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ABSTRACT 
 

This research aims to further establish the position of visual communication design as an agent 

of meta-systemic political engagement. It responds to the question: “How can visual 

communication design visualise disillusionment with politics?” It explores creative responses to 

contemporary modes of environmental activism and the recent trend in non-traditional political 

participation, as well as critically reviews the role of visual culture in contemporary 
environmental protest movements. Through this exegesis, I explore the need for new modes of 

political engagement in Australia and critically analyse the work of key practitioners who employ 

visual art and design to engage with political issues. I use a practice-based research 

methodology and a range of methods, including visual discourse analysis, creative practice, 

public dissemination of visual communication, and peer review to address the research 

question. The results of this research are focused on a major creative outcome, in the form of a 

series of digital posters, which visualise disillusionment with politics through visual 

communication design, remixed media, collage, and absurdist imagery.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Faith in political reason is just that: faith.1 

Australians are disillusioned with political engagement and voting participation is at the lowest in 

recorded history since the introduction of compulsory voting in 1925.2 This research investigates 

the efficacy and impact that visual communication design activism has on society. More 

specifically, I explore the likelihood of its efficacy and impact ever being accurately understood 

when those in power control the flow of information.3 This information shapes the general 

public’s views of the world and informs their decisions. Does engaging in activism distract us 
from the real crisis? Western societies typically have political systems that engage mass media 

to maintain the status quo. Do we need new ways of creating positive social change, or do we 

need to imagine a new system altogether? Questions such as these are complex and difficult to 

resolve.  

Throughout this thesis, I refer to “those in power,” specifically in relation to democratic societies. 
While identifying the locus of power is complex and difficult, I adopt Noam Chomsky’s summary 

of research in this field in his text Who Rules the World?4 He states that: 

The “masters of the universe” are of course very far from representative of the 

populations of the dominant powers. Even in the more democratic states, the 

populations have only limited impact on policy decisions. In the United States, 
prominent researchers have produced compelling evidence that “economic elites and 

organized groups representing business interests have substantial independent impacts 

on U.S. government policy, while average citizens and mass-based interest groups 

have little or no independent influence.” … the large majority of the population, at the 

lower end of the income/wealth scale, are effectively excluded from the political system, 

their opinions and attitudes ignored by their formal representatives, while a tiny sector 

at the top has overwhelming influence; and that over a long period, campaign funding is 
a remarkably good predictor of policy choices.5 

Although this quote focuses on the US, Chomksy notes that the US largely sets the terms for 

global discourse.6 This global power interwoven between private and government bodies also 

 
1 Stephen Duncombe, “Does It Work? The Æffect of Act v st Art,” Social Research 83, no. 1 (2016), 118 119. 
2 Commonwea th of Austra a, Electoral Pocketbook  Includes 2019 Federal Election Results (Canberra: Austra an 
E ectora  Comm ss on, 2020), https://www.aec.gov.au/about aec/Pub cat ons/e ectora pocketbook/2019/2019
e ectora pocketbook.pdf; Austra an E ectora  Comm ss on (AEC), Voter Turnout  2016 House of Representatives and 
Senate Elections (Canberra: AEC, 2016), https://www.aec.gov.au/About AEC/research/f es/voter turnout 2016.pdf. 
3 Noam Chomsky and S.E. Herman, Manufacturing Consent: The Political Economy of the Mass Media (London: The 
Bod ey Head Random House, 1988). 
4 Noam Chomsky, Who Rules The World? (New York: Henry Ho t and Company, 2016). 
5 Chomsky, Who Rules The World?, 5 6. 
6 Chomsky, Who Rules The World?, 5. 
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incorporates the media. The following quote from a prior published text by Chomsky, Necessary 

Illusions: Thought Control in Democratic Societies, clearly illustrates this: 

The media serve the interests of state and corporate power, which are closely 

interlinked, framing their reporting and analysis in a manner supportive of established 

privilege and limiting debate and discussion accordingly.7  

This practice-based research visualises my response to the above and is motivated by the 

realisation of what design futurist Tony Fry calls the “crisis of crisis,”8 or working to resolve a 

crisis without understanding what it really is. In other words, the “crisis of crisis” describes a 

crisis that fails to recognise crisis: a failure to confront what is really critical. I have come to this 

understanding based on the disconnect between the objectives of environmental activism and 
the holistic and complex nature of climate change that it often seeks to address. When a desire 

to create change is immobilised, but the root of an issue is not clearly identified, its impact 

is jeopardised. Failure to identify or respond to the cause of an issue, before engaging in 

activism is meaningless. In this exegesis, I address how this lack of meaning relates to 

Guy Debord’s use of the term absurd.9 

My view is that these circumstances are absurd and this absurdity is reflected in my studio 

practice. Can there ever truly be a resolution to the state of the world and the systems that 

dictate how we live? Or do we need to embrace the absurdity of the world that we live in?  

My practice-based research uses remixed commercial stock images that parallel the use of 

information media in contemporary society. Their application in a non-commercial design output 

and the deliberate use of commercial techniques in a non-commercial context further reflects 

the freedom that comes from thinking outside the systems that scaffold our thoughts and 

actions. 

This research aims to further establish the position of visual communication design as an agent 

of meta-systemic political engagement. I respond to the question: “How can visual 

communication design visualise disillusionment with politics?” The first objective of this research 

relates to investigating the impact of contemporary modes of environmental activism. The 

significance of this objective relates to the recent trend in non-traditional political participation 

(specifically, visual creative artefacts as activism)10 and the critical review of contemporary 

social movements by leading figures such as Micah White (co-creator of Occupy Wall Street).11 
White’s reflection on present-day activism through the lens of the philosophical ideas of 

Chomsky and Guy Debord provide significant insight into understanding how we engage with 

political and industrial systems.12 

 
7 Noam Chomsky, Necessary Illusions: Thought Control in Democratic Societies (London: P uto Press, 1999), 21. 
8 Tony Fry, Design Futuring  Sustainability  Ethics and New Practice (Sydney: UNSW Press, 2009). 
9 Guy Debord, The Society of the Spectacle, ed. P. Jacques, 3rd ed. (New York: Zone Books, 1967), 239. 
10 AEC, Voter Turnout  2016 House of Representatives and Senate Elections. 
11 M cah Wh te, The End of Protest: A New Playbook for Revolution (Toronto: Pengu n Random House, 2016). 
12 Debord, The Society of the Spectacle; Chomsky and Herman, Manufacturing Consent. 



 3 

The next objective focuses on further establishing the need for new modes of political 

engagement in Australia. The 2016 data published by the Australian Electoral Commission 

(AEC) highlights the decline in traditional political participation (voting) and confidence in 

political systems in Australia. In 2016, voting participation was the lowest in recorded history 

since the introduction of compulsory voting in 1925,13 despite our increasing access to 

information via the Internet than any other time in history. Leading critic and activist Naomi Klein 

questions the available scope of public engagement in structures of political and corporate 
power when reflecting on mass media, the rise of fake news, and the control of information.  

The last objective focuses on the critical analysis of the work of key practitioners who employ 

visual art and design to engage with political issues. This research seeks to investigate new 

modes of political engagement with visual communication design while exploring the integration 

of absurdist imagery and visual communication design as a method of political engagement.  

RESEARCHER CONTEXT 
My identity has largely influenced the direction of this research. I have divided my personal 

context into the following categories: education, career, and culture. Each category has shaped 
the way that I view the world and continues to serve as the foundation for how I approach my 

creative research.  

My undergraduate degree in Product Design provided me with the foundational skills and 

knowledge to earn a living as a designer in a commercial creative studio. After five years, I 

began to feel unchallenged by commercial design, which led me to a Masters in Design 
Futures. This was a significant period within my design education, as I began to discover that 

the term ‘design” could be used to encompass wider aspects of humanity and the world. The 

following quote was one of the early readings that expanded my understanding of design: 

Design action, exercised through a designer responding to the direction of a 

commercial brief, brings objectified things into being without the designer recognizing 
that what has been realized is world making or negating. The general lack of a sense of 

how design makes or breaks worlds is a major aspect of the political amnesia of the 

design professions. Driven by a deterministic economic imperative, design serves an 

instrumental mode of making that brings things into being without knowing what the 

consequences will be… It is not just that we are born into a designed world but that our 

interaction with this world is also designed – our built environment, forms of work, 

modes of transport, manufactured products, media, infrastructure systems and myriad 

other things are all designed in relation to use. In actuality, design is one of the main 
operative agents of the social, cultural and economic functioning and [dysfunction] of 

humanity’s made world.14 

 
13 AEC, Voter Turnout  2016 House of Representatives and Senate Elections. 
14 Fry, Design Futuring, 23 26. 
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Further exploring my understanding of design through postgraduate education allowed me to 

view my professional skills and knowledge beyond the traditional roles of “client” and 

“designer/service provider,” and I began to view design as equal to highly valued fields such as 

science, technology, engineering and mathematics. 

MY PROFESSIONAL BACKGROUND 
Experiences in the commercial design field prior to my academic career have also influenced 

the ideas and direction of my research practice. As a studio designer with experience across 

multiple sectors, I have insight into how visual communication design is used as a tool to 

influence the behaviours and ideas of the public. During my commercial career, I was involved 

in large-scale projects, including the application of a city rebrand strategy, government 
communication, and the perpetual advertising of a million-dollar, multinational entertainment 

group. As I was based on the Gold Coast, these experiences informed many of my precursory 

works and research. These projects involved interdisciplinary creative teams, retail design, 

marketing and communication strategists and external creative consultants. In all cases, the 

work ran parallel to a sustainability mission and ethical considerations in regard to offshore 

manufacturing of products. From my perspective, profit was always the unspoken goal of all 

design activities. Altruistic objectives were never approached with the same level of 
engagement. This is relevant to my research project, as it has shaped my understanding of how 

much capacity institutions have to create positive social change within their existing systems. 

Today, I acknowledge that there is an increase in institutions that are building an authentic and 

rich socially responsible culture and engaging in Design beyond the scope of “design as a 

service provision”; however, more research and practice needs to be undertaken in order to 

further encourage this shift.  

MY CULTURAL BACKGROUND 
I identify as a descendant of the Worimi people (Figure 1) and also possess maternal “white 

settler” European/Scottish heritage. My white complexion provides me with significant privilege 

in all aspects of life. However, my identity and family connections are significantly disrupted by 
the impact of white settlement and the ongoing racial inequality in Australia. A significant portion 

of my family tree is incomplete or incorrect (due to inconsistent government/institutional 

documentation), and I feel a sense of powerlessness in obtaining details relating to my 

ancestors. Available documentation demonstrates some family members were abused by those 

in power and restricted in their ability to live freely in society. As a result, my family has 

experienced many of the challenges associated with low socioeconomic status, health and 

education. Despite a lack of cultural, financial and educational capital, I am the first person in 

my family to complete high school and attend university. The process of engaging with my 
family history and uncovering parts of my ancestors’ stories contributes to my motivation to 

disrupt these systems and to uncover their inadequacies. The power of the status quo to 
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perpetuate narratives that serve those in positions of privilege is something that always requires 

attention and disruption. 

 
Figure 1, Dav d R Horton, AIATSIS Map of Indigenous Australia. 1996 

I hope to contribute to increased cultural competency within all aspects of my life and commit to 

supporting First Nations Australians who are experiencing ongoing systemic inequality. I believe 

that knowledge is power and enables social mobility. 

Hindsight provides the opportunity to understand how my past has contributed to my present. 

While not initially evident, I believe that my ancestors, family history and path towards higher 
education are the catalyst for my desire to question “power and control” within society. My 

professional practice in commercial design is a direct connection to my current technical skillset 

and knowledge. Success in this industry, followed by a desire to pursue something more 

meaningful directly relates to my research focus. While it is challenging to articulate, the 

experience of feeling “out of place” for the majority of my formative years means that feeling 

uncomfortable is now comfortable. This contributes to the style of my work. 

This exegesis adheres to the following structure. Chapter 1 provides an overview and detail of 

the methodology and methods engaged in this research. It explores a practice-based research 

methodology within design research and focuses on creative practice as a research method. 

Chapter 2 provides a contextual survey for this research. It discusses commercial visual design; 

visual design in protest and social movements; declines in political engagement and the 

ineffectiveness of activism; contemporary social responses using visual design; and, remixing 

stock images as a creative response. This chapter provides the reader with insight into the 
context of this research and how it informs my studio practice. Chapter 3 focuses on the 

creative outcomes relevant to the research. It examines the final creative output in addition to 

precursor works and modes of dissemination. These creative works, in conjunction with the 

exegesis, are the result of my engagement with the Doctor of Visual Arts program and, to a 

larger extent, my contribution to an advancement in the understanding and practice of visual 

communication design. Throughout this exegesis, I aim to answer the research question by 
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connecting issues related to the decline in voter participation, an increase in activism, coupled 

with limited evidence of activisms effectiveness. Rather than attempting to design new political 

processes or frameworks, new modes of activities or new protest art that fit the criteria of what 

we are already seeing in the world, I explore how visual communication design can make visual 

the absurdity of our political situation. 
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CHAPTER 1: METHODOLOGY  
AND METHODS  
 

This chapter includes an outline of the methodology and methods used in this research and an 

overview of practice-based research, followed by a justification for the use of this methodology 

and a subsequent critique of its effectiveness in addressing the research question. I reflect on 

and acknowledge Indigenous Ways of Knowing15 and how this has influenced my thinking 

throughout this project. Following a discussion on the methodology, I detail the research 

methods used for this project. This includes discourse analysis, public presentation/exhibition, 
reflective practice and iterative design. Creative practice is also explored as a primary research 

method, central to my practice-based research.  

PRACTICE-BASED RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
Practice-based research is a methodological framework that allows a researcher to incorporate 

their creative practice, creative methods and creative output into their research design and as 

part of their research output. There are varied definitions of practice-based research;16 however, 

this research aims to meet criteria identified by Linda Candy. These criteria require the creative 

artefact to be the basis of the contribution to knowledge and an original investigation undertaken 

to gain new knowledge partly through practice and the outcomes of that practice. In a doctoral 

thesis, claims of originality and contribution to knowledge may be demonstrated through 
creative outcomes in the form of designs, music, digital media, performances and exhibitions, 

and although the significance and context of the claims are described in words, a full 

understanding can only be obtained with direct reference to the outcomes.17 The iterative cycle 

of this project can be further illustrated by interchanging the terms “practice-based research” 

and “research-based practice.”18 The perpetual “back and forth” of the research and studio 

process are evident and discussed later in this section. This process differs from practice-led 

research, in that it does not focus on the operational significance of the practice.19 In other 

words, the practice doesn’t seek to generate new technical tools or processes.  

Practice-based research differs from general creative practice.20 The distinction can be 

identified by the objective of the practice. General (or everyday) creative practice has a focus on 

the practitioner’s own objectives, while practice-based research aims to contribute to the shared 

 
15 C a re Sm th, “G oba sat on, Deco on sat on and Ind genous Austra a,” Australian Aboriginal Studies 1, no. 2 (2000). 
16 L nda Candy and Ernest Edmonds, “Pract ce Based Research n the Creat ve Arts: Foundat ons and Futures from the 
Front L ne,” MIT Press 51, no. 1 (2018), https://do .org/10.1162/LEON_a_01471. 
17 L nda Candy, “Pract ce Based Research: A Gu de,” Creativity & Cognition Studios November, no. 1 (2014): 3. 
18 Candy and Edmonds, “Pract ce Based Research n the Creat ve Arts: Foundat ons and Futures from the Front L ne.” 
19 Candy, “Pract ce Based Research: A Gu de.” 
20 Este e Barrett, New Frontiers of Research: Indigenous Knowledge Systems and Artistic Practice (London: SAGE 
Pub cat ons, 2018). 
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knowledge (beyond the individual practitioner) within the academic field.21 Practice-based 

research meets the requirement of doctoral qualification when it can be shared with an 

audience (beyond the practitioner) and verified.22 There is a wide range of methodologies 

available to support creative research practice. Practice-based research has been selected for 

this research project because it reflects skill and knowledge base in relation to visual 

communication design (this is discussed in further detail in the introduction). Using practice-

based research as a foundation for this project allows me to further build upon professional and 
academic experiences. I aim to contribute to the body of research that further legitimises 

practice-based research and demonstrates its value in innovative thinking and practice within 

design. Practice-based research provides me with an opportunity to bridge research and visual 

communication design, and to ensure that both aspects complement each other.  

No research methodology is beyond criticism. Although practice-based research has become a 

widespread methodology, the lack of consistency in definition23 makes it challenging to meet the 
diverse range of expectations and guidelines. Additionally, the boundaries are pushed by new 

media and other techno-centric advancements, contributing to the lack of adequate clarity or 

guidelines for new modes of research practice.24  

My research methodology is influenced by Indigenous Ways of Knowing. Throughout this 

research, I have engaged in a process of tracing my ancestry. This research began at a time 
when I had very little knowledge of or engagement with my Indigenous ancestry, which has led 

to the foundations of my research consisting of Eurocentric and colonised perspectives. My 

growing awareness and understanding of Indigenous Knowledges has had an increasing 

influence on my engagement with practice-based research. However, I acknowledge that my 

cultural awareness is emerging and I step lightly to ensure that I limit my contribution to the 

ongoing colonisation of Indigenous Knowledge. This is further addressed in the introduction, 

and below in regards to creative methods.  

My practice-based research is driven by the perspective and intellectual frameworks associated 

with criticism of democracy and criticism of activism. Author, academic and director of the 

Democracy and Democratization Research Unit at the Berlin Social Science Centre, Wolfgang 

Merkel articulates this perspective by stating:  

Capitalism and democracy follow different logics: unequally distributed property rights 

on the one hand, equal civic and political rights on the other; profit-oriented trade within 

capitalism in contrast to the search for the common good within democracy; debate, 

compromise and majority decision-making within democratic politics versus hierarchical 

 
21 Candy, “Pract ce Based Research: A Gu de”; Stephen Scr vener, “The Art Object Does Not Embody a Form of 
Know edge,” Work ng Papers n Art and Des gn (2002), 
http://www.herts.ac.uk/artdes1/research/papers/wpades/vo 2/scr venerfu .htm . 
22 Candy and Edmonds, “Pract ce Based Research n the Creat ve Arts: Foundat ons and Futures from the Front L ne.” 
23 Br an Pa tr dge et a ., “Doctora  Wr t ng n the V sua  and Perform ng Arts: Issues and Debates,” International Journal 
of Art & Design Education 30, no. 2 (2011). 
24 Peter Macau ey et a ., “A Br ef Rev ew of PhDs n Creat ve and Perform ng Arts n Austra a: Def n ng the Doctorate” 
(Austra an Assoc at on for Research n Educat on, Austra a, October 2 4, 2003). 
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decision-making by managers and capital owners. Capitalism is not democratic, 

democracy is not capitalist.25  

Merkel expands on this by arguing that capitalism is not incompatible with democracy, but it 

requires “favourable conditions” in order for action such as protest and social movements to be 

effective.26 Additionally, unless all social movements embrace the issues associated with socio-
economic matters, there is a risk of increasing challenges associated with social inequality. 

Social inequality creates barriers to individuals exercising their democratic rights.27 An example 

of this was evident in the 2016 AEC Report, which highlighted the significantly low rates of voter 

turnout, voter formality and voter enrolment in areas with high numbers of First Nations people, 

when compared to areas with lower numbers of First Nations people. Data also identifies lower 

voter turnout rates in areas associated with disadvantage and low socio-economic 

characteristics.28 Jean-Jacques Rousseau argued that there never has been (and never will be) 

a real democracy, and it is against the natural order for the collective members of society to 
have power or for those with power to be controlled.29 This leads to Micah White’s critique of 

activism, from his perspective as a founding leader in the Occupy Wall Street movement.30 He 

highlights the inefficiency of traditional forms of protest in a contemporary society, based on an 

in-depth account of social movements and their impact throughout history, culminating in an 

overview of Occupy Wall Street. Despite the number of participants, global reach and publicity 

of this movement, White declares it a failure, as it did not achieve its goal of removing private 

funding from political campaigning despite the critical mass of people demanding this from the 
elected government.31 The success of historical activism often provides fuel and precedence for 

contemporary activists, although White explains that every protest provides opportunity for 

authorities to advance their skills and knowledge in order to minimise any significant threat or 

impact. However, White’s solution to this is new modes of democratic engagement,32 which 

contrasts with Merkel’s argument regarding democracy’s lack of ability to be a functional system 

for contemporary society. The relationship between this research and criticism of activism are 

further discussed in Chapter 2. 

