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Abstract:

Archaeology, like all social practice, is essentially political in nature. This is particularly the case when 

archaeology operates where there are issues of contested national, ethnic or cultural identity, issues 

concerning the rights or privilege of access to sites and monuments, issues regarding the ownership of 

artefacts or the treatment of human remains. In these instances, visual narratives of archaeological practice 

can become unintentional documents of political discourse. In some instances, the very act of using comics 

to make information about the material past accessible to a wider audience becomes a political act in and of 

itself.

Three case-studies - drawn from my own comics work on the Caribbean islands of Grenada and Carriacou, 

the Pacific island of Palau, and the Welsh/English border - demonstrate the extent to which comics about 

archaeological subjects can be political in nature. They demonstrate the potential for comics to be used in 

actively engaging with political issues surrounding science, field-work and intellectual practice, and opening 

up such discourses to wider audiences.

These case-studies also address the consequences of such engagement, and the broader implications and 

potential of extending the discipline's political discourse - and its political remit.

Biography:

John G. Swogger is an archaeological illustrator specialising in the making of comics about archaeological 

subjects. His comics have been published by CADW, the Museum of London, and the Princes Regeneration 

Trust, as well as by excavation projects in the UK, the West Indies and the Pacific. He has recently published 

an article about comics and archaeology - as a comic - in the journal Advances in Archaeological Practice.
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Digging Deeper: Applied comics and political discourse in archaeology

Politics can be both “big” and “small”. Big politics are the politics of nations and 

states, of cultural heritage and ethnic identity; small politics are the day-to-day 

choices made by individuals, defined by a person's actions and attitudes. “Politics” 

is, of course, an entangled combination of both “big” and “small”.

Archaeologists, like most field scientists, intersect with many “big” issues - “big” 

geopolitical matters like war, revolution, and national governance of the past. But  

our practice is also a network of “small” political events manifesting through 

individual choices: attitudes towards culture, ethnicity, body-ethics, gender, age,  

and so on.

I am an archaeological illustrator, and I use comics to create visual narratives of  

archaeological information and practice. I have now begun to explore political  

aspects of archaeological discourse in comics, and in doing so, uncovered a much 

richer way of working with visual narratives about the past.

The main geographic focus of my work is the islands of the Lesser and Dutch 

Antilles in the West Indies, the archipelago of Palau in western Micronesia, and the 

Welsh Marches here in Britain. I work in these three locations not because they 

share ancient cultural connections, but because they share certain similarities in 

terms of the discourse surrounding archaeological public outreach. 

I would like to briefly present the applied comics work I am doing at each of these 

three locations as three separate case-studies, each one exploring a different way 

in which creating visual narratives of the past can have a political dimension. Some 

of these politics are “big”, some are “small”, but all carry implications for the use of  

applied comics not just in archaeology but also in other areas of scientific field-

work.

I have worked in the West Indies since 2007. I started making comics there 

because we were faced with an urgent public-outreach issue, and more 
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conventional ways of trying to explain why we felt protecting archaeology on these 

small islands was important had failed. 

These comics worked because they made basic information about archaeology 

engaging and accessible – and they made it available to a wide audience.

The success of these comics has developed, over the past two years, into a 

growing working relationship between myself and the Grenada National Museum.

The Museum now uses my comics in their interpretative signage, in school and 

summer workshops, and as take-away materials for younger visitors. They use 

them because the work – and now they would like to extend that use from 

presenting the archaeological past to presenting the more recent, historical past.

After gaining independence from Britain in the 1970s, the Republic of Grenada 

experienced a somewhat haphazard, sub-Marxist-Leninist revolution, which 

culminated in internecine political violence and the murder in 1983 of the popular  

socialist Prime Minister Maurice Bishop by soldiers of the self-styled People's 

Revolutionary Army. The murder - and the presence of Cuban construction crews 

on the island building a suspiciously-long runway - provoked a US military 

intervention, resulting in the killing and arrest of Bishop's murderers, the toppling of  

the Marxist-Leninst cabal, and the re-establishment of Parliamentary democracy -  

this time with a pro-American, pro-capitalist leadership.

The legacy of the 1979 to 1983 period of revolution and military intervention is  

mixed. Memories of the event are confused in most people's minds, as although the 

murder of Maurice Bishop was almost universally condemned by the island's 

inhabitants, there was much underlying disquiet about the long-term consequences 

of the intervention.

This confusion is compounded by a lack of coherent information in the public arena 

about the key events of both the revolution and intervention. Information is often 

hard to obtain: out-of-print or expensive publications, for example, putting it beyond 

the reach – and sometimes beyond the literacy – of most of the population (EC$229 
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is roughly a week's wages). In addition, selective presentation of images of the past  

is widely adopted as a tool in manipulating political affiliation and support. The 

result is that, while the period from 1979-1983 remains contentious and strong 

within the popular imagination, understanding of the actual events is vague. 

