieve through their 
specific form and the potential this form presents 
for complex social commentary. The activist 
comic exists as an artistic form that is able to be 
effective both through direct involvement in 
activities that look to generate societal change—
as is demonstrated in some of the work of 
featured artist Nicky Minus in her 
implementation of comic work in protests—as 
well as in its display such as in this ‘Panels that 
Transform’ exhibition. This essay will provide a 
greater understanding of the art form, its 
properties and what defines it whilst also 
considering the unique position it occupies in 
the present day through comparison to other 
related art forms as well as through a 
consideration of the works of this exhibition’s 
displayed artists.

I became involved in this project as part of an 
internship for my university studies. My specific 
field involves the study of English Literature. As 
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different criteria, by ability to generate action rather than 
by collectability, for instance.

I have often commented that once a technology is 
obsolete it becomes art--just think of how artists are the 
only people still using etching as a printing technology or 
their revival of impoverished urban areas. Art becomes a 
technology's long tail past the top of the bell curve that is 
mainstream commercial use. That is the situation with 
comics.

It seems to me that contemporary comics are the result of 
a fusion of at least three declining communication 
technologies, not just a descendant of the traditional 
comic. By the 1980s Marvel and Disney comics 
disappeared from newsagents into specialised comic 
stores where their market then began to fragment into 
graphic novels, manga, and sub-genres like horror and 
science fiction. As the audience for superhero comics was 
taken over by Hollywood they were superseded by 
computer games as an entertainment technology 
targeting young people. This doesn’t mean that 
mainstream comics ceased production or even became 
less profitable, in fact the opposite is probably true, but 
rather that their cultural significance diminished. This can 
now be seen as a standard form of decline in the 
neoliberal era, where a cultural form is taken over by 
large capital, massively promoted and over produced 
while at the same time its cultural significance becomes 
diluted to the point of nonexistence. 

a result, I can say that I did not have any prior involvement in the field of 
Activist Comic art. During the course of my internship, I have been able to 
gain a greater understanding of this art form and its significance in a 
number of ways. As a result of my educational background and lack of 
prior association with the field of art or indeed art criticism, I found myself 
gaining an understanding of the specific type of art being featured in this 
“Panels that Transform” Exhibition as my time as a contributor to it went 
on. I think that it would be useful at this point to first define activist art—
activist comics in specific—and the concepts surrounding it, to allow for a 
more meaningful connection to the exhibition. If we look to the Tate 
organisation we can observe one way that one could define activist art. 
That is, “art that is grounded in the act of ‘doing’ and addresses political or 
social issues” (Tate, n.d.). If we agree with this assessment of the broad 
motivations of activist art, we can utilise this understanding to consider the 
activist comic, as exhibited, and its unique value as an art form. I would 
specifically define the activist comic as an art form which combines the 
power of the visual image with that of the written word, using the two to 
create a work of art that – being activist - considers social issues. We can 
also observe the different ways in which activist art and specifically comics 
can be constructed and implemented by artists to generate impactful 
messages.

Due to my limited prior experience with this exhibition’s art form, I think it 
could be beneficial—as it was for me—at this point to create a distinction 
between the activist comic and another seemingly related form of art, the 
political cartoon. Due to my previously mentioned lack of exposure to 
activist comics before becoming involved in the organisation of this 
exhibition, I can firmly state that I had a much more fully-formed idea of 
the existence of political cartoons, with their presence in newspapers and 
online media institutions across Australia. The political cartoon is prevalent 
as a form of media that provides the public with satirical artistic renderings 
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wheat from the chaff, how do we understand which of the 
many visual forms now available are likely to have 
cultural significance? That’s why we need to discuss 
political comics, as one of the places we can hunt for 
cultural significance. 

There was always an inherent conundrum in the way we 
talk about contemporary political art, born out of a 
contradiction between the politics the artwork claims to 
address and the politics inherent in its distribution and 
consumption in the art world. The art world is above all a 
small self-selected audience of privilege that has an 
institutional superstructure built around it. Nothing 
presented as political art can overcome that context where 
it finds itself as a niche product in an ecology of 
consumption, useful mostly for status and identity 
reasons. Its novelty content remains incapable of 
promoting political agency because its preferred forms, 
like paintings or installation, are mostly valued for their 
convenience as collectables or their use in the exhibition 
model of entertainment that sustains the museums.

On the other hand, there is an entirely different utilitarian 
type of political art whose target audience is not the art 
world, but may be the members of a trade union or 
activist group for instance, and this art has to be judged 
on its effectiveness as propaganda that changes the minds 
of those who see it. The comics we see in this exhibition 
fall into this category and the fact that they are produced 
for different audiences means we must judge them by 

of ‘hot-button’ societal topics. We can see this concept 
exemplified in the Walkley Award-winning work of Cathy 
Wilcox, cartoonist for the Sydney Morning Herald and The 
Age. A political cartoon in the vein of Wilcox’s Parallel 
Universe (2018) undercuts a perceived tendency for the 
Australian government to simultaneously praise the good 
nature of the working and middle class when attempting 
to gain their trust and decry these same groups as 
disruptive and unreasonable when looking to lay blame 
for income inequality. Wilcox’s doubling of a single, hand-
drawn image visually undercuts the two contending 
statements being made resulting in a succinct, two-panel 
critique of the duplicity of the government in relation to 
workers. 

The formal similarities of the political cartoon and the 
activist comic—like the use of combined image and text to 
generate a reaction within the reader—could easily cause 
one to conflate these works with activist comics. However, 
as I have discovered through my involvement with the 
‘Panels that Transform’ exhibition, the activist comic is an 
art form that allows artists to represent complex systemic 
issues and directly engage in meaningful change-seeking 
activities through their art. When comparing activist 
comics to the political cartoon it becomes apparent that 
the two contrast in nature when considering limitations. 
Firstly, political cartoons are restricted by the ways in 
which they are typically displayed and viewed by the 
public. The newspaper can be noted as the most 
prominent media format in which political cartoons are 
represented. With this being the case, we can notice that 
with the goal of a newspaper ultimately being to generate 
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What’s political about political comics?
Ian Milliss

I need to begin, I think, by declaring my several conflicts 
of interest when writing about political art and political 
comics. At an early age I was deeply entrenched at the 
pointy avantgarde end of the conventional art world, but 
from the early 1970s I found myself involved in bitter 
trench warfare with it as the more politicised part of 
conceptual art broke away from an art world desperately 
seeking a return to order after the social disruption that 
grew out of the Vietnam War. That breakaway was in 
pursuit of one of the long-held ideals of modernism, an 
art that was indistinguishable from life.

It can now be argued that strangely, through 
technological change, art indistinguishable from life has 
come about. We live in a hypervisual world where large 
numbers of people who don’t think of themselves as 
artists produce impossibly large amounts of visual 
imagery that they don’t think of as art. It is done as a 
constant part of their daily activities and they distribute it 
through social media. An equally enormous hollowed out 
shell that calls itself Art remains, but it’s as fragile as a 
hydrogen filled blimp that could crash and burn at any 
moment. For a long-time observer and participant like me 
it seems obvious that art is now just another obsolete 
technology that only exists as a ruin where we can shelter 
to discuss the new situation. We still use the term art but 
only for lack of an agreed alternative. How do we sort the 

financial and social profit by engendering a sense motivation 
within the public to seek out your product for current-world 
information, political cartoons come to be seen as an 
afterthought in terms of inclusion. In short, being displayed 
in a format that has profit as its primary focus directly limits 
the extent to which these cartoons can actually meaningfully 
challenge important social issues. The institutions including 
these cartoons as part of their product—which they hope will 
be disseminated as widely as possible—do not, for these 
reasons, have a vested interest in including more complex, 
challenging and lengthy artworks, critical of deeply-
ingrained social models. Additionally, political cartoons are 
presented with far greater limitations in a spatial sense. The 
limited space afforded to political cartoons in newspapers 
hinders the depth to which they can delve into a complex 
concept or idea and provide a critique. The physical page 
spaces allocated to political cartoons in media publications 
restricts the subject matter to works of only a few panels at 
most. The restrictions imposed on this art form and its 
display highlight the way in which political cartoons 
function in a different way to the activist comic, ultimately 
achieving very different goals.

