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As an artist, I am most curious and passionate about making 
artworks that can help change the world. This paper will discuss 
how The Equal Standard Broadzine attempts to contribute to social 
change by using its form, content, and distribution methods to 
engage an expanded audience in social and political discourse.

Art’s ability to drive social change is a highly contested notion 
given that the visual arts no longer dominate the visual economy or 
communication mediums, and influential dissent and effective 
critique can be difficult. John A. Walker suggests that changes in 
our social fabric have irrevocably altered “the social context in 
which fine arts operate.”1 Nevertheless, my collaborative practice 
with my husband Brent Wilson (working as Provoked) is driven by 
the goal to be a unique voice in socio-political debates, and, through 
our critique, to promote action in response to social concerns.

Brent’s and my subjective experiences inform the more objective 
goals of our artworks. The connection between my family history 
and my art making illustrates this. During World War II, my 
grandparents and other family members were sent from Poland to a 
Gulag (Russian forced labour camp) [fig. i]. Aside from my 
grandfather, they managed to escape and made their way across 
Europe to the UK as refugees, while my father and uncles fought in 
the war. The stories of their persecution and search for refuge, as 
well as Brent’s family’s migration to Australia, provide a foundation 
for us from which we investigate the highly politicized issues 
surrounding refugees, and the motivation to challenge Australia’s 
intolerance of asylum seekers.

F ig u re  1: T o m asz  an d  K a z im ie rz  S z a b le w s k i, d a te  un k n o w n  
Im a g e  C o u rte s y  o f  th e  A r t is t

In 2014, we constructed an installation, Between the Devil and the 
Deep Blue Sea, which was first exhibited at The Gold Coast City 
Gallery and examined who and what a boat person is, and, in turn, 
what constitutes a refugee [fig. 2]. We were attempting to ask how 
we as Australians could reframe our perceptions of refugees if we 
looked at the situation through a lens of migration.
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F ig u re  2: P ro v o k e d , B etw een  th e  D evil an d  th e  Deep B lue S ea  2 0 1 4  
re c y c le d  c a rd b o a rd , ta r p a u lin ,  fo a m , w ir e ,  w o o d . 4 0 0  x  2 5 0  x  3 0 0 c m  
P hoto : M ick R ich ard s

To effectively contribute to social change through this work was 
difficult; the surrounding communication and discourse were 
sanctioned by the management of the exhibition venue, and 
accessed by a gallery audience. Scrutinizing audience profiles, one 
can see that when artists communicate in galleries, they are 
reaching a particular sector of the community. For example, 
findings from a 2013 survey conducted by Museum and Galleries 
Services Queensland suggest that audience profiles in Queensland 
have a small number of first-time visitors (around 16 percent) after 
excluding tourists. The research also found a skew towards women 
over fifty-five years attending galleries and people with tertiary 
degrees, particularly post-graduate qualifications.2

Sanctioned dissent can also be problematic if the artist desires to 
threaten accepted norms. This is not to say that artworks in 
galleries cannot challenge established institutions, or, as Barbara 
Maria Stafford argues, contribute new knowledge.3 So, while 
artworks displayed in art galleries can successfully communicate 
their intentions, their scope to effect change through broad 
audiences is limited. Thus, there is a need to present artworks 
through platforms outside the gallery. Brian Holmes agrees, arguing 
that political practice exhibited in galleries is a “legitimating game” 
that everyone plays with no real commitment to political change; 
everyone is very comfortable for the artist “to live like a king inside 
the white cube.”4

To counteract the limitations associated with exhibiting art in 
galleries, Provoked produce and distribute The Equal Standard 
Broadzine [fig. 3]. A free, independent publication, it is primarily an 
artwork in the form of a hybridized publication. We intentionally 
stitch together aspects of multiple genres, including artist books, 
zines, broadsheet newspapers, magazines, and tabloid press to 
present a combination of written opinion pieces, stand-alone 
artworks, graphic elements, essays, articles, reviews, photography, 
stories, poetry, and word puzzles.