  

 
25 Wo fgang Merke , “Is Cap ta sm Compat b e w th Democracy?,” Zeitschrift für Vergleichende Politikwissenschaft 8, 
no. 2 (2014): 109, https://do .org/10.1007/s12286 014 0199 4.  
26 Merke , “Is Cap ta sm Compat b e w th Democracy?” 
27 Merke , “Is Cap ta sm Compat b e w th Democracy?” 
28 AEC, Voter Turnout  2016 House of Representatives and Senate Elections. 
29 Jean Jacques Rousseau, The Social Contract and Discourses (London: E.P. Dutton & Co., 1761). On ne L brary of 

L berty, https://o . bertyfund.org/t t es/rousseau the soc a contract and d scourses. 
30 Wh te, The End of Protest: A New Playbook for Revolution  
31 Wh te, The End of Protest: A New Playbook for Revolution  
32 Wh te, The End of Protest: A New Playbook for Revolution; Josh Bavas, “Pa aszczuk Moves to Fast Track New Laws 
to Ban Protesters Us ng Dangerous Dev ces,” ABC News, October 9, 2019, https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019 10
09/ext nct on rebe on protest br sbane annastac a pa aszczuk aws/11585826; Ga  Burke, “Queens and Reworks Ant
B k e Laws nto ‘Toughest Cr me Laws n Austra a’,” ABC News, November 30, 2016, 
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2016 11 30/queens and reworks ant b k e aws toughest cr me aws/8077572. 
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: ABSURDISM 
Absurdism creates a theoretical framework within which my creative practice can explore ideas 
associated with irrational and illogical issues in the world while questing the nature of existence. 

I focus on Albert Camus’s The Myth of Sisyphus33 as a key text.  

The Myth of Sisyphus features the story of a life of revolt and absurdity personified by the Greek 

god Sisyphus, condemned to push a boulder to the top of a mountain, only for the boulder to roll 

down to its starting point for all eternity.34 This task reflects a metaphor for the repetitive life of 

the working class and the circular, meaningless path of everyday life.35 Despite his 

circumstances, Sisyphus’s happiness comes from his revolt against the need for meaning or 

faith.36 

In his book Albert Camus: From the Absurd to Revolt, John Foley identifies that:  

The absurd is born of an irrational response to the realization of human mortality. While 

feelings of the absurd may thus be awoken, awareness of the absurd, Camus insists, is 
specifically a rational, intellectual discovery, deduced from the recognition of the 

division between our expectations of the world and the world itself, unresponsive to 

those expectations.37 

In The Myth of Sisyphus, Camus tells us that “the mind’s deepest desire is an insistence upon 

familiarity, an appetite for clarity. Understanding the world for a man is reducing it to the human, 

stamping it with his seal.”38 Julian Young further describes Camus’s idea of an absurd man as 

“someone who fully accepts life’s absurdity, yet lives a life that is, in both his own and our eyes, 

clearly, indeed splendidly, worth living.”39 After accepting the absurd as a principle, Camus asks 

us to consider if life is worth living and if an absurdist philosophy directs us to take any particular 

action. It is possible to question if life is worth living if it has no meaning; however, this also 

assumes that there is “as little perfect coherence in death as there is in life.”40 Therefore, an 

absurdist philosophy does not suggest we choose between life or death. Camus clarifies this 

further: 

Living an experience, a particular fate, is accepting it fully. Now, no one will live this 

fate, knowing it to be absurd, unless he does everything to keep before him that absurd 

brought to life by consciousness. Negating one of the terms of the opposition on which 

he lives amounts to escaping it. To abolish conscious revolt is to elude the problem. 

The theme of permanent revolution is thus carried into individual experience.41 

 
33 A bert Camus and Just n O’Br en, The Myth of Sisyphus and Other Essays (New York: V ntage Books, 1955). 
34 Camus and O’Br en, The Myth of Sisyphus and Other Essays. 
35 Ju an Young, The Death of God and the Meaning of Life (London: Tay or & Franc s Group, 2014), 190. 
36 Young, The Death of God and the Meaning of Life  191. 
37 John Fo ey, Albert Camus: From the Absurd to Revolt (Durham, UK: Tay or & Franc s Group, 2008); Camus and 
O’Br en, The Myth of Sisyphus and Other Essays. 
38 Camus and O’Br en, The Myth of Sisyphus and Other Essays, 110. 
39 Young, The Death of God and the Meaning of Life  190. 
40 Fo ey, Albert Camus: From the Absurd to Revolt. 
41 Camus and O’Br en, The Myth of Sisyphus and Other Essays, 53 54. 
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Martin Esslin’s book The Theatre of the Absurd expands on the movement of absurdist theatre 

that existed between 1940 and 1960. This text provides a creative context to absurdism and 

situates it as a philosophical framework used in creative practice: 

The number of people for whom God is dead has greatly increased… and mankind has 

learned the bitter lesson of the falseness and evil nature of some of the cheap and 
vulgar substitutes that have been set up to take His place. And so, after two terrible 

wars, there are still many who are trying to come to terms… searching for a way in 

which they can, with dignity, confront a universe deprived of what was once its centre 

and its living purpose… which has become disjointed, purposeless—absurd.42 

Esslin continues to highlight The Theatre of the Absurd as one of the expressions of this search 

and its capacity to address the idea of the world’s loss of central (Eurocentric) explanation and 

meaning.43 He states that “it is no longer possible to accept art forms still based on continuation 

of standards and concepts that have lost their validity; that is, the possibility of knowing the laws 

of conduct and ultimate values, as deducible from a firm foundation of revealed certainty about 

the purpose of man in the universe.”44 

Camus says that a desire for life to have meaning is absurd.45 Absurdism questions the 

significance of an individual’s life and death. Additionally, absurdism explores the relational 

impact and importance our actions can have on the world and the idea that existing and not 
existing lead to the same end. 

In Camus’s view, neither human existence nor the world are themselves absurd. Instead, the 

absurd arises because the world is resistant to this kind of intelligibility.46 The rise of fascism, 

expansion of industrial capitalism, World War II and the Holocaust inspired absurdism by 

highlighting the insignificance of individuals and the primary purpose of an individual as a pawn 
for the benefit of a higher power.47 Our contemporary society continues to undergo drastic 

change. Issues associated with climate change have been known and targeted for decades, yet 

we continue to face environmental crisis. An absurdist perspective asks us to question the effect 

of rational action and if we can have faith in reason, given our current circumstances. Camus 

tells us that the absurd arises out of the “confrontation between human need and the 

unreasonable silence of the world.”48 We are pushed from our complacency and forced to 

confront the incoherence perceived between the self and the world. David Carroll, author of 

Rethinking the Absurd, expands upon this by describing “the feeling of radical divorce, of living 

in a once familiar but now suddenly radically alien homeland, of being adrift between past and 

 
42 Mart n Ess n, The Theatre of the Absurd, 3rd ed. (London: B oomsbury Academ c, 2001), 290. 
43 Ess n, The Theatre of the Absurd, 290. 
44 Ess n, The Theatre of the Absurd, 291. 
45 Camus and O’Br en, The Myth of Sisyphus and Other Essays. 
46 Fo ey, Albert Camus: From the Absurd to Revolt. 
47 E zabeth Bo ck, “Absurd sm n Post Modern Art: Exam n ng the Interp ay between ‘Wa t ng for Godot’ and ‘Extreme y 
Loud and Incred b y C ose’.” Inquiries Journal, 2009, http://www. nqu r esjourna .com/a? d=36. 
48 Camus and O’Br en, The Myth of Sisyphus and Other Essays, 117 118; Fo ey, Albert Camus: From the Absurd to 
Revolt. 
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future and unable to rely on either to give meaning to the present, of being a stranger to the 

world and to oneself.”49 Human beings are inclined to want and expect the world to be 

comprehensible in ways that make sense to our human values.50  

Absurdism as a theoretical framework supports this research because it aids the “re-

establishment of awareness of [our] situation when confronted with the ultimate reality of [our] 

condition.”51 Esslin establishes that thinking in images is equally valid to conceptual thought and 

“the insistence on clear recognition of the function and possibilities of each mode does not 
amount to a return to irrationalism,” but instead it provides opportunity for creative practitioners 

to demonstrate a truly rational attitude.52  

To clarify the link between The Myth of Sisyphus and how absurdism is understood from the 

perspective of this research, I propose that environmental activism is equivalent to Sisyphus’s 

boulder. Despite the perpetual increase in environmental activism, the issue and causes of 

climate change remain. We can question the significance of action that never results in its 

intended outcome. If activism fails to focus on the cause of the problem, then the crisis will be 

the same regardless of if the activism occurs or not. This is reminiscent of Sisyphus and 
his fate in pushing the boulder.  

RESEARCH METHODS 
This research employed a variety of methods. Below I will discuss the primary methods used, 

including literature review, visual discourse analysis (including my works and those by other 

practitioners), creative practice, public presentation, and peer review of my studio-based 

outcomes.  

The methods utilised in this research incorporate both visual and text-based material, and 
reflect the continuing importance of visual images in contemporary social and cultural practice.53 

My research has undergone several evolutions in regards to creative studio methods and 

responses to relevant literature. These pivots reflect growth in my research skills and 

knowledge, awareness of key literature and current events in society, and developing 

professional practice.  

During some periods of this research, non-rational and intuitive dimensions of enquiry have 
influenced my creative practice and have allowed for new ways of expressing meaning. While 

this may be considered outside the scope of practice-based research, Kuhn argues that it is 

important for Indigenous researchers to challenge existing perceptions to “effect transformations 

in vision, practices and discourses.”54 Therefore, I feel it is important to acknowledge the 

 
49 Dav d Carro , Rethinking the Absurd (Cambr dge, UK: Cambr dge Un vers ty Press, 2007), 56 57. 
50 Fo ey, Albert Camus: From the Absurd to Revolt. 
51 Ess n, The Theatre of the Absurd, 291. 
52 Ess n, The Theatre of the Absurd, 316. 
53 G an Rose, “On the Re at on between ‘V sua  Research Methods’ and Contemporary V sua  Cu ture,” The 
Sociological Review 62, no. 1 (2014), https://do .org/10.1111/1467 954x.12109. 
54 Thomas Kuhn, “Revo ut ons and Changes of Wor d V ew’,” In The Structure of Scientific Revolutions  111, no. 35 
(1970). 
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undercurrent of intuitive practice and to position it next to more established practice-based 

methods. Throughout this research, I have worked with family to reconnect with our ancestry 

and can see this process influencing all aspects of my creative practice. Not only does the 

intuitive nature of my practice support my growing connection to traditional ways of knowing, but 

it also links closely with collage as a creative practice method.  

The visual is central to the cultural construction of social life in contemporary Western 

societies.55 Visual discourse analysis is a method that has been engaged cumulatively 

throughout this project. It provides a base for my research as it supports the identification of 

artefacts that relate to the central themes of the project. Visual discourse analysis also 

supported the narrowing down of my research question to support the use of practice-based 

methodologies, and guided the underpinning for the theoretical foundation of my studio practice 

and provides a context for my work. 

A visual discourse analysis supported the identification of a gap in the area of practice-based 

research, substantiating the presence of a research question: how can visual communication 

design visualise disillusionment with politics? This, in turn, justifies my research outcome as one 

that contributes something new to this field of knowledge. Existing visual discourses provide a 

view of the world, but this is never without bias. What we see and how we see it is a cultural 

construct.56 Visual discourse analysis contributes to the identification of how artefacts draw from 
and contribute to commonly accepted knowledge. This research does not limit its analysis of 

how images look, but extends to how society engages with images.57 

The detailed steps of my visual discourse analysis reflect the three modalities described by 

Gillian Rose in her book Visual Methodologies: An Introduction to the Interpretation of Visual 

Materials: technological (defined as any tools used as a means of visual production, from ink to 
pixels); compositional [how the artefact appears, the principles of art and design in relation to its 

genre]; and social (the lens through which the work was made, is seen, and used over time).58  

It is important to note that visual discourse analysis is impacted by a range of social conditions. 

My analysis of an image is a reflection of my current point in time. I can consider the point at a 

time in which the artefact was created, and subsequently the social conditions of the 
practitioner. However, these aspects of analysis will always be a negotiation of meaning and 

understanding.59  

 
55 G an Rose, Visual Methodologies: An Introduction to the Interpretation of Visual Materials (London: SAGE 
Pub cat ons, 2001). 
56 Rose, Visual Methodologies  An Introduction to the Interpretation of Visual Materials. 
57 Co n Gray and Yubo Kou, “Co Produc ng, Curat ng, and Def n ng Des gn Know edge n an On ne Pract t oner 
Commun ty,” CoDesign 15, no. 1 (2019), https://do .org/10.1080/15710882.2018.1563193; Francesco Ga  and S. Ir na, 
“Des gn Th nk ng as a D srupt ve D scourse Embrac ng Conf ct as a Creat ve Factor” (Des gn Management Sympos um, 
IEEE Ts nghua Internat ona , Shenzhen, Ch na, December 1 2, 2013); W am L dwe , Kr t na Ho den, and J  But er, 
Universal Principles of Design  Revised and Updated: 125 Ways to Enhance Usability  Influence Perception  Increase 
Appeal  Make Better Design Decisions  and Teach through Design (Osceo a, FL: Quarto Pub sh ng Group, 2010); E en 
Lupton and J. Co e, Graphic Design: The New Basics (New York: Pr nceton Arch tectura  Press, 2008). 
58 Rose, Visual Methodologies  An Introduction to the Interpretation of Visual Materials. 
59 Rose, Visual Methodologies  An Introduction to the Interpretation of Visual Materials. 
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In addition to the methods already discussed, I engaged reflective practice as a method in 

conjunction with studio-based creative practice, throughout all stages of the creative process in 

regard to experimentation to discover an outcome. Donald Schön, author of The Reflective 

Practitioner: How Professionals Think in Action, further articulates that the most fundamental 

experimental question is “What if?”60 My application of reflective practice as a research method 

aligns with literature that identifies this process as a fluid approach with dynamic interactions.61 

My reflective practice was in the form of exploratory experiments. Creative processes were 

undertaken to see what would follow, without accompanying predictions or expectations.62 

Successful experiments resulted in visual communication outcomes that appeared in the final 

creative work. Unsuccessful experiments were either further explored at a later time (and 

adjusted in response to newly acquired resource material), or archived as process work. The 

success of an outcome was decided through the lens of visual communication design practice 

and the aesthetics of a resolved image as defined by the principles of design (contrast, balance, 
emphasis, proportion, hierarchy, repetition/variety, rhythm, pattern, negative space, 

movement).63  

The process of reflective practice was often “playful” and provided me with the opportunity to 

gain a deep understanding of how a diverse range of resource material could be combined to 

create resolved visual communication outcomes. Reflective practice as a method is used within 
this project from both the perspectives of research and professional knowledge. Reflection-in-

action is visible (as a research method) in all instances of the creative outputs associated with 

this research being disseminated into diverse public contexts. (Details of this are further 

discussed in Chapter 3.) Public exhibitions (for example, Women’s Work, 2019), informal 

displays in collaborative design studio spaces, and engagement with online communities via 

social media provided me with critical feedback, insight into audience engagement, the 

effectiveness and suitability of dissemination methods. Viewing the work across diverse 
contexts provided me with the opportunity to critically engage with it from perspectives beyond 

that of a practice-based researcher while engaging the thoughts of a wider audience. Donald 

Schön describes this as navigating permeable boundaries that occur between practitioner, 

researcher, and reflective practitioner/researcher.64 Throughout this project, I reflected on the 

outcomes through the lens of conscious detachment65 (from my role as the designer), with the 

aim to explicitly examine the work from a range of perspectives. Engagement with my reflection 

(from multiple perspectives) and the reflection of my research peers, practitioner peers, and 

 
60 Dona d Schön, The Reflective Practitioner: How Professionals Think in Action (London: Rout edge, 2016). 
61 F ona Do oughan, “The Language of Ref ect ve Pract ce n Art and Des gn,” Design Issues 18, no. 2 (2002). 
62 Schön, The Reflective Practitioner: How Professionals Think in Action  
63 Lupton and Co e, Graphic Design: The New Basics; L dwe , Ho den, and But er, Universal Principles of Design  
Revised and Updated: 125 Ways to Enhance Usability  Influence Perception  Increase Appeal  Make Better Design 
Decisions  and Teach through Design  
64 Schön, The Reflective Practitioner: How Professionals Think in Action  
65 Grant E mers, “Connect ng Learn ng from the Graph c Des gn Project w th Th nk ng about Approaches to Des gn 
Pract ce,” Art  Design & Communication in Higher Education 16, no. 1 (2017), https://do .org/10.1386/adch.16.1.69_1. 
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viewers of the work in public spaces contributed to the evolution of the work through co-

production and the collective body of knowledge that characterises the Design community.66 

The dominant approach of my creative practice research method is digital collage. (Additional 

artistic techniques are addressed in Chapter 3.) I interchangeably use the terms “collage” and 

“re-mixed media” to reference the use of digital tools in combination with traditional collage 
methods I employed for the final series of creative studio outcomes. This form of creative 

practice involves meaning-making through the recontextualisation of images (and other mixed 

media resources) and text.  

Although traditionally seen as a process for creating artefacts rather than as a research 

strategy, collage is described in current literature as a method for engaging in analysis and 
dissemination, in addition to being a mode for communicating metaphoric information.67 The 

collage approach I take involves a number of different stages. The first stage includes locating 

or collecting source material (print media, advertising, magazines, posters and commercial 

stock images). This process is undertaken without deliberate contemplation or censorship. Next, 

I select the source material. This involves cutting elements from source material, digitising 

analogue source material and/or archive digital files (by category). Following this, I deploy the 

source material, which involves combining individual resources on paper or digitally. Lastly, I 

share or disseminate the work. This involves preparing a completed artefact for print or web 
distribution, ensuring resolution and file type are suitable for the distribution method. David 

Banash describes the above process as containing two actions—selection and arrangement68—

which respond to stage one through three. This does not take into consideration the fourth 

phase, which relates to the dissemination of the work. Dissemination is critical to consider in the 

context of doctoral research and the need for the outcome to be made available to the wider 

academic community.  

The selection of resource materials, as one of the first steps in the collage process, is 

fundamental. The removal or collection of an image from its natural or intended context can be 

compared to the nature of consumer culture—specifically, the consumption of mass media. 

Collage requires a reliance on materials that the practitioner does not create.69 As the collection 

of source material often takes place at a time prior (separate) to the arrangement of the work, 

collage also represents creative action of multiple moments in time.70  

Cutting source material occurs in any of the four stages of my collage method and can transpire 

in two primary ways. Analogue source material is primarily cut with scissors or scalpel or 

otherwise torn by hand (Figure 2). Digital source material is cut through the use of digital 

software such as Adobe Photoshop or Adobe InDesign in a process known as etching (Figure 

 
66 Gray and Kou, “Co Produc ng, Curat ng, and Def n ng Des gn Know edge n an On ne Pract t oner Commun ty.” 
67 L sa G ven, “Co age,” n The SAGE Encyclopedia of Qualitative Research Methods (SAGE Research Methods, 
2008), 2 6. 
68 Dav d Banash, Collage Culture: Readymades  Meaning  and the Age of Consumption (New York: BRILL, 2013), 1. 
69 Banash, Collage Culture: Readymades  Meaning  and the Age of Consumption. 
70 Banash, Collage Culture: Readymades  Meaning  and the Age of Consumption. 
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3). My practice also utilises a combination of these two methods, mixing both the effects of 

analogue and digital cutting methods (Figure 4). Cutting significantly impacts source material 

and in some cases the process can distort an image to render it unrecognisable (Figure 5). 

 
Figure 2, Rae Cooper, 2018. Ana ogue co age exper ment 

  
Figure 3, Rae Cooper, Image from the Public Poster Series  2019. D g ta  co age stock mage rem x 
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Figure 4, Rae Cooper. Image from the Public Poster Series  2019. D g ta  co age, ana ogue scan and d g ta  stock 

mage 

 

 
Figure 5, Rae Cooper, 2018. Ana ogue co age exper ment 

Digital cutting and analogue cutting have contrasting implications for collage materials. Digital 

cutting allows for continual editing and refining and the source material remains available for 
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future use and duplication. Analogue cutting is often a permanent modification to a resource. 

The permanence of the “destruction” or modification of the material is determined by the source 

of the image. Vintage books and advertising material provide an example of a source that 

demands careful consideration when images are physically cut, more so when the print is 

double-sided, as decisions need to be made regarding which material to sacrifice for the sake of 

something else. However, when combined with digital editing, vintage (or other limited) 

resources can be digitised and, subsequently, digitally cut and edited. 

Pasting (otherwise known as combining two or more source images) is an integral part of the 

collage process and can either be intuitive or deliberate, with a focus on aesthetic impact. 