It is interesting to consider the importance of activist comics
—and activist art more broadly—and their potential impacts. 
There are a variety of ways in which activist comics can have 
an impact. We can consider the nature of the work of the 
exhibited artists Safdar Ahmed and Nicky Minus. In my own 
experience with both of their works, I have found it 
interesting to look at the various ways they engage with the 
activist comic art form as well as the different ways they 
implement their artwork and the subsequent impact it has. 
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churned out over 40,000 cartoons, mostly commenting on 
the appalling oppression of the Palestinian people and 
hypocrisy of the international community. He was under 
no illusion about the true purpose of cartoons: to upset the 
status quo and speak back to power. He drew his 
protagonist, the child refugee Handala, holding aloft a 
sword that doubles as a nib. In 1987 he was assassinated in 
London. He was about to deliver that day’s cartoon to al-
Qabas newspaper when someone shot him in the temple.

I like this better: the pen-as-true-weapon. It’s not as cute as 
the pencil opposing the gun, but what do trite memes 
actually achieve? Not much when it comes to climate 
change, the continued dispossession of indigenous people, 
cyclical electoral campaigns based on racist xenophobia 
(‘Stop the boats’), institutionalised misogyny, 
Islamophobia, queerphobia, and all of the struggles we 
currently face.

Safdar’s works—including the Walkley Award winning 
documentary webcomic Villawood: Notes from an Immigration 
Detention Centre—present the audience with an impactful 
look into the nature of societal issues namely racism, 
governmental treatment of refugees and Islamophobia. 
Safdar’s works have impacted me emotionally and through 
this have caused me to think about the issues he represents 
and discusses either in more depth than I had before, or in a 
completely new way than I had previously. 

If I extrapolate this personal experience out, we can think 
about just how impactful his work is. The unique form of the 
activist comic lets artists like Safdar combine haunting and 
beautifully-constructed visual elements with the written 
word. We can notice this in looking at a single frame from 
‘Chapter 3: Human Rights. The Firewall and Other 
Deprivations’ from the aforementioned Villawood: Notes from 
an Immigration Detention Centre (2015). Through chiaroscuro – 
in the form of highly contrasting dark ink and white negative 
space – the face of the figure on the lower bunk is rendered 
starkly pale, staring hollow-eyed directly at the viewer. It is 
in this visual way that Safdar accentuates these Villawood 
detainees’ traumatic experience of what would ideally be the 
simple experience of sleep and physical rest. The words 
which frame the left and right edges of this vignette describe 
the lack sleeping-quarter privacy earnestly: “There is no 
privacy…”. It is in this manner that we can observe the way 
that the interaction between the written word and the image 
throughout a lengthy, multi-chaptered comic like those 
created by Safdar Ahmed and understand its potential as an 
activist work, capable of extensively challenging established 
ideas. 
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After the event my social media feed was flooded with 
drawings by professional and amateur cartoonists singing 
a variation on one essential theme: that the pencil (or pen) 
is better than the sword. The message seemed to be that 
violence might end lives, but it can never defeat the 
democratic power of ideas, creativity, humour, satire, all of 
which make life worth living. The pencil-gun binary was 
everywhere and it soon grated on me, not least for 
indulging the imaginary binary between ‘violent’ Muslims 
and the serene, democratic, free-speech admiring culture of 
the West.

It struck me (in a manner of 
speaking) that lines on paper 
are indeed a weapon, and 
hardly the antidote or 
antithesis of one. I mean look 
at all the racial caricatures in 
cartooning over the 20th 
century. Don’t they belong to 
a system of thought that 
commits epistemic violence 
against entire communities, 
alongside racist actions and 
policies? Surely the pencil 
exists on the same discursive 
terrain as the knife, gun, tank 
or fighter plane? In this 
context I turn to the 
Palestinian cartoonist Naji Al-
Ali, who unambiguously 
likened his pen to a weapon. 
Throughout his life he 

Ahmed (2015) Villawood: Notes from an Immigration Detention Centre. 
https://medium.com/shipping-news/villawood-9698183e114c . 
Reproduced courtesy of the artist.
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The pen or/and the sword 
After the Charlie Hebdo terrorist attack in 2015 thousands 
of cartoonists around the world could be seen rallying on 
behalf of the French periodical and its right to offend 
people — in this case Muslims. Most cited the need to 
uphold freedom of speech over religious intolerance. 
Some saw it as just the latest salvo in a longstanding 
conflict between Islam and Western Civilisation, played 
out on the fault line between secular reason (with its 
fondness for irony, satire, and playful humiliation) and 
religious fanaticism. 

Very few contemplated what the offending cartoons 
meant in the context of Europe’s long history of textual 
and visual polemics, that European pugilists have 
insulted Muslim beliefs (and specifically the figure of the 
prophet Muhammad) to advance self-serving racial and 
colonial arguments since the nineteenth century. Fewer 
still considered what it all meant in the context of the ‘war 
against terrorism’ and the disastrous invasions of Iraq and 
Afghanistan. Joe Sacco was almost alone in wondering: 
‘when we draw a line we are often crossing one too. 
Because lines on paper are a weapon, and satire is meant 
to cut to the bone. But whose bone? And why?’ Such 
questioning does not excuse terrorist acts, which self-
advertise their own nihilistic cruelty. On the other hand 
why would we not make some attempt to contextualise 
and so understand how and why offence is taken?

Throughout the body of work of Nicky Minus we can 
notice the ways in which they implement the 
characteristics of the activist comic across multiple art 
forms. It is utilised firstly in the webcomic format similar 
to that of Safdar Ahmed. Like Safdar, Nicky has crafted 
various comic works including The new (not) normal 
(2017), which was recipient of the 2017 Overland and 
NUW Fair Australia Prize for best cartoon/graphic, and 
is featured (below). Within this piece, Minus highlights 
the conflict between the expectations placed upon 
workers by a capitalist working system and the 
conditions which workers actually have to endure as a 
result. Minus utilises a bright, contrasting colour scheme 
to gain the viewer’s attention and reinforce the unsettling 
changing nature of work, leading to the further 
exploitation of workers. Additionally The new (not) normal 
(2017) contains repeated phrases and imagery. Each 
worker is represented through a pair of frames. In the first 
they faux-appreciatively state a way in which they are 
actually exploited by their occupation. In the second they 
exclaim “I’m just glad to have a job!”. In this frame Minus 
couples the workers’ declarations with depictions of them 
staring directly at the viewer. The combination of the 
unsettling colour palette, pained facial expressions, 
streaming tears and gritted teeth registers as a demented 
outcry of their true feelings regarding how they are 
treated. Another notable way in which Minus implements 
elements of their artistic style is in the creation of artwork 
for direct participation in demonstrations for social 
change. For example, Minus creates comic artwork on 
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An equally futile witnessing occurs when we switch on the 
news to view spectacles of distant conflict but filtered in 
such a way as to prevent any form of empathy or 
identification. We see the destruction of Palestinian lives, 
the bombing of Gaza, the ruining of public infrastructure, 
the stealing of homes by Zionist settlers, all presented 
without context and as something ordinary Australians 
have no determination over. We hear our government 
spokespeople, who are incapable of facing up to the 
historical legacy of colonial crimes against indigenous 
Australians in this country, rushing to the defence of 
another settler-colony, repeating worn out cliches about 
‘fighting terrorism’ for a non-existent ‘peace process’ which 
is little more than cover for further occupation and 
settlement building. The mouth may twist in pity but this 
is quickly succeeded by a string of media banalities (in the 
passive voice) about ‘two sides’ drawn into a ‘cycle of 
violence’ which is ‘complicated’. It is rarely described for 
what it is: one of the world’s strongest military powers 
brutalisation a largely defenceless people. Luc Boltanski 
called this type of framing: ’distant suffering’. One might 
assume that Palestinians are in fact guilty for having 
brought occupation on themselves, all the while forgetting 
that Australia gives tangible moral and political support to 
Israel’s expansionist policies, effectively green-lighting 
policies of apartheid and ethnic cleansing.