This publication medium is an effective vehicle to carry critique 
and stimulate discourse. Through it, we aim to present an accessible 
visual and written language for a broad demographic outside the 
gallery sphere, and to engage them in and respond to complex 
political and social issues. There are different views on the role of 
discourse, but Michael Pusey highlights Jurgen Habermas’s 
argument that through discourse, the principles of one-on-one 
dialogue can be replicated on a much larger scale and occur between 
groups in public. Habermas also argues that the discourse around 
ideas can be skewed towards one powerful group in society.5

One way powerful groups do this is by undermining other 
sources of discussion. A recent local example is a debacle that 
unfolded on the Australian Broadcasting Commission (ABG)
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Figure 3: Provoked fea tu rin g  photogra
phy by Athena Zelandonii. Front Cover o f  
The Equal Standard Issue #1 2 0 1 4 -1 5  
d ig ita l p r in t on recycled paper 
22 x 31cm

Figure 4: Provoked, 4  Letter to Campbell 
Newman, Premier o f Queensland IEquals 
Issue #2} 2013
d ig ita l p r in t on recycled paper 
14.8 x 21cm

television program Q&A on June 22, 2015. The integrity of the 
program and the network were brought into question following an 
episode that featured Muslim man Zaky Mallah asking a question 
of junior minister Steve Giobo about proposed changes to 
citizenship laws. The ethics of the ABC were also undermined 
through Newscorp front-page headlines reading, “It’s Your ABC of 
Jihad,” inferring that because the program had allowed a “former 
terror suspect” on the program, the ABC was advocating a holy 
war.6

It is possible for artists and audiences to circumvent those 
powerful groups and at least broaden and amplify the discourse to 
include multiple points of view. Transmitting The Equal Standard is 
our attempt to try and redress that power imbalance, and impact 
the thoughts and feelings of audiences, and possibly how they act. In 
this way, we set up multiple catalysts for social change through each 
audience member. Nicolas Bourriaud highlights the historical use of 
ideological critique within artworks, and asserts that Dadaism, 
Surrealism, and the Situationists argued that “nothing could 
change in the infrastructure (the devices of production) if the 
superstructure (ideology) were not likewise far-reachingly 
refashioned.”7

Through The Equal Standard, we present a specific kind of 
content that we use to connect with sympathetic and hostile readers 
alike. To achieve communicative cohesion to opposing audiences 
requires a balance between presenting content that reinforces or 
provokes thoughts and beliefs, using formal elements and material 
qualities in new and familiar ways, using direct communication 
strategies while retaining complex, nuanced ideas, and (in the 
future) publishing content we might not always agree with.

Our front covers resemble those of tabloid newspapers. We use 
provocative imagery and sensationalist headlines to gain attention. 
Appropriating these elements serves two functions. First, it creates 
a recognisable format as a type of “news” by readers outside art 
contexts. Newspapers traditionally confer an air of legitimate news, 
supported by a long history of production. Johanna Drucker argues 

“literary conventions increase the readers’ awareness that there are 
such conventions and they help structure meaning.”8 While our 
relationship to and understanding of newspapers are changing in a 
digital environment, newspapers still represent the original news 
source, and Ross Woodrow refers to Christopher Woods’s argument 
that physical prints are also imbued with authority.9

Second, our appropriated front covers satirize what is 
newsworthy. Stephen Duncombe points out that by “using 
dominant culture’s language and symbols but altering their 
meanings,” zines allow “for a certain amount of control over that 
language and those symbols.”10 We regularly employ satire in our

artworks as a tool to expose covert value systems, and Nicholas 
Diehl refers to Dustin Griffin’s argument that “satire sometimes 
aims to provoke inquiry rather than to affirm clear moral 
standards.”11 This device assists in avoiding overly didactic 
artworks and is a means for viewers to enter a complex conversation 
and ideological debate.

For example, the first iteration of The Equal Standard was a zine 
called Equals, in which we included a satirical artwork about the 
former Premier of Queensland, Campbell Newman [fig. 4]. This 
mock letter addressed to Queenslanders from Mr Newman was 
presented on government letterhead, and read as follows:

Dear Queenslanders, I don’t know how to say this, but the truth is 
I’ve been a dick about the whole bikie thing. I’m really just picking 
on one minority to flex my muscles and show you who is really in 
charge of this state. I have to admit that I have an inferiority 
complex, and picking on other people makes me feel LOADS 
better about myself! And that stuff with the CMC—weird I know!
I just haven’t quite refined my style without everyone making 
such a bloody fuss! Not to mention the slashing and burning I did 
to Queensland health, community service organisations and the 
arts. I don’t know where to begin to apologise for that one! I’m 
sorry. I’m flawed like all human beings, and I need a good kick up 
the arse so I get my shit sorted. Best wishes, kind regards and 
much love, Camps, p.s. I hope you love the old Queensland 
Government logo as much as I do!12