However, it is important to highlight that the aesthetic nature of a creative visual outcome is 

subjective. The aesthetic goal of my collage practice is to meet a minimum threshold for visual 

appeal while inserting elements that, upon further inspection, appear uncomfortable. This is 

further addressed in Chapter 3. 

The collage process can be likened to having unlimited puzzle pieces, from countless puzzle 

boxes, with no guide to how the end image should look. One day, no puzzle pieces will fit 

together, but the next day, they fit perfectly. The addition of one new puzzle piece can also 

change the nature of all existing pieces. The process of combining resources that may or may 

not result in a finished outcome is meditative and facilitates a type of mental clarity that allows 
for the deep processing of text-based resources. Theories or issues that seem beyond my 

scope of understanding often become clear after a period of collage making. Furthermore, 

images that once appeared to have no meaning may later appear rich in symbolism and 

references to literature.  

The majority of collages in the final creative output are the result of digital collage. This is due to 
the increased difficultly of analogue collage, and what I perceive to be a lower visual impact 

(further addressed in Chapter 3). Successful analogue collage often requires significantly large 

surface areas, to lay out and take stock of all the available images. The cutting and pasting 

results in significant waste (which can also be kept and incorporated into future collages, but 

also requires additional storage facilities). The cutting and pasting are destructive to the original 

source material, and I feel anxious when the option to “undo” is not available. My background as 

a commercial visual communication designer has also generated in me a need for images to be 
“exact,” and this is near impossible when constructing images with analogue collage. These 

mental processes often overpower the meditative state that occurs when the collage is created 

with digital tools.  

Rona Cran, author of Collage in Twentieth-Century Art, Literature, and Culture, states that 

collage is a practice that demands a multiplicity of approaches: to delineate it stringently as 
either one thing or another is to severely limit our understanding of the work of the artists, 
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writers, and musicians who come to use it in a non-traditional way.71 In his book Collage 

Culture: Readymades, Meaning and the Age of Consumption, Banash reminds us that:  

artists in every medium throughout the twentieth century turn to collage to respond to 

the possibilities and limits of an inescapable consumer culture… artists solve the 

problem of making meaning in a ready made world. … artists find ways to evade, 
negotiate, reflect, or sometimes undo the reification of commodity culture. Connecting 

collage practices across mediums, genres, art movements, nations, and times, … the 

prevalence of the technique cannot be understood simply as the unfolding necessity of 

a particular medium’s evolution or a localized response to specific problems, but rather 

reflects a truly dialectical response to the ubiquity of the commodity form as it 

developed through mass production, mass media, and consumer culture.72 

The use of collage as a research method has been critiqued in relation to the issues it presents 

in terms of copyright and author acknowledgment of the original source. It is not common 

practice for collage practitioners to cite or reference original sources, and the process of 

referencing source material can be prohibitive when material is collected over extended periods 

of time, through multiple platforms. Banash argues that:  

Copyright law has caught up with consumption, throttling the impulse to creatively 

reinvent new, unforeseen, or moreover unauthorized meanings with corporate 

controlled ready mades. So while the corporations that profit and promote and advertise 

the construction of meaning through lifestyle shopping, more and more they also seek 

to control just what those lifestyles might look like and sound like and, ultimately, 

mean.73  

However, he neglects to refer to independent creative practitioners who may be at greater risk 

from the unauthorised use of their intellectual property. Elza Adamowicz and Eric Robertson 

refer to the work of consensual collaboration between practitioners as “duo-works,” with 

interchangeable authorship74 a concept further expanded upon by Andreas Kramer, who 

describes freedom from conventional authorship as a model of utopian community.75 Questions 

around authorship are still open and relevant today and provide a gap for future research. This 
is also discussed further in ethics, later in this chapter. 

Collage as a creative process has a wide scope. Examples of its reach can be seen across a 

range of media and practice. It crosses the boundaries of art, design, music, film, advertising, 

craft, fashion and so on.76 Due to its fluidity, it can be challenging to define and consistencies in 

 
71 Rona Cran, Collage in Twentieth Century Art  Literature  and Culture: Joseph Cornell  William Burroughs  Frank 
o’Hara  and Bob Dylan (London: Tay or & Franc s Group, 2014). 
72 Banash, Collage Culture: Readymades  Meaning  and the Age of Consumption. 
73 Banash, Collage Culture: Readymades  Meaning  and the Age of Consumption, 171. 
74 E za Adamow cz and Er c Robertson, “Hans Arp and Soph e Taeuber: The Qu ntessent a  Dada Coup e,” n Dada and 
Beyond : Dada Discourses, ed. E za Adamow cz and Er c Robertson (London: BRILL, 2011), 160. 
75 Andreas Kramer, “Speak ng Dada: The Po t cs of Language,” n Dada and Beyond: Dada Discourses, ed. E za 
Adamow cz and Er c Robertson (London: BRILL, 2011). 
76 Banash, Collage Culture: Readymades  Meaning  and the Age of Consumption. 
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the process are not always easy to identify.77 Concerning my practice, earlier works consisted of 

personal family artefacts, items belonging to unknown families (for example, photos discarded 

in thrift stores, found objects (for example, 3D and 2D signage). While these artefacts respond 

to the same research investigation, visually they do not create a cohesive collection of works. In 

response to this, my studio practice has been divided into a series of precursory works and a 

final creative output. The precursory works represent my creative process and experimentation.  

One particular aspect of collage that aligns with my process is the transparency of error. In 

collage (across both analogue and digital), an error is seen as a trace of development, rather 

than an imperfection.78 In paper-based collage, this may take the form of text remnants partially 

remaining over an image. In digital collage, there is no longer a need for juxtapositions to be 

seamless or invisible. Examples of this are further discussed and highlighted in Chapter 3. The 

“polish” often associated with visual communication design is no longer required, and the visible 

errors add layers of texture, interest and contrast.  

Collage as a visual communication tool provides me with a means of unpacking, reflecting and 

recreating a part of my consciousness that is otherwise unavailable.79 It has been said that 

collage becomes a “way of life,”80 and this reflects the way that the collage process begins as 

mental processing when I engage with literature, mass media, mass production and daily life. 

Patrizia McBride articulates this when he refers to the practice of Kurt Schwitters as “a nostalgic 
quest for order and harmony…art as a site of transcendence that promised the harmony and 

structure sorely missing.”81 When I engage with collage for extended periods of time, it is easy 

to imagine taking pieces of the world and remixing them during moments of contemplation.  

It is sometimes challenging to document the process of collage when it starts with a heightened 

awareness of objects and actions in everyday life.82 Regardless, it demonstrates the fact that 
the process is just as rich as the final artefact.83 Rona Cran highlights that the American artist 

and filmmaker Alfred Leslie’s assertion that [collage] should provoke the question: “What the 

**** is going on? …because to most people, reality is nothing more than a confirmation of their 

expectations.”84 The reality of collage is that it provokes the viewer, reader or listener to 

consider Leslie’s question. This is its fundamental appeal: in and of itself, it subverts 

expectations and alters our perception of reality.85 

The complex nature of politics and contemporary society makes it increasingly challenging to 

articulate ideas, and even more so when the speed and quantity of information are increasing 

exponentially. My collage process works to unravel these ideas, while making the confusion or 

 
77 Cran, Collage in Twentieth Century Art  Literature  and Culture. 
78 Cran, Collage in Twentieth Century Art  Literature  and Culture. 
79 Banash, Collage Culture: Readymades  Meaning  and the Age of Consumption. 
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sense of being overwhelmed visible. This is a common theme in the wider field of collage 

practice and is defined as a practice for professing and presenting ideas, information and critical 

processing.86 The result is a range between images that very clearly articulate a message to 

absurd images that reject any logical thought. Some images show a hint of meaning or clarity 

on my intention. It allows me to generate whatever is in my mind during the moment. Refusal to 

start with a fixed message means that I do not place limitations on my unconscious. For many 

collage artists, the process enables the practitioner to overcome the crisis in representation that 
may have otherwise destabilised their work.87  

Remixed media collage as a creative practice has always been accessible. Like many others, I 

identify time as the resource most scarce in my life and as living in a period of history where 

time is scarce. In my daily life, where it can be challenging to give preference to creative play, 

collage allows me to create work within minutes. The process of building a collection of visual 

resources means that these images live in my mind. Sometimes, the collage is already 
designed and the process of sitting at a computer is only to reconstruct it and “download” it from 

my mind. 

Collage is not only about the production of new work, it is also about engaging with source 

material in new ways.88 Within visual communication design processes, it is common to interact 

with readymade images, to select appropriate contexts, and add to text to communicate a 
cohesive message. In some ways, this is similar to the collage process; however, the primary 

difference is the freedom from producing an explicit, pre-determined message. Additionally, 

general “design rules” are not required and further allow the practitioner to engage with 

resources in an intuitive and playful way. Collage provides practitioners with an outlet to engage 

with culture, while becoming a mirror to the culture seeks to critique.89 It removes the author as 

the god of meaning and leaves the work open to a more fluid interpretation, reflected by the 

nature of the context (e.g. physical gallery or online), the viewer. In that way, the images are 
participatory. People can look at them and experience disgust or love them, print them out, and 

take them home.  

Collage is also about the process of erasing, whether the erasure of a background or 

surrounding context of an image. It also can result in the removal of context from a broader 

context (for example, from a book, magazine, or collection of items in a stand of advertising 
material). Analogue collage often requires the reverse of an image to be hidden during the 

process of pasting it onto a surface.  

The use of stock images as a resource for collage is central to this project. This research 

proposes that stock images are the contemporary, design-based equivalent of the readymade. 

Consisting of both vector and raster content, images are available for purchase or free 
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download from online platforms, for use in commercial and private works. There is currently a 

significant range of platforms available, and stock images feature frequently in the visual 

communication collateral produced by business.  

Businesses opt to use stock image content for visual collateral as it provides a cost-effective 

alternative to generating images.90 Stock image providers are also utilised to supplement the 
images produced for specific projects. The limitations of generating images for projects relate to 

time restrictions and budget. If a studio or designer doesn’t have an “in house” photographer, a 

sub-contractor needs to be hired. Additional expenses relate to locations/studio hire, photo 

editing, staff to manage and administrate the photoshoot, catering, hair and make-up and costs 

associated with hiring talent/models. There are also the risks associated with the unknown 

quality of the images and how effectively the images will meet the needs of the visual 

communication project.  

Stock images offer a cost-effective alternative to a bespoke photoshoot to generate images for 

visual communication outcomes. The limitations of stock images relate to the ill-considered 

selection of image, relating to the over-edited images (e.g. excessive airbrushing of people), 

overuse of a models, conflicting use of one image (one image can be used by multiple 

companies), poorly selected images, overuse of majority ethnicities, tokenistic use of ethnicities, 

“cheesy” images and low quality post production editing (primarily evident on free stock image 
platforms).  

The use of stock images is sometimes viewed in the design industry as the “bad taste” or low-

brow design option, with visual communication outcomes utilising stock images regarded as 

inferior to outcomes containing no readymade content. I like to relate this to the stigma 

surrounding the first readymade art pieces exhibited in gallery spaces.91 While the designer may 
not have directed or produced all of the content, they are responsible for selecting it and 

incorporating it into a layout. The selection and combination of separate stock images can 

generate new meanings and contexts. The skill or talent relates to the selection of the image, 

rather than its original production.  

Ethical clearance (GU Ref No:2016/692) was granted in the early stages of this research for 
surveys I wanted to conduct with members of the community to gain their opinions on local 

news media and representations of the city. The outcomes of this survey formed part of the 

catalyst for the research moving in a new direction. Specifically, it identified that the scope of my 

original research focus was likely unable to generate new knowledge to fill a gap in the current 

knowledge. However, the process of applying successfully for ethics and engaging in a large 

number of surveys and using digital survey tools was beneficial to my research tool kit and will 

be useful in future projects.  
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It is important that I identify that the creative works produced contain stock image content. I do 

not need this to be immediately obvious to viewers; however, I want this information to be 

available as viewers seek to know more details about themes or creative methods. Having this 

information is important, as it makes transparent the fact that I am not the original author of the 

source material. I do not want to mislead others into viewing the work as if I am the author of the 

sketches, paintings and photographs, as this misrepresentation would be dishonest.  

Collage as a creative practice contains complicated notions of authorship92 and generates 

limitations in regards to referencing the original authors of the source material.93 Authorship is 

tied explicitly to property ownership which is at the heart of capitalism and critiqued throughout 

my research practice. In regards to my own practice, referencing all source material is an 

impracticality as the resources are collected over years, sometimes not from their original 

source and are often removed from their original context. The theoretical practice of collage 

maintains the need for the source material to exist continually beyond its intended context, for 
collage as a practice to exist.94 In this research, I ensure that original authors who identify their 

own work within my collages are acknowledged upon request.  

This research is conducted through the lens of my Eurocentric perspective, largely influenced 

by the Australian public school system. This is a limitation as it restricts my understanding of the 

world, specifically in regards to politics. Although I aim to adopt a position that reflects an 
inclusive cultural viewpoint, I accept that I am not without bias, and this bias limit the knowledge 

and understanding I have of others. I have significant privilege as the result of appearing 

Caucasian, able-bodied, English-speaking with access to public education and health care. My 

privilege is also supported by my high level of university education and access to media and 

academic resources. This is not a limitation in regards to my own knowledge or progress, but in 

regards to the impact of my contribution from the perspective of someone who represents a 

privileged majority in many aspects of life. This limitation is likely not evident to the audience of 
my work, and even less so if the work is further disseminated and taken out of its original 

context. Nevertheless, I feel that it is important to acknowledge my awareness of privilege in this 

component of my research submission. Future progress of this research could include 

incorporation of more diverse perspectives and my own exposure to global society.  

The framework of the university institution also creates limitations. This is twofold as I am 
currently a continuing staff member in conjunction with being a DVA candidate. It’s important to 

reflect on content that I exclude (consciously or subconsciously) to avoid impacting my 

reputation within the institution. While I aim to create artefacts that are disruptive and 

confronting, I am also limited by my desire to avoid extreme offence. While I believe there is a 
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place for these creative practices in the world, I am not in a position to withstand significant 

complaints or conflict.  

In summary, this chapter has outlined and provided details of the methodology and methods 

used in this research. The use of practice-based research has been detailed and justified as a 

key methodology. In addition to creative practice, the key research methods used for this 
research project are a literature review, visual discourse analysis, public presentation/exhibition, 

reflective practice and iterative design.  
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CHAPTER 2: CONTEXT 
 

The context of this research is largely influenced by theories that explore control of information 

and the subsequent impact on society. I use the term “political” to describe action, interaction 

and exchange between people. It can relate to the gendered toys given to a child, the images 

selected for an advertising campaign, or the purchase of organic, fair trade, local produce. It can 

relate to seemingly passive acts, such as ignoring a racist comment on social media or 

reconsidering a clothing choice in order to feel safe when leaving the house at night. In this 
context, everything is political—even doing nothing is political. The above examples appear to 

be contained to the acts of individual people, but these actions have a ripple effect, which 

influences the actions of others in the community and also impacts the future, which in turn 

impacts our understanding of the past. 

VISUAL MEDIA’S IMPACT ON SOCIETY 
Visual media has a strong influence on society as a method for communicating and imparting 

meaning and value.95 This influence has been used positively and negatively. Visual 

communication design has been utilised for commercial purposes and used as a means of 

social and political manipulation. As Noam Chomsky reminds us:  

The media serve, and propagandize on behalf of, the powerful societal interests that 

control and finance them... Structural factors are those such as ownership and control, 

dependence on other major funding sources (notably, advertisers), and mutual interests 

and relationships between the media and those who make the news and have the 

power to define it and explain what it means.96 

This chapter explores these ideas and defines the context that informs my studio practice. Any 

aspect of contemporary life is subject to commodification. Naomi Klein identifies the significant 

impact that media and commodification have on our culture in her key text No Logo.97 Her 

theories intertwine the relationships between advertising mega brands, market saturation and 

consumer choice, the casualisation of the workforce and the impact of social movements on 

corporations versus governments. Klein highlights the connection between corporations and 
control of the production of culture resulting in the absorption of social movements into 

marketing strategy98 and maintains that 

The bottom line is that corporate codes of conduct—whether drafted by individual 

companies or by groups of them, whether independently monitored mechanisms or 

useless pieces of paper—are not democratically controlled laws. Not even the toughest 
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self-imposed code can put the multinationals in the position of submitting to collective 

outside authority. On the contrary, it gives them unprecedented power of another sort: 

the power to draft their own privatized legal systems, to investigate and police 

themselves, as quasi nation-states.99  

These ideas were also explored previously by Chomsky, with a focus on the power of 
propaganda and manufactured consent.100 While not always a completely negative outcome, 

the incorporation of minority groups in advertising images has resulted in an increase in the 

commercialisation of culture and subcultural attributes. Chomsky’s use of the term 

“propaganda” is significant in that it can be applied interchangeably with the term 

“advertising”.101 In his words: 

Young people in particular had to be convinced that they must be concerned only for 

themselves, in a “culture of narcissism”; every person may know, in private, that the 

assumptions are not true for them, but at a time of life when one is insecure about 

personal identity and social place; it is all too tempting to adapt to what the propaganda 

system asserts to be the norm.102 

This quote promotes a deeper level of critical reflection when examining contemporary media 

and the extent of influence afforded to industry. It is commonly known that advertising will 

influence consumers, however Necessary Illusions raises the issue of building a conformist 

society in which individuals will likely adhere to the dominate message.103 To use an example 

from my earlier research, real world applications of this in a contemporary context are visible in 

the mass media coverage of the “Gold Coast (Australia) Crime Wave” during the period 2011–

2017 (Figure 6). Emily Schindeler and Jacqui Ewart refer to coverage as “news media 

promotion” and the relationship between political responses to the media campaign relating to 
the occurrence of crime in the city.104  
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Figure 6, Go d Coast news coverage of cr me wave, 2016 2017. D g ta  Image 

Their research provides a clear example of how the media manufactured an inappropriate 

hysteria relating to crime (specifically, the motorcycle gang wars) and public safety in the Gold 
Coast.105 The perceived occurrence of violent crime (from the perspective of the community) 

was disproportionate to the actual reported occurrences of criminal activity.106 Regardless, the 

public demand for action and increased protection for citizens was met with increased police 

power107 and new laws limiting the association of individuals perceived to be of high threat to 

the community.108 News media perpetuates a complex co-dependent engagement between 

information stakeholders, policy makers and the community. Chomsky’s work reminds us that 

critical investigation of media and politics is vital when the control of the “dominant message” 

production is not transparent and is designed to benefit those who control it:  

A democratic political order requires far wider control of and access to the media. 

Serious discussion of how this can be done, and the incorporation of fundamental 

media reform into political programs, should be high on progressive agendas.109 

These ideas are applied in a contemporary context by creative practitioners such as Kalle 

Lasen. Lasen identifies the need to disrupt existing power structures, change the way we 

engage with media and view those in power of information.110 

Chomsky and Herman’s Manufacturing Consent is a key text when investigating media in 
contemporary culture as it highlights the complexities surrounding news, the public sphere and 

how we engage with the world as a society. It puts forward the authors’ “Propaganda Model,” a 
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system that links media control to elite members of society.111 Preceded by Debord’s The 

Society of The Spectacle by twenty years,112 Manufacturing Consent makes a key point of the 

use of media and entertainment to distract and divert people from significant issues within 

society. Evidence of this has become increasingly visible in today’s society with the proliferation 

of smart devices, the Internet and streaming services.113 Often categorised as “entertainment,” 

this mode of media also contains advertising (propaganda) in the form of product placement 

and subversive ideological messages.  

Design is a social activity,114 impacting individuals and institutions in ways that aren’t always 

transparent. This process can be simplified and visualised in Figure 7. 

