Chapter 9
Research comics as translation: knowledge transfer
and new audiences

9.1 Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to explore the comic book’s potential for aiding knowl-
edge transfer, initiating dialogue between interdisciplinary researchers, and attract-
ing new audiences to academic work. The chapter opens by emphasising the value of
interdisciplinary work, and how it can generate insights that otherwise could not
have been synthesised. Next, the translation turn in the social sciences is explored,
whereby knowledge exchange is understood as translations between different semi-
otic codes and conductors. The comic book is shown to be an effective translation de-
vice, a dynamic structure that can hold various forms of data, multiple semiotic
sources, enhance multimodality, and generate unlimited idiosyncratic interpretations
among readers. How the comic book structure could support “translating in” and
“translating out” in social science research is then explored. The degree to which the-
ory should be controlled or hidden in place of humour or other devices that can
reach new audiences is also explored. The chapter concludes by discussing the highly
competitive public attention market and suggests researchers embrace a media intel-
lectual role, which can facilitate intensified scientific translations and result in greater
social impact.

9.2 Inter and multidisciplinary bridging

The prime objective of interdisciplinary research is to generate more holistic under-
standings. Interdisciplinarity combines perspectives and modes of thinking from two
or more disciplines to achieve kinds of knowledge production that could not have
been shaped through an isolated approach (Mansilla, 2010). Interdisciplinary research
possesses a certain magnetism, in that it brings together, forges links across, enriches
knowledge, and strengthens the potential for novel learning connections (Pountney &
McPhail, 2017). Intended as an approach to inspire lateral connections and conceptual
leaps, interdisciplinarity should creatively meander theoretical and practical research
design (Huzair et al., 2013). Rundle (2014) suggests interdisciplinarity be approached
as the translation across different scientific languages; the goal of which is to develop
mutual languages comprised of interactive dialects that effectively expand meaning
and knowledge bases.

Youngblood (2007) claims that no discipline is an island; despite each discipline
being comprised of many sub-disciplines that purposely establish boundaries, manu-
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facture separate identities, and definitions, disciplines overlap, borrow, and encroach
upon one another. Interdisciplinarity, often referred to as integrative studies, requires
the development of new methods and theory that transcend disciplinary boundaries
and solve wider contextual problems (Newell et al., 2001; Repko et al., 2007). As aca-
demic disciplines evolve, definitions and perspectives change, some orbit closer to-
gether, colliding or amalgamating. Some disciplines naturally possess high levels of
interdisciplinarity or what Youngblood (2007) terms “bridging character”. Bridging
disciplines involve broad domains that encompass the physical and social sciences,
and humanities, such as geography and anthropology (Youngblood, 2007). Multidisci-
plinarity can be understood as the approach of combining two or more disciplines,
which utilises the tools and knowledge of the disciplines in cooperative and creative
ways to address multifaceted problems with broad implications. Hence, there are
many opportunties for antagonism or affinity in the social sciences, depending on
one’s outlook. This book adopts an optimistic outlook and aims to associate new per-
ceives with new people.

Acknowledging the aim of interdisciplinarity is the translation of knowledge
across disciplines and audiences via bridging points, Frodeman (2014) questions
what form, shape, or style might these translations assume? Despite knowledge
transfer and translation being the focus of study in the medical fields since 1950s,
knowledge transfer across the social sciences remains vastly underexplored (Huzair
et al.,, 2013). Interdisciplinarity, particularly in the social sciences, is in need of crea-
tive translation devices, capable of traversing audience boundaries (Pountney &
McPhail, 2017). Translation devices with flexible and adaptable structures that can
facilitate the interaction of theory and data relevant to multiple fields, inspire novel
insights, enable learners to expand beyond a sole discipline context, and explore im-
plications from multidisciplinary perspectives are required. Translation devices can
provide deep contextual and conceptual synthesis capable of generating new theo-
retical insights: as was the intention with both Toxic Play and 10 Business Days
translation devices.