banners such as their “Unskilled Work Doesn’t Exist” 
banner which was used in a demonstration for the Retail 
and Fast Food Worker’s Union. Unity of workers is 
depicted with a crowd of figures interacting positively 
with one another, arms interlocked or giving piggy-backs 
and bright colours have been used to attract the 
audience’s attention. Additionally a lone figure stands 
centre-frame with arms crossed and brow furrowed 
representing the other emotional aspect of this unified 
demonstration--namely, workers being discontent with 
the current recognition of their work as ‘unskilled’ and 
therefore less monetarily and socially valuable. Thus, by 
looking at Minus’ creation of activist art for people to use 
en masse in activist activities, I found an appreciation for 
the way in which the activist comic can have an impact 
both as a mode for commentary on activist issues and as 
art for direct participation in activism.
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Bearing Witness
There’s a short poem by Mervyn Peake that sticks with me. Peake was  
employed as a war artist for the British during WWII. He was sent to 
Germany in 1945 and entered the Bergen-Belsen concentration camp 
shortly after its liberation. There he drew a Jewish girl who was dying of 
Tuberculosis. Peake sat at the foot of her bed and recorded the final 
hours of her life. In dark charcoal he depicted her peering out over her 
bedsheets with large, startled eyes. He wrote a poem about that 
experience, which I consider a powerful commentary on the problem of 
witnessing. ‘The Consumptive’:
 

If seeing her an hour before her last
Weak cough into all blackness I could yet 
Be held by chalk-white walls, and by the great 
Ash coloured bed, 
And the pillows hardly creased 
By the tapping of her little cough-jerked head—
If such can be  a painter’s ecstasy,
(Her limbs like pipes, her head a china skull) 
Then where is mercy? 

Later in the poem he wrote ‘Her agony slides through me’, but what 
stands out for me is the poem’s self-commentary on the very act of 
drawing, as he gets down the white walls, the ash coloured sheets, the 
pillow behind her head. The ‘painter’s ecstasy’ seems a scathing 
assessment of the futility and meaninglessness of bearing witness before 
the fact of another person’s suffering. What good is the artist if they 
become simply an accompaniment to death? Is witnessing sometimes a 
macabre type of voyeurism? In what context can it serve a moral end?Minus (2017), The new (not) normal, https://nicky--minus.tumblr.com/

tagged/comics. Reproduced courtesy of the artist.
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Minus (n.d.), ‘Unskilled Work Doesn’t Exist’. 
Reproduced courtesy of the artist.

It is also worth discussing the importance of this activist 
art in our current global context. Through the works of 
activist comic artists including the exhibited artists in 
Nicky Minus and Safdar Ahmed, meaningful societal 
observations, critiques and suggestions can be offered. 
As participants in a form less restricted by spatial, 
political and corporate limitations, activist comic artists 
have the potential to challenge these nation-spanning 
issues through their form. In this way I think that this 
‘Panels That Transform’ exhibition highlights the need 
for striking and uncompromising activist artwork now.
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I hope a theme communicated by the book is the importance of 
solidarity and nurturing bonds of support as the soil from which 
acts of resistance to racism, misogyny and all the structural 
inequalities of the colonial state can be waged. There is a page 
that was ultimately cut from the final version of my book in 
which I tried to visualise a rhizome — a mass of interlocked or 
interconnected roots. The rhizome is likened by some critical 
theorists to an equitable community. Its anarchic tangle of 
interlocking networks suggests a non-hierarchical, 
heterogeneous and acentered structure in which everything or 
everyone has a vital and important place. The term goes back to 
Carl Jung, who elegantly described the relationship between the 
individual and community in his autobiography, ‘Memories, 
Dreams, Reflections’: 

‘Life has always seemed to me like a plant that lives on its 
rhizome. Its true life is invisible, hidden in the rhizome. The part 
that appears above the ground lasts only a single summer. Then 
it withers away–an ephemeral apparition. When we think of the 
unending growth and decay of life and civilizations, we cannot 
escape the impression of absolute nullity. Yet I have never lost 
the sense of something that lives and endures beneath the eternal 
flux. What we see is blossom, which passes. The rhizome 
remains.’

I read that book when I was about 16 and it became one of my 
favourites, though I don’t recall that passage. What I do 
remember is the image of a giant turd descending from the sky 
and crashing down through the roof of a church. It’s from one of 
Jung’s visions, which feels cartoony - the sort of thing a comic 
artist would draw. But I digress.

Contemporary issues that face the global community – such 
as xenophobia, Islamophobia, the inhumane treatment of 
refugees, the exploitation of the working class and more – 
present the need for meaningful activism in response due to 
their ubiquitous presence in national and international 
societal structures. The works of both artists exhibited at the 
gallery – Nicky Minus and Safdar Ahmed – incisively 
consider extremely current issues like police brutality, the 
COVID-19 epidemic, worker’s rights and more. As evidenced 
by both Nicky and Safdar’s unique explorations of the 
various ways that the activist comic can play a role in forging 
societal change, this important and also enjoyable art form is 
extremely relevant and meaningful in our current world. 
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Community
Safdar Ahmed

Much of my contribution to Panels That Transform relates to my 
graphic novel Still Alive, which is about Australia’s abusive 
treatment of asylum seekers and refugees. That book emerged 
from my experiences of visiting the Villawood Immigration 
Detention Centre on behalf of the not-for-profit community art 
organisation Refugee Art Project. I and some friends founded 
that group a decade ago with the aim of supporting people of an 
asylum seeker or refugee background through community 
events and art workshops. 

From 2011 until 2017 we visited the centre regularly with paper, 
pencils, drawing pens, and charcoal chicken. The gatherings 
were unstructured and led by whatever people felt like doing at 
the time. It was more about providing a sense of community and 
support than making art. We would eat, chat and occasionally 
get drawing. Some of my favourite work from those sessions was 
by people who didn’t consider themselves artists in any context 
and who had never held a pencil in their lives. The organisation 
fostered some wonderful friendships and a strong sense of 
community over many years, which became the wellspring of 
the stories and collaborations that make up the graphic novel.