 
Figure 7, Rae Cooper  Individuals  Media  Corporations and Government Relationship, 2019. D g ta  mage 

While Chomsky’s texts are pivotal to this research, it is worth noting that his work omits 

adequate consideration of feminist perspectives. Minority communities are already facing 

significant challenges in society and have the most to gain from a critical analysis of the impact 

of political media, to further the move towards equality. As Klein writes: 

Just as they had embraced the “brands, not products” equation, the smart businesses 
quickly realized that short-term discomfort—whether it came from a requirement to hire 

more women or to more carefully vet the language in an ad campaign—was a small 

price to pay for the tremendous market share that diversity promised. So while it may 

be true that real gains have emerged from this process… it is less because of political 

progress than financial expediency. The market has seized upon multiculturalism and 

gender-bending in the same ways that it has seized upon youth culture in general— not 

just as a market niche but as a source of new carnival-esque imagery…115 
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As a response to the challenge of political participation, a growing range of technological and 

interactive applications (designed to increase political participation) are available. Despite the 

benefits of these resources, political engagement among Australians continues to fall.116 I will 

discuss two of these platforms. Content relevant to this aspect of my research was presented at 

the CreateWorld Conference 2017 and subsequently published as a paper.117  

 
Vote Compass 

 
Figure 8, Screenshot of Vote Compass, 2020. D g ta  p atform 

Interactive media and communication design strategies are increasingly being used to explore 

their potential for increasing engagement in politics. The ABC’s Vote Compass (Figure 8) is an 

online application designed to resolve the issues raised earlier in this exegesis. As one of the 

most commonly known applications in Australia, it utilises the largest survey data of voter 

attitudes ever undertaken in the country (1.3 million), supporting users to identify their policy 

preferences and how these align with political parties.118 Despite its many benefits, the growing 

number of disengaged voters suggests that this resource isn’t significantly contributing to the 

increased engagement of voters. From the perspective of studio practice in design, an 
explanation may relate to the lack of a specific target audience. The designers of Vote Compass 

have an objective to stimulate democratic participation through the use of an accessible digital 

platform; however, their target audience is unmanageably wide—and referred to only as “the 

electorate.”119 In a 2016 review of Australian voter turnout, the AEC highlights the need for 

focus on specific demographics, responding to complex issues surrounding lack of participation 
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throughout society.120 Critics of the platform question its accuracy,121 bias,122 and focus on 

specific policies.123  

According to the content available on the Vote Compass platform, the development team, Vox 

Pop Labs, consists of data scientists, technology specialists, social scientists, political scientists 

and data analysts.124 This is logical considering the political content of the platform, and an 
obvious requirement of an outcome focusing on politics. However, it is imperative to highlight 

that its primary use is communication, and there is an omission of any team members or 

advisors with specialisation in visual communication design. The platform aims to communicate 

complex information to a user group who are not accessing the same information from existing, 

available sources. Would Vote Compass be more effective if the development team included 

more communication design specialists? If we assume that designers were consulted during its 

development, their lack of acknowledgement may suggest that “design” and its related 

professions (interactive media specialist, communication designer, visualisation designer) are 
dismissed within its production. A 2016 study of the Quebec iteration of Vote Compass 

indicated that it does have an impact on young voter’s political preferences—however only for 

educated users who are already politically engaged.125 When young Australian voters are 

disengaged to the extent that they aren’t actively seeking the resources to assist with their 

voting issues, the challenge becomes complex and requires a multi-disciplinary approach. 

Isidewith.com 

 

Figure 9, Screenshot of I SIDE WITH, 2020. D g ta  p atform 

To increase voter engagement and knowledge using data and technology,126 the digital platform 

isidewith.com (Figure 9) was developed in 2012 by Peck and Boutelier, whose interdisciplinary 
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approach engages political analysis, tech marketing, user experience, data and analytics. Like 

all related voting resources, it has received criticisms. Like other tools with similar functionality, 

it also cannot take into account staffing changes within political parties, recent events that may 

change public opinion or the likelihood of a politician following through with an election 

promise.127 Although this statistic indicates that the current voting applications do not achieve 

overall growth in political engagement, an examination of them will create a foundation for future 

work in this area.  

As Chomsky has theorised, “in a democracy the people rule, in principle. But decision-making 

power over central areas of life resides in private hands, with large-scale effects throughout the 

social order.”128 If this is an accurate statement, then the development of voter resources is not 

significant enough to resolve the issue.  

The graphic design industry is large and well resourced. It has developed a set of tools, 

techniques and aesthetic principles, which are predominantly deployed in the interest of 

commercial outcomes. Australia’s primary industry body for professional design, the Design 

Institute of Australia (DIA), combines the terms “Graphic Design” and “Visual Communication” in 

a shared definition,129 summarised below: 

Graphic designers develop and prepare information for publication with particular 

emphasis on clarity of communication and the matching of information styles to 

audience requirements. Graphic designers sometimes refer to their area of 

specialisation as visual communication and some university courses use this as the 

course title. The information they deal with not only requires a sound understanding of 

text based communication but also requires them to skilfully use the communication 

properties of symbols, colours and pictures. They resolve all communication elements 
into a final format to suit the required physical or digital media.  

Graphic designers often work as part of a project development team. While other 

specialists such as marketing managers and advertising specialists work on the 

strategies of distributing information to the market place and determining beneficial 

product positioning the graphic designer may be working on the image and branding 
that will appeal to and attract the intended customer.130 

This definition provides clarity on the technical aspects of the role of the graphic designer/visual 

communication designer; however, it neglects the potential of a graphic designer/visual 

communication designer to assume a leadership role within a creative project or practice, 

beyond the decisions associated with aesthetics. In other words, it renders the job of the 
graphic designer/visual communication designer as one associated with “making things look 
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good.” This is echoed in the work of Ellen Lupton, who notes that design is often associated 

with the “how” at the expense of the “why”.131 

In the context of this research, the terms “visual communication design” and “visual 

communication designer” will be used instead of the terms “graphic design” and “graphic 

designer”. While it can be argued that the two terms refer to different aspects of practice within 
creative industries, it is my view that they are interchangeable. Any differences highlighted 

about the two terms are based on an individual’s association with the terms, rather than an 

industry standard definition. When we consider visual communication design in the context of 

professional practice, it is possible to look to leaders in the field who offer concise descriptions 

of practice. In Graphic Design: A Concise History, Richard Hollis describes graphic design as 

“the business of making or choosing marks and arranging them on a surface to convey an 

idea.”132 He expands upon this idea to include “unlike the artist, the designer plans for 

mechanical reproduction.”133 Additional scope is provided in alternative descriptions that 
embrace the terms “words and images” rather than “marks” and umbrella terms such as “visual 

culture.”134 As the visual communication field isn’t regulated by an authoritative body, there is 

not currently one standard response to the question “what is visual communication design?” 

The benefit of this is that the term remains flexible and responsive to the practitioners who 

select to use it to describe their process or artefacts. The increasing instances of designers 

engaging in research are vital as more understanding is required from the perspective of the 

practitioner. While design often draws on multi and interdisciplinary fields, there is space for 
designers to learn from practitioners engaged in our field.135 Similar to the issues associated 

with locating a single agreed-upon description for visual communication design, there is also a 

range of views regarding its function. 

Hollis proposes the three functions of graphic design. The first is identification—what something 

is, or where it came from (signs, logos, packaging). The second is information and instruction, 
which indicates the relationship of one thing to another in a direction, position and scale 

(including maps and diagrams). Last is presentation and promotion, such as posters and 

advertisements which aim to catch the audience’s eye and make a message memorable.136 

Graphic Design as Communication is a book that offers an additional function of graphic design 

further to those listed by Hollis. It includes the suggestion that the fourth function is “magic,”137 

and expands upon this to describe things that are sacred (images of God), changing something 

from what is (bring a loved one closer if they are far away), turn one thing into another (word or 

idea into an image).138 This supports my studio research in that it provides a published 
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reference to the elements of practice that aren’t always clear or logical. The commodification of 

design is often an invisible process. It occurs progressively and is often unacknowledged. 

Lupton highlights the lack of visibility of a broad range of creative design practice and the need 

for design theory to contribute to the illumination of creative practice.139 

 

Figure 10, Photograph of Protesters dur ng Me bourne bushf re protest, 2019. D g ta  mage 

Visual communication has long played a role in environmental protest and social movements. 

These have often taken on a deliberately non-commercial aesthetic, sometimes out of necessity 

and lack of access to commercial tools (Figure 10). What have been these approaches and how 

successful have they been? Stephen Duncombe asks us to consider how practitioners and 

researchers know when our practice “works.”140 He explains:  

in interviewing more than two dozen activist artists and surveying nearly a thousand 

examples of activist art, I am struck by the recurring inadequacy of the 

conceptualization of the relationship between activist art and social change. As a 

scholar, teacher, and sometimes practitioner of activist art, I am haunted by a question, 

a question that haunts, or ought to haunt, the entire practice: Does it work?141  

Creative activist practitioners may identify a range of different intentions, and it’s important to 

acknowledge this when we explore if activist art/design “works.” There is no exhaustive or 

globally agreed-upon list of aims for activism; however, these categories provide us with a 

foundation for this research. The imminent cultural shift, ultimate cultural change, imminent 

material impact, ultimate material result, fostering dialogue, building communities, place making, 

inviting participation, transformative events, revealing reality, altering perception, creating 
disrupting, inspire dreaming, providing utility, political expression, encourage experimentation, 

maintain hegemony, and intentional nothingness are all identified by Duncombe as potential 
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aims for activism.142 In regards to environmental activism, I argue that climate change and the 

future of humanity demands imminent material impact and ultimate material result; however, 

this is unlikely to happen within a political system that perpetuates the status quo. This is the 

lens through which I view the impact of environmental activism. 

ENVIRONMENTAL ACTIVISM: INTERPRETATION AND STATISTICS 
Aspects of environmental activism were explored throughout this research. Of particular interest 

too is the conflict between the responsibilities of the individual, the corporations and the 

government in regards to environmental action for sustainability.143 Despite the continued 

pressure on individuals to make sustainable lifestyle choices, the environmental issues facing 

humanity are global and require a global-scale action. This research aligns with the data that 
indicates that the power of the individual is limited and insufficient. 

The data surrounding greenhouse gas emissions highlights the tension between current social 

“eco” movements and the reality of the issue. The “Carbon Majors” report by the Climate 

Accountability Institute144 indicated that 70% of the world’s greenhouse gas emissions originate 

from 100 companies; 10% of this is related to fossil fuel emissions and 90% is from the products 
produced by the fossil fuel. The countries that are most impacted by climate change are also 

often the poorest and least able to effectively respond to climate change. The countries that are 

most responsible for climate change are also among the wealthiest. The Carbon Majors report 

also claims that Exxon Mobile has invested in marketing campaigns to dispute the impacts of 

climate change. Chomsky and Herman claim this is significant, as it impacts the choices made 

by the individual and speaks to issues of manufactured consent.145  

Few people will dispute the fact that a small number of large companies are responsible for 

impacting the sustainability of Earth. Simultaneously, it is also a common belief that individuals 

should be making sustainable choices, and collectively these individual choices can lead to a 

positive environmental impact. Isabel Azevedo, Isabel Horta and Vítor M.S. Leal have gathered 

significant data to suggest that individual sustainable choices are insignificant when compared 

to the impact of the 100 companies.146 Even when individuals become a collective, it can be 

argued that the major impact of environmental protest is symbolic.147 While it is undisputed that 
there is potential for positive outcomes to come out of protest movements and connected 

community groups, there is a lack of research to determine the impact of environmental protest 
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in regards to the futuring of humanity and reducing climate change. The danger of this is that it 

takes the focus away from individuals directing their energy into an activity that has the potential 

to create substantial change. Duncombe argues that:  

…if we are to take activist art seriously, if we truly believe that art can change the world, 

we need always to be asking the critical questions: What work do we want activist art to 
do and how will we know if it works? The hardest part of answering these questions 

may be asking them in the first place. When we raise questions about what works, and 

how we know, we are confronted by the activist artist’s worst fear: that maybe what we 

are doing doesn’t really work …and we’ve been wasting our time and deluding 

ourselves. Avoiding this dark place, we often opt instead to make our work, get it out 

there in the world, and hope that something happens. This, however, is magical 

thinking, an approach better suited to alchemy than activism. There is magic in activist 

art, but that doesn’t mean that we cannot also apply reason and rigor.148 

Communities of people who are passionate about climate change and sustainable living are 

often connected through the commonality of ideals and lifestyle. The emotional satisfaction of 

making a positive change in your immediate environment is significant to the individual. This 

impact is not to be discredited or undervalued; however, it is important to differentiate between 

the symbolic, community impact and impact on the sustainability of humanity. 

In addition to having limited evidence of the impact of environmental activism on climate 

change, Hilary Gibson-Wood and Sarah Wakefield suggest that environmental activism has 

negative consequences for marginalised groups within society.149 Four mechanisms of 

exclusion have been identified in the context of activism: economic marginalisation; 

inaccessibility of typical avenues of participation; narrow definitions of environmentalism among 
environmental organisations; and the perceived whiteness of the environmental movement.150 

Another issue related to the focus on individual responsibility in relation to sustainability is 

“trendification.” Any trend is destined to become “untrendy.” In 2020, this is evident in the rise of 

media promoting “maximilism” as a design trend, after the previous trend of “minimalism.”151 

Additionally, the purchase of new products to engage with sustainability often results in the 
discarding of what was used previously, without sufficient awareness of the lifecycle of a 

product past its life within the consumer’s home.152 The minimalism trend saw a flood of 

individuals decluttering their homes in favour of a more sustainable and simple lifestyle. This 
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resulted in thrift shops reaching their capacity of stock and the shipping of the unwanted goods 

overseas (developing or less regulated countries) for storage in landfill.153 

It is often believed that collective action by individuals can create change in that it puts pressure 

on corporations to make sustainable changes. This leads us to question if individuals are the 

people responsible for the changes that need to be made in business/corporations. It can be 
argued that this is the responsibility of our government. Governments have the power to 

implement legislation that requires industries and individuals to engage with sustainable 

strategies. One of the primary responsibilities of our government is to protect its citizens. 

Promoting the need for individuals to take a significant amount of responsibility to contribute 

towards global sustainability shifts responsibility from the government, to the people. Micah 

White notes:  

democracies thrive on the illusion that political change is possible and that there is a 

safe way through the labyrinth. And they have been very successful in influencing most 

activists to follow their advice on which way to go: be an NGO worker, a social 

entrepreneur, a lobbyist. The people are told that what distinguishes our society from 

the authorities who came before is that political dissent is protected and encouraged.154  

We can speculate that the funding provided from corporations is significant enough to influence 

the severity of the sustainable legislations placed on corporations. 

DECLINES IN POLITICAL ENGAGEMENT AND  
THE INEFFECTIVENESS OF ACTIVISM 
Contemporary society in a digital media age has seen increased access to the tools and 

techniques of commercial visual design and a decline in engagement with traditional forms of 
activism. The old cliché that “time is money” is also true in the context of activism. Debord’s text 

The Society of the Spectacle touches on the Marxist identification of a two-class system, the 

class of people who sell their time (proletariat) and those who develop the economy 

(bourgeoisie).155 I connect this with how Klein identifies a the lack of security offered by contract 

employment, making the prioritisation of paid work a necessity for the majority of the working 

class.156 The rise of clicktivism, slacktivism and short-lived protests are a result of the lack of 

available time for many individuals. The institutional system that requires individuals to engage 

in work for long hours, reducing time available for other pursuits, contributes to the challenges 
affecting current day activism.  

The threat of prosecution also impacts an individual’s access to work and potential future 

employment opportunities. And the laws that allow for prosecution are very responsive to the 
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innovations of protesters.157 These ideas connect with The Society of the Spectacle, and 

Debord’s theories relating to the challenges faced by individuals when all knowledge is 

mediated by those who control it. Written over fifty years ago, this text remains critically relevant 

to any investigation of society’s relationship with information, media and technology. While 

Chomsky’s call to action for political engagement focuses on grassroots activism, Debord asks 

us to question the point of any action that occurs within a system designed to maintain the 

status quo.158 The term “the spectacle” references the autonomous system that we are all joined 
to and live within. It continuously generates a mediated representation of society, including our 

rebellion and dissatisfaction.159 An example of this can be seen in the mass production of “the 

future is female” paraphernalia manufactured by women in sweatshops, grunge music t-shirts 

sold in discount stores and the “clicktivism” images shared on social media. Current societies 

vilification of the 1% or elite ruling class is redundant, as these individuals also exist within The 

Spectacle. When social movements aim to change the minds of individuals or remove them 

from power, they are neglecting the fact that the problems of the world are generated in, and 

perpetuated by The Spectacle, or system.160 This idea echoes Chomsky’s theory of distracted 
society.161 A devotion to activism culture creates “busy work” and provides a diversion from the 

core of the issue, that is, the illusion of impactful engagement and further perpetuates The 

Spectacle. 

In contemporary democratic societies, voting in elections is often seen as the most direct way of 

engaging in politics and “having a voice” within the community. However, issues with the 
democratic political system are eroding this mode of political engagement and individuals are 

seeking alternative methods to contribute to the political management of local and national 

communities.162 The decline of political engagement among the young voter demographic is an 

international trend163 and is evident in the Australian context.164 Despite the increasing 

accessibility of information (primarily online), and the growing number of smart phone apps 

designed to assist voters, the decline continues.165 Data collected by the AEC indicates that 

young Australian people are dissatisfied by the voting experience and, simultaneously, their 

confidence in the AEC is falling.166 In 2016, the Australian Election Study survey revealed a 
record low level of voter interest and record low levels of satisfaction with democracy and trust 

in government.167 
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An impact of low engagement in the context of Australia’s compulsory voting system is the 

significant occurrence of “informal voting,”168 a strategy used by voters to disrupt or disengage 

in the voting process while avoid financial penalty.169 Informal votes are easily identified when 

the voter submits a blank ballot or one that contains drawings or protest messages. However, 

it’s important to note that informal votes can also be undetectable. Undetectable informal votes 

may look formal but contain random or uninformed selections. With this in mind, it suggests that 

the number of informal votes in Australia is higher than what the data suggests. The AEC data 
highlights that the millennial demographic is responsible for a significant proportion of informal 

voting.170 Hill explores the relationship between young Australians and informal voting, in 

relation to their lower levels of enrolment and turnout.171 Low levels of millennial engagement in 

politics is a complex issue; however, it can be viewed as a combination of related factors, 

including cynicism about the Australian political system,172 disconnection from political parties 

and increasingly low rates of party membership,173 feeling “out of touch” with mainstream 

e ectora  politics,174 negative political attitudes,175 preference for protest and alternative forms of 

societal participation,176 a lack of trust in politics (trust in political institutions and representatives 
is declining in most advanced industrial democracies).177 

Understandably, voting in elections is fast becoming seen as an ineffective mode to engage in 

politics and ensure that one’s voice is heard.178 The decrease in voting as an act of political 

engagement can be linked to the increase in alternative modes of political action (for example, 

protests, petitions, boycotts). However, it is important to critically analyse the impact of these 
actions and question the reasons behind their increasing popularity. Chomsky reminds us that: 

The smart way to keep people passive and obedient is to strictly limit the spectrum of 

acceptable opinion, but allow very lively debate within that spectrum—even encourage 

the more critical and dissident views. That gives people the sense that there’s free 

thinking going on, while all the time the presuppositions of the system are being 
reinforced by the limits put on the range of the debate.179 

This can be seen in an applied, real world context in recent news regarding a series of protests 

in Brisbane, specifically relating to the group Extinction Rebellion in August 2019.180 Following 

the increase of protest activity and subsequent disruption on public order, the response from the 

Queensland parliament was to pass new laws that restrict the use of specific artefacts for 
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protest activity.181 Additionally, there was a push for new laws that restricted the unlawful 

assembly of gatherings of three or more, who are suspected of intending to cause traffic 

congestion.182 While these laws appear to discourage protest activities, the Queensland 

Government provides residents with a registration form for planted public protest events.  

In summary, protests are permitted by law and process are in place for these to be approved. 
However, approval is dependent on the protest meeting the strict parameters of policy makers. 

It is important to reflect on the likelihood of a protest activity receiving approval when it criticises 

the institution that holds the power to approve it. If innovations in protest actions find ways to 

work around existing policy, then the government demonstrates its ability to swiftly adjust the 

law to dissuade individuals from engaging in these activities.  

CONTEMPORARY SOCIAL RESPONSES USING VISUAL DESIGN 
Some newer forms of protest and social commentary using visual media have arisen in the 

digital media age, with emerging artists and designers responding in numerous ways. It is 

challenging to separate protest activity and visual communication design artefacts that act as 

independent modes of protest. Many protest activities engage with visual design as a tool for 
communicating messages—for example, a protest sign. A street poster or graffiti may be 

viewed as an independent visual communication protest artefact; however, we must also 

consider the author of the work and the context within which it is presented. The following 

analysis of work explores a selection of political creative practitioners. The number of artists and 

designers who explore political themes in their creative practice is increasing exponentially, as 

is what we consider “political” in regard to creative works. These artists have been selected as 

they influenced the practice-based research approach used in this doctorial project. However, I 
note this list is not an exhaustive representation of political creative practitioners throughout 

history or in contemporary society.  