The research comic, given its hyperactive and peronsalised narrative structure, is
a valuable structure to facilitate interdisciplinary interaction, meaning-making, and
knowledge translation. Exchange, transfer, and translation tend to be used inter-
changeably to describe how knowledge moves from communication to practice, but
the translation metaphor captures best the relationship between the comic book and
the reader. The external language of the research comic acts as a translation device
between the scientific data and theorisation. Interdisciplinary-focused data can speak
back to theory, intensifying the inference process, resulting in a dynamic evolution
consisting of a ricochet of connections between the external language of the scientific
comic and the reader’s idiosyncratic internal language. Thus, the translations offered
by the research comic book adheres to Webster’s (1988) proposal to facilitate audience
agency structures.
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9.3 The translation theory turn

Knowledge translation is a subject of interest across diverse academic fields; it has
received an explosion of interdisciplinary insight from philosophy, psychology, an-
thropology, business information systems, communication and media studies, educa-
tion, cultural studies, and creative fields of practice also. Just as translation studies
embraced an interdisciplinary turn, scholars could benefit by directing attention to
the diversity of ideas found in translation studies research and embrace a transla-
tional turn in their own work (Gentzler, 2003). When exposed to the word translation,
initial assumptions are generated based on what’s known as translation proper: inclu-
sive of interlingual translation, which is the direct translation, and intralingual transla-
tion, meaning the slight rewording of aspects of an original text. However, there are
numerous conscious and subconscious shifts and ideological influences directing the
translation process. Even when translating from one language to another, decisions are
orchestrated not just by the logics of semantics or mechanics of syntax but countless
extra-literary and metaphysical reasons also. Derrida (1979) argues that all writing is
inherently multilingual, noting the interplay of languages deriving from long complex
etymologies and cultural blueprints (the influence of Latin on European languages, for
instance). Barthes (1977) further claims that all what might be considered original com-
munication can be viewed as a translation of a translation, and so on. Translations are
organically embedded in many texts and forms of communication that are not normally
considered translations such as journalism, marketing, film, and social media (Zizek
et al., 2013).

Ingram et al. (2014) argue that translation be viewed in a wider context, through
a much broader lens because of the kinds of meaning-making that occur across
languages of learning and mediums of expression. The media intense environment of
contemporary culture requires people to learn a complex web of languages from con-
siderably young ages (Marsh, 2016). People are fluent in the vast array of visual and
textual languages, and competent in the variety of devices required to navigate the
collage of meanings central to digital applications, platforms, and communities. Thus,
rather than looking at literacy or translation in a mono or separated manner, it is
valuable to employ a multiliteracies approach (Gentzler, 2003): one that acknowledges
the diverse multimodal communication and translation skills enacted by people in
their daily lives. The inclusion of visual, audio, spatial, and gestural modes of mean-
ing-making can strengthen the communication of social science (Belk & Kozinets,
2005). The goal of research representations should be to incorporate many relevant
semiotic languages that inspire translations, exciting connections across modes, and
evoke sensory stimulation patterns reflective of society media.

The process of translating meaning from one sign system to another sign system
requires connections that utilise both understanding and interpretation — feeling and
thought. Suhor (1984) uses the term “transmediation” to describe the process of trans-
lating meaning from one sign system to another; for instance, saying “I'm joking” ver-
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sus winking, the film adaption of a novel, the song from the poem, and so on. Trans-
lations from one sign system to another should not be concerned with being literal or
rational; they should possess a metaphoric quality in that they capture, interpret, and
communicate a combination of original and novel meanings. The act of translating
into an alternative representational language system can generate more sophisticated
understandings of the original context. Intersemiotic translation or “transmutation” is
defined as the interpretation of a sign system by means of an alternative sign system
or combination of sign systems (Jackson, 1960). Examples of visual transmutation in-
clude architecture, photography, and painting; auditive transmutation include music
and song; kinetic transmutation includes ballet and mime; and finally multimedia
transmutations include opera, cinema, computer games, and comic books (Zanettin,
2015). In the case of media transmutation, the term “translation” is adopted as a meta-
phor to better illuminate the expansive nature and personalised interpretations that
underlie the processes of semiotic investigation (multimodal exploration). The audi-
ence of multimodal media performs the role of semiotic investigator and translator of
meaning, which is more engaging and enlightening than the consumption of passive
media. For example, intersemiotic translation is central to Maus (1987); Spiegelman,
using images and words, translates his father’s interview transcript into a graphic
narrative — which not only succeeds in illuminating the traumatic experience of the
Holocaust and vertigo of moral order, it also captures the impossibility of making
sense of it, achieved through the use of zoomorphism. The surrealist representations
in Maus operates as a metaphor for the horror dream-like state, much like the un-
canny paintings of Bosch, or obscurity of Kafka’s cockroach (Kafka, 2014).

