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We’ve always been toolmakers. Making tools both to save 
us effort and give us joy. We started with weapons and 
hammers, and moved to language and storytelling. Today, 
stories in hundreds of languages are carried over the Internet 
which nearly everyone can access instantly from anywhere. 

Hacktivist shows it’s not just our responsibility to make tools, 
but also use them to create positive change in the world. It’s 
my hope that you walk away from reading this with a desire 
to do both. Build better tools than we have today, and use 
them to leave the world better than you found it.

Jack Dorsey
San Francisco, California

March 24th, 2014
 

Jack Dorsey is the co-founder and 
co-creator of Twitter, Inc. and the 
founder and CEO of Square, Inc.

NOTE TO THE READER
From Twitter Co-Founder Jack Dorsey









































































































Find 
Sirine. 

Find the 
rebels.

Find Beya. 
Find the 
pattern.

 Use 
the virus. 
Break the 
system.

Don’t 
black 
out.







































































































In addition to telling a compelling story, Hacktivist was 
intended to help shed light on the real-life struggle of 
hackers and activists fighting for freedom of speech and 
information around the world. To provide more insight, 
writers Jackson Lanzing and Collin Kelly sat down with 
inventor and hacker Pablos Holman to discuss the ongoing 
fight for internet freedom. 

Jackson Lanzing: Hacktivist is concerned with 
information freedom. What have hackers done and 
what are they doing now to protect activists?

Pablos Holman: The mid 90s was the first time that 
the Internet opened up to everyone. Before that it was 
just government, military, and educational institutions. 
That’s where you got .gov, .mil, .edu. When .com was 
opened up, that’s when people got their first experience 
of what it was like to be able to communicate with 
anybody around the world whenever you want.

Pretty quickly, we realized that there are a whole 
bunch of places that aren’t on the Internet, and we set 
about trying to get the whole world on. But people ran 
into the problem of oppressive regimes. If you’re in a 
country where the government is willing to assassinate 
people for their ideas and you don’t have a police 
force to defend you, occasionally we’re able to make 
technologies that level the playing field.

We saw early on that if we’re going to have bad 
actors like governments getting in the way of people 
having freedom in their communications, we could 
develop tools that enforce freedom. Anonymity is a 
huge factor in leveling the playing field and letting 
dissidents have a voice. Anonymous remailers were the 

first version of that. What they do is allow anyone to 
send an email to anyone on the Internet so you can’t 
tell where it came from. 

In [Hacktivist], you have characters using a 
software called TOR. TOR is the next generation after 
anonymous remailers. The Onion Router allows people 
to surf the Web anonymously. Like in the story, if you’re 
a dissident of some kind, TOR gives you a technical 
way of communicating with people outside of that 
country without the fear that anyone in the middle can 
eavesdrop or find out the origin of the communication.

Collin Kelly: Our story opens with .sve_Urs3lf trying 
to get internet to Sirine in Tunisia. How capable are 
governments of disabling their own internet systems, 
and how can you go about reinstating control?

PH: One of the beautiful things about the way the 
Internet is architected is that there’s no centralized, 
singular place to take out the Internet. We take that 
for granted, but that’s different than how telephone 
systems were architected in the 80s or 70s or 60s.

With the Internet, all you’ve got to do is find 
somebody else online and they can pass the Internet 
on to you. What that means is for places where 
there’s a border firewall, and internet traffic all runs 
through a single place, it’s easy for the government 
to shut off everybody. The characters in the story are 
desperately trying to figure out a way to get online, 
and these days, there’re a couple of options.

If you shut off the Internet, but not the cell 
phone system, you can route internet traffic over a 
cell phone. If they shut off the Internet and the cell 
phones, you can go via a satellite, with a satellite 
phone. Or you can run a wire over the border, or use 
wifi with a point-to-point wifi antennae. That’s what 
we’re trying to show in the story. That is practical to 
do and there are a lot of cases when it needs to be 
done and can be done.

HACKERS ON 
HACKTIVIST

INTERVIEW



JL: Our two characters manage to take control of 
Tunisia’s radio signals, power plants, television signals 
and electronic billboards. Can you talk about the 
feasibility of hacking municipal systems?

PH: Almost everything in the whole world is a computer 
now. Your car is basically a big iPhone on wheels. 
What’s inside your TV is a power supply and some 
computer chips. There are very few things in your life 
that don’t consist of a computer. 