Banksy and Shepard Fairey are two contemporary creative practitioners well known for their 

work that focuses on social political issues.183 Banksy’s 2008 mural on Leake Street, London 

(Figure 11) and Fairey’s 2020 Paint It Black (Figure 12) both use a street art aesthetic, primarily 

incorporating stencil art and “paste up” posters. Both artists are described by Luke Dickens in 
Placing Post-Graffiti: The Journey of the Peckham Rock as pioneers in the “post/neo graffiti” 

scene, which is defined as a practice that moves between established ideas, new directions and 

is an attempt to “comprehend new trends at a point when they are in becoming.”184  
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Figure 11, Banksy, Street art on Leake Street, 2007. London 

 

Figure 12, Shepard Fa rey, Paint It Black, 2020. D g ta  mage 

Banksy’s practice is also connected to the work of the Situationists (visible in the cross over 

between art and politics, and disruption of the status quo), activist art, culture jamming and 

agitprop art movements.185 These relationships highlight the connection between his work and 
my practice-based research. Key themes of Banksy’s work relate to critical issues with 

democracy and the politics of representation. An example of this is the work titled Seasons 

Greetings (Figure 13), depicting a child standing under (what appears to be) snowflakes. The 

full picture reveals that the snow is actually ash from a dumpster fire.  
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Figure 13, Banksy  Seasons Greetings, 2018. Graff t  mura  ocated n Port Ta bot, Wa es 

An influential work for this research is Shepard Fairey’s OBEY Sticker (Figure 14).  

 

Figure 14, Shepard Fa rey, OBEY Sticker, 2020. D g ta  mage for pr nt d str but on 

Fairey describes his work in the following way:  

People are not used to seeing advertisements or propaganda for which the product or 
motive is not obvious, frequent and novel encounters with the sticker provoke thought 

and possible frustration, nevertheless revitalizing the viewer’s perception and attention 

to detail. The sticker has no meaning but exists only to cause people to react, to 

contemplate and search for meaning in the sticker. Because OBEY has no actual 

meaning, the various reactions and interpretations of those who view it reflect their 

personality and the nature of their sensibilities… Many stickers have been peeled down 

by people who were annoyed by them, considering them an eye sore and an act of 
petty vandalism, which is ironic considering the number of commercial graphic images 

everyone in American society is assaulted with daily.186 

Fairey exerted a significant influence on my work (discussed in Chapter 3: Creative Outputs). 

When describing the OBEY sticker, he articulates how stickers engage people in regard to their 

desire to own a sticker as a keepsake or memento and the object’s ability to provide the owner 
with a sense of belonging and rebellion.187 Fairey discusses how people want to own a sticker 

despite not knowing what it might mean. This is reflective of my approach in the Public Poster 

Series (discussed in Chapter 3: Creative Outputs) in regard to viewers downloading posters 

without requiring a clear meaning behind the work. Like my own work, a selection of Fairey’s 

works is available to the public as downloadable files, free for personal use.188 

Fairey utilises appropriation in many aspects of his work, most notably an image of André René 

Roussimoff (André The Giant), as the face of the OBEY sticker, and the graphic style of Barbara 

Kruger (text in red and white Futura typeface). His appropriation of an image of Barack Obama 

in a poster with the word HOPE (Figure 15, Shepard Fa rey, HOPE Obama Campaign Poster, 2008. D g ta  
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mage for pr nt d str but on resulted in a legal battle in 2011 due to his unauthorised use of a photo 

produced by Mannie Garcia (commissioned by AP, an American news cooperative).189 Fairey 

does not supply a statement on his official website regarding the legal issues surrounding the 

HOPE poster; however, he provided the following statement to WIRED magazine:  

I am disappointed the Associated Press is persisting in its misguided accusations of 
copyright infringement. I believe that my use of the Mannie Garcia photo as a reference, 

which I acknowledged off the bat as an AP photograph, falls under “fair use” provisions 

laid out in the law. I am even more disappointed the AP is now trying to distort the facts 

surrounding my work. They suggest my purpose in creating the poster was to 

merchandise it and make money. It wasn’t. My entire purpose in creating the poster 

was to support Obama and help get him elected. Money was never the point. The 

proceeds that were generated from the poster were used to create more posters and 

donated to charity. I look forward to disproving the AP’s accusations once and for all 
and upholding the free expression rights at stake here.190 

The HOPE poster led to an estimated one million dollars in revenue for Fairey.191 This leads me 

to question if the likelihood of legal issues associated with remixing images is connected to the 

financial profit earned as a result of the creative work.  

 

Figure 15, Shepard Fa rey, HOPE Obama Campaign Poster, 2008. D g ta  mage for pr nt d str but on 

Criticisms of Banksy and Fairey relate to issues of commodification, authenticity and absorption 
by mainstream institutions. Both artists are described as examples of how creative practitioners 

move between operating “inside and outside” the system.192 Luke Dickens describes this as a 

“new-found affiliation with the establishment as partial, negotiated and ambiguous, rather than a 
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comprehensive ‘selling out’,”193 and identifies moving between culture and counter-culture as a 

defining feature of their practice. An example of this can be seen in Banksy’s Seasons Greeting 

image (Figure 13), featuring the fencing off of the street art and the group of press 

photographers. Banksy and Fairey often focused on mainstream values that align with the 

existing views of their audience. Examples of this are evident in Fairey’s works Peace Tree 

(Figure 16), Knowledge + Power (Figure 17) and Mother Nature on the Run (Figure 18). 

  

Figure 16, Shepard Fa rey, Peace Tree, 2014. Mura  on W sh re Bou evard, Los Ange es 

 

 

Figure 17, Shepard Fa rey, Knowledge + Power, 2018. D g ta  mage 
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Figure 18, Shepard Fa rey, Mother Nature on the Run, 2020. D g ta  mage 

Also influenced by the Situationists,194 the international Brandalism movement focuses on 

themes associated with resistance to corporate control195 while engaging volunteers to replace 

public adverting with posters that focus on environmental political issues. Brandalism is defined 

as creative activism that combines culture jamming, consumer politics and the “logic of 

appropriation” to respond to specific issues (Figure 19). In early 2020, artists associated with 

Brandalism put up posters across Sydney, Melbourne and Brisbane in response to the recent 
bushfire crisis.196 Posters featured a range of environmental political content in addition to a QR 

code to encourage viewers to donate to charity organisations.  

   

Figure 19, Branda sm, Poster Series, 2020. Br sbane 

Australian artist Scott Marsh contributed an existing image to the poster series depicting Prime 

Minister Scott Morrison in a Hawaiian shirt with a background of flames. An anonymous artist 

associated with Brandalism stated that: “There was this universal feeling of powerlessness and 
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helplessness amongst all the artists… The act of taking over the advertising spaces is a 

symbolic thing, it’s the narrative of taking back public space or space in the media that we felt 

wasn’t being given to these issues.”197 The actions of Brandalism effectively visualise a moment 

in time and a critical perspective, not always evident in mainstream media. However, similar to 

the work of Banksy and Fairey, these outcomes focus on mainstream values likely already held 

by their target audience.  

This approach to political commentary is not new. In Australian art history, poster design and 

print were part of the public face of the Sydney University Art Workshop from 1975 to 1990, 

known as the Tin Sheds.198 Many of the artists experimented with photography and 

photomontage to express and explore ideas associated with feminism and the broader political 

climate, an example of which can be seen below (Figure 20).199  

 
Figure 20, Pam Debenham, No Nukes/No Tests, 1984 

Peter Kennard is an English contemporary remix media artist, well known for his use of visual 

montage as a means of expressing critique of existing social orders.200 Klein describes 

Kennard’s work as “a harrowing x-ray of the shadow side of the world that perfectly captures the 

brutal asymmetries of our age: heavy weaponry trained on broken people, all-seeing 

technologies and disappearing identities, perpetually exhaling Industry and an asphyxiating 
planet.”201 Kennard’s online platform, which disseminates work in the categories of 

photomontage, mixed media, print, posters and exhibition, has provided inspiration for my own 

online space. His diverse studio practice techniques have led to a diversity in styles and 

perhaps a seemingly disconnected body of work (Figure 21 and Figure 22). However, upon 

further examination, it is clear to see consistency in subject matter and genuine reflection of his 
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ideologies regarding global political issues and desire to move across various forms of studio 

practice. This is a strategy I seek to achieve in my own practice-based research. Connections 

between the aesthetic nature of Kennard’s work can be seen in the work of Barbara Kruger, 

especially in regard to black-and-white images, bold typeface and bold, minimal colour palette 

(Figure 24).  

 

Figure 21, Peter Kennard, Values Exhibition Poster, 1977 

 

 

Figure 22, Peter Kennard, @Earth book cover, 2011 
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Figure 23, Peter Kennard, End of the Century Exhibition Poster, 1990 

 

 
Figure 24, Peter Kennard, No Nuclear Weapons poster, date unknown 
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Peter Drew is a creative practitioner based in Australia, whose works are exhibited in galleries 

and city streets internationally.202 His posters, which focus on political issues such as 

immigration, environment and equality, are produced by screen printing (Figure 25 and Figure 

26). In an interview with the Museum of Applied Arts & Sciences, Drew identifies the street (or 

public display of his work) as an equalising space with the ability to reach a diverse public 

audience.203 He states that he installs his work without seeking permission as a way of 

“asserting the importance of expression over property,”204 however does not comment on the 
lifespan of the unauthorised works. I question how quickly public posters are removed (by 

private property owners or public servants), and if there are more effective ways of distributing 

work. However, Drew also effectively incorporates digital dissemination within his practice, 

including a wide social media following and digital gallery of works.205 The Museum of Applied 

Arts & Sciences identifies Peter Drew as an artist/activist who continues the legacy of Sydney’s 

Tin Sheds.206  

  

Figure 25, Peter Drew, Equality poster, 2018 

 

 
202 “Peter Drew Arts,” accessed June 18, 2020, www.peterdrewarts.com. 
203 Ann  Turnbu , “Peter Drew: Art st and Act v st,” Museum of Applied Arts & Sciences (Austra a ) 2019. 
204 Turnbu , “Peter Drew: Art st and Act v st.” 
205 Turnbu , “Peter Drew: Art st and Act v st.” 
206 Turnbu , “Peter Drew: Art st and Act v st.” 



 49 

 

Figure 26, Peter Drew, Nature Laughs Last poster, 2019 

Other contemporary influences of mine include Kalle Lasn and Bill Schmalz, founders of 

Adbusters magazine, an environmental political publication that declares the following in its 

Manifesto:  

We clean up the toxic areas of our mental environment. …make the price of every 

product tell the ecological truth. …reverse the upward flow of wealth. …punish every 
corporation that betrays the public trust. …make secrecy taboo. …bend the straight line 

in a wobbly new direction. …discover new ways to live, love and think.”207  

This magazine is influential to my practice as it provides an exemplar of print and digital visual 

communication design focused on political issues. Its aesthetic is diverse and contains remixed 

media and innovative use of text and image (Figure 27).  

 

Figure 27, Adbusters, Image with article by John Cassidy; Can We Have Prosperity Without Growth?, 2020 

 
207 “Adbusters,” accessed June 17, 2020, www.adbusters.org. 
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The publication is known as an alternative to mainstream media and is independent from 

advertising and corporate funding, instead relying on readers, product sales and its network of 

artists and activists.208 Despite the intentions of the magazine, researchers from the Unified 

Theory of Information Research Group, University of Salzburg, Marisol Sandoval and Christian 

Fuchs argue that “In contemporary society, which is characterized by structural inequalities, an 

understanding of alternative media as participatory media is insufficient.”209 

Publications such as Adbusters represent the social position of the individuals who create and 

disseminate them. They respond to private interests that are presented as universal ones.210 

This approach supports my research project direction in how it seeks new ways to engage and 

understand visual communication design as a tool for political engagement.  

The works of Hannah Höch (Cut with a Kitchen Knife, 1919, and Dada Puppen, 1916), John 

Heartfield (Adolf the Superman, 1932, and The Hand Has Five Fingers, 1928) and Richard 

Hamilton (Just What Is It That Makes Today’s Home So Different, So Appealing? 1956) inform 
my practice, as they explicitly demonstrate creative practices that draw on the everyday impacts 

that can be felt due to political influence. The diverse manner in which these practitioners 

conceptually address these issues encouraged my own sense of freedom when experimenting 

with a range of practical processes that may appear stylistically disconnected at times, but 

which are strongly connected conceptually. The complexity of political influence on society 

is challenging to portray visually; however, these historical influences provided inspiration in 

regard to not always relying on explicit visual outcomes in favour of absurdist or unconventional 
outcomes.  

With its long and rich history, further analysis of collage sits outside the scope of my research. 

Collectively, the practitioners mentioned above have contributed to this research in regard to 

either the practice-based outcome or my theoretical understanding of the field within which my 

work exists. It is not an exhaustive list and I continue to be influenced and inspired (consciously 

and subconsciously) every day as a creative practitioner and researcher.  

The Dada movement identified recycling and reassembling existing resources as a rejection of 

the idea that art must be original. Readymades were born of this period, consisting of artefacts 

containing manufactured everyday objects.211 

While there are more contemporary movements and practices, Dada remains a key influence in 
this research as a foundation for disruptive cultural actions that seek to question authority, 

meaning, and reality.212 Its impact on political, creative practice throughout history is still 
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celebrated213 and recognised as a substantial influence on contemporary practitioners. While 

the movement devalued the engagement of female creative practitioners, artist Hannah Höch 

emerged as a significant contributor to the field and remains a notable pioneer of mass media 

appropriation.214 Her ability to push against the boundaries of the Dada rebellion represents an 

authenticity within her creative practice, which provides significant inspiration in my work. The 

Dada movement and its rejection of reason and logic serve as a reminder to me throughout this 

project that the boundaries of conventional visual communication design and activist art are 
flexible.  

Stock images are a significant part of the commercial visual design practice. The technique of 

collaging—or remixing—stock images is a creative technique to deliberately undermine 

commercial visual design tropes, becoming a form of personal protest about inequities and 

injustices in the world. Collage is interwoven in visual arts, interactive media, music, among 

other areas of practice.215 Audio and visual collage (or sampling) should be viewed as 
connected forms of practice, understood through the lens of the long-standing practice of 

producing new outcomes with found resources.216 The relationship between visual remix and 

audio remix is visible in the graphic design and visual identity of bands and musicians from 

1960, most notably the Punk genre.217 Contemporary collage and remixed media visual 

communication design often refer back to historical practitioners and periods in history. 

Practitioners within the UK punk era (for example, Jamie Reid, Malcolm McLaren, Barney 

Bubbles, Tony Drayton) drew upon the ideas of the Situationist International and the process of 
détournement.218 

In addition to the requirements of the analogue collage process, digital collage requires an 

understanding of image resolution, file management, multiple software platforms, and digital 

publishing. The process of collage involves the transfer of materials from one context to 

another. The materials become functional parts of the new context while maintaining reference 
to their original context.219 Old and new images can be juxtaposed against unexpected 

backgrounds. Decisions involve determining what should be cropped, edited, featured or 

obscured. In his article “Visualizing Critique: Montage as a Practice of Alternative Media,” 

James Hamilton argues that: 

The centrality of commercial mass media in capitalist societies, widely available means 
of colloquial reproduction, and widespread familiarity with image-based advertising and 

promotion are recognized as constitutive and necessary for the production and 
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interpretation of montage. Accounts of the products without their context misses this 

relationship.220  

Commercial mass media is an aspect of remixed media that is often overlooked despite being 

vital to its existence and proliferation. 

Central to collage is the search for source materials.221 The act of locating source material is a 

process that occurs actively and at random moments throughout the day222 (for example, in the 

supermarket and walking past advertising or magazines). There is a sense of pride in identifying 

a noteworthy image, turning it into something new, and reintroducing them to a new 

audience.223 There is no intention to conceal the use of found resources, or to claim authorship 

of the source material. The goal of appropriation in art is not to present the work as my own, but 
instead to change the cultural context of a work to produce a new perspective and meaning.224 

The remixing of existing artefacts represents an important and controversial form of online 

engagement.225 Through the process of disrupting the source material, the intended meaning of 

the original image is used against itself.226  

Collage can comment on the contemporary consumer world by appropriating advertising 
resources (e.g. stock images) and recasting them as design, providing an opportunity for 

audiences to consider these outputs in a new context227 and to question the role of commercial 

design and visual media.228 Using existing materials is often necessary for political and social 

commentary.229 By removing objects from their original context and placing them in a new 

space, a new meaning is introduced.230 My collage practice avoids overtly political content while 

probing the boundaries that delimit any given studio based creative practice.231 

Collage and remixed media practice is challenging to cover within the scope of this research. 

These techniques appear throughout different periods in time, in different locations across 

visual creative fields (poster design, zine culture, music graphics, book cover design), and all 

around the world. In many instances, they are not formally recorded in ways that make for an 

easy context review. The very nature of remixed media is that it grows from and flows into the 

practice of others. Therefore, creating specific criteria for an investigation will never lead to an 

authentic understanding—the excluded elements are both broad and crucial, extensive and 
formative. Nigel Cross, leading figure in design research, reminds us that “design problems” are 
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often ill-defined (or wicked) and that we cannot always expect that all necessary information and 

exhaustive analysis is possible.232  

Remix culture is central to this research project. Its history spans across a diverse range of 

media (including music and film); however, my focus is on visual media remix. Eduardo Navas, 

author of Art, Media Design and Postproduction: Open Guidelines on Appropriation and 

Remix, reminds us that “appropriation and remix, in close relation to the ongoing creation of 

new material designed to be repurposed... form part of the driving forces of contemporary 

media, and understanding their respective processes is crucial for individuals... in art and 

design.”233 Remix culture is defined by the act of using pre-existing content to create new work 

as desired by any creator (from a professional or non-professional background).234 This concept 

is further expanded upon by Kembrew McLeod and Rudolf Kuenzli in the text “I Collage 

Therefore I Am: An Introduction to Cutting Across Media,” through a discussion highlighting the 

innovations in communication technologies that provide designers with new methods of 
capturing visual media (among other formats), which fundamentally impact 

an individual’s relationship with media.235 Copyright lawyer Lawrence Lessig founded the 

Creative Commons in 2001, an action that has led to popularising the term ‘remix 

culture’.236 However, this contemporary field is 

based on a rich historical foundation. As addressed in Chapter 2, the Dada movement (and 

creative practitioners such as Kurt Schwitters, John Heartfield and 

Hannah Höch) also demonstrated the use of appropriation as a strategy to disrupt mediated 
representations of life in the early 1900s.237  

McBride refers to collage as “Creative practice that moves into the midst of the disorderly 

games of meaning and exhorts the players to expand the range of possible modes that will 

allow them to stay in the game.”238 Collage challenges the idea of originality and authorship.239 

Although the resources are derivate of their original context, collage promises originality in the 

recontextualisation of the material.240  

The concept of ownership and collage or remixed media creative practice is complex and 

responsive to the rapid changes in technological advancement. MIT and Harvard researchers 

Benjamin Mako Hill and Andrés Monroy-Hernández argue that the endless availability of 

resource material on the internet provides an unconstrained platform for new creative works.241 
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However, collage is viewed by author Andrew Keen as intellectual property theft.242 While 

remixing found resources can lead to reduced innovation,243 it also supports democratised 

creative production.244 Collage, as a creative visual practice, challenges notions of property 

ownership and the control of media use that also act as a stabilising and controlling force in 

market economies.  

Stock images are not used in this project to compare the quality of “custom-generated images” 

and stock. Rather, the incorporation of stock image content allows me to explore the parallels 

between the readymade art in a gallery context and stock image content within a visual 

communication design context. The theme of disruption is also relevant, as the audience may 

not immediately be aware that the source material within the posters is not content that I have 

authored.  

The use of stock images in this research contributes to its disruptive nature in three primary 

ways: viewer confusion, unusual context, and challenge to sophisticated visual communication 

design. In regard to viewer confusion, the audience who view the work may assume that the 

designer creates all elements of the work. The audience may have a sense of feeling “fooled” 

by content that represents a technical skill that isn’t possessed by the creator (for example, if a 

poster consists of a pencil illustration that wasn’t drawn by the designer). Despite this reaction, 

I’ve attempted to make it transparent that the work consists of stock images. Any reaction at all 
to the use of stock images also relates to how little we notice them in our daily lives. It begs 

consideration as to how accepting we are of images that are selected to represent ideas, rather 

than images that represent more truthfully, or accurately, the messages intended by the 

designer.  

In terms of unusual context, commercial stock images are used in a non-commercial project and 
presented in a gallery and design studio context. An aspect of disruption concerning stock 

images is the way this work incorporates images designed specifically for commercial purposes 

into non-commercial outputs. Earlier in this exegesis, I discussed the relationship between the 

two terms of art and design. The difference becomes relevant again when we consider the 

application of commercial stock images. Stock images are primarily considered a material 

belonging to commercial design practice. It is less common to see stock images in an art 

context. Although this creative outcome sits between the terms “art” and “design”, the 
importance of the use of stock images will change according to the lens of the viewer and the 

context of the work  

A challenge to sophisticated design involves the rejection of the idea that stock images are used 

for low-quality design artefacts, or budget-led design briefs. By utilising stock images, I question 

the necessity of the designer engaging in the role of the author for all of the elements within a 
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visual communication outcome. Stock images challenge the need for visual communication 

designers to craft all elements in an outcome. The quality of stock images means that an 

unfamiliar audience may not know the difference between a hand-drawn pencil sketch of an 

object and one that is downloaded. Understandably, the illustrator has a negative response to 

the use of stock images when it may reduce the need for their work, and call into question the 

value of the original illustration. 