On Transforming panels and Transforming Selves
Can Yalçınkaya

A few days after I received my PhD in May 2013, a mass 
uprising broke out in Turkey — the country where I was 
born and raised. The uprising occurred in response to a 
police crackdown on people peacefully protesting the 
demolition of Gezi Park in Istanbul, where the 
government wanted to build a mall. I watched the events 
unfold during many sleepless nights as police violence 
against protesters intensified and people came up with 
increasingly more creative ways to resist an oppressive 
state. I watched as my friends posted photos, videos and 
social media updates about their experiences. When the 
slacktivism of sharing news stories and updates online 
was not enough, I started organising a group of friends to 
collectively publish an anthology of comics inspired by 
the creativity of the protestors. We published Resist 
Comics: Scenes from the Gezi Resistance in 2015 through 
crowdfunding. By that time, the protests were suppressed 
and the Turkish government became increasingly more 
authoritarian. 

In many ways, the Gezi Resistance, as it came to be 
known, had some continuity with other global 
movements, such as Occupy and the Arab Spring. During 
these movements, cartoonists and comic artists made 
work that resonated with the ideals and demands of 
protestors — such as the U.S.-based Occupy Comics 
anthology edited by Matt Miner and Matt Pizzolo, the 
works of comic artists Ganzeer in Egypt, Nadia Khiari in 
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Tunisia and the Samandal magazine in Lebanon. Comics go 
well with political movements — as a popular medium 
that is cost-efficient, engaging and accessible. The medium 
has its roots in cartoons, which emerged in Europe in the 
17th Century, and were often used to satirise and subvert 
ruling elites and power structures. 

When I started editing Resist Comics, my familiarity with 
the Australian comics scene was limited. Did people create 
political comics here? Were there collectives similar to 
ours? The answer to my questions came when I met Sam 
Wallman towards the end of 2013, after he did a live 
reading of a comic he made in collaboration with LGBTQ 
refugees on the Sydney Opera House stage as part of the 
Graphic Festival.

Sam Wallman is a Melbourne-based cartoonist and comics 
journalist, who has been making comics since 2006. When I 
first met Sam, he was editing a comics anthology titled 
Fluid Prejudice, on the marginalised aspects of Australian 
History. Referencing a Mark Twain quote in its title " --The 
very ink with which all history is written is merely fluid 
prejudice” — the anthology’s contributors did the work of 
inscribing and illustrating underrepresented histories of 
Australia, hidden by settler-colonialist, sexist and capitalist 
historiographies that tend to tell only of powerful, able-
bodied white men. I knew that I had found a friend and 
comrade in Sam as I became more familiar with the work 
he was doing and facilitating, and when he enthusiastically 
agreed to publish one of my comics, which was not 
particularly well-written or well-drawn, in his anthology. 
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My first introduction to Safdar Ahmed was thanks to Sam. Safdar 
launched Fluid Prejudice at Jura Books in Sydney some time in 
2014. He is an academic and artist, who is one of the founders of 
the Refugee Art Project (RAP). At the time, I was following RAP 
on social media and admiring the work they do with refugees and 
asylum seekers, providing tools of self-expression through art and 
community. Safdar was also rediscovering his love of making 
comics and zines and had recently published his graphic memoir 
The Good Son. In it, Safdar was tackling his traumatic relationship 
with his violent and abusive father, as well as finding solace in art, 
horror and metal music. When we decided to make a zine about 
metal music and start an anti-racist, Muslim death metal band 
together, I knew this was the beginning of a beautiful (and brutal!) 
friendship. 

The first time I met Nicky Minus was also in 2014, one day after 
the launch of Fluid Prejudice, as we were both tabling at the Other 
Worlds Zine Fair. Nicky had done the poster for the event, which 
was collectively organised by zinemakers boycotting the MCA 
(and their annual zine fair) due to its ties to Transfield, a 
corporation that operated service contracts in the detention 
centres on Manus Island and Nauru, and was connected to the 
larger Sydney Biennale boycott in 2014. Nicky is a graphic 
designer, painter and cartoonist, who has been making comics 
since 2013. At Other Worlds, they were selling a copy of Jerks, a 
collection of short comics, mostly featuring a cartoon avatar of 
themselves having conversations with other cartoon characters 
about taboo sex topics, aimed at grossing out the reader in 
entertaining ways. Since then, I have tabled at many zine fairs 
where Nicky was also tabling and always made sure to get a copy 
of their newest comics. 

14 59



also a feminist-inflected figure of hope.

Safdar Ahmed’s practice also produces new spaces for 
imagination and action. Ahmed has reflected on art’s role in 
context of the Refugee Art Project--which he has been involved 
with since early 2011--in a beautiful essay entitled ‘The Art of 
Exile’ (2011). He suggests that ‘The role of art is not to redeem 
what has been lost’:

What it does is provide the opportunity to review, revise, and 
reconstitute the often scattered shards of memory, culture and 
identity that refugees carry with them. The artistic act may then 
become one of discovery. And I say may because the experience 
of being uprooted and then needing to reconstitute life in a new 
environment is a traumatic process that must be acknowledged 
on its own terms. It should not be qualified by notions of 
‘success’ or ‘failure’. (Ahmed, 2011, p.11)

To paraphrase Hannah Arendt, comics activism “cuts deep” 
enough into reality to allow us to transcend individualized 
experience. Rather than the nihilist forms of art that Arendt 
excoriated, in which artists are “too much concerned with 
themselves—to see the real issues”, these artists help us forget 
self-imposed limits to human action and remember what matters 
(Young-Bruehl, Elisabeth, 1977, p. 187).

All this is to say that this essay is written from the 
perspective of a friend, a comrade, and a member 
of a tight-knit comics community, rather than from 
any academic/critical/curatorial distance. The 
exhibition, Panels that Transform, is a celebration of 
the works of three of the most original artists to 
ever have embraced the comics medium, but on a 
personal level, it is a celebration of their art 
journeys as I witnessed them over the last eight 
years or so. 

Sam Wallman, Safdar Ahmed and Nicky Minus 
have distinct and easily recognisable styles of 
cartooning. However, there are common threads in 
their works. First, the influence of the 
underground comix/alternative comics traditions 
that emerged from the 1960s U.S. counterculture is 
apparent. As with these comics, the earlier works 
of Sam, Safdar and Nicky favour styles of drawing 
that often emphasise the grotesqueness of bodies, 
represented in moments of bodily functions, or 
strange mutations. Sam’s characters are fluid and 
tend to stretch and bend in impossible ways as 
they flow through the rigid geometric structures 
and panel borders of their existence. Nicky’s 
characters are in a constant state of psychedelic 
explosion, and appear to come straight out of 
expressionistic paintings. Safdar’s characters may 
unexpectedly transform into monsters, 
werewolves or incredible melting men. 
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which is continues the discussion: “The commons were enclosed & 
yet they are still ours”. 

Drawing our attention to the act of looking and reading, the panel 
directly below and to the left of this group below this disintegrating 
ceiling is a side-on portrait of a person reading a book with the 
words “& the Polio vaccine, deliberately without patent, Antarctica, 
and outer space”. 

By opening up the imaginary depth of comic-space, Wallman’s work 
produces gap that we were previously unaware of in our routinised 
practices of reading. This poster, as Wallman does more generally, 
makes available forms new spaces of action, of common-ing. These 
new and utopian spaces are literally illustrated for us as viewers in 
the sentence above the two-dimensional reader’s head: “The beach 
is the commons reminding us.” Underlining the availability of 
diegetic space as a communicative act--in the sense of it being 
repurposed by both the reader and the figures within the comic--in 
front of the reader’s gaze on the beach itself is the text “So is the 
floating space between your eyes & this sentence”.