Exploring translation as a means to describe large cultural forces at work broa-
ches the realm of anthropology, sociology, and cultural studies. In terms of methodol-
ogy, ethnography is entirely dependent on perspectives of translation, representation,
and communication (Goodall, 2000). The Other/culture/phenomenon being repre-
sented is directly influenced by the signing systems, modes of conception, and semi-
otic language capabilities of the researcher. The crisis of representation could be
better framed as a crisis of translation; between the data, theory, researcher, media,
and audience. Researchers can be viewed as scientific translators, that play with lan-
guages, make highly creative and lateral associations, disrupt syntax and logics, and
engage in abstraction as knowledge moves from one language/sign system to an-
other — how emic moves to etic meanings. Far from a narrowing tool, translation
should be viewed as a space to enlarge and expose meanings; meanings are enhanced
by the unseen connections and workings of cross-cultural understanding (Gentzler,
2003). Advances in the ability to translate the rich experience of cultural life to more
audiences will require the development of methodological structures that allow for
theory, research data, and audience narrative to form a translation. The research
comic book as discussed and illustrated in previous chapters, facilitates multimodal
connections; the research comic book can be viewed as an adventure in translation,
as meaning-making develops due to many forms of translating in and out.
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9.4 Translating in and translating out

The research comic supports a multitude of translations necessary throughout the
research process, from literature search, to the various procedures and stages of
data collection, analysis, interpretation, and representation. As highlighted, comics
are comprised through the interaction of different semiotic systems that synthesise
to produce enhanced understandings of a particular context/phenomenon/experi-
ence, because of the intense translations and connections between languages re-
quired. The research comic elevates the translations central to all comics by adding
multiple layers of sophisticated academic translation also. The research process it-
self is a combination of translations, as highlighted in ethnography, the goal being
to translate the experience of an Other to an audience who find the explanation
credible. It requires the translation of subjective experience to fieldnotes, inter-
views to transcripts, then to codes, and further translation to second-order ab-
stracted codes. Then the codes are translated into an interpretation, and then
translated into a representation, which is further translated by the audience’s per-
sonalised forms of meaning-making. The research comic book not only facilitates
but expedites the translation process, allowing for a more intense ricochet of per-
spectives to occur.

The exercises and tools introduced in Chapter 5 to support data generation
and collection can be understood as catalysts of translation — from visual to ver-
bal, abstract to logical perspectives, to dialogue and themes for further consider-
ation. The novel creative exercises and data generation tools proposed allow
researchers and participants to engage in personalised and collaborative transla-
tions that lead to a richer data set and more comfortable knowledge exchanges.
The research comics discussed in Chapter 6 (Figures 6.1 and 6.2) highlights how
the comic form can facilitate the translation of multiple sources of data into a
flexible analytical structure to generate meaning. The translations central to the
representation of data are apparent in the contrast between Toxic Play and the
textual representations of beer pong (see O’Sullivan, 2016). The graphic nature of
the beer pong culture could not be captured in a flat structure but required visual,
spatial, kinetic, sensory, and emotional translations to be central to the represen-
tation. 10 Business Days is also a translation; global-local experiences of Covid-19
transformed into an interdisciplinary representation, with multiple translations,
readings, and rereadings possible. Each reader can make individualised transla-
tions which are open to further reflective temporal translations. The tools and ex-
ercises central to Chapters 5, 6, and 7 can be easily reframed as various kinds of
methodological translation devices (translating in), and the goal of this chapter is
to explore the application of translation devices across disciplines and to new
audiences (translating out).
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9.5 Literature translation and bridging devices

A challenge when conducting a literature review, especially as a novice researcher or
PhD student, is ensuring the adoption of a broad gaze that will return vast perspectives,
fields of study, contexts, theories, implications, and relevancies. Adding complexity to
projects can make them difficult to manage without a structure that facilitates translat-
ing and condensing numerous dimensions of a published work into a consumable vi-
sual representation. When researchers are analysing literature, whether inside or
outside their discipline/subject, it is useful to pay attention to the following:

Title of the work, the author(s), year, publisher:
What were the research questions?

What was the rationale?

What methods were utilised?

What was the context?

What were the main contributions?