Industrially, that’s also what’s going on. If you run a 
power plant, or a traffic network, or billboards, it’s a 
lot easier to put computers in there. And the computers 
themselves are a whole lot more useful if they’re 
connected to the Internet. 

And nobody tries to create their own computer; 
you get one that exists already. So if you know a 
thing or two about how to hack computers, then 
you also know a thing or two about how to hack a 
nuclear power plant, or traffic systems, or billboards, 
because they’re all made of the same Lego bricks.

CK: Is the concept of YourLife that we have in the 
book—this decentralized, massively-used social 
network—even possible to pull off? And if it is possible, 
can you hypothesize why we haven’t seen it yet?

PH: The fundamental idea of YourLife—a distributed 
social network—is that instead of having a centralized 
server, like Facebook, YourLife should be immune to 
attack. Right now, the government can twist Facebook’s 
arm and get access to your stuff. The idea with YourLife 
being decentralized is maybe we could build a system 
where the government could go twist YourLife’s arm 
and YourLife could say, “We don’t actually have 
access to that stuff.” That’s what a distributed hash 
table would do, which would be pretty cool.

But it’s hard to build. One of the fundamental 
problems that we have is that users like to have 

features. They like to try something, see if it works, 
and use it. Historically, it’s been almost impossible for 
two equivalent products, feature-wise, to compete with 
each other if one of them is trying to be more secure. 
The guy who’s trying to be more secure is going to 
lose, because the guy who’s not trying to be secure will 
be easier to use. 

As far as making a social network that’s 
decentralized that does everything that Facebook 
does? No problem. Technically, it is possible; technically, 
it’s not even really that hard. Now, making it to scale, 
making it as responsive as Facebook, making sure that 
the quality of service is as good, making it easy to use, 
will take a little bit of work.

JL: Anything else that you’d like to tell readers?

PH: These issues are real, the technology is real. The 
scale we use in the book is fantastical, but there’s a 
fight on. It’s a fight for the freedom of everybody 
on the Internet. Just because you don’t have any 
problems doesn’t mean that it isn’t important to 
preserve those freedoms.

We’re trying to do that to whatever extent we 
can in the architecture of the Internet and in the tools 
we create for it. It’s work to maintain those things and 
make them available for people who need them. And 
we think it’s important.

Pablos Holman is an inventor and notorious hacker who helped 
create the world’s smallest PC; 3D printers at Makerbot; spaceships 
with Jeff Bezos; artificial intelligence agent systems; and the 
Hackerbot, a Wi-Fi seeking robot with The Shmoo Group. He currently 
works at the Intellectual Ventures Lab where a wide variety of futuristic 
invention projects are underway including a fission reactor powered 
by nuclear waste; a machine to suppress hurricanes; a system to 
reverse global warming; and a device that can shoot mosquitoes out 
of the sky with lasers to help eradicate malaria.



THE IDEA
Social media provides an incredible platform for 
everyday people to do extraordinary things, and 
those are the kinds of stories that interest me. No 
sci-fi, no superpowers, real people trying to make 
the world better. Ed’s character was inspired by 
Jack Dorsey, the founder of Twitter and Square—I 
imagined him going home at night and using his 
skills and intelligence to try and change the world 
through hacking. Our Ed needed his own Twitter, a 
social media company that was both grounded and 
innovative, and that’s how YourLife was born.

—Alyssa Milano, Creator

THE TECHNOLOGY
The challenge was simple: create a Facebook killer and 
Twitter successor that didn’t just work, but succeeded. 
The solution came over many weeks of research and 
discussion: a decentralized network that operated not-

for-profit. With the already successful Nate and Ed at 
the helm, the company (which we named YourLife) could 
operate with user satisfaction as its primary objective—
never worrying about monetization and never collecting 
user information in a central server. Unless, of course, 
the U.S. Government came knocking and changed the 
system to its own purpose. Perfect for our story.

—Jackson Lanzing & Collin Kelly, Writers

THE OFFICES
When we started on Hacktivist we took time to decide 
how we could show the audience the differences between 
the two settings, YourLife and Tunisia, especially with the 
quick scene changes between countries on some pages. 
We felt that with the YourLife building, we wanted a lot 
of right angles and straight lines, almost show in the style 
a very strict and unbending feeling, while with Tunisia I 
tried to use no rulers when inking and a more organic-
looking inking style to show a more free and emotional 
setting, which ties into the characters we meet.