Similarly Nicky Minus’ work bring multiple figures together, for 
example in their recent poster ‘Solidarity with Palestine’ which 
includes references to #SaveSheikhJarrah, the Palestinian 
neighbourhood bearing the brunt of the May 2021 conflict, and 
“Stand – against—the --> violence of ---> settler colonialism all 
across the world” on each side of a border which frames to figures in 
round ‘windows’ onto struggles connected by patterns of “apartheid 
and genocide”. Another one of Minus’ recurrent themes is the 
colonization of everyday life by technological forces, seen most 
strikingly in her first poster from the ‘Lockdown’ series, which 
features the figure of The Terminator’s nemesis, Sarah Connor, who is 

The underground comix lineage further becomes apparent 
in the autobiographical mode of cartooning Sam, Nicky 
and Safdar engage in. Their works (especially earlier ones) 
hearken back to the works of comics makers like Justin 
Green, Robert Crumb, Aline Kominsky-Crumb, and Julie 
Doucet among others. They draw themselves in awkward, 
embarrassing, vulnerable situations, which their cartoon 
avatars navigate with a great deal of self-deprecation and 
humour. Their approach to sexuality and other bodily 
functions tend to be irreverent like their underground 
predecessors. However, while some of the pioneers of the 
underground comix movement (e.g. Robert Crumb) 
arguably contain problematic racist and sexist 
representations, the works of Sam, Safdar and Nicky 
problematise and critique such forms of representations, 
which sets them apart from that tradition. 

Over the last few years, the autobiographical mode in their 
works started shifting towards other directions. Sam and 
Safdar embarked on ambitious graphic journalism projects. 
Sam illustrated a story titled At Work Inside Our Detention 
Centres: A Guard’s Story in collaboration with Nick Olle, Pat 
Grant et al. for the Global Mail, which was shared 
thousands of times and won the 2014 Human rights award 
in the media category. He has continued to create several 
short and mid-length pieces of graphic journalism over the 
following years, for prestigious publications in Australia 
and overseas. His journalism and later animation work (in 
collaboration with Bailey Sharp) focus on worker’s rights, 
trade unions, climate justice, safe schools, LGBTQ+ themes 
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yet they are still ours”. 
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words “& the Polio vaccine, deliberately without patent, Antarctica, 
and outer space”. 
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among others. 

In 2015, Safdar published Villawood: Notes from an 
Immigration Detention Centre, which went on to win a 
Walkley award in the Artwork category. He expanded that 
work to publish his first graphic novel, Still Alive (Twelve 
Panels Press, 2021). While Safdar continues to draw 
himself in these works, his main concern is to tell the 
stories of asylum seekers and refugees he has met through 
his community work with Refugee Art Project. As he 
continued to work on his graphic novel, he also produced 
a wide range of works of in graphic medicine, comic essays 
on topics such as Sufi mysticism and Islamophobia, as well 
as works in other media such as animation, virtual reality, 
and musical recordings and performances. 

Nicky’s later work, including Casual Work and URL: Ugly 
Real Life shifted its focus towards working class issues, 
critiques of modern capitalism and consumerism, 
neoliberalism, the casualisation of work and climate 
change. Together, Sam and Nicky — along with the 
Workers Art Collective which they are both members of — 
have become increasingly involved in the union 
movement, producing posters, banners and graphics for 
various different unions, attending strikes and other 
industrial actions, protests and blockades. They express 
solidarity with workers and protestors by sharing their art. 
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decimated landscapes of America’s deepest poverty, which we (like 
Dickens’s “telescopic philanthropists”) know even less well than we 
do the sufferings of peoples halfway around the world” (Gardener, 
2012, n.p.). The fading away of the urban-based Occupy movement 
is, according to Gardner, a failure to bridge class and spatial divides 
in the US, which certainly cultural forms such as comics cannot 
alone overcome, without actively solidaristic social movements and 
critiques.

But activist comics do more than just ground political experience in 
human form, they also define new spaces for action. In his 
perceptive essay on the diegetic space of comics, Belgian comic 
historian Pascal Lefèvre observes that “in the first place every flat 
image has to deal with its fundamental two-dimensional aspect: the 
picture can try to deny the flatness by suggesting an illusionary 
depth or, on the contrary, can accentuate this flatness” (2007, p. 2). 
Each artist in this exhibition takes a different approach to diegetic 
space of the surface of the image.

Sam Wallman’s multi-panel posters, for example, use perspective 
and openings in the frame to create a fiercely animated, all-inclusive 
world that connects aspects of contemporary and historical 
experience. His poster on ‘The Commons’ for the Museum of 
English Rural Life, provides a diegetic space which is not just an 
optical illusion but a stage for a materialist history. 

The first, top, panel of the comic places front and centre an indoor 
space with arches surrounding a suspended cage. The classical 
perspective of the room uses the ceiling archways to frame a line of 
text: “The enclosures were and are equal parts lethal and 
imaginary”.  The top panel, however, shows blocks of the ceiling 
falling in on a group of people who look straight out to the viewer, 

Panels that Transform brings diverse work from the pages of 
popular comics, online spaces and strikes and protests onto the 
walls of an Art Gallery space. Neither the gallery space, nor this 
essay has the scope to capture the breadth of the works produced 
by these three artists. So, I would encourage the reader to go down 
the internet rabbit hole to joyfully discover more works by them. 
From a curatorial stance, I am distinctly aware that an exhibition 
featuring their works may be seen as an act of stripping these 
strongly political works of their contexts, potentially emphasising 
their aesthetics over their vital message. However, the aim of this 
exhibition is not to let an Art Gallery transform the comics and art 
of Sam Wallman, Nicky Minus and Safdar Ahmed into “high art” 
objects the attendees will gaze upon voyeuristically, but to let their 
works transform the Art Gallery into a place of political 
awakenings, a place where attendees are drawn to political action. 

Over the last 6 years, I have worked on developing a creative 
research practice in the form of graphic scholarship, through which 
I aim to communicate academic research in the form of comics. 
While doing so, I often turned to my cartoonist friends and their 
works for guidance on how to represent complex ideas in the 
comics medium. In doing the kinds of comics and graphic works 
they do, Safdar, Nicky and Sam undertake a great amount of 
research, both in the field and in libraries and archives, and then 
find succinct, powerful and imaginative ways to tell the outcomes 
of their research by thinking visually about them. The works in this 
exhibition should help visitors, especially students and academic 
staff, to think differently about the research they do and show 
possibilities beyond the traditional scholarly writing. 

Here’s to hoping you are all as transformed by the panels in this 
exhibition as I am.
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articulates powerful themes of Blak women’s negotiation of 
dispossession and survival.

Thinking through images
History decays into images, not into stories. (N11,4). 
(Benjamin, 1999)  

In this way comics activist practice is closer to the Frankfurt School 
idea of the Denkbild, or ‘thought-image’ than the fully-fledged 
narrative journeys that might be contained in activist comics. 
According to Theodor W. Adorno, writing on his friend Walter 
Benjamin’s kaleidoscopic text Einbahnstrasse [One Way Street],: 

Thought-images are . . . parabolic evocations of 
something that cannot be said in words. They do not 
want to stop conceptual thought so much as to shock 
through their enigmatic form and thereby get thought 
moving, because thought in its traditional form seems 
rigid, conventional and outmoded. (Adorno, quoted 
in Tschofen, 2015, p. 139).

But what kind of images? Where is the role of the human in trying to 
capture the extreme perspectives of 21st century lived experience?