Paradoxically, the sometimes provocative and challenging 
content, disrupted language and sequencing, and unusual material 
devices used in zines and artists books can alienate readers. Their 
often subjective and esoteric nature appeals to niche audiences— 
usually other zine or artist book makers, or those enthusiasts 
existing within art circles. Lucy Lippard reflects, “when the book 
was opened by a potential buyer from ‘the broader audience’ and she 
or he was baffled, it went back on the rack.”13

To reduce the chance of alienating The Equal Standard’s readers, 
we have increased the publication’s accessibility by interspersing 
more esoteric content and pictorial narratives with literal articles 
using standard formatting. For example, on page three of issue two, 
we presented an article written by a doctor who works with both 
victims and perpetrators of crime, who considers murderers and 
victims, paedophiles, and children equally valuable. We presented 
this challenging opinion piece in a traditional magazine format. It 
follows on from a satirical front cover, and arrives before an image 
depicting the birth of disco and a story about a girl who has kissed 
too many boys. This break in newspaper or magazine sequencing is 
crucial. We are able to juxtapose seemingly unrelated images and 
text, but create another narrative layer—one that keeps pulling us 
back to the underlying theme of our publication: equality. Stuart

26



JAB39

Figure 5: Provoked Featuring artwork and 
te x t by Wendell Rosevear, Page three of The 
Equal Standard Issue # 2  2015 
off-set p rin t on newsprint, 27.5 x 38.5cm

Figure 6: Provoked featuring photography by Jamie Mumford and te x t by Julia McAlpine, 
Page four and five of The Equal Standard Issue # 2  2015 
o ff-set print on newsprint, 27.5 x 38.5cm

Figure 7: Provoked featuring photography 
by Emma Wright, Front Cover of The Equal 
Standard Issue # 2  2015 
oFF-set print on newsprint, 27.5 x 38.5cm

Mealing argues that juxtaposition within zines extends “the 
semantic potential of a message.”14

We also utilize the material qualities of The Equal Standard (a 
codex form printed on newsprint) to connect with audiences and 
validate its content. In a heavily digitized environment, the printed 
edition of The Equal Standard is something that can be physically 
interacted with [figs. 5-7]. This interaction facilitates, as Alison 
Piepmeier argues, “human connection and embodied relationships, 
that electronic media doesn’t do.”15 Audiences also understand or 
are familiar with the process of creating printed text, and more 
trusting of it, which, as Woodrow argues, “might explain our 
suspicion of the digital print.”16

So how do we get The Equal Standard out there and to whom— 
especially when, as Susan Thomas argues, zines are normally 

“difficult to discover, hard to acquire, of limited edition ...It is 
usually necessary to be part of the community to even know who 
made a zine”17? The Equal Standard is not just about having a 
conversation with people we know or people interested in the same 
things in the same way as us. We want to try and get past the “us 
and them” paradigm surrounding zines that Duncombe identifies.18

To combat the challenges of independent, small-scale 
distribution, we first utilize our network. As Clay Shirky argues, 
individuals have the power of promotion because they are “not just 
readers but operat[e] as one-person media outlets.”19 Connecting 
with a network made up of diverse people helps broaden direct and 
subsequent audiences.

A second strategy involves seeking contributions from high- 
profile people who draw critical attention from industry and 
audiences. For example, the indigenous Australian and 
internationally recognized artist Tony Albert will be contributing 
to the third issue. As Albert is now resident in New York, this 
connection has the potential to attract an international audience to 
The Equal Standard.

We are also increasing distribution to unknown audiences 
by making The Equal Standard available at businesses in our local 
community, inter-state, and online from our website and the 
Issuu digital publishing platform. We also promote it using social 
media. This device is a crucial tool to increase distribution; a 
recent study by Reuters claims that one-third of adults in the US 
access some form of news through Facebook.20 The study highlights 
the changing face of how we receive, search for, or stumble 
upon information.

Lippard once wrote that she wanted to see artists’ books in local 
supermarkets; I wonder if she would approve of seeing our 
publication in local cafes, clothing stores, or a doctor’s surgery?21 
We are considering including it on the Apple Newsstand, setting up 
dedicated social media sites to it, and engaging a professional print 
distributor. However, does the online version lose something that 
the printed edition has? It no longer has the material qualities that 
assist to connect audiences with the maker, and questions of its 
legitimacy arise. Stafford argues that, “The fluidity and instability 
of the colourful media available on the Web, darting across 
countless screens and coming from unverifiable sources, have 
served only to entrench the Platonic view of the innate unreliability 
of images.”22

But does this matter? Each distribution channel offers an 
opportunity to increase The Equal Standard’s reach to different 
demographics. Jeremy Gilbert agrees that digitization contributes 
significantly to expanding readership.23 Utilizing print and digital 
distribution also enables our zine to move out of the shadows of 
fringe or radical press and out of the gallery, across the boundaries 
between mainstream and alternative, and to appear in spaces not 
often explored by independent press. Key to maximizing our 
distribution will be remaining flexible, reactive to opportunities, 
and looking past an “us and them” mentality.