The term “stock image” refers to the source material images available for use in any context, but 

is frequently used by visual communication designers in print and online media. Stock images 

as readymade resources are discussed in more detail in the next section. The same model also 

applies to other media formats, including moving images and sound.  

Stock image providers are diverse and have multiple business models, but can be broken into 

three main categories. The first is macro stock, which is expensive and provides exclusive use; 

it is the original form of stock image production. The second is micro stock, which is cheap and 

provides non-exclusive use. The third is mid stock, which is in between macro and micro. The 

cost of stock images is relative to the intended use of the image, its circulation, usage rights and 

level of exclusivity.245 Profit generated from the use of stock images is distributed between the 

provider and the photographer. Although this information is not publicly available (it is 

exchanged when a photographer engages with or creates an account with a stock image 
provider), there is likely a range of commissions across all providers and flexibility relevant to 

the skills and popularity of the photographer. Photographers engaged in the production of stock 

images range from notable to amateur photographers.  

There are complexities associated with how stock images can be legally used within visual 

communication. Each provider may have multiple levels of user subscription or licencing rights 
in relation to individual image purchases. This can also be impacted by the intended use of the 

image. There are three primary types of stock photo license:246 public domain/commons are 

free to use without a license for both personal and commercial applications; royalty-free often 

involves a once-off payment that providers the user with limited restrictions for future use of the 

image; and rights-managed, licensed and copyright images require a pay-per-use system with 

limitations relevant to a specific licence agreement. 

Academic literature regarding the use of stock photography within visual communication outputs 

is limited, perhaps because commercial visual communication is often considered practice, 

more so than an area of practice-based research. An investigation of non-academic, general 

sources online247 reveals the majority of content focuses on access to free stock images, 
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promotions relating to commercial stock image providers, and the positives and negatives of 

using stock images. The benefits of using stock images include their suitability for low budget 

and tight deadline projects, low price points, and low time commitment required, in comparison 

to custom photoshoots and instantly accessible online. The disadvantages of stock images 

include a lack of exclusivity, overuse of cliché images and an unmistakable “stock aesthetic.” 

visual communication design practitioners offer critiques relating to the use of stock images 

often centres around the perception of badly styled or cliché aesthetic. Grant Epstein, a Senior 
Accounts Executive in marketing and writer for Intechnic argues: 

Remember back to your last vacation. Think about the amazing experiences you had 

and the memories and emotions brought back by looking at the pictures you took. Are 

you there? Great, now do you think you would be reliving so those same experiences 

and emotions if you were looking at someone else’s pictures? No way, not happening. 

And that is why custom photography beats stock photography when it comes to evoking 
the right thoughts and emotions. Stock photography, for lack of a better term, is 

“someone else’s vacation photos.”248 

In 2015, actor/producer Vince Vaughn in conjunction with Twentieth Century Fox and iStock 

(associated with Getty Images) produced promotional images in the style of cliché stock photos 

of office work environments (Figure 28). The images were manipulated to depict members of 
the cast, in place of the original stock image models.249 

  
Figure 28, V nce Vaughn, iStock image manipulation, 2015. D g ta  mage 

Matt Vescovo was originally an art director within the advertising industry before becoming 

known as the “stock photo bomber.”250 He describes his practice by stating: 

For years as an art director in advertising, I shifted through hundreds of stock photos 

and always felt like there was something off about them. Real people were doing real 
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things we all do, but in the end it didn’t feel real. So in an attempt to inject some reality 

into these photos, I did the only thing I could think of, I injected myself by photobombing 

the crap out of them.251 

His work became a viral internet meme and continues to maintain a significant online audience. 

The reach of this outcome references Vescovo’s skills and knowledge about advertising and 
public relations as much as it does his designer author skills and related outputs.252  

 
Figure 29, Matt Vescovo, Stock Image Bombing, 2020. D g ta  mage 

Emilia Clarke, known for her role in the television series Game of Thrones,253 generated stock 

photos as a comedic look at the genre (Figure 30). The satirical stock images depict an instantly 
recognisable office environment, with awkwardly unnatural interactions between models. 

  
Figure 30, Em a C arke, Stock Photo Satire, 2018, D g ta  mage 

The genre of stock photography is also explored through a comedic lens in an online meme 
related to the inaccurate visual representations of careers (Figure 31).254 The combination of 

stock photo and caption (generated by an individual who identifies as the professional pictured 

in the image) highlights the disconnect between the reality stock photos are often tasked with 

depicting and the knowledge of the photographer or creative director.  
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Figure 31, Bad Stock Photos of My Job, 2018. D g ta  mage 

The people featured within stock image photography are also faced with challenges.255 Often, 

the model has limited control over where their image may appear in the future. Stock model 

Andy Kimler describes his experience: 

When you sign up to model for stock photography, you never know where your face will 

land, which means people can make assumptions about you that are often untrue. 

Professional models have the option of turning down work, or knowing what they’re 

signing up for when they go into a shoot. When you do stock, you can be anything…. 

Stock photography models are paid for their studio time, not their exposure. A quick few 

hundred bucks can be great if your photo winds up in a PennySaver, but if your photo 

gets wide exposure a company can make bank from you and there’s nothing you can 

do about it.256 

This can impact future employment opportunities if images are used to promote competing 

companies or products. Some stock image providers stipulate restrictions on the use of images 

containing recognisable people. The following guidelines are published on Shutterstock.com: 

Shutterstock images may not be used together with pornographic, defamatory, or 

otherwise unlawful or immoral content. Using images may also not be used in a way 

that infringes upon any third party’s trademark or intellectual property. There are 

additional restrictions if the image depicts a person who is recognizable: 

• tobacco promotions 
• ads for adult entertainment or similar clubs and escort or dating services 
• political ads 
• implying that a model is sick or took medication 
• defamatory, unlawful, offensive or immoral content—for example implying that 

a model is a criminal or suffers from a physical or mental infirmity. 
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However, you may use images that do not depict a recognizable person.257 

While the objective of Shutterstock is to protect the models featured in their stock images, the 

guidelines raise concerns regarding how the term “political” is applied, the subjective nature of 

the terms “offensive and immoral” and the term “unlawful” in a global context. What is 

considered offensive in one country can be different to what is considered offensive in another. 
Additionally, it calls into question the likelihood that the model or company will notice any 

breaches of this condition. The Shutterstock site highlights that it contains over 300 million 

images and its content is available to a global audience. It is unclear if Shutterstock actively 

protects its models’ rights, or if the models are independently required to ensure that their 

images are used to the standard specified by Shutterstock. The previous examples of stock 

image memes demonstrate the viral and uncontainable nature of content shared online. 

This chapter has outlined the context of my research and influential themes surrounding control 

of information and the subsequent impact on society. The term “political” was contextualised to 

describe action, interaction and exchange between people. In this context, everything is political 

and has the potential to influence the actions of other people, our future and our understanding 

of the past. The field of political visual communication design includes a significant range of 

practitioners that have used creative practice to visualise individual and collective opinions on 

global issues. This has formed the context for my own research and the new ways I have 
explored visualising a disillusionment with politics. 

 

  

 
257 Or nger, “Shutter Stock.” 
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CHAPTER 3: CREATIVE OUTPUTS 
 

This chapter focuses on the creative outcomes relevant to my studio practice. I begin by 

discussing a series of precursory works, followed by the final creative output titled Public Poster 

Series.258 During earlier stages of this research, commercial advertising collateral was the visual 

framework or aesthetic I embraced to generate visual outputs. This decision came from my 

professional experience as a graphic designer within the government and corporate sectors. I 

am familiar and experienced with the visual language of marketing and the technical 
requirements of producing outputs that look like “marketing”. However, halfway through this 

process, critical reflection on my outputs determined that the work did not represent or 

contribute to the complexities I was aiming to address in this research in regard to visual 

communication design and visualising disillusionment with politics. I also realised that I was 

using an advertising aesthetic to position my work within the definition of “design”. 

 

COP PORN STICKER 
I returned to the work of significant practitioners in my field for inspiration and experimented with 
merging their aesthetics with my own formula for layout. This resulted in an early sticker work 

titled COP PORN in 2016 (Figure 32) The work was included in the Today’s Ways exhibition in 

the 19 Karen Gallery (Gold Coast Australia). The COP PORN sticker was the first of my creative 

works to be included in a private gallery within a curated show. This experience led me to reflect 

on “design” within an “art” space, and my assumptions regarding the neat classification of my 

work as “design”. 

 
Figure 32, Rae Cooper, COP PORN Sticker  2016. Today’s Ways exh b t on, 19 Karen Ga ery. V ny  cut st cker 

 
258 The comp ete co ect on of precursory works can be v ewed at https://www.raecooper.com/precursoryworks. 
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The work is influenced by Barbara Kruger’s text-based works (Error! Reference source not 
found. and Error! Reference source not found.), which is evident in my use of the Futura 

type face and flat red colour palette. The text “COP PORN” is a play on words, or variation of 

“popcorn.” The word reflects the literature analysis I was engaged with during this period, 

specifically the media coverage of the perceived crime wave259 connected to outlaw motorcycle 

gangs within my local community. Popcorn as a symbol of cinema or big screen entertainment 

and snack food is used to reflect the passive consumption of news media. Cinema is also 
exemplary of “one-way communication”, with its engaged audience located in an environment 

where there is limited disturbance from the outside world. The impact of the news media and 

subsequent hysteria or fear of violent crime led to members of the community demanding tighter 

surveillance and increased police intervention. This resulted in the introduction of the Vicious 

Lawless Association Disestablishment (VLAD) laws,260 providing additional power for 

Queensland Crime and Corruption Commission. My work reflects the relationship between 

media hysteria, manufactured public opinion and the resulting changes to laws and policies. 

These themes are also influenced by my reading of Chomsky, specifically his theories on 
“manufactured consent”261 (discussed previously in Chapter 2). In the Today’s Ways exhibition, 

the sticker was displayed attached to a motorcycle helmet as a nod to the news media prevalent 

at the time.262  

After the exhibition, the stickers were distributed in public places around the Gold Coast, and 

anonymous participants placed the sticker in public places and on personal items. Some of 
these public interventions were recorded with smartphone photography and sent to me via my 

Instagram. Of note is the appearance of the sticker after it was exposed to the elements. Even 

after the sticker was illegible, the sticky residue remained on the surface. This is a comment on 

the lasting impact of news media in society. Once something is no longer visible, a residue 

remains (Figure 33). Additional images of COP PORN sticker are available at 

https://www.raecooper.com/copporn. 

 
259 Sch nde er and Ewart, “Manufactur ng a Cr me Wave: The Go d Coast Saga.” 
260 Vicious Lawless Association Disestablishment Act 2013. 
261 Chomsky and Herman, Manufacturing Consent; Chomsky, Necessary Illusions  
262 M che e Pr ce, “Four Charged Under VLAD Laws After Ra ds on the Go d Coast and n Br sbane,” 2016, 
http://www.mygc.com.au/four charged v ad aws ra ds go d coast br sbane/; Pau  Weston, “VLAD ‘W nn ng War’ aga nst 
B k e Gangs on Go d Coast, Accord ng to Conf dent a  Report,” Gold Coast Bulletin Apr  26, 2016, 
https://www.go dcoastbu et n.com.au/news/cr me court/v ad s w nn ng war on wh ch g ves np mps hope of reta n ng
go d coast seats/news story/bb8eb93c81426b8595714374b6466d7d; Weston, “Restaurants on Nobby Beach Str p 
Suspected of Be ng Torched by Go d Coast B k e Gang Runn ng Extort on Racket.”  
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Figure 33, Rae Cooper, COP PORN Sticker (2016). D str buted throughout the Go d Coast 

VAGINA OCTOPUS 
Around the time of the Today’s Ways exhibition, I asked myself “if it didn’t matter if my practice 

was called art or design, what would I make?” This thought process led me to the first of my 

absurdist collage outcomes: Vagina Octopus (Figure 34).263  

 
Figure 34, Rae Cooper, Vagina Octopus, 2015. Exh b ted n Crane Arts Ga ery, USA and (2020) Grey Street Ga ery, 

Austra a 

Vagina Octopus signposts my process moving towards collage, remixed media and absurdist 

imagery. Although I had not engaged in a literature review regarding the absurdist movement 

and collage at the time, I was able to look at the process of creating this work in retrospect and 
find connections with relevant literature and creative works. Absurdist art history and absurdism 

 
263 Add t ona  mages of Vagina Octopus are ava ab e to v ew at https://www.raecooper.com/vag naoctopus. 
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as a creative movement provided the theoretical framework that I was struggling to articulate 

from a contemporary visual communication design perspective. It supported the refinement of 

my focus and practice-based research and located my work within a historical and 

contemporary context (discussed in Chapter 2). In analysing the work of absurdist practitioners, 

I was exposed to a field of practice that mirrored my thoughts and questions regarding complex 

political issues during significant moments in history. Absurdist art and design suggested that 

there was a solution to finding ways to visually communicate the complexities of political 
problems that are not explicit.  

Vagina Octopus explores multiple layers of deceit, a theme that mirrors my research question 

“How can visual communication design visualise disillusionment with politics?” The image itself 

is deceitful. From a distance, it is not always possible to determine what the image represents. 

In order to understand the detail, the viewer needs to move closer. The viewer is lured towards 

the image before realising that it is not what was expected. The construction of the image 
provides another layer of deceit. Initially appearing as a hand-drawn illustration, the didactic 

reveals that the image is actually a digital collage of stock images. This confronts the viewer’s 

belief about what it means to be the author or creator of an image, the authenticity of the image 

and my role as a visual communication designer. 

ANALOGUE COLLAGE 

 
Figure 35, Rae Cooper, Analogue Collage tests. 2015 2020. Paper, paper g ue, acry c pa nt, go d fo , pen and canvas 

Following the production of the digital collage Vagina Octopus, I explored analogue collage from 

2015 to 2020 (Figure 35). This process emerged from my visual discourse analysis and 

exposure to practitioners throughout history who appropriate existing images to create new 

remixed media works. Throughout this process, the differences between digital and analogue 

collage became obvious. As a “digital native,” I feel a sense of frustration when images cannot 
be easily manipulated (for example, if the scale of a paper image cannot be easily changed 

without the use of technology). After collecting a significant library of source material, it became 

challenging for me to locate specific images. During this process, I collected countless (into 

thousands) of images. Early in this process, I attempted to store them in thematic folders, but 

this quickly became problematic as the number of themes was unmanageable and my collection 
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spanned multiple locations—my work studio space and my home studio space. Central to my 

collage is the search for new source materials; I formed a habit of looking for print material 

constantly. This included in public locations (flyers, print catalogues, unwanted signage, 

posters, free postcards), at home (mail, old magazines, photos), at work (brochures, 

magazines, craft paper), second hand stores (vintage magazines, discarded family photos, 

books, flyers), and any other moments that occur throughout the day. 

Throughout my process, I had no intention to conceal the use of pre-existing resources. For 

example, text may overlap an image or an image may be recognisable even when taken out of 

its original context. Some images are awkwardly cropped due to their placement in their original 

context (for example, an image may bleed off the page). When engaging with collage in a digital 

workspace, these elements can be “corrected,” disguised or concealed. However, the analogue 

process insists that these attributes are embraced.  

I explored the deliberate selection and cutting of images and use of the discarded resources 

from that process.264 Other processes included pasting elements onto a white background and 

placing images into existing layouts. Additionally, I experimented with scanning and reprinting 

images to produce duplicates. Some of these images were also printed in a range of sizes, in 

anticipation of fitting them into unknown works in the future. I experimented with text and 

changing the order of paragraphs or headings. Both vintage (visually dated) and contemporary 
images were combined, creating a juxtaposition of print methods and style throughout time. 3D 

objects were also incorporated (computer parts, craft materials) into some works as well as gold 

leaf, black marker, tape, acrylic paint and canvas. The end of this process resulted in over 130 

small collage works. Some were further incorporated into the Public Poster Series. 

The remixing of existing media reflects my aims to comment on society and to change the 
context of commercial images to produce a new perspective and meaning. The remixing of 

existing artefacts represents an important and controversial form of creative practice as the 

process of disrupting the source material serves to turn the work back against itself. This 

comments on the contemporary consumer world by appropriating advertising resources and 

recasting them in practice-based research outcomes.  

  

 
264 Both can be seen n the co ect on of co age samp es on https://www.raecooper.com/ana ogueco age. 
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BEIJING STREET PROJECTIONS 

    
Figure 37, Rae Cooper, Beijing Street Projections, 2018. Rem xed stock graph cs d g ta y projected us ng a P co 

projector 

In 2018 I participated in Beijing Design Week as an exhibiting designer in a group exhibition of 

Queensland Collage of Art (QCA) academic staff. During the event, I had the opportunity to 
experiment with public street interventions, featuring my collages as light projections (Figure 

37). Smaller projects were also included throughout the QCA exhibition as an official 

contribution to Beijing Design Week.266  

This experience allowed me to experiment with the work in an international context and under 

political conditions dissimilar to Australia. My prior assumptions about the environment of the 
Beijing Design Park offered an interesting contrast in terms of the prevalence of graffiti, counter-

culture street art (including anonymous icons) and the presence of armed security in China. The 

space appeared gentrified or curated to appeal to a Western sense of social creative freedom. 

Projecting images in public places felt uncomfortable, as if there was a strict set of unspoken 

guidelines for what could be displayed in public, despite the appearance of ad hoc street art. 

This was only a “feeling” rather than a mandate outlining what could and could not be displayed. 

There is risk associated with presenting information (visual or otherwise) in an environment that 
has tight control over the media and how it is disseminated. While the boundaries to public art 

and laws against graffiti are also evident in Australia (for example, street projections during the 

2014 G20 Summit in Brisbane were declared a threat to security and investigated by police,267 

while the same year, a supermarket chain faced legal issues when it projected images on an 

external wall in Adelaide without permission268), the unknown consequences and boundaries in 

China added a new layer of political complexity. However, using the projection as a tool for 

public intervention did not result in any negative implications during this project.  

Converting analogue and digital collage to projections required me to translate the images from 

a format designed for print to one that was suitable for light. I experimented with the illusion of 

page borders and the integration of the projected image into existing street art. The use of 

colour requires further consideration when converting images from print to projections. Black 

 
266 Add t ona  mages of Be j ng Street Project ons can be v ewed at www.raecooper.com/be j ngstreetproject ons. 
267 “M chae  Candy,” 2020, accessed May 20, 2020, https://m chae candy.com/CRPT. 
268 Sara Garc a, “Modern Techno ogy Causes R se n Guerr a Market ng Campa gns and ‘Cheeky’ Tact cs,” ABC News 
September 4, 2014, https://www.abc.net.au/news/2014 09 04/wa project on advert s ng on abc bu d ng/5719260. 
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and white have the reverse impact when compared in print and projected images. The content 

of the projections consisted of remixed digital stock images and analogue collage. Some of 

these elements were carried through to the final poster series associated with this research. 

The remixing of images for this work demonstrates my intuitive collage process in conjunction 

with analogue and digital collage experimentation. The public spaces in Beijing were unknown 

to me, so my process involved creating a large number of collage projections that I could 

experiment with in a variety of public spaces to ensure the images were site responsive. Sites 
were selected based on their levels of light, surface texture, foot traffic, safety from vehicles and 

the overall appearance of the image on the projected surface. The projections also provided me 

with the opportunity to engage with public audiences in a new way. Holding the projector in a 

public place identified me as the source of the image, as opposed to the anonymous pasting of 

a poster on a wall or applying a sticker to a surface. While it’s common to consider the feedback 

loop in social media to be instant (likes, shares and comments appear instantly to the author), 

public projection art provided me with more immediate feedback from the public. My physical 

presence (holding the projector) also became a part of the outcome. It generated movement in 
the image projection, although this effect was negligible. Although there is a performative 

element here and the viewers become active agents in the work, this is not a significant focus 

for this research project. However, it provided direction for future practice-based research. 

Environmental factors have a significant influence on projected images. Primarily, the light level 

can render a projection invisible. Traffic, weather and other hazards can limit access to 
projection sites. The technical challenges can also impact the success or failure of a projected 

work. In this case, I was required to take multiple battery packs, additional external drives with a 

range of image formats, and more than one projector to ensure that I could continue the project 

in the event of a technical malfunction. Upon reflection, projections were not the most effective 

way to disseminate the images due to the variables encountered when displaying the works. 