Comics scholar, Jared Gardner, writing in 2012 for the online 
magazine Public Books, argues that comics journalism crosses into 
comics activism when it distrusts “history that does not have a face, 
a name, and a voice behind it” (Gardner, 2012, n.p). Describing the 
combined effect of cartoonist Joe Sacco’s collaboration with 
journalist Chris Hedges in their 2014 investigation of US ’sacrifice 
zones’, Days of Destruction, Days of Revolt, Gardner finds a call to 
action in the graphic depictions of “the voices that speak from the 

Murals, but also social art in general, must help in an 

individual’s "struggle to become a human being, and 

for that purpose it must live wherever it can... no 

place is bad for it, so long as it is there permitted to 

fulfill its primary functions of nutrition and 

enlightenment. 

- Diego Rivera, Portrait of America, 1934, p. 11
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also be considered part an ongoing history of anti-racist and feminist 
comics activism that interects and bridges both the Civil Rights and 
Black Lives Matter movements (Kennedy, 2018; Kirtley, 2021; 
Whaley, 2015). Two examples of her nationally syndicated strips 
from the 2000s, ‘Unlawful’ and ‘Media Shots’ are included in a 2015 
collection APB: Artists Against Police Brutality and deal directly 
with issues of police violence against Black communities. In the strip 
‘Unlawful’, Cheryl and Lekesia—two of Brandon-Croft’s regular 
characters (Pendana, 2019)—are shown side-by-side, in her usual 
style of depicting her characters’ expressive faces and hand gestures, 
with no speech bubbles but the text printed directly next to them, 
across four panels. In each panel Cheryl is reading a newspaper and 
discussing reports of police shootings with Lekesia, Brandon-Croft’s 
most explicitly feminist and activist character: 

Cheryl: “Seems like there are a lot of unnecessary 
shootings happening”
Lekesia: “And not just in New York”
Cheryl: “Their Mayor blames the media for… The rising 
tensions between the community and law enforcement”
Lekesia: “But the fact is, the media shoots film… The 
police have bullets.” (Campbell et al., eds, 2015, n.p) 

A recent resurfacing of this activist history links Brandon-Croft’s 
print-based work with her own comics activism via social media 
around the trial of George Floyd’s murderer, former policeman 
Derek Chauvin (Cavna 2021; see also Brandon-Croft’s instagram 
account @barbarabrandoncroft) and a new generation of Black 
women comics activists such as Elizabeth Montgomery @lizatlarge 
and Bianca Xunise @biancaxunise.  In colonized Australia, Wiradjuri 
and Ngiyampaa artist Charlotte Allingham’s (@coffinbirth) work in 
her self-published comics Going Home and It’s Called Survival 

Full List of Works

Mona Moradveisi, Safdar Ahmed, Zanny Begg, Zeina 
Iaali, Susie Nelson and Murtaza Ali Jafar, The 
Swamp, 2016, Digital Video, 18:10, Courtesy of 
the artists

Nicky Minus, Baird Out Now, 2016, Digital Print, 42.0 x 
29.7 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Nicky Minus, A Climate Of Control, 2017, Digital Print, 
42.0 x 29.7 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Nicky Minus, 'Take Back Control' Comic, in Resist! 
Newspaper, edited by Françoise Mouly & Nadja 
Spiegelman, 2017, Digital Print, 21.0cm x 27.5 cm, 
Courtesy of the artist 

Nicky Minus, Women on Strike Tea Towel, 2018, Digital 
Print on Linen, 42.0 x 29.7 cm, Courtesy of the 
artist

Nicky Minus, Call Centre Workers Unite, 2018, Digital 
Print, 42.0 x 29.7 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Nicky Minus, NUW IWD Poster, 2018, Digital Print, 42.0 
x 29.7 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Nicky Minus, 'Strike Rate': Call Centre Magazine, designed 
by Nicky Minus, 2019, Digital Print, A5 Zine, 
Courtesy of the artist

Nicky Minus, 2019 - Year of Global Revolts, 2019, Digital 
Print, 42.0 x 29.7 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Nicky Minus, 1. [IMARC] Day 1, 2019, Digital Video, 
01:57, Courtesy of the artist 

Nicky Minus, 2. [IMARC] Call to Action, 2019, Digital 
Video, 06:36, Courtesy of the artist

Nicky Minus, 3. Blockade IMARC Wrap Video, 2019, 
Digital Video, 05:42, Courtesy of the artist
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treatise on abortion from a medical or legal standpoint, the comic 
contributed to the debates around Roe v. Wade by emphasising an 
individual women’s perspective on the legality and medical aspects 
of abortion. By taking advantage of the shifts in perspective and 
scale that comic narrative provides to depict a first-person 
experience, feminist comics such as Abortion Eve realised the 
objective of women’s health movements to allow women not just 
‘access to information about their bodies [but further] that they 
should also help to create this knowledge’ (Kline, 2010, p. 3 quoted 
in McGovern and Eve, 2019, p. 11). 

The Australian Indigneous sexual health poster campaign, 
Condoman, in echoes of Abortion Eve, also draws from popular 
culture by using comics to transform relationships between sexual 
subjects and objects of knowledge. Developed in 1987 by a group of 
Indigeneous health workers in Townsville, including then AIDS 
consultant for the Townsville Aboriginal and Islander Childcare 
Agency, Aunty Grace Smallwood, as a response to what they 
perceived as the cultural irrelevance of the Grim Reaper advertising 
campaign, posters feature the figure of Condoman wearing a red 
and yellow superhero costume, standing on a tropical beach and 
saying in his speech bubble “Don’t be Shame, Be Game: Use 
Frenchies”. The iconography of Condoman paid homage to the 
Phantom, who was popular in North Queensland at the time 
(Walmsley and Sloan, 2015). These possibilities for activist uses of 
comics formats create resonances with movements and struggles for 
self-determination globally.

For example, African-American cartoonist Barbara Brandon-Croft 
published her comic strip “Where I’m Coming From” 1989-2005 in 
the Detroit Free Press. Like other Black women cartoonists in the US, 
including Jackie Ormes (Goldstein, 2008), Brandon-Croft’s work can 

Nicky Minus, Blockade IMARC Illustrated Poster, 
2019, Digital Print, 42.0 x 29.7 cm, 
Courtesy of the artist

Nicky Minus, Post Blockade IMARC Celebration, 
2020, Digital Print, 42.0 x 29.7 cm, 
Courtesy of the artist

Nicky Minus, Lockdown Series: 1. Channel Your 
Inner Sarah Connor, 2020, Digital Print, 
42.0 x 29.7 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Nicky Minus, Lockdown Series: 2. Hang In There, 
2020, Digital Print, 42.0 x 29.7 cm, 
Courtesy of the artist

Nicky Minus, Lockdown Series: 3. Essential Service 
Workers, 2020, Digital Print, 42.0 x 29.7 
cm, Courtesy of the artist

Nicky Minus, Lockdown Series: 4. Diary Entry, 
Fortnight 1 Lockdown, 2020, Digital Print, 
42.0 x 29.7 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Nicky Minus, Lockdown Series: 5. Fight With Love, 
2020, Digital Print, 42.0 x 29.7 cm, 
Courtesy of the artist

Nicky Minus, Lockdown Series: 6. Don't Stop, 2020, 
Digital Print, 42.0 x 29.7 cm, Courtesy of 
the artist

Nicky Minus, Lockdown Series: 7. Together, We 
Have the Power, Through Solidarity, To 
Create A Better World, 2020, Digital Print, 
42.0 x 29.7 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Nicky Minus, Lockdown Series: 8. All That is Solid 
Melts into Air, 2020, Digital Print, 42.0 x 
29.7 cm, Courtesy of the artist
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narrative, it gives greater force to the truly horrible 
events that happen elsewhere. (Davies, 2017, p. 3)

Evans also notes that 

Other comics artists who use a mixture of comedic 
and serious tones are Art Spiegelman in Maus, 
(2003) where the frustration the narrator feels at his 
father’s eccentricities are used as a counterpoint to 
the story from the death camps, and Marjane 
Satrapi’s Persepolis (2008), where the author’s 
childlike rebellion gives a comedy counterpoint to 
the evils of the Iranian regime. These two last 
books are both refugee narratives, by the way, but 
they aren’t generally considered as such; they tend 
to be classified as classics of comics literature. 
(Davies, 2017, p. 3)

Evans’ rejection of the ‘objectivity’ associated with journalistic 
storytelling explains much about the agency of comics in setting out 
and provoking a critique. The technique of bringing together 
emotions that are usually kept separate, as well as the excluded and 
marginal space of the camp with tourist views of France and the 
traditional lace-making industries of this part of Europe, serves to 
‘unborder’ and ‘reborder’ the pages of the graphic novel that Evans 
has so carefully created.