What does it argue for/against?

How does it relate to your investigation?

Any other comments or critiques?

While the above can be summarised over several paragraphs, or a number of pages,
complexity increases quickly due to the volume of an extensive literature review. It
can be difficult to distinguish the relevancies among works quickly, as such, mental
links, memory, and recall can be limited. However, there is value in adopting the
comic book splash page structure as a notetaking tool for analysing literature and
translating the list of questions presented above visually. The literature influences the
tone, style, and mood of the splash translation which can intensify personalisation
and increase memory. Translating academic literature into a highly visual comic
splash page (or movie style poster) with relevant details featured creates a museum
of literature to compliment the more logical rational textual review (for poster inspi-
ration, see Barnicoat (1972)). The visual-textual representations can be stored in a con-
densed manner and revisited conveniently to aid mental storage, the interpretation of
the relevancies, and position them in relation to each other. A benefit of the hands-on
embodiment required to produce the translation is the more vivified process of litera-
ture engagement and management.

Utilising the comic splash page as a form of supplementary literature analytical
tool is a new form of bridging translation. The comic book can also be adopted more
creatively in terms of translating out. There are numerous exciting traditional textual
works which translating them into comic book form could expose additional meanings,
expand audiences, and bring knowledge to new domains of interest. What would
Geertz’s (2002) Deep Play: Notes on a Balinese Cockfight look like in comic book form?
What could be expanded upon? What is your favourite academic work in your field of
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interest? How could it be expressed in comic book form? What additional abstractions
could be exposed? What would the 20 most influential papers from your field compiled
together in a lengthy comic book look like? What new audiences could it reach across
and beyond academia? What if journals had space dedicated to translation devices of
this manner? What would an annual series of consumer culture comics look like? The
research comic book can perform the role of translating effectively, and act as a bridg-
ing device to expand interdisciplinary understanding through reinterpretations, mean-
ing-making, and novel dialogue.

9.6 Inter-semiotic analysis: emotionality in translation

One of the benefits of the comic book form is its ability to communicate multiple modes
of information - limited only by the imagination and hand of the artist. Chapter 6 dis-
plays how the comic structure can be adopted to triangulate and build themes from ac-
tual data. Chapters 7 and 8 highlight how multiple processes of analysis and interpretive
leaps can be translated into another semiotic language while maintaining scientific rele-
vancy and being emotionally expansive. Chapter 5 highlights how the use of more ab-
stract comic-like drawings and sketches can lead to the generation of an atmosphere
supportive of emotion-based knowledge exchanges. The translation of experience, from
researcher intention to audience impact, is facilitated by a range of emotional inputs.
Following the collection of traditional modes of data, the employment of emotion-based
translations can expose the emotionality embedded in data collection, akin to a cathartic
confessional tale that can lead to advanced understandings (Canniford, 2012). Thus, these
expressive transmutations can be transformative for the researcher also; research can
be emotionally demanding, draining, isolating, dangerous, or overwhelming, and the ac-
knowledgement, recording, and expression of which is generally excluded from tradi-
tional scientific communication, despite ongoing calls for more transparency around
emotion in research (0’Sullivan, 2022).

The research process impresses on the researcher in many ways and should be
threaded through scientific representations: 10 Business Days and Toxic Play employed
such a strategy in translation. For instance, the discussion on the research design for 10
Business Days highlights the benefits of inter-semiotic translation. It introduces The
Scruffy Blue, the poem capturing the eerie atmosphere and dreariness underlying data
collection. The Scruffy Blue served as an interpretive lens central to the construction of
10 Business Days and is observed as a thin melancholic varnish coating the entire narra-
tive. The phenomenological abstraction illustration exercise, discussed in Chapter 5 (Fig-
ure 5.5), representing the subjective feeling of migraine, is a translation from one
semiotic language to another, and in doing so, exposes more of the subjective feelings
and emotions essential for gaining an empathic understanding. Much like De Bono’s
(2017) six hats approach to problem-solving, in which emotions can be separated and
the problem observed from many distinct perspectives, with inter-semiotic translation,
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each mode of expression can expose different kinds of emotionality that combine, inten-
sify, and contrast to generate more advanced understandings. By attempting to distill
emotionality deeper into academic work and translating the range of human experience
in more resonant ways, academic work could enjoy a wider reception from new audien-
ces (Seregina, 2022). The process of inter-semiotic translation and exposing the human
emotion attached to the research process is more important than the end shape the
translation may assume (poem, comic, painting, limerick, or film etc.).