This led me towards exploring print-based media and production.  
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THE EQUAL STANDARD BROADZINE  
SUBMISSION: EXTREME EDITION  

 

 
Figure 38, Rae Cooper, Extreme, 2019. Rem xed stock graph cs pr nted on 60gsm paper 

The 2019 call for submission from The Equal Standard broadzine269 asked the question “What 

do you consider extreme?” The free publication is distributed Australia wide in print and online 

across its website and social media. My submission consisted of a full-page digital remixed 

media collage (Figure 38).270  

The structure of the layout began with a cross formation in the centre of the page, referencing 

the theme of extreme. Individual elements reflect my vision of extreme, coupled with the intent 

 
269 Gabr e a W son and Brent W son, eds., The Equal Standard Broadzine ssue 6 (2020), 
https:// ssuu.com/v sua act on/docs/tes_6_ ssuu.  
270 Images of the work can a so be v ewed at www.raecooper.com/theequa standard. 
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Aesthetically, 6 Hands connects with the final poster series as it contains many elements that 

are also used in the final body of work, Public Poster Series (2020)—namely, the hand graphic, 

tentacle graphic and wave graphic. The didactic was adjusted to fit the themes of the exhibition 

and to ensure it was a “feel good” message. This is significant as it demonstrates how malleable 

information (both text and image) can be in order to fit different circumstances. I did not feel that 

the 6 Hands didactic authentically represented the intention of the work; however, I approved it 

to ensure that the work was included in the exhibition. This is significant because, without 
compromise, the work risked not being included in the exhibition. In hindsight, the combination 

of tentacles around hands represent a feeling of being restricted. The reflection of both the left 

and right panels indicate a mirroring of what already exists. The circular icons speak to the 

cyclical nature of society, referring to historical forms of protest without consideration of the 

current systems within which we live. The goldfish are graphic visualisations of existing with a 

system of limitations. The fish bowl water offers a point of view from outside the bowl, and the 

view from inside the bowl is always distorted. This represents the challenges associated with 

imagining new ways of engaging with the world, and new ways of imaginings societal systems.  

The technical aspects of this work are not dissimilar from print. However, the size of the final 

work was large and required additional pre-press processes. Specifically, I opted to use only 

vector graphics to limit any issues related to pixilation and file size. Stylistically, the absence of 

raster images leaves the work appearing flat and without texture (in comparison to my other 

works). But when installed, this worked to my advantage, as the clean style of the images 
contrasted well with the textures in the public street environment.  

For the installation, 6 Hands was printed on six 1730 x 1130cm acrylic sheets and installed in 

aluminium framed light boxes, situated in Fish Lane, South Brisbane. The work was exhibited 

for two weeks before it was returned to me. Following this, it was installed in QCA’s Grey Street 

Gallery as part of the Public Exhibition (2020). Following the end of the exhibition, the prints 
were acquired by QCA to display in the campus design studios.  

This body of work represents my journey as a practice-based researcher over a period of time. 

Experiencing these projects and reflecting upon them provided me with insight in regard to 

which process best respond to my research aims and which works ensure that my practice 

meets the requirements of a broader research audience. Experimenting with different 
dissemination methods (projection, large format light box printing, large format paper prints) 

highlighted the importance of understanding how design principles interact with elements of the 

work in different contexts.  

The exhibition associated with 6 Hands featured significantly in media coverage during its 

installation period. This included both print and television reports by ABC News,271 Brisbane Art 

 
271 Anna Hart ey, “Women Art sts Take to the Streets to Ratt e ‘Boys’ C ub’ w th B g, Bo d Statements,” ABC News, 
2009, https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019 08 20/womens work fema e art sts ratt e the art wor d boys c ub/11427482. 
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Guide,272 Brisbane Times,273 Concrete Playground,274 Creative Move’s website,275 F 

Magazine,276 Global Citizen,277 Pedestrian TV,278 and Weekend Notes.279  

Public art is an element of these major works, despite it not being a focus of the research 

outcomes. As I am a visual communication designer, the majority of my practice-based 

outcomes are disseminated to a public audience (advertising, branding, layout design). I do not 
aim to position myself as a public artist; however, I accept that the process of disseminating 

visual communication design in public spaces shares some characteristics.  

PROTEST MANNEQUIN FIST 

   

Figure 41, Rae Cooper, Protest Mannequin Fist, 2020. Mannequ n f st, watch and stone 

Protest Mannequin Fist consists of found objects, remixed into a collective 3D form (Figure 41). 

The hand is a discarded mannequin fist, with the steel fittings removed to allow it to sit flush on 

a stone base. A black analogue watch is attached to the wrist of the hand.  

The work plays with the relationship between consumerism and activism. The consumerist 

nature of activism is represented by the mannequin’s original function, the promotion and 

display of products in retail environments. This is further clarified by the watch, which allows the 

 
272 “Br sbane’s Largest D sp ay of Women’s Street Art,” Brisbane Art Guide, 2019, http://bneart.com/br sbanes argest
d sp ay of womens street art/. 
273 Joce yn Garc a, “The Br sbane ‘Sp nster’ G v ng Stereotypes a Thought Provok ng New Sp n,” Brisbane Times, 2019, 
https://www.br sbanet mes.com.au/nat ona /queens and/the br sbane sp nster g v ng stereotypes a thought provok ng
new sp n 20190823 p52k2r.htm . 
274 Sarah Ward, “Women’s Work: Showcas ng Large Sca e P eces by Fema e Street Art sts across Br sbane’s 
Laneways,” Concrete Playground, 2019, https://concretep ayground.com/br sbane/event/womens work. 
275 “BAM! Br ngs Women’s Work to the Br sbane Outdoors,” Creative Move, b ogpost, 2019, 
http://creat vemove.com.au/news/ka so ama by zoe porter/. 
276 Tess Mag , “Women’s Work,” F Magazine: Celebrating Female Success, 2019, https://f magaz ne.on ne/womens
work/. 
277 Made e ne Keck, “Women Art sts Take Over Br sbane for the C ty’s Largest D sp ay of Fema e Street Art,” Global 
Citizen, 2019, https://www.g oba c t zen.org/en/content/br sbane street art exh b t on women/. 
278 Kass a Byrnes, “We Chatted w th One of the Legends n Br ssy’s Largest Street Art Exh b t by Women,” Pedestrian 
TV, 2019, https://www.pedestr an.tv/news/br sbane street art womens work/. 
279 Mar na Marangos, “Women’s Work,” Weekend Notes, 2019, https://www.weekendnotes.com/womens work outdoor
ga ery/. 
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mannequin to display its purpose: the display of products. The clenched fist mirrors the classic 

protest icon, symbolising resistance, strength, unity and rebellion against institutional 

oppression. 

The watch also reflects the evolution of activism throughout history, and the importance of 

understanding how history impacts activism in contemporary society.  

Each generation must discover anew the form of protest best suited to challenging 

power as is constituted at that historical moment. Most generations have failed at this 

first test. All too often we unconsciously mimic the previous generation’s tactics, and our 

protest are swiftly defeated.280  

Although this work deviates from visual communication design practice, its symbolism is 

consistent with elements within the Public Poster Series (Figure 42), demonstrating my 

experimentation with both 2D and 3D design outcomes.  

 
Figure 42, Rae Cooper  Image from the Public Poster Series, 2020. D g ta  mage 

This work responds to my research question regarding the visualisation of disillusionment with 

politics, by combining a historical political symbol with and contemporary consumerist artefacts.  

The clenched fist first became a spontaneous gesture of protest, discontent, and 

readiness to fight during the strike wave of the 1880s. It was widely disseminated 
through reproductions of two paintings by the German-American artist Robert Kohler, 

“The Strike” and “The Socialist,” and was quickly incorporated into the rhetoric of strikes 

 
280 Wh te, The End of Protest: A New Playbook for Revolution, 42. 
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and protests, often extending into threats of violence through the grasping of stones 

ready to be thrown.281  

 
John Heartfield, one of the historical practitioners to influence my work, is said to have 

rediscovered the clenched fist as a symbol for revolution within his work during World War II.282 

He was inspired by a 1922 drawing by Georg Grosz published in Der Gegner entitled “Tend the 

Graves of March!” (referring to revenge for the victims of the Kapp Putsch of 1920 and the Ruhr 

uprising of 1920). Heartfield repeatedly used the clenched fist as a central motif in his 

photomontages.283 

 

DO NOT TOUCH 

  
Figure 43, Rae Cooper, DO NOT TOUCH, 2020. Laser cut g ass n frame. Pages from “Unc e W e [Ga rabau] 

MacKenz e’s Legends. Vo ume 1. Austra an Abor g na  Stor es” (1988). Or g na y owned by Narbethong Queens and 

Schoo  for V sua y Hand capped Ch dren and sourced n 2020 from Reverse Garbage, Br sbane 

DO NOT TOUCH (Figure 47) consists of braille behind glass and is presented as an object of 

curiosity, liberated from functionality and purpose. The information on the page is no longer 

accessible to the people for whom it was intended and access is restricted and controlled by the 
new owner of the artefact. It is impossible to confirm the identity of Uncle Willie Gairabau 

MacKenzie without doubt. However, the UQ Anthropology Museum exhibition records speak of 

an Indigenous man called Willie Mackenzie who worked with researchers to record traditional 

Aboriginal songs.284 He is identified as “the first Aboriginal person to be recognised as a cultural 

authority within the university… who throughout the 1950s worked with Dr Winterbotham 

documenting aspects of local Aboriginal culture.”285 

Considering Willie Gairabau MacKenzie’s connection to Queensland, the location of the book 

when I retrieved it, and MacKenzie’s work in sharing Indigenous Australian culture, I conjecture 

that MacKenzie is the author of the original text. Although this research project has focused on 

 
281 Gottfr ed Korff, “From Brother y Handshake to M tant C enched F st: On Po t ca  Metaphors for the Worker’s Hand,” 
International Labor and Working Class History 42 (2008), 77, https://do .org/10.1017/s0147547900011236.  
282 Korff, “From Brother y Handshake to M tant C enched F st.” 
283 Korff, “From Brother y Handshake to M tant C enched F st,” 77 81. 
284 “Abor g na  Peop e and Anthropo ogy at the Un vers ty of Queens and,” Schoo  of Soc a  Sc ences UQ Anthropo ogy 
Museum, 2017, accessed May 21, 2020, https://www.uq.edu.au/events/event_v ew.php?event_ d=13071. 
285 A rd, “Abor g na  Peop e and Anthropo ogy at the Un vers ty of Queens and.” 
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environmental politics, it is worth making note of cultural activism here. The UQ Anthropology 

Museum article on Willie MacKenzie continues to discuss the subsequent success of the 

department and its staff and how this coincided with the rise in Aboriginal political activism, 

which embraced the idea of Indigenous rights and protests as a means of political expression. It 

was during this time that the beginnings of genuine relationships formed between academics 

and Aboriginal people.286  

Despite the value he contributed to the institution, Willie Gairabau MacKenzie died in a 

Salvation Army home in 1868.287 While his contribution to the understanding of Indigenous 

Australian culture was invaluable and likely highly regarded, it can be assumed that the systems 

in place resulted in tokenistic retribution for MacKenzie. Despite the rise in Indigenous 

Australian activism, First Nation Australians continue to benefit inadequately from a shift in 

social consciousness.  

DO NOT TOUCH signals a shift in regard to my experimentation in visual aesthetic in its 

contrast to my often busy, highly coloured and vibrant collage works. However, it remains 

consistent with the research aims and ideas of the research project in regard to the remixing of 

found objects with a focus on visual communication, recontextualisation (from a physical book 

to single pages behind glass) and distortion of information. The glass is transparent and no 

information is visually hidden; at the same time, the information is not accessible. This speaks 
to the notion that we as a society have access to more information than any other time in 

history, yet we still find ourselves unable to adequately respond to the challenges that currently 

face humanity. This work suggests an answer to Chomsky’s question “how is it that we have so 

much information, but know so little?” Knowledge is not dependent on just “having” information, 

knowledge is acquired through our engagement with information. 

This work also represents my growing connection and exploration of my ancestry (discussed in 

the introduction), my journey in searching for the basic details of my family tree, and the stories 

connected to my family in past generations. Holding a text that boasts stories that I am unable 

to read or understand mirrors the journey my family faces when trying to engage with my family 

history. There are “hints” of information that let us know the knowledge is there, but it is often 

inaccessible. The physical act of removing the page from the book and covering it with text that 

reads DO NOT TOUCH also represents my journey from the perspective of my white privilege. 
It acknowledges my part in perpetuating a system that supports the inequality of Indigenous 

Australians. Although I am taking steps to improve my cultural competency, I must also 

acknowledge my past ignorance and mistakes. This work could be viewed as contradictory to 

growth in cultural competency (concerning the disruption to the original book); however, the 

 
286 A rd, “Abor g na  Peop e and Anthropo ogy at the Un vers ty of Queens and.” 
287 “W am ‘Ga rabau / Unc e W e’ McKenz e,” F nd a Grave: Memor a s, 2014, accessed 21 June, 2020, 
https://www.f ndagrave.com/memor a /138268302/w am mckenz e. 
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pages of the book will be returned after this project is complete and rehomed with an 

appropriate guardian.  

CANT 

  
Figure 44, Rae Cooper, CANT, 2020. Repurposed stee  etters, coated n exter or pa nt 

Disrupting government signage and the distortion of meaning though inversion and absence are 

central aims of CANT. The letters C, U, N, T were four of 20 letters that had hung above the 

entrance to a government building for twenty-six years (Figure 44). They were removed and 

discarded after city council buildings were rebranded and outdoor signage was updated. During 

this period, my role involved the new branding implementation of the city and the removal of all 

visual communication that did not adhere to the new brand guidelines. The erasure of the 

previous city brand collateral reminded me of George Orwell’s Ministry of Truth in his book 

1984.288 In the text, the Ministry of Truth was responsible for the production of media; not only 
did it generate new information, but it also edited historical records in order to maintain a 

government approved version of history. The Ministry of Truth ensured that the brand of the 

government was perfect and infallible, demonstrated by this extract:  

The alteration of the past is necessary for two reasons, one of which is subsidiary and, 

so to speak, precautionary. The subsidiary reason is that the Party member, like the 
proletarian, tolerates present-day conditions partly because he has no standards of 

comparison. He must be cut off from the past… because it is necessary for him to 

believe that he is better off than his ancestors and that the average level of material 

comfort is constantly rising. But by far the more important reason for the readjustment 

of the past is the need to safeguard the infallibility of the Party. It is not merely that 

speeches, statistics, and records of every kind must be constantly brought up to date in 

order to show that the predictions of the Party were in all cases right. It is also that no 
change in doctrine or in political alignment can ever be admitted. For to change one’s 

mind, or even one’s policy, is a confession of weakness.289 

The construction of the stainless-steel letters was intended to withstand long exposure to the 

natural elements with limited decay. However, the process of rebranding resulted in the removal 

 
288 George Orwe , 1984 (London: Pengu n Books, 1990). 
289 Orwe , 1984, 268. 
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of the letters, highlighting the power of design to render objects as ephemeral. By retaining 

some of the letters, I disrupted the process of erasure and redeployed the letters to express my 

discomfort with process of manufacturing place branding. The inversion of one letter challenges 

the visual perception of the word CUNT, and suggests an alternative reading of the text to spell 

CANT. The subversion of one letter enabled me to avoid convention while luring the viewer in to 

examine the work on a closer level and question its meaning. The letters CANT now refer to “we 

can’t erase everything”, “we can’t know everything” and “we can’t trust everything we see”. 

CANT was displayed at QCA’s Grey Street Gallery in 2020. Soon after it opened, senior leaders 

within the university requested that the work be relocated to reduce its visibility to the public. I 

removed it from view for one week; however, the black frame that encased the work remained 

on the floor, signalling its absence. University staff and students who hadn’t yet engaged with 

me regarding the exhibition instigated conversation to find out why the work was removed and 

expressed their concern about censorship on campus.290 Inspired by the interest from viewers, I 
reinstalled the work. In the second version of the installation, I displayed the letters as a pile. 

This rendered the word illegible and resulted in no further requests to have it removed by the 

university. The black frame, however, signalled that the original composition of the work had 

changed.  

This experience led to further contemplation regarding censorship and erasure that occurs 
within intuitions and how institutions and media work to control the circulation, funding and 

exhibition of controversial work.291 Using profane language in art and design and the inversion 

of elements in art are not original concepts, but signals a clear way to demonstrate the often-

invisible guidelines that we practice (work and research) within. A historical connection to CANT 

can be seen in Fountain (1917) by Marcel Duchamp292 (or Baroness Elsa von Freytag-

Loringhoven293). The inversion of a urinal in the gallery space suggests invites us to consider if 

the artefact is something other than its intended design and the recontextualisation of ordinary 
objects into creative works through the new interpretation of a creative practitioner.  

 

 

 

  

 
290 These conversat ons were not recorded forma y at the t me as I d d not have eth ca  c earance to do so.  
291 L nda D ttmar and Joseph Ent n, “Jamm ng the Works: Art, Po t cs and Act v sm: Introduct on,” Radical Teacher; 
Brooklyn, no. 100 (2014). 
292 “Marce  Duchamp, Founta n, 1917, rep ca 1964,” Tate Ga ery, updated 2015, accessed 31 Ju y, 2020, 
https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/duchamp founta n t07573. 
293 The authorsh p of Fountain s debated. 
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PUBLIC POSTER SERIES EXHIBITION – GREY STREET GALLERY 

 
Figure 45, Rae Cooper, Public Poster Series, Pub c Exh b t on, 2020. Adhes ve v ny  and nk 

The first public iteration of the Public Poster Series was an exhibition in the Grey Street Gallery 
in 2020. The posters were printed on 180gsm adhesive vinyl and installed in a grid formation, 

covering a wall in the gallery. Viewers could see inside the gallery from Grey Street, both 

vehicle and pedestrian traffic, and from the common areas surrounding QCA. The visual 

elements within the Public Poster Series are discussed in detail in the next section regarding 

the digital display of the work.  

The gallery space allowed for me to experiment with the Public Poster Series in a physical 

space. The geographic location also afforded the opportunity for the general public to view the 

work, similar to the way that advertising is viewed unintentionally as people move through public 

spaces. The gallery exhibition allowed for the work to be viewed as a unit, or collection, 

showcasing how each image works cohesively within the collection. Prior to this, the series of 

posters had only been viewed as individual images. Spatially, the gallery provided viewers with 

the opportunity to view the work from a distance (approximately 5 metres away), and up close 

(viewers in the gallery could touch the work). 

I felt satisfied seeing the digital images as prints. The vinyl adhesive paper stock gave the digital 

images a new texture and the colours appeared more saturated than when compared to a 

digital image on a backlit computer screen. The printed image provides a sense of finality to the 

work. It is no longer available for refinement or amendments. Although this works to create an 

artefact that represents my work in a moment in time, the finality does not reflect my response 
to my research question. The nature of politics, political media, and how creative practitioners 

use visual communication design to respond to these events requires an adaptable and fluid 
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approach. The events of 2020 in Australia294 involving (but not limited to) bushfires, floods, 

COVID19 unfolded and changed rapidly. This influenced the later stages of my creative process 

and final dissemination to ensure my response reflected and responded to events and 

information in real time. The digital nature of my practice-based research provides me with a 

sense of open-ended flexibility and speaks to what Stephen Duncombe identifies as 

encouraged experimentation.295  

The Griffith University Galleries present a schedule of temporary exhibitions. Temporary 

exhibitions are a cultural activity that art galleries have been organising for decades. As their 

name indicates, they have traditionally been short-lived events, something that began to change 

with the arrival of Internet. However, having the posters displayed online and available to 

everyone globally means the accuracy of the adjective “temporary” has become questionable.  

An estimation of pedestrian traffic during the two weeks of the exhibition suggests that the 

Public Poster Series was exposed to 1400 unique viewers.296 However, this does not confirm 

the extent to which each person engaged in the work. The level of engagement ranged from 

limited engagement to entering the gallery to view the work in more detail. Viewers’ ability to 

engage with me was also limited, as I was unable to spend a significant amount of time in the 

gallery during the exhibition.  

  

 
294 Sarah M ne, Caro yn Hendr cks, and Sango Mahanty, “From the Bushf res to Coronav rus, Our O d ‘Norma ’ Is Gone 
Forever. So What’s Next?,” The Conversation, Apr  9, 2020, https://theconversat on.com/from the bushf res to
coronav rus our o d norma s gone forever so whats next 134994. 
295 Duncombe, “Does t Work? The Æffect of Act v st Art,” 123. 
296 Th s est mat on was ca cu ated by assum ng that 100 peop e wa ked past the Grey Street ga ery each day, over 14 
days, resu t ng n 1400 un que v ewers.  
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resolution digital files. Additionally, each image is paired with a text quote from an influential 

author or a statement that reflects major themes from the research. The text quotes are visible 

to the viewer as they click and hover over an image (Figure 47). 