McGovern and Eve, in a recent article discussing the 1973 women’s 
liberation comic Abortion Eve, argue that the format of comics was 
an opportunity for activists to practice informational activism by 
questioning the “gendered divisions of information labour and 
knowledge creation” (2019, p.9). Rather than engaging in an abstract 

Nicky Minus, Lockdown Series: 9: Jack Mundey RIP, 2020, 
Digital Print, 42.0 x 29.7 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Nicky Minus, Lockdown Series: 10: Kick Cops Outta Unions, 
2020, Digital Print, 42.0 x 29.7 cm, Courtesy of the 
artist

Nicky Minus, Lockdown Series: 11: Public Housing, 2020, 
Digital Print, 42.0 x 29.7 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Nicky Minus, Lockdown Series: 12: 112 Days Of Hard 
Lockdown Living Next To A Nazi, 2020, Digital 
Print, 42.0 x 29.7 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Nicky Minus, Lockdown Series: 13: Unemployed Workers are 
Strong, 2020, Digital Print, 42.0 x 29.7 cm, 
Courtesy of the artist

Nicky Minus, Lockdown Series: 14: A Better World is 
Possible, 2020, Digital Print, 42.0 x 29.7 cm, 
Courtesy of the artist

Nicky Minus, Lockdown Series: 15. BLM Worker Solidarity, 
2020, Digital Print, 42.0 x 29.7 cm, Courtesy of the 
artist

Nicky Minus, Lockdown Series: 16. Graphic For The 
Australian Unemployed Workers Union, 2020, 
Digital Print, 42.0 x 29.7 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Nicky Minus, Lockdown Series: 17. Alice Coltrane, My 
Spiritual Guide In Life, 2020, Digital Print, 42.0 x 
29.7 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Nicky Minus, Lockdown Series: 18: Boycott Coles, 2020, 
Digital Print, 42.0 x 29.7 cm, Courtesy of the artist
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The artists profiled in the exhibition operate outside the mainstream 
comics publishing industry, so I am here bracketing out any detailed 
discussion of “activist comics”, which definitely do exist in, for 
example, the underground ‘comix’ genre. In contrast, the comic 
activism that you see here takes place via the self-published and 
movement-led forms that are afforded by online and peer-to-peer 
media. 

These artists are closely linked to contemporary social movements 
(in the case of Wallman and Minus, specifically labour movements 
and unions, as well as feminist critiques and gender inequalities, 
and in the case of Ahmed, refugee rights and racism), and their 
creative work articulates new forms of political action and arenas of 
struggle. They also ground political analysis in human forms, 
linking text and image in sequenced storytelling—a key move that 
distinguishes comics from other forms of graphic art such as posters, 
photography, drawing and printmaking. 

Comics activists, comics activism
UK cartoonist for the New Internationalist, Kate Evans describes 
herself as a ‘comics activist’ (Davies, 2017, p. 6). In an interview in 
which she explains the research and creative process for her graphic 
novel Threads: From the Refugee Crisis (Verso, 2017), based on 
interviews with refugees in the former ‘Jungle’ refugee encampment 
in Calais, Kate Evans describes the role of satire and humor in 
highlighting human rights: 

Comics storytelling also facilitates the judicious use of 
humour. There are funny, wry or silly aspects to most 
situations, and by drawing them out and sprinkling 
parts of the narrative with them… It’s also a contrast 
technique, because by lightening parts of the 

Nicky Minus, Blockade IMARC Poster, 2021, Digital Print, 
42.0 x 29.7 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Nicky Minus, From the River to the Sea, 2021, Digital Print, 
42.0 x 29.7 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Nicky Minus, Solidarity with Palestine, 2021, Digital Print, 
42.0 x 29.7 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Nicky Minus, Solidarity with Myanmar, 2021, Digital Print, 
140.0x 96.0 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Nicky Minus, McCormick Workers Strike, 2021, Digital Print, 
42.0 x 29.7 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Nicky Minus, Education Support Staff Day, 2021, Digital 
Print, 42.0 x 29.7 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Nicky Minus, Abortion Series 1: Life is Nice, 2021, Digital 
Print, 42.0 x 29.7 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Nicky Minus, Abortion Series 2: Your Body Your Choice, 2021, 
Digital Print, 42.0 x 29.7 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Nicky Minus, Abortion Series 3: Hope, 2021, Digital Print, 
42.0 x 29.7 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Refugee Art Project: Featuring works (from left to right) by 
Murtaza Ali Jafari, Mohammad. Haider Ali. Neda . 
Ismail, Bashir, Mohammad Saeed, Saood, Parastoo, 
Mona Moradveisi, Arif Ali, Sketchbook Drawings, 
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Various, Courtesy of the artists

Safdar Ahmed, This is How Bigotry Works 2, 2015, Digital 
Print, 42.0 x 29.7 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Safdar Ahmed, Huda Comics, 2015, Watercolor on Paper, 
Various, Courtesy of the artist

Safdar Ahmed, This is How Bigotry Works 1, 2015, Risograph 
Print, 42.0 x 29.7 cm, Courtesy of the artist
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This brief exploration of what a ‘comics activism’ might mean, and 
how it is being produced and reshaped by artists such as those in 
this exhibition, speaks to a set of social forces that we are all caught 
between: traditional media structures that have formed the social 
and cultural structures that we find ourselves inhabiting in moment-
to-moment updates of digital media feeds, but are yet to find a way 
to adequately compensate artists and other cultural producers for 
their work; experiences of inequality and historical injustice that are 
all around us, but constantly denied; and shared conversations 
about our common future that we urgently need places to live out. 

Demarcating comics activism
Magnussen, La Cour, and Cortsen note that as a marginalised 
cultural form, “comics have played with (and in some cases have 
questioned) existing power structures, which—in combination with 
their mass appeal—have made them the subject of continuous 
institutional efforts to regulate their content” (2015, p. xvii)   Along 
these lines Swedish comics scholar Martin Lund mobilises the terms 
“comics activism” and “activist comics” to “delineate and identify 
those within the largely de-politicized field of comics who are 
working towards its politicization, as creators and as critics, as 
makers and as readers, and the comics they produce and read”. 
(Lund, 2018, p. 42).

In the exhibition that this catalogue speaks to, we are putting the 
emphasis on the former term: “comics activism” rather than “activist 
comics”. While there may be a move towards the politicisation of 
comics and the publication of graphic novels that deal with 
globalised forms of social inequality, as the examples of Evans, Sacco 
and Hedges discussed below attest, Minus, Wallman and Ahmed are 
instead all activists who are using comics as a medium of social 
critique and prefigurative politics.