9.7 Multi-representational translations

Comic books are culturally mobile and flexible in appeal; they’ve crossed linguistic and
cultural borders effectively and are considered part of the global visual cultural heri-
tage not confined to a specific language. Zanettin (2015), when discussing translating
comics from one language to another highlights that such a task may be impossible, as
what is occurring is the translation from one visual culture to another visual culture
with only some overlapping dialects and dimensions. Because the comic book reader is
a semiotic investigator, meaning-maker, and co-creator of the narrative, each reading
of a comic produces novel translations: each reader’s process of arriving at meaning
will be drastically different. Thus, the research comic book has no fixed meaning, only
a fixed structure with resources for meaning-making. The research comic is a catalyst
for narrative engagement and adaptive translations; thus a self-perpetuating representa-
tion of sort. The research comic is a “multi-representational translation” (Ingram et al.,
2014), each reader can generate multiple versions of their translation from a single
comic, because of the narrative binocularity and personalised meaning-making re-
quired. Each new translation that emerges can serve to deepen and expand the under-
standing of the context or phenomenon. Because of audiences’ capacity to co-create
meaning, the research comic will find relevancy across disciplines; it has the potential to
generate novel shared dialogue, and can allow for expansive appreciation across diverse
research streams. The multi-representational translations facilitated by research comics
span demographics, fields of interest, culture, education, race, and ethnicity, making it a
valuable tool for translating to new audiences (Short & Reeves, 2009), where opportuni-
ties for shared dialogue, bridging, or critique can be identified and a more collaborative
culture of social science communication be inspired (Snyder, 1997).

9.8 Media intellectuals: translating for new audiences

Peoples whose chief concern is thinking and writing about ideas have existed as long as
recorded history, and typically referred to as intellectuals (Chametzky, 2004). An intel-
lectual is not only concerned with thinking but active in communicating ideas, not only
to fellow intellects but to society as a whole (Emerson, 1987; Lightman, 2000). It’s not to
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be confused with intelligence: many occupations require vast intelligence but do not
deal with translating abstract ideas to multiple audiences. Said (2012) proposes that an
intellectual’s mission should be to advance knowledge by communicating thoughts and
concerns to as wide an audience as feasible. The goal of scientific research, regardless
of the field of study, is to improve the quality of life for as many people as possible
(agency); this requires tools (structures) to communicate findings with a range of di-
verse audiences. Because of the time and energy required to become proficient in the
language of any given academic discipline/specialisation, the languages and media of
the general public are rarely utilised in academic work (Burawaoy, 2005).

Typically, researchers communicate findings, or announce a government-funded
project, via traditional press releases or short digital media think pieces. Increasingly,
public funding projects require findings to be relayed using avenues of public communi-
cation. However, these flat communication channels are becoming less impactful and
less relevant to audiences. In adopting the translation metaphor, the role of multi-
representational media to evoke translations in diverse audiences can be explored. This
perspective nudges the researcher closer to the role of the media intellectual (Misztal,
2012), a semiotic juggler, that can reshape findings and representations effectively to
match specific audiences (media receptors). In an intensifying multi-media environment,
the ability to translate scientific work into appreciated narratives, in relevant formats,
will be essential for establishing communication relationships with audiences. Research-
ers and academics must work harder to capture the attention of the diverse range of
audiences; become media intellectuals, capable of commanding multi-representational
media, and new languages of communication that evolve in line with technological ad-
vances (Misztal, 2012). This refreshed approach could establish new bridges for connect-
ing with audiences and generate dialogue between science and more of the public
sphere.