—Marcus To, Illustrator

THE BOSSES
We talked about using color subtlety to push certain 
character traits. For example, Nate starts off wearing 

BUILDING 
YOURLIFE
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much louder colors to go against Ed’s conservative 
style. As the book goes on, Nate’s wardrobe becomes 
more drab. The YourLife office color scheme also 
reflects this idea as the playful colors are washed over 
with greys and whites.

—Ian Herring, Colorist

THE INTERFACE
“This page is gonna be weird.” That’s what Jackson 
and Collin actually warned in the script. They wanted 
some social media chatter staggered all over the 
panel. I was puzzled for a while, until I realized 
this could all be accomplished with a social media 
app. I’d have to bring Ed and Nate’s product to life. 
Every element of the UI (User Interface) build was 
created from scratch. I designed icons that I thought 
fit the application theme and stuck with a typical 
display font. I chose the darker UI skin, which I felt 
was appropriate and contrasted with the orange 
and white from the YourLife colors. I included app 
essentials like a status update option, an in-app 
search engine, sharing tools, and of course the feed. 
I got to have fun with it and it became a steady 
implementation throughout the series.

—Deron Bennett, Letterer

THE LOGO
When it came to the design direction for Hacktivist, 
the overall goal was to create an aesthetic that was 
relatively simple, but unique enough to set the book 
apart from everything else on the shelf. The YourLife 
brand represents this core concept more than any 
other aspect of the book’s design. When you think 
about the major players in the world of social media, 
their branding and their logos are clean, simple, 
and yet they each possess some element that makes 
them immediately recognizable. Our challenge with 
the YourLife brand was to apply this same sense of 
simplicity and uniqueness, while creating a look that 
would feel natural next to other social media giants.

The orange and gray color scheme was something 
we settled on early in the process. It’s a unique color 
scheme in social media, yet relatively common with 
high-end tech companies, which seemed appropriate 
for YourLife. Marcus’ use of repeating circles, both in the 
announcement scene for YourLife, and when Ed is calling 
out patterns in his office, was the inspiration for the core 
element to the YourLife brand. The final logo design feels 
believable as a social media group, but also lends itself 
to the instances of duality present throughout the story.

—Scott Newman, Designer



THE ACTIVISM
I’ve always been very involved with global activism 
and philanthropy, and the way that current technology 
plays a role in struggles for freedom and equality 
fascinates me. When the Green Revolution was 
happening in Egypt, and protesters were using 
social media to organize, I was glued to Twitter. I’m 
constantly reading and sharing articles about the 
actions of groups like Anonymous and WikiLeaks. In 
Hacktivist, I wanted the story to explore the kind of 
real-world impacts that the use and abuse of tangible, 
current technology can have across the globe.

—Alyssa Milano, Creator

THE HEROES
On December 17, 2010, Mohamed Bouazizi lit himself on 
fire in protest of his government; he died 18 days later, 
igniting what would be called the Tunisian Revolution. Their 
fight for freedom would spread, catching the attention of 

the region and the world. Hacktivist couldn’t have been  
set in a fictional context without losing the grounded 
reality that the story demanded—however, over the 
long gestation period for our book, the situation in Tunisia 
continued to evolve. They found a way to something better. 
After the assassination of Chokri Belaïd, a prominent 
opposition leader, the ruling Ennahda voluntarily stepped 
down, establishing a new coalition government. That 
assembly passed a revised constitution in January of 
2014, and elections are scheduled for this year. Ultimately, 
the story of Hacktivist is about the human desire to struggle 
for freedom—no matter the context. Nate and Ed aren’t 
the only heroes in this story anymore than America is the 
only country on the planet. It wasn’t the conflict in Tunisia 
that inspired us; it was the heroism. Brave people on the 
ground, real heroes and leaders like Sirine, they’re being 
the change their country needs.

—Jackson Lanzing & Collin Kelly, Writers

THE PASSION
While working on the look for Tunisia and the marching 
scenes, I learned a lot about the passion of the people. 
The images I found of a community fighting for their 
freedom were immensely impactful, and I really tried 
to make sure the march scenes had that same level of 
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emotion. The real-world struggle is what we wanted 
to bring to the book, the raw emotion and love for 
the people is what I tried to bring to the look of the 
Tunisia scenes.

—Marcus To, Illustrator

THE PALETTE
When we started Hacktivist we made choices that would 
carry through until the end of the book. The opening 
riot scenes in Tunisia and the introduction to the YourLife 
building was where we established the switching of 
palettes as we moved between the two locations. Once 
the YourLife building was revealed, we went forward 
with that coldness we used for the rest of the book to go 
against the warm schemes of Tunisia. 