Safdar Ahmed, Creeping Shariah, 2016, Digital Print, 84.1 x 
59.4 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Safdar Ahmed, Borders are Imaginary Series: Australia, 
2016, Digital Print, 42.0 x 29.7 cm, Courtesy of the 
artist

Safdar Ahmed, Borders are Imaginary Series: Untitled, 2016, 
Digital Print, 42.0 x 29.7 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Safdar Ahmed, Borders are Imaginary Series: No Way, 2016, 
Digital Print, 42.0 x 29.7 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Safdar Ahmed, Borders are Imaginary Series: Border Force, 
2016, Digital Print, 42.0 x 29.7 cm, Courtesy of the 
artist

Safdar Ahmed, 'Eaten Fish' Cartoon, 2016, Digital Print, 
21.0 x 29.0 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Safdar Ahmed, Huda Comic, 2016, Watercolor on Paper, 
21.0 x 29.0 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Safdar Ahmed, Trump & Trumble, 2017, Digital Print, 42.0 
x 12.0 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Safdar Ahmed, Imaginary Bodies 1, 2019, Digital Print, 42.0 
x 59.4 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Safdar Ahmed, Imaginary Bodies 2, 2019, Digital Print, 42.0 
x 59.4 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Safdar Ahmed, Werewolf, 2019, Risograph Print, 29.0 x 
21.0 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Safdar Ahmed, Pages from Still Alive: Destruction, 2019, 
Digital Print, 42.0 x 59.4 cm, Courtesy of the artist
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I would like to do away with the firm boundaries that 
we human beings so self-assuredly are inclined to 
erect around everything that is accessible to us... .Most 
of all I would like to depict the world as a bee sees it, 
then tomorrow as the moon sees it, and then, as many 
other creatures may see it. I am, however, human 
being, and can use my fantasy, bound as I am, as a 
bridge. — Hannah Hoch, foreword to the catalogue 
for her solo exhibition at the Kunstzaal De Bron, The 
Hague, 1929. (Makholm, Kristin, 1996, p. 194)

The quote above from German montage artist, Hannah Hoch, opens 
up the question of role of art in activism, as a bridge between what is 
seen and unseen, what is remembered and what is forgotten. The 
rise of comics during the 20th century media landscape can be seen 
as a bridge between popular culture and commercial print 
publishing industries. 

As a medium, comics emerged from the daily and weekly routines 
of newspaper and serial reporting, and miniaturised cinematic 
structures of representation, especially the combination of image 
and text in early silent cinema. The daily and weekly ephemeral 
format of newspaper, and then superhero comics, had in common 
their inclusion of current political events within ‘unreal’ genres of 
caricature and mythical solutions to human problems. However, not 
all comics are ‘activist’, and indeed the dominant conceptualization 
of the ‘comic’, the commercial, mass-published superhero genre can 
be read as a conservative cultural structure, in that agency at the 
level of storytelling and production processes themselves are located 
outside communities. This essay thus takes up the idea of ‘comics as 
activism’ and explores its histories and future potentials.

Safdar Ahmed, Pages from Stlll Alive: Stop the Boats 1, 2019, 
Digital Print, 42.0 x 59.4 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Safdar Ahmed, Pages from Still Alive: Stop the Boats 2, 2019, 
Digital Print, 42.0 x 59.4 cm, Courtesy of the artist 

Safdar Ahmed, Pages from Still Alive: Stop the Boats 3, 2019, 
Digital Print, 42.0 x 59.4 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Safdar Ahmed, Pages from Still Alive: Abyan, 2019, Digital 
Print, 41.2 x 58.8 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Safdar Ahmed, Pages from Still Alive: Manus Metal Man, 
2019, Digital Print, 42.0 x 59.4 cm, Courtesy of the 
artist

Safdar Ahmed, Pages from Still Alive: Detention, 2020, 
Digital Print, 42.0 x 59.4 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Safdar Ahmed, Pages from Still Alive: Nauru, 2019, Digital 
Print, 42.0 x 59.4 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Safdar Ahmed, Pages from Still Alive: 'Detainee Service' and 
Other Euphemisms, 2019, Digital Print, 41.2 x 58.8 
cm, Courtesy of the artist

Safdar Ahmed, Pages from Still Alive: Perceptions, 2019, 
Digital Print, 42.0 x 59.4 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Safdar Ahmed, Pages from Still Alive: Code of Behaviour, 2019, 
Digital Print, 42.0 x 59.4 cm, Courtesy of the artist
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Safdar Ahmed, Original Sketchbook Pages for Still Alive, 2019, 
Ink on Paper, Various, Courtesy of the artist

Safdar Ahmed, Pages from Still Alive: Australia's Moral 
Duplicity, 2019, Digital Print, 41.2 x 58.8 cm, 
Courtesy of the artist

Safdar Ahmed, The Case of the Animals versus Humans Before 
the King of the Jinn, Series, 2020, Watercolor on Paper, 
29.0 x 21.0, Courtesy of the artist

Safdar Ahmed, Pages from Still Alive: Aspects, 2020, Digital 
Print, 59.4 cm x 42.0 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Safdar Ahmed, Pages from Still Alive: Skulls, 2020, Digital 
Print, 42.0 x 59.4 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Safdar Ahmed, Pages from Still Alive: Detention, 2020, 
Digital Print, 42.0 x 59.4 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Safdar Ahmed, Pages for Still Alive: Confined, 2020, Digital 
Print, 59.4 cm x 42.0 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Safdar Ahmed, The Day Will Come..., 2021, Digital Print, 29.7 
cm x 42.0 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Safdar Ahmed, Artist Sketchbooks, Various, Courtesy of the 
artist

Sam Wallman, A Just Transition, 2018, Digital Print, 118.9 x 
84.1 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Sam Wallman, Natural Disaster Solidarity, 2019, Digital Print, 
59.4 cm x 42.0 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Sam Wallman, Pine Gap Comic, 2019, Digital Print, 118.9 x 
84.1 cm, Courtesy of the artist
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vinyl, 100.0 x 70.0 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Sam Wallman, Our Strength to Strike is Built through Striking, 
2020, Banner, 95.0 x 98.0 cm, Courtesy of the artist
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“The cartoon is an appalling abbreviation… Big 
business is a familiar target for cartoons. over the 
years we have used the octopus, Othello, King Lear, 
giants, vampires, mixtures of them, with fangs and 
fire to represent big business. We still use these 
symbols. Readers are patient and tolerant… the 
symbol should more accurately be part-human part-
machine with a suggestion of a capacity for 
transmogrification. Drawn this way the notion of big 
business becomes at best fictional, at worst 
indecipherable… a three-dog-headed Cerberus 
labelled “CIA” is a weak and inadequate analogy for 
such an apparatus of fantasy and dedication. A cobra 
labelled “money” is no longer sinister enough to 
describe the process that has one group of people 
dumping food and another group of people too 
underfed to argue about it.”

- Bruce Petty

Sam Wallman, Mundey, 2020, Digital Print, 59.4 cm x 
42.0 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Sam Wallman, VS Democracy, 2020, Digital Print, 59.4 
cm x 42.0 cm, Courtesy of the artist 

Sam Wallman, Violence Against Unionists, 2020, Digital 
Print, 59.4 cm x 42.0 cm, Courtesy of the artist

Sam Wallman, Right-Wing Queensland: A Self-Fulfilling 
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x 100.0 cm, Courtesy of the artist
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Digital Print, 59.4 cm x 42.0 cm, Courtesy of 
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Courtesy of the artist
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Video, 05:26, Courtesy of the artists and the 
Victorian Trades Hall Council
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