Earlier this year, the Museum commissioned me to produce comics for their new 

1979-1983 gallery. I now understand that this represents not merely a practical  

confidence in the medium, but that it represents also a political decision about the 

kind of discourse the museum wishes to create around the complexities of this 

historical past.

The Museum hopes that using comics will ensure that the explanatory material for  

their 1979-1983 gallery can be understood by almost everyone on the island - both  

those who come to the museum through interactive displays, and those who do not,  

through outreach programmes such as summer workshops. It is this that makes the 

Museum's choice of comics as a medium for explaining the events of the revolution 

and the intervention a political one. To create such a fundamentally different 

resource for accessing information about the past is a political act - potentially a 

“big” political act.

I am used to creating comics which seek to re-shape attitudes about the past. But 

now I am being asked to create comics about the past which is seeking to shape 

attitudes about the present. Indeed, the politics of making information about the 

historical past clear and accessible is a political act directed not just at present, but  

also at the future.

Although of course I understood the subject-matter of these historical comics to be 

“political” in nature (in a way in which my archaeological comics were not), I did not  

fully anticipate that the medium itself might be inherently political, by promoting 

access to information that had previously been guarded, privileged or simply not  

accessible. I had never anticipated that creating informational comics might help 

enable a different kind of political discourse about the past.

My second case study comes from work on the island of Palau, in Micronesia in the 
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Western Pacific. The island has its own somewhat troubled legacy of independence 

and US intervention - but the focus of my work here is not on the use of comics to 

document or make visible historical information, rather on the use of comics as a 

form of cultural resistance: in this case, by archaeologists against the expectations 

and implicit hegemonising of their own profession.

My comics work on Palau for the University of Oregon's archaeological research 

projects and field schools has, up until this past year, been similar to that in the 

Caribbean: comics which journal and present the day-to-day activity of our 

archaeological work in the archipelago. They present the Project's work to the wider 

public, but also document its practice and findings to the Bureau of Arts and 

Culture, the Historic Preservation Office and the Belau National Museum.

But a copy of the comic has also been included alongside the “official” text-based 

report; a copy has been presented in Cabinet to the island's President; and a 

special presentation copy was even given to the US Ambassador. The comic will  

form a central part of the report the Bureau of Arts and Culture gives to the 

Micronesian Endowment for Historic Preservation in 2016, and has inspired at least  

four follow-on comics projects funded by the Bureau and the National Museum 

focusing on science and Palauan culture.

The comic was only completed in September, but has already been  circulated on 

Palau and beyond as a published book, as a poster, and as digital images on social  

media, and used in presentations, in lectures and as part of the field school's  

students evaluations

The decision by the University of Oregon project - to commission, use and 

distribute a comic as an integral part of field-based science practice – is nothing 

less than an act of cultural resistance: a “small” political choice to resist 

professional cultural expectations in order to create a different kind of discourse -  

and build different kinds of relationships - with the public at large, with the field 

school students, with high-level official agencies, and most significantly, with local  

colleagues and stakeholders on Palau.
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This may be a “small” political act, but this last point emphasises its significance. 

Fieldworkers still often regard locally-trained, traditional and indigenous participants  

in science largely as second-class colleagues. So field scientists in particular must 

make a conscious, “political” choice to treat local interlocutors as equals. Fieldwork 

reporting is still dogged by attitudes such as these (illustrated here): racist, quasi-

colonial, and neo-orientalist, whose language barely disguises a “white man's 

burden” mentality. (Bear in mind that this is an official press release of the US 

Airforce News Service, released only about a week ago).

As a distinct contrast this kind of fieldwork reporting, understanding local needs and 

interests and then actively shaping communication strategies in response becomes 

just such a conscious, “political” choice. Using comics to ensure that the 

presentation of detailed scientific information is meaningful to local audiences 

recognises that local historic preservation officers, school-children and tourism 

business operators all contribute on an equal level with scientists to the long-term 

success of science fieldwork.

And in subverting science and academia's own tradition of predominately text-

based reporting, such a choice also acts as a political stance against hegemonising 

norms in which the use of jargon-heavy written language is implied to be both 

“official” and “superior”. This confounds professional expectations, yes – but, more 

importantly, it works to undermine the implicit legitimacy of post-colonial cultural  

authority, recasting relationships with non-academic participants.

In this respect, the use of comics in science reporting can certainly be seen as an 

act of political resistance – a “small” political act with “big” implications, tangible 

evidence of a different, more inclusive approach to fieldwork culture.

More: this identification of “comics” with “resistance” has had a significant impact on 

the attitudes of agencies on Palau towards comics as an informational medium 

more generally. Our use of comics to communicate on Palau is now being turned 

around; the Palau Bureau of Arts and Culture and the Belau National Museum will  

from 2016 be using comics to talk about things that are important to them – climate 
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change, marine bio-diversity, the legacy of unexploded WWII ordnance, the ongoing 

repatriation of WWII human remains, the need to preserve traditional culture – and 

using those comics to communicate with other Pacific island governments, tourists, 

NGOs, and even us: non-Palauan scientists. 