In attempting to understand the role of the media intellectual, capable of speak-
ing with multiple audiences, Lightman (2000) claims the successful public translation
of research exists on three distinct levels. The first level involves communicating ex-
clusively about one’s discipline and specialisations. Generally, translations on level 1
comprise of clear and simplified explanations of relevant definitions and founda-
tional concepts. However, the digital world provides instant access to a wealth of
basic information, so translations of this manner on level 1 are no longer impactful
for audiences proficient in search engine, or AI use. The second level of public trans-
lation involves communicating about how aspects of one’s discipline or specialisation
relates to the social, cultural, and political world as occurring. Translation in level 2
requires an additional layer of sophistication and control in developing relevant
translations in line with contemporary culture or societal phenomenon. 10 Business
Days is an attempt to contribute to level 2 via translation of research into an accessi-
ble publicly relevant representation. There are many barriers to the third level of
public translation; contributions on this level are much more exclusive, which Light-
man (2000) believes is an invitation-only category. At level 3, the media intellectual
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has become elevated to a symbol, a person who stands for something far larger than
the discipline from which she or he originated: Jane Goodall, for example, a symbol of
hope in nature, or Einstein of human rationality, whose image is consistently abused
in advertising due to such associations.

As media intellectuals and translators move through the levels of communication,
or may gain increased notoriety, there is a distinction observed between the national
and cosmopolitan public intellectual. National translators are active in the public
sphere in their own domicile while cosmopolitan translators are more successful
functioning in transient “global” contexts (Dahlgren, 2012). Attempting to influence
national or global debate on national or global issues requires alternative knowledge
capabilities and communication strategies. The researcher/translator must be consid-
erate with regard to language, tone, and style, and requirements of the audience, be-
cause they are translating into different dialects of understanding and meaning. Often
macro-level knowledge or scientific knowledge can conflict with the diversity of myth,
legend, and folklore of micro-level knowledge production. Multi-representational trans-
lations act as a mediator between the two and contribute to an organic form of glocal-
ised meaning. The comic book translation tool provides space for audiences to negotiate
macro-scientific knowledge that is commonly translated top-down, and micro-knowledge
that struggles to be transmitted bottom-up. Multi-representational translations reflect
both the micro and macro complexities of knowledge because of the open spaces in the
narrative for co-creation and meaning-making.

The comic book translation tool will be useful to academics who address a range
of issues where pre-existing knowledge among the audience is less important: the op-
portunity for them to reason, analyse, and speculate within the representation is most
important. The comic book approach can provide the generalist communicator a
means of audience flexibility. “Organic intellectuals”, as Gramsci called them, who
work in local education projects or loose social movement contexts (Borg & Mayo,
2007), or those attempting to stimulate change at grassroots level, could avail of the
research comic. The comic book approach to the translation of knowledge could allow
greater input from diverse socio-economic, cultural, religious, and demographic audi-
ences. Generally, the notion of the public in academia is limited to only a specific
bunch of publics — communication primarily focuses on middle and upper-class poli-
cymakers, administrators, and professionals, omitting important disadvantaged pub-
lics and minority groups that tend to be considered less. Publishing news pieces and
posting on social media may get intellectuals a second or two in a receptive media spot-
light, maybe some likes or shares, but how will it help stimulate dialogue or change?
Cushman (1999) highlights the need for increased theorisation on the ways in which
academics communicate with the public, acknowledging that within the “public” differ-
ent groups require different forms and styles of communication. In moving towards a
more publicly orientated social science, translators must develop communication tools
for different levels of publics, more relevant and accessible multi-representational
structures that engage and evoke audiences.
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Generally, public translators are concerned with impacting society via public opin-
ion and typically do not seek to hold any power. This boundary tends to be blurred
with revenue generated from podcasts, channel views, and blogs etc. Academic trans-
lators may find the monitoring and tracking feedback harsher on their self-esteem than
time-honoured media of imagined communication (books in libraries) (Freese, 2009).
Digital media can throw a harsh light upon the actual size of an audience (Jacoby,
2008). Many academics have stuck a toe into public communication culture but re-
treated, not because they do not want to talk with new audiences but the realisation of
how hard it can be to get an actual audience. There exists a demotivation spiral; from
enthusiasm to lack of audience reaction to lowered translator enthusiasm to less fre-
quent communications to loss of audience and finally abandonment. Playing the rank-
ing and rating style of media games is not conducive to the stability required for good
academic work. Will public translations of this nature be replaced by Al tools? Will it
be a case of rapidly produced and rapidly forgotten? However, multi-representational
tools can be utilised as a powerful alternative or complement to traditional representa-
tion, to build a supersystem of scientific narratives comprised of narratives across mul-
tiple media. To achieve this, internal “jargon” and theory must be translated into more
readily accessible languages and in culturally relevant formats. To influence public
knowledge, an accessible public language must be utilised (Jacoby, 2009).