—Ian Herring, Colorist

THE LANGUAGE
Comic books have their very own unique language. 
Thoughts are interpreted differently than spoken words. 
Loud crashes are conveyed in an entirely different 
manner than earth-shattering yells. And each of these 
are done visually. My role in interpreting language for 
Hacktivist was representing the language of the people 
in a way that could only be done in comic books.

Communicating foreign dialog in comics has 
traditionally been done in one way. The letterer would 
use brackets to show that a different language was 
being spoken and use a caption to tell the reader what 
language that was. With Hacktivist, we wanted to avoid 
that. We wanted to present the story and the languages 
within with as little interference as possible. 

Each language had to be immediately accessible 
and recognizable. The reader shouldn’t need a caption 
or explanation to know what is being displayed. They 
should just get it. It was important that we keep the 
reader in the moment and that foreign languages were 
interpreted organically. To that end, I used color and 
symbols to make the foreign languages a natural part 
of the comic. I was able to change in and out of different 
languages without pulling the reader out of the story.

One of the most important jobs of the letterer is 
to stay invisible and not get in the way of the story or 
the art. The lettering devices that I came up with for 
lettering in Arabic or displaying a text message were 
developed with that idea in mind. I wanted to come up 
with the best way for the reader to stay engaged in the 
story while still understanding the context in which it was 
being delivered. Hopefully, I was able to do just that.

—Deron Bennett, Letterer 



Alyssa Milano is an actress, producer and 
philanthropist best known for her work in television 
and global activism. Milano’s rich television and film 
career began on ABC’s Who’s the Boss, continuing on 
to include lead roles in the long-running series Melrose 
Place and Charmed as well as numerous other shows 
and films. She is currently starring in ABC’s Mistresses. 
Alyssa was named a UNICEF National Ambassador in 
2003 for her charitable work on behalf of children 
as well as the founding ambassador for the Global 
Network for Neglected Tropical Disease Control 
(GNNTDC). She was awarded the Spirit of Hollywood 
Award in 2004 by The John Wayne Cancer Institute 
and the Associates of Breast & Prostate Cancer 
Studies for her charitable work. She currently resides 
in Los Angeles. Hacktivist is her first graphic novel. 

Jackson Lanzing and Collin Kelly are the 
writing team behind Alyssa Milano’s Hacktivist, which 
represents their first joint foray into comic books. They 
come from the world of screenwriting, where they made 
their name with Sundown, a samurai fantasy epic. Since 
then, they’ve written Marlow (adapted from the Arcana 
Comics title) and Underground (for Bluegrass Films), as 
well as a great deal of still-very-secret work in the 
cinema and digital spaces. In addition, Kelly has written 
for the animated action-adventure show Invizimals, 
while Lanzing has worked previously in comics with 
David Server, producing the creator-owned Freakshow 
as well as The Penguins of Madagascar and Squids for 
Ape Entertainment. More information can be found at 
www.jacksonlanzing.com and www.thecollinkelly.com, 
respectively. Kelly/Lanzing are repped at WME and 
Energy Entertainment.

Marcus To is a Canadian artist and illustrator whose 
credits include Cyborg 009, New Warriors, Red Robin, 
Huntress, Soulfire and The Flash. Born in Red Deer, 
Alberta, Canada, he has been a part of the American 
comic book industry since 2004. To lives in Toronto, 
Ontario and is a member of the Royal Academy of 
Illustration and Design. You can follow his adventures 
at MarcusTo.com.

Ian Herring is an Eisner-nominated colorist. Splitting 
his youth between small-town Ontario and smaller-
town Cape Breton, Ian was raised on Nintendo and 
reruns of The Simpsons. Somewhere during this time he 
learned to color. Now based in Toronto, Ian has worked 
on various titles including Archaia’s Jim Henson’s Tale 
of Sand and Cyborg 009, Marvel’s Ms. Marvel, DC’s 
The Flash, and IDW’s TMNT. His work can be found at 
156thmongoose.com.

Eisner Award-nominated letterer, Deron Bennett knew 
early on that he wanted to work in comics. After receiving 
his B.F.A. from SCAD in 2002, Deron has been providing 
lettering services for various comic book companies. 
His body of work includes the critically acclaimed Jim 
Henson’s Tale of Sand, Jim Henson’s The Dark Crystal, Mr. 
Murder is Dead, The Muppet Show Comic Book, Darkwing 
Duck, and Richie Rich. You can learn more about Deron by 
visiting his website andworlddesign.com.
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