 

Figure 47, Rae Cooper, Detail of image from the Public Poster series  Download, 2020 

Also featured on the Download page of the platform (https://www.raecooper.com/download) is a 

text statement regarding the functionality of the website and the option for viewers to engage 

with the content. Additionally, a GIF visualises the scope of the posters within a short time 

frame. This reflects the speed at which viewers often respond to web-based media, and the 

sense of bombardment and being overwhelmed that individuals can feel in regards to mass 

media in contemporary society. The rapid switch between each image makes it difficult at times 

to engage or understand each image. It has the potential to cause frustration or overwhelm, 

resulting in a quick dismissal, not unlike the experience of individuals who are exposed to 
consistent mass media messages in most aspects of daily life.297 

The Download page provides viewers with a link to details regarding the copyright (attribution-

sharealike 4.0 international) and a statement regarding licencing: 

Public may contain traces of content from Unsplash, Shutterstock, vintage magazines, 

free advertising, custom vectors, found text and other material collected over a lifetime. 

Do not print out any poster more than 50000 times, or it may upset the Shutterstock 

 
297 K e n, No Logo  
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licence. For any issues or questions relating to licensing, email 

rae.cooper@griffith.edu.au.298  

The licencing of the Public Poster Series reflects the Creative Commons agenda in regard to 

increasing the amount of openly licensed creative resources available for practitioners to use, 

share, repurpose and remix.299  

In contrast to the gallery exhibition, the online dissemination of the Public Poster Series 

provides me with access to analytics regarding the traffic overview, acquisition and viewer 

engagement with the work. Between 1 March 2020 and 26 August 2020, www.raecooper.com 

was viewed 1145 times. Viewers arrive at the Public Poster Series through a combination of 

direct access (using the website URL to locate the content), links from social media (the 
Instagram account associated with the work), referrals (the URL displayed on clients’ online 

platforms) and lastly, through internet search engines. The most active traffic sources are direct 

access and social media links. The Public Poster Series has been viewed across 22 countries, 

with most visitors located in Australia, America, Canada, Ireland, England, China and Germany. 

The location of Australian visitors reaches across Queensland, New South Wales, Victoria, 

Australian Capital Territory, Western Australia and South Australia.  

The analytics provide me with confirmation that the digital platform as a mode of dissemination 

reaches a wider audience. The Australian focus of my research is also more suited to a nation-

wide audience, unlike the Grey Street Gallery exhibition, that attracted viewers who were in 

Brisbane during the exhibition period. The majority of online viewers engaged with the work 

intentionally, in contrast to the Grey Street Gallery, which attracts viewers who are en route to 

other destinations. The digital platform also reveals that 131 viewers access the Download 

functionality of the website, demonstrating direct viewer engagement in the work.  

The Public Poster Series reflects what Klein describes as “a generation of activists in the politics 

of image, not action”300 and the use of visual communication design to visualise disillusionment 

with politics. My style is based on my professional experience and background, which has given 

me a strong technical foundation. The Public Poster Series invites viewers to focus on the 

system that perpetuates the status quo, rather than work within the system that creates these 
issues in the first place. I achieve this by moving away from common sense cultural 

representation301 and allowing viewers to contemplate politics beyond how it is currently 

presented. Rather than producing an outcome that demands imminent material impact and 

ultimate material result within our existing political system (which was discussed in Chapter 2), 

my work expresses disillusionment with political engagement. The Public Poster Series has 

elements that meet Duncombe’s description of four “activist art ideal types”302—create 

disruption, political expression, encourage experimentation, and make nothing happen. 

 
298 www.raecooper.com 
299 “Creat ve Commons.” 
300 K e n, No Logo   
301 Toorn, “Des gn and Ref ex v ty.” 
302 Duncombe, “Does t Work? The Æffect of Act v st Art,” 120. 
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However, I argue that these are not in fact modes of activism but rather forms of political 

expression. These forms of political expression will not lead to adequate climate change activity 

or futuring of humanity; instead, they ask us to consider our “crisis of crisis.” In reframing 

Duncombe’s ideal types303 as forms of political expression, they are useful as a lens to 

articulate my creative research practice: 

Create Disruption: Disruption can be cultural: challenging how people commonly think 

about an issue, or material: disturbing how things are usually done. The Public Poster 

Series disrupts viewers expected understand of what constitutes activism or protest 

design, and aims to confuse viewers with “nonsense narratives” that provoke sustained 

attention.304  

Political Expression: The act of expressing one’s political feelings, with political 

passions taking the place of the personal. The act of political self-expression itself is the 

objective, and the success of the Public Poster Series is determined by its success in 

how it conveys my thoughts about the political moment. I feel as though everything is 

absurd (politically/socially) and as a society, we have limited understanding of the 

underlying challenge (crisis of crisis).305 

Encourage Experimentation: Conducting an ongoing experiment as an open-ended 

project, never complete and always creating new and unintended results. In its digital 

form, Public Poster Series remains a flexible, growing and adaptable body of work that 

allows me to continually experiment. It also acknowledges that “what works” is just as 

valuable as “what does not work,” which is especially relevant to my critique of 

practitioners in the field, discussed in Chapter 2 and my own practice in the lead up to 

my final output.306 

Make Nothing Happen: That the biggest problem of contemporary society is that 

everything has to have a function. In opposition to this instrumentality, the Public Poster 

Series might aspire to create artwork that makes nothing happen. And in that moment 

of pause or mental space, we may be able to move closer to understanding our crisis of 

crisis. This is representative of some aspects of the Public Poster series, in that there is 
no call to action, no clear message and lack of clarification between my work and the 

audience.307 

A range of images are repeated throughout the Public Poster Series to suggest ideas, emotions 

and subjectivity as opposed to realism. The use of symbolism in political visual communication 

design is not a unique concept; however, it demonstrates a shift away from the explicit visual 
communication design seen in the work of the creative practitioners addressed in Chapter 2 and 

a desire to find new ways to express disillusionment with politics.  

 
303 Duncombe, “Does t Work? The Æffect of Act v st Art,” 120. 
304 Duncombe, “Does t Work? The Æffect of Act v st Art,” 121. 
305 Duncombe, “Does t Work? The Æffect of Act v st Art,” 121. 
306 Duncombe, “Does t Work? The Æffect of Act v st Art.” 
307 Duncombe, “Does t Work? The Æffect of Act v st Art.” 
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Parts of the human form can be seen throughout Public Poster Series, including faces, bodies, 

hands and internal organs (Figure 48). I have used these elements to represent the human 

condition—specifically, life and death, communication between individuals and communication 

between individuals and institutions. I use images of manipulated human bodies to visualise the 

impact of the politics on every aspect of human life. Hands in the Public Poster Series speak to 

their use as both tools and weapons.  

   

Figure 48, Rae Cooper, Images from the Public Poster Series, 2019 2020. D g ta  mage 

Religious iconography is used throughout Public Poster Series to represent power, people in 

power and powerful institutions that have significant impact on society (Figure 49). It visualises 

a contrast between faith and facts. Despite the common foundation that many religious groups 

share, it is interesting how many variations of the same source are found throughout different 
religious groups. This reflects how our engagement with societal or environmental issues is so 

fleeting, despite our one shared reality. The inability to ever be truly confident in the information 

provided to us by those in power is significantly connected to society’s disillusionment with 

politics and the ability for our current political system to support the necessary environmental 

solutions needed to combat climate change. The collage process allowed me to experiment with 

combining images that do not make sense, to explore how the meaning of each element can be 

manipulated. 
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Figure 49, Rae Cooper, Images from the Public Poster Series, 2019 2020. D g ta  mage 

Not all of the components within the Public Poster Series have an intentional meaning. The 

absence of meaning reflects an abandonment of hope that our political system can ever 

respond to the needs of contemporary and future society. The absurdist approach visualises a 

feeling of indifference and desensitisation to global issues. 

Using the images that I have available provides an immediate form of visual processing. The 
images themselves may not represent an experience; however, the process of trying to force 

pieces together that may not fit visualises my disillusionment with politics. These images raise 

questions about how we can accept our current human condition and relationship with our 

environment. The process of creating the Public Poster Series provided me with a visual 

language to navigate my thought process regarding politics and how I can engage with it in a 

meaningful way. As absurd as the images may appear, viewers can form their own narratives 

from the perspective of their own influences, cultural backgrounds and relationship with politics.  

This final body of work is a culmination of creative practice, with a focus on visual 
communication but also reaching out towards experimentation with three-dimensional objects. A 

practical approach to the work involved engaging with the tools of commercial visual 

communication design, image projection, gallery exhibition, informal display in public places 

and web-based dissemination. The practice allowed for a process that resulted in 

a visualisation of thought process over time, not always resulting in clear and 

articulate conclusions, but allowing for an expression of authentic intellectual and emotional 

expression in response to the research question.  The process of remixed media requires time 
and space to find a resolved solution for pieces of visual media that are not designed to fit 

together. The process of writing this exegesis allowed for time and space to critically reflect on 

the visual process and to communicate it in a new way, for an academic audience.  

The theme of this work is one that has evolved over time but that consistently reflects my desire 

to question systems of power and societal influences. This relates to my current experiences 

working within a university system, but increasingly gains significance as a theme as I uncover 
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more about my ancestry. The genuine connection I have with this topic in conjunction with the 

enjoyment I feel when engaging with visual communication as a creative practice provided an 

invisible support, enabling me to push through aspects of the research that felt challenging and 

occasionally impossible. The sense of freedom found in using the fluid structure of absurdist 

style images and found source material also provided an opportunity to explore my 

understanding of complex issues (power and society) in a less rigid way, leading to what I 

believe to be an innovative approach not often seen in the field of visual communication design 
research.  

The conclusion that follows evaluates my studio practice and provides an analysis of the results 

and processes. It demonstrates how my research responds to the outcomes of my research. 

The visualisation of disillusionment is evident across elements of my process work and is further 

resolved in the final poster series. Through visual communication design, I have used a process 

of remixed media and collage to “make visual” the lack of order, transparency or clarity that is 

often seen in contemporary society and specifically, mass media and the information platforms 

that we engage with to make sense of politics. The manipulation of existing mass media 
resources further demonstrates how the tools of commercial studio practice (specifically visual 

communication design) can be deployed to explore new ways of responding to political media, 

beyond contemporary protest imagery that is often overly simplified and fails to articulate the 

complexities of our political situations.  

 

CONCLUSION 
 

This research has aimed to progress the position of visual communication design as an agent of 

meta-systemic political engagement through addressing the research question “How can visual 

communication design visualise disillusionment with politics?” The studio practice discussed in 
this exegesis responds to this question in several ways. My first objective was to investigate the 

impact of contemporary activism on environmental activism. The next objective focused on 

further establishing the need for new modes of political engagement in Australia. The last 

objective focused on the critical analysis of the work of key practitioners who employ visual art 

and design to engage with political issues.  

My research responded to these objectives by examining existing historical and contemporary 

practitioners and researchers in this field (discussed in Chapter 2), overlaying this research with 

data pertaining to the impact of this action. The complexity of this subject matter was made 

visual throughout my studio practice, through the use of absurdist imagery and remixed media 

collage. As evidenced by 2016 data published by the Australian Electoral Commission, there is 

a decline in traditional political participation (voting) and confidence in political systems in 

Australia. Simultaneously, most Australians have greater access to information (news media, 
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“apps,” social media) than at any other time in history. Through deliberation of this information 

and reflection of how I contribute to it through my visual communication design practice, I 

moved away from the stereotype of contemporary activism art and protest design to explore 

how an absurdist approach could visualise the need for exploration of new political systems. 

The complexity of this issue was deepened through literature analysis and supported my 

approach to move beyond the current expectations of protest design. The poster series 

demonstrates my engagement with visual culture from a moment in time, with connections 
across history. The work is a response to the inundation of media in the form of both digital and 

print mass media (for example, news media, film and television media, advertising, social 

media) in both the world and in our private spaces, and visualises my investigation of how 

society presents itself through media. The process of digital collage in this series has allowed 

me to explore the messages that I am presented with, and use those messages against 

themselves to question their truth. This work visualises a liberation from the processes expected 

of commercial visual communication design (not starting with a brief, external client or 

predetermined message or “call to action,” or the need to have a clear message at all). The 
work breaks the conventional nature of a design brief and responds through the use of misused 

tools. Simultaneously, it demonstrates my ability to engage with these commercial tools to 

produce outcomes that allow for the same modes of engagement and dissemination with an 

audience.  

The diversity of the images included in the poster series demonstrates the appropriation of 
mass media imagery. There is freedom in the cut and paste aesthetic, visualised by the 

acceptance of small glitches, unhidden errors or remaining evidence of removed backgrounds. 

This series represents my rejection of what are considered reasonable or conventional ways to 

engage with society, and the desire to find an alternative way to engage with the world through 

poster creation. It is inspired by the absurdity of politics, irrational intuition and the power of 

visual communication design to engage the interest of an audience. It also visualises the 

freedom I experience when deeply engaged in my creative practice. The process behind these 

works reflects how I contemplate information, pull it apart and reconstruct it in a way that makes 
sense. The posters are not designed to be instantly digestible by an audience; viewers are 

required to take time to consider what they are looking at and what it means. I enjoy observing 

people as they view the work and often imagine what their thought process is. I hope for an 

immediate interest or appreciation for an element of the image, or attraction to colour, followed 

by confusion. Sometimes when I observe attendees at an exhibition, I can see a moment of 

embarrassment or awkwardness when the poster is viewed in its entirety. At this stage, the 

viewer either moves on to the next image or remains to continue trying to unpack the meaning. 
The latter is often the case when the viewer is aware that the posters are made out of 

commercial, everyday images that are often used in advertising. The often-feminine elements 

reveal the first step forwards the imagining of new systems—a move away from masculinity and 

binary understanding of gender as a dominant force in politics.  
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The final creative output is the result of a continual and iterative design process. All of the 

outcomes exist as “living” works which were refined or adjusted throughout this research 

project. The iterative progression of the works is derived from multiple sources of feedback 

(both formal and informal). 

Formal feedback included consultation with research supervisors, industry peers, exhibition 
curators and government project managers. This occurred across the lifespan of this research 

and specifically relate to exhibitions at 19 Karen Art Space (Today’s Ways, 2014), Crane Arts, 

Philadelphia (Exchange, 2015) Beijing Design Week (International festival, 2018), Brisbane City 

Council public art exhibition (Women’s Work, 2019) and publication in The Equal Standard 

broadzine (2019). Informal feedback also resulted from these experiences, providing valuable 

critique and guidance. The visual communication design process also includes technical, 

mechanical input in regard to the production of images across multiple platforms. This relates to 

image resolution, file management and pre-press processes for large scale acrylic (lightbox 
sheets) printing, adhesive vinyl printing, thumbnail process image printing and digital distribution 

in addition to digital optimisation of images for both fast display and high-quality download on 

my online platform. Mechanical feedback provides vital information regarding what types of 

images are best suited to specific contexts. 

The results of the feedback allowed me to determine which posters would be included as part of 
the final set, which is described below. During the production phase, approximately 200 posters 

were produced. From this collection, 138 were selected for inclusion in the exhibition, based on 

a process of self-reflection from the perspective as the designer, in addition to the feedback 

provided by peers. It also allowed me to ensure that all posters in the set appeared consistent in 

style and content. For example, some posters appeared to not fit with the collection. The 

primary reason for this was stylistic. Specifically, a small number of posters appeared to have 

significantly more detail which didn’t suit the style of the larger collection. The detailed posters 
also appeared difficult to interpret from a distance. Viewing the work as a collection (when 

displayed in common use public areas as a “work in progress,” as a resolved collection in 

gallery installation exhibition of 2020, and finally as a set of digital images in the online 

exhibition) also highlighted the overuse or repetition of elements. The repetition of elements in 

the final poster collection speaks to the consistent use of images in advertising campaigns while 

also highlighting my unconscious bias towards particular images. However, some images were 

used excessively (specially, graphic pattern backgrounds), which reduced their impact and 

detracted from the series as a unit.  

It is challenging to consume and produce information through mass media channels in 

contemporary society due to the unlimited contradictions, misinformation, layers of meaning 

impacted by context and complexities relating to the critical abilities of the audience. When we 

consider this in relation to political messages, specifically those targeting environmental issues, 

it is necessary to question how society engages with this media and the relational impact of this 
information in regard to activist and protest activities. How can the community engage with 
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political/environmental issues in an informed manner when the knowledge that drives these 

activities isn’t reliable? 

Absurdism has provided me with a new way to think about the complexities of the issues we 

face politically. It achieves this through making space for the methodical, technical practice of 

visual communication design, which provides a critical space to process complex theories. 
Secondly, it allows for the production of a creative work that visualises those complexities in a 

new way, different from existing political visual communication which is often explicit and 

responsive to specific aspects of political critique, rather than meta systemic issues. Absurdism 

allows me to process the idea that the world has attempted to resolve issues relating to the 

environment; however, these problems remain and continue to grow, if not evolve into new 

problems.  

The process of remixing stock images to produce a creative output without a pre-determined 

result demonstrated the success I could achieve in my studio practice. Disconnecting my 

creative process from the framework of commercial visual communication design allowed me to 

explore the application of my commercial toolkit in a new way; that is, by exploring 

unconventional commercial design processes outcomes (for example, CANT, Mannequin Fist 

and DO NOT TOUCH), utilising visual communication design to contemplate feelings of 

disillusionment and engaging with found resources and a remixed media process to intuitively 
generate absurdist images. It also led me to a gap in studio research, reflecting an absence of 

investigation into commercial stock images as the contemporary readymade. This was made 

possible by expanding my practice beyond the perceived scaffold of “visual communication 

design” and into a designer-led creative studio practice.  

Measuring the impact of research is often an integral aspect of a doctoral output. The impact of 
the research is evident in that any creative artefact demonstrates the experience of a person 

during a moment in time. Specifically, the outcomes of this research reflect an alternative 

political view, while also introducing an audience to an alternative way of thinking about design 

activism.  

This research further established the position of visual communication design as an agent of 
meta-systemic political engagement. I responded to the question “How can visual 

communication design visualise disillusionment with politics?” through a practice-based body of 

creative work in the form of a series of absurdist remixed media posters, Public Poster Series. 

The first objective related to the investigation of the impact of contemporary does of 

environmental activism, connected to recent in non-traditional political participation (for 

example, protest and activism)308 and the critical review of protest by leading figures such as 

Micah White (co-creator of Occupy Wall Street).309 Investigation of these issues in relation to 
White’s reflection on present-day activism through the lens of the philosophical ideas of Guy 

 
308 Voter Turnout  2016 House of Representatives and Senate Elections. 
309 Wh te, The End of Protest: A new Playbook for Revolution  
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Debord and Noam Chomsky provided significant insight into understanding of how society 

engages with political and industrial systems.310  

Australia is disillusioned with political engagement and issues associated with voting and 

activism is evident.311 The impact of activism is unclear and society may always be victims of 

mediated information, that best supports the status quo and those who hold power.312 Through 
a practice-based research methodology, I have explored our distraction and lack of clarity 

around our “crisis of crisis”.313 I argue that our energy, focus and passion need to be directed 

towards understanding the crisis or imagining a new system that meets the needs of the world 

and humanity, rather than activism and protest movements that do not result in the change we 

seek. 

I have represented this perspective as a series of remixed collage images, presented as a 

series of digital posters. The images aim to reflect feelings of disillusionment with the current 

state of society; however, they have also resulted in a sense of freedom with the realisation that 

it is impossible to know all of the answers to how the world works. My work embraces layers of 

meaning, evident in both my practice and theory research outputs, and my use of remixed 

commercial stock images parallels the use of information media in contemporary society. As 

Duncombe says, “faith in political reason is just that: faith,” We make sense of the world not 

through the deliberation of facts, but through the stories and symbols that frame the information 
we receive.314  

 

 

 

 

  

 
310 Debord, The Society of the Spectacle; Chomsky and Herman, Manufacturing Consent. 
311 Voter Turnout  2016 House of Representatives and Senate Elections. L z McQu ston, Protest!: A History of Social 
and Political Protest Graphics (Amer ca: Pr nceton Un vers ty Press, 2019). 
312 Chomsky and Herman, Manufacturing Consent   
313 Fry, Design Futuring. 
314 Duncombe, “Does t Work? The Æffect of Act v st Art.” 118 119 
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