9.9 Hiding theory, exposing humour and satire

Developing engaging multi-representations for new audiences requires excellent con-
trol of the appropriate theoretical, methodological, and substantive literature, and the
ability to articulate clearly the core of scientific contributions (Sabloff, 2011). Because
academics have focused on communicating with other academics (Turner, 2006), many
have lost the ability or confidence to communicate in languages relevant to a more gen-
eral audience (Drezner, 2009). To close the communication gap between academia and
public audiences, and contribute to the direction of society, research findings must be
represented in accessible ways, free from abstruse or technical jargon. Complex phe-
nomena must be translated into everyday accessible languages (Haney, 2008); such was
the aim with Appendix 2. Audiences are receptive of new ideas, but only when ex-
pressed in languages they can receive and process effectively.

Multi-representational science can communicate complex phenomenon, specialist
perspectives, and abstract concepts in ways that resonate with audiences. Contemporary
media, social media in particular, ruthlessly demands the simplification, abbreviation,
and condensation of communication; they require complex comprehension and transla-
tion skills as a bhasic. Thus, the practice of hiding theory, not eliminating it, can be prac-
ticed to engage new or distant audiences. For instance, there is much play theory hidden
in Bruegel’s Children’s Games painting (Snow, 1997). Similarly, there is much psychoan-
alytic theory embedded in film, particularly the horror genre (Zizek et al.,). The notion
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of hidden theory was central to construction of Toxic Play and 10 Business Days. It’s not
the case that theory hasn’t been represented or disappeared from focus, it’s just less ob-
vious than traditional academic communications because theory isn’t detached from the
narrative, it’s being lived. The theory is not absent; it has been translated. Without a
solid understanding of theory, data, and their relationship, the translator will be
limited in producing insightful, creative, or relevant communications. It can be diffi-
cult for academics to let go of the safety net of theory, and instead utilise other com-
munication devices to promote legitimacy and command audience attention. A key
aspect of multi-representational translations should be to layer theory beneath more
emotive or entertaining connections: punctum over studium (Barthes, 1999).

Public audiences require adaptable narratives that can be used to establish a per-
sonal knowledge foundation to guide ideological thought (Sabloff, 2011). Stand-up co-
medians and celebrities, because of their cultural accessibility, and enormous digital
audiences, increasingly occupy public roles that academics historically performed
(Wood & Herbst, 2007). Stand-up comedians are not traditionally classed as public
translators, yet in signalling a worldview, they are primary modes of social commen-
tary that impact public values and contribute to political debate. Comedy opens a safe
space for social critique and reflection on ideological issues — the comedian translates
complex social practices and phenomena into simplified dialogue, embedded in hu-
morous context, which aids reflection. Accordingly, satirical adult animation centred
on political and social critique, South Park, Bojack Horseman, Bobs Burger’s, and so
on, can be considered contemporary forms of public intellectual translations — “per-
fectly capturing the era of our outrage” (Poniewozik, 2015). Geertz’s maxim “to under-
stand a joke is to understand a culture” (Geertz, 1973; Gordon, 1989), can be reframed
as to tell a joke is to understand a culture. Jokes in particular highlight the impact
that delivery style and language can have on knowledge appreciation (Goodall, 2000;
Fine & Martin, 1995). By removing the dominance of theory, the multi-representational
nature of humour (or other devices) can be adopted in scientific translations to estab-
lish effective connections with audiences.

For instance, there are subtle attempts at humour embedded in both Toxic Play
and 10 Business Days. Despite the seriousness of both research narratives, humour is
employed to ensure numerous obtuse, lateral, or emotional connections can be made
by audiences. Humour can break the drama of the narrative and the pace of time un-
folding. Satire can be adopted in translations also in the form of exaggeration, sarcasm,
irony, and parody. For instance, the faux brand names utilised in both research comics
are a deliberate satirical commentary on consumer culture. Multi-representational
translations must be about more than just the communication of science, attempts at
what can be considered amusement/entertainment must also be made. For instance,
Toxic Play is graphic in prose, explicit and uneasy, and by doing so opens a window
into the communal experience unavailable in translated textual representations. Due to
the multi-representational nature of the form, upon each rereading of Toxic Play, 'm
still confronted with alternative theoretical links, interpretations, and meanings, as well
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as how the representation could be improved or restyled, or a sequel produced. The
point here is that the comic book changes as the researcher or reader changes, matures,
and develops in a co-evolution (multi-representational). In 10 Business Days, there are
characters I dislike to great intensity because they are a translation and satire of some-
thing much bigger than themselves — the archetype of their kind. Badley (2015) suggests
that the languages of education should express a stance, invite counter-stance, and in
the process leave space for reflection and metacognition (Bruner, 1986). The increased
consideration given to audience involvement in the co-construction of knowledge within
scientific translations transforms representations from informative products to experi-
ences of learning (Dewsbury, 2014). In resistance to the emotionless creations of Al
software, the multi-representational nature of the comic translation requires human
emotion in construction and consumption — translating in and out.