So, have we expanded our readership and the language of social 
and political critique? While I cannot provide definitive answers to 
these questions, I can offer some statistics about the reception to our 
printed and digital platforms. Issue one of the Equals zine, the first 
iteration of The Equal Standard, had a print run of forty copies; the 
second, one hundred. To date, these zines have had 854 online 
views. Issue one of The Equal Standard had a limited run of 250 
copies, and, to date, has had 445 online views. The website, in total, 
has had 1,098 views. We have 202 people who subscribe to our 
newsletter, and, on average, over half of them open our emails, 
although our click rate is quite low—under 10 percent. Our recent 
Pozible fundraising campaign exceeded our target by half again, 
and had 1,416 page views, with forty-eight financial supporters. 
Thus, while we are no Times magazine or Financial Review, there is 
a detectable increase in the readership of and interaction with The 
Equal Standard.

Furthermore, we have successfully presented content about 
various socio-political issues in traditional and non-traditional 
formats within the one publication. By combining the more esoteric,
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nuanced artworks with more conventionally written or illustrative 
works, we have created a gateway for audiences to engage with and 
interpret the issues we address in multiple ways. Stafford asserts 
that images are on an equal footing with text, and cognitive and 
neurobiological research shows that “images help us think,” despite 
the scepticism surrounding them.24

Clearly, broadcasting an opinion in certain forums can have an 
impact on audiences. Why would freedom of speech be such an issue 
if there wasn’t some scope for it to be effective? And it can disturb 
power relations and provoke responses—sometimes violent. The 
recent Charlie Hebdo killings are a good case in point. On 7 January 
2015, twelve people were murdered in relation to a published 
satirical cartoon of Mohammed. While killing is not a desirable 
outcome for presenting satirical artwork, this situation reveals its 
potential impact. Further social changes from this event are yet to 
be seen, but I suspect that for some, it has calcified the importance 
of free speech, and for others it has reiterated their commitment to 
censorship.

But do our opinions or that of our contributors in The Equal 
Standard have any impact on social change? Or really provoke any 
action in response to them? Currently, it’s impossible to tell. 
Moreover, in the visual arts, we use the production of artworks and 
qualitative, not quantitative, research to produce results. We are not 
encouraged to generate statistics. However, I am in the process of 
developing an appropriate gauge to assess our impact on social 
change. In the interim, I can discuss the issue of co-option in broad 
terms as a way to track the transition of ideas through culture. This 
issue is central in debates about the relationship between art and 
social change.

Co-option is a process whereby culture (in the broadest sense) 
that operates outside mainstream institutions and conventions (and 
actively resists or challenges them) inevitably ends up subsumed 
into and conflating them. There is strong evidence that culture and 
ideas existing on the periphery are drawn into the mainstream, and 
transform it. This is a simplistic explanation, but Joseph Heath and 
Andrew Potter argue:

Here’s a quick list of things that, in the past fifty years, have been 
considered extremely subversive: smoking, long hair for men, 
short hair for women, beards, miniskirts, bikinis, heroin, jazz 
music, rock music, punk music, reggae music, rap music, tattoos, 
underarm hair, graffiti, surfing, scooters, piercings, skinny ties, 
not wearing a bra, homosexuality, marijuana, torn clothing, hair 
gel, moccasins, afros, birth control, postmodernism, plaid 
trousers, organic vegetables, army boots, interracial sex.25

Most of these once-radical ideas are no longer considered so. 
Through the process of co-option, these cultural or artistic modes 
have advanced social change through a change in values. A similar 
logic can be applied to our work, which presents ideas that challenge 
mainstream ideologies, working from the outside in to make change. 
Dave Beech refers to Jacques Ranciere’s ideas that argue a similar 
case: “For Ranciere something outside the system forces its way into 
the system but, by doing so, reconfigures the system itself.”26

There is hope: maybe we can make a difference, and find a way to 
measure it too.

Gabriella Wilson is afresh-faced, not-so-young, budding artist and 
academic still in the midst of her PhD at the Queensland College of 
Art, Griffith University. Gabriella and her husband Brent are studio 
collaborators and work under the name Provoked. They live and 
work in Brisbane, Australia, with their dog Tully.
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