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Activism and the power of 

humour 

Marty Branagan 

ABSTRACT: This paper uses Australian case studies to demonstrate the continued 

evolution of the use of humour in environmental, peace, and social justice 

movements. Drawing from literature on the topic and from personal experiences 

in activist street-theatre over more than 20 years, I discuss the rationale and 

motivations behind humorous activism, and note audience reactions and impacts on 

participants. The paper is reliant on non-violence theory, within the multi-disciplinary 

paradigm of Peace Studies, in which education is closely linked to the non-violence 

tenet of 'conversion'. 
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The paper describes some of the ways in which 

activists use humour to educate and 'convert' 

audiences, while at the same time providing 

positive, enjoyable, healing experiences for 

them. It describes how such work can also be 

healing for the performers themselves, through 

allowing a release of emotions such as rage 

and frustration. Humour is used to enliven and 

simplify popular education, and to complement 

other modes of education and activism. It is 

inclusive, drawing in audiences and adherents, 

and attracting media attention. It can empower 

and inspire audiences, and brings a healthy 

balance and diversity to activism. 
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being released into the atmosphere, daring anyone to point it out. 

Later conversations I had with police indicate that the performances 

were listened to, enjoyed, and contemplated. We protestors were 

no longer seen as a faceless rabble, but as passionate, informed 

individuals. Theatre provided both a topic for conversation with police, 

and 'common ground'. As actor Lee Stetson states: 

The attraction of [theatre] is that everybody is interested in 

spectacle, everybody is interested in costume and some disguise 

of oneself to present a larger image in life. It's a human condition 

and has been since the first storyteller put on a feather and 

danced around the fire. (as cited in Scarce, 1990, p. 258) 

Similarly, comedian Mikey Robins notes that '[t]he primary role of 

comedy is in bonding both audience and performer ... [T)he feeling 

of being in a room with others who are laughing is that of an instant 

community' (as cited in Freeman, 2006, p. 30). Establishing such 

community and common ground is vital in non-violent 'conversion' 

and conflict resolution, since it provides the starting point for dialogue 

between opponents. 

Conversion 

This process of conversion is closely related to popular or critical 

education. Both aim for grassroots change of individuals and 

communities; both seek to influence behavioural or consciousness 

change, and to create deep-seated 'emancipatory' learning (Branagan, 

2005). Such decentralised changes then form the basis for long-term 

structural change, avoiding the backlashes of change that is purely 

'top-down'-that is, emanating from governments. 

Many activists have used humour to educate audiences-including 

police, security guards, loggers, and miners-to disseminate information 

(for example, about nuclear waste), and to try to convert people to eco

pax or social justice viewpoints. One of the most successful Australian 

campaigns-widely supported by cartoonists3-was the 1983 blockade 

of a planned dam on the Gordon-below-Franklin River in Tasmania, 

which would have inundated ancient Aboriginal cave paintings and 

old-growth forests. At this blockade, scores of humorous songs were 

composed, including 'Lurk, Loiter, Hide and Secrete', based on the bail 

conditions imposed on those of us arrested. Another song-'Tonka 

Toys', by Bullfrog Smith-lampooned the machismo of developers 

with 'we wanna cut, we wanna kill, we wanna bulldoze that there hill, 

we don't care who pays the bill, 'cause we're playing with our Tonka 
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Toys' (Bock, Tilley, O'Loughlin, & Brewer, 1983, p. 85). This ubiquitous 

humorous music was an important factor in the conversion of many 

police from opponents to covert or overt supporters (see Cohen, 1997, 

p. 73, McQueen, 1983, p. 37):

Blue lights flashing in the gathering dusk, it was a scene straight 

from Clockwork Orange, when three [policemen] got out of the 

car and, having been assured that there would be no photos, 

joined in the dancing which had just begun. The motley band 

of guitarists, violinist, flautist, banjo and tin whistle players set 

to, and for half an hour, a crazy, almost surreal scene of pure 

unforced hilarity ensued. But how could these boots fail to mince 
to pulp so many bare feet? (Barnwell as cited in Blockaders, 
1983, p. 42) 

i 
BIJSH WA.I-KING IN tA.5MANJA � 

Figure 1: Tandberg cartoon supporting Franklin campaign (in Turner, 
2000, p. 99) 
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flamboyant demonstrations constituted extremely significant moments 
in their lives, often changing them forever (e.g., L Nano, personal 
communication, May 12, 2004; Parkes as cited in Ricketts, 2003, p. 
125; Waud, 1984, p. 260). As individuals change, so do communities, 
creating subtle but sustainable social transformation. 

Creating inclusive movements 
Humour provides a wide variety of avenues of self-expression and 
possibilities for inclusion in activism, involving creativity, teamwork, 
and different skills. Activists may engage in different activities at 
different levels of intensity-from starring roles in a satire to making 
papier-mache puppets-and still be part of a campaign. This provides 
a range of options for potential activists who might be frightened off 
if they see 'locking-on'4 to bulldozers or attending rallies as the only 
options. Such inclusivity, which is strongly advocated by non-violence 
theorists (Reardon, 1990, pp. 1 38-1 39), helps to promote greater 
involvement in activism. 

Humorous protests create events that are celebratory rather than 
violent or threatening to audiences. They create an atmosphere that 
enthrals and includes audiences. Additionally, humorous activism can 
help activists maintain non-violence, even under enormous pressure 
and provocation (Branagan, 2003a, p. 53). This is important because 
any violence detracts from the protesters' message and from our 
integrity as practitioners of non-violence, and moves media focus from 
the protest issue to one of 'law-and-order'. 

Activists at the 1998 Jabiluka uranium blockade created an enormous 
puppet judge from papier-mache, and held a People's Court5

, where 
we put on trial the mining company, Energy Resources of Australia 
(ERA). The creation of this performance involved dozens of volunteers 
labouring in a 'Creative Space' tent with paint, wire, and cloth. We 
met, wrote, planned, and rehearsed. We assembled at the mine's gates, 
along with a �assive crowd-the jury. The judge's arms were w�rked 
by two people, and his voice came from a man inside connected to an 
amplifier with reverberation effects. Highly qualified scientists, acting 
as witnesses, spoke at length about nuclear weapons proliferation, and 
radioactive pollution of the Kakadu World Heritage Area, where the 
Mirrar Aboriginals still enjoy traditional activities. These speeches were 
interspersed with satirical comments from the judge. The charges were 
read from a 10-foot scroll, the jury erupted with giant letters spelling 
out 'Guilty', and we marched on the gates. A policeman warned us that 
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