9.10 The attention market: supply and demand

People’s capacity to provide attention is sharply limited. Because of the sensory ratios
and demands of digital multimedia, human receptors only receive certain types of
stimulation. Thus, in such a sensory evoking environment, less stimulating academic
translations will go completely unnoticed. The academic translator is only one of
many suppliers in the competitive attention market, where scientific research, social
issues, and environmental concern compete with numerous powerful commercial en-
tities vying for attention (Freese, 2009; Dahlgren, 2012). The media industry, acting
under loosened regulatory control and driven by an increasing commercial logic, has
shaped modern messages considerably: content is more immediate, ephemeral, sensa-
tionalist, and digitalised. Academic translators must constantly reinvent and update
themselves in line with technological and cultural advances to understand what tools
can be adapted and utilised to command attention. The proposal here is not that
every researcher becomes a media studies scholar, but rather develops a deepened
awareness between the intention of representations and audience impact.
Traditionally, translators attempted to communicate with public audiences through
books, essays, newspaper and magazine articles, radio interviews, or television debates
(Samuel, 1996), which seem outdated to the cyber natives of today. Academic translators
have little power in sparking attention on Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, TikTok, and so
on; these are hyper-competitive algorithmic media mazes, deceptive in their limitations.
Digital conversations forge communities around ideological homogeneity, which raises
social barriers to reflection, critique, and debate (Freese, 2009). The Internet provides
instant communication, vast reach, and access to a multitude of resources, but has it
improved the quality or content of intellectual discussions? The Internet provides
anyone an electronic pulpit: blogs, podcasts, reels, and so on, are likened to extended
private journals (Jacoby, 2008) — translations tend to follow a light communication strat-
egy, not deep, as long arguments impose on the opportunity cost of continued views,
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likes, shares, and other performance-driven metrics. However, high-performance met-
rics cannot say much about social impact. Metrics such as views, listens, and shares
owe much of their popularity to the rise of a workforce characterised by anomic isola-
tion starring at a computer. Digital media feed the enormous craving for distraction
rather than provoking knowledge generation or arousing new perspectives (Freese,
2009). Thus, academic translations, as currently offered, are more contained by demand
than supply — there are too many similar voices vying for attention and cancelling each
other out (Jacoby, 2008).

In the past 20 years, the practice of reading, the status of the book, and not least
the author-reader relationship have seen drastic cycles of change (Pasquali, 2011).
With the rise of digital media, reading transitioned to an electronic activity integrated
into broader array of media consumption and spread over a variety of platforms. The
reader now simultaneously adopts status as a technology user, a consumer, a member
of the media audience — and often a contributor also (Dahlgren, 2012). People con-
sume information in more technically creative, multimedia ways, with audio-visual
productions of various kinds, and they even remix materials from other mainstream
or alternative sources (Dahlgren, 2012). Then what new kinds of scientific representa-
tion must be considered? What shapes might these knowledge translations assume?
The next chapter places the research comic among a broader conversation on alterna-
tive shapes of knowledge and their value to social science research.

9.11 Conclusion

This chapter embraced the translation turn, and by doing so, highlighted the research
comic to be a useful bridging device that can be employed on an interdisciplinary or
multidisciplinary basis across the social sciences. It illustrated how the various comic
book-related tools and exercises introduced in the previous chapters can facilitate
various forms of translating. Translations were shown to be expansive and have the
potential to attract new audiences to academic work. As such, it is important to nur-
ture the ability to translate academic work into different forms suitable for different
audiences — to be comfortable downplaying or hiding theory and communicating
using different structures — to generate alternative shapes of knowledge — which will
be explored in the next chapter.
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