On home territory now. The border between England and Wales has always been 

contested ground, no more so than in the Iron Age, when huge hillforts were 

constructed in the border mountain ranges. These hillforts were not simply 

defensive enclosures, rather they were statements of political power, demonstrating 

the extent to which rival polities could organise labour and resources. These hillforts  

had huge symbolic meaning in the Iron Age - and they have no less symbolic 

meaning today.

Oswestry, Shropshire is home to one of the best-preserved, most spectacular  

hillforts in Europe. Its ramparts and ditches are unique in their configuration, and 

preserved to a height of almost twenty feet in places. It is without exaggeration, a 

gem in the crown of British antiquity - and yet so poorly-valued by local politicians 

that it is proposed to build “executive” housing estates right up against its flanks. In  

the opinion of just about every archaeological and heritage expert in Britain and 

Europe, this would destroy the site's unique qualities, ruin it as a leisure and 

tourism resource, and make a mockery of local and national guidelines for the 

protection of our shared past.

And so, in response to a deafening silence from MPs and councillors, a protest  

group was formed bringing together local residents with archaeological, historical,  

heritage and conservation professionals from across Europe. The campaign has 

achieved national prominence, spawned an annual international #hugyourheritage 

Valentine's Day event, and is  forcing a legal challenge to the development 

decisions.

This campaign coincided with comics work that I was undertaking at another nearby 

hillfort site: Penycloddiau in the Clwydian mountains. My Penycloddiau comics are 

like the ones I've done elsewhere, outlining the work at the site for a public 
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audience. I had thought to do similar informational comics for the heritage 

campaign at Old Oswestry. But the campaign didn't need information – it needed 

politics.

Now I'm not really a cartoonist. I don't think I have quite the right kind of mind to 

create punchy, single-panel chunks of political observation. But I can summon 

modest amounts of outrange and cynicism if need be, and so in aid of the Old 

Oswestry campaign, I have been drawing an ongoing series of Gillray-style political  

cartoons, inspired by unfolding events.

There's not usually much room for self-expression in technical illustration. If I want  

to make my political voice heard, I've got to sign online petitions like everyone else -  

or, indeed, go off and hug my local heritage. But these  political acts remain within 

my life as a private citizen.

With these cartoons, however, my political choices become visibly connected to my 

professional practice. This then feels like an act of political affirmation: making it 

clear that even as a technical illustrator, I can - and do - have politics. It is a tenet of  

science communication practice that one must be honest about ones affiliations and 

biases.

And importantly, this affirmation now makes me feel much more comfortable bring 

those politics back into my work – as I have now started to do with some of the 

Penycloddiau hillfort comics. These comics now help demonstrate how such politics 

are part and parcel of professional practice - and in doing so, they have become an 

opportunity to widen the nature of informational discourse, to show how 

archaeological research is grounded within a complex network of public 

engagements, and to interrogate the politics of heritage and local identity at  

archaeological sites and monuments.

There is politics in archaeology – as in all science; and there is broad potential for 

politics in science comic-making generally. The more I use comics in my work, the 

more I recognise that comics, with its “outsider” heritage and its hallmarks of  

accessibility and novelty, can introduce both a “big” and a “small” politics into 
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science discourse.

Not all of it will manifest as the “big” politics of national identity, cultural resistance 

or revolution, but they are all interconnected. The “small” political choices made 

about what kind of science one is going to write are directly connected to the “big”  

political choices made about what kind of past we are going to have. 

There is a direct lineage running from the “smaller” politics of my early archaeology  

comics to the “bigger” politics of new work I am now undertaking in the Caribbean,  

in the Pacific, and in Wales. This work is actively embracing opportunities 

presented by recognising the political dimensions of informational comics. 

These three case studies would seem to suggest that recognising the political  

implications of informational comics generates a potential for greatly expanding the 

scope, scale and influence of this medium with regard to much broader aspects of  

science and culture.

And that understanding the politics of applied comics can help us access narratives 

which are otherwise not voiced, connect with audiences otherwise barred from 

science and informational discourse, and explore decision-making about how 

science practice is to be understood in social, cultural and personal contexts.

I am only just understanding how becoming aware of the political implications of  

communicating science practice. And I'm only just developing ideas for how 

incorporating that awareness into the practice of science communication can open 

significant new opportunities for both the storyteller and the subject – not just for  

archaeology, but for other field sciences as well.

These opportunities should be explored further, to expand the very nature of  

political discourse in communication of archaeology – and science in general.  

Whether it is on a “big” or a “small” scale, comics creators in archaeology – and 

comics creators in all the sciences – should not be afraid to go beyond purely 

surface information, and dig even deeper.

9 / 9


