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Introduction 
 
 
 
 
After completing my master’s degree in British and American Literature, I began working as an 

editorial assistant at a major publishing house in New York. The imprint I worked for was 

steadily making a name for itself due in large part to my boss’s keen eye for current trends in 

popular culture. One day she tossed on my desk a copy of Marjane Satrapi’s Persepolis, which at 

the time had sold more than 500,000 copies, a huge feat in the publishing industry for any book, 

let alone a memoir by an unknown author, and much less a graphic novel memoir—and this was 

before the animated film adaptation was released, which only worked to skyrocket sales 

worldwide. “Find out what’s up with these graphic novels,” she said. “Find out how well they’re 

selling and why—and if we should try to get our hands on one.”  

 Though I was an avid reader of comics as a child, with a particular fondness for Calvin 

and Hobbes and The Far Side, as I got a little older, my interest waned, or rather, was curbed by 

my desire to assert my adulthood. I put down comics and picked up literature. Sure, Calvin and 

Hobbes was funny and even smart, but, I thought, it was for children. So to be faced years later 

with the task of figuring out graphic novels left me dumbstruck. I had no idea why so many 

people were enthralled with Persepolis, nor really how to find out why. In an attempt to approach 

this question, I first turned to the company’s sales database that lists figures both for copies 

printed and actual copies sold. I looked up similar titles, pulling numbers for several first-time 

authors’ memoirs. On average, the bestselling ones had sold well under 50,000 copies, a mere 

fraction of the figures for Satrapi’s work. Because this information got me nowhere, I next had a 

look at various reviews of Persepolis and pulled figures for other graphic novels mentioned in 



  6 

relation to it from the larger, and less accurate, industrywide database. These figures were 

unsurprisingly worse, not only because of the lack of accuracy, but also because many graphic 

novels were, and to a large extent still are, being sold in secondary retail outlets—in this case, 

comics shops—which leads to their sales figures not being accurately tracked; some fairly 

famous titles showed sales as low as 100 copies. 

 By the end of the day, I had come up with more questions than answers. Was Persepolis a 

fluke? Were people just interested in Satrapi’s story and its insider look at the “axis of evil” 

country of Iran? And if so, would Persepolis have been as well received as a “straight” memoir? 

I picked up the book and headed home. Reading it on the subway, I received many curious looks, 

which I imagined then, and am fairly convinced of now, were due to a grown woman reading 

comics so openly. As I mentioned earlier, at the time even I was under the impression that comics 

were for children or, worse, the stereotypical comics nerd overly nostalgic for lost innocence. 

From the moment I opened the book, though, I joined the ranks of those nerds unabashedly 

reading comics in public. I finished the book a couple of hours later, completely mesmerized by 

the story, the images, and the time in which I could ingest so much information. This led me to 

even more questions: Does the graphic novel change memoir? Does it make it more accessible, 

exciting, interesting, appealing? My impulsive answer to these questions was yes, but then I was 

faced with the inevitable questions of “How?,” “Why?,” and “If so, why is it shameful to be a 

comics nerd?” These were the questions that eventually led me out of the publishing industry and 

back into academia.  

 What was most striking to me in my initial research into comics studies were the 

seemingly unending debates over what constitutes comics and why it is a valid area of research. 
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Even now, many comics scholars feel the need to begin presentations, articles, and funding 

applications with phrases such as “Not all comics are funny,” or “Not all comics are for 

children,” or “The field of comics studies has grown exponentially in the last few years.” Further 

striking to me was that advocates of the term “graphic novel” circumvented some of this 

apologetic introduction to their research by asserting that graphic novels are different from—and 

better than—comics. Of particular note on this side of the debate are the assertions made by self-

proclaimed coiner of the term “graphic novel,” comics artist Will Eisner.1 Since the debut of his 

1978 A Contract with God and Other Tenement Stories, which he claims is the first graphic 

novel, Eisner has been instrumental in maintaining that there is a division between comics and 

graphic novels based on both form and content. 

 In a particularly adamant keynote lecture at the 2002 University of Florida Conference on 

Comics and Graphic Novels, Eisner claimed: 

I’m here to tell you that I believe strongly that this medium is literature. […] The word 
“comics,” of course, we’re still living with it, is a misnomer. We can’t get rid of the thing. 
We can’t get rid of it—it’s like “Kleenex.” It doesn’t belong here and it’s partly our fault 
because comics originally were designed to be funny stories.2 

 
While Eisner’s critical work has been highly contested in comics studies, his inexorable stance 

that the graphic novel is literature has been highly influential both within and outside of the field. 

Following Eisner, many advocates of the term “graphic novel” have made similar claims to its 

                                                 
1  Eisner claimed that he invented the term “graphic novel” in order to try to sell his work to Bantam Books, but 

this story has been refuted. He is now credited with popularizing the term, which is thought to have been coined 
by Richard Kyle in 1964. For a discussion of the term’s coinage, see Andy Kunka (2010), “Will Eisner and the 
‘Graphic Novel,’” http://doctor-k100.blogspot.dk/2010/12/will-eisner-and-graphic-novel.html. Eisner has 
acknowledged the refutation to his coinage of the term, but maintains, “He [possibly Kyle] had never used it 
successfully and had never intended it the way I did, which was to develop what I believe was viable literature in 
this medium” (See Will Eisner, “Keynote Address, Will Eisner Symposium,” ImageTexT: Interdisciplinary 
Comics Studies 1.1 (2004). 

2 Eisner, “Keynote Address,” paragraph 16. 
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being different from comics based on its literariness, its “seriousness,” and to a large extent, at 

least popularly, the term has become conflated with the literary genres of memoir and 

autobiography.3 Of course, as in any discursive field, defining and distinguishing terms remains 

an important area of inquiry, but what this particular debate over terminology led me to was not 

an attempt to define comics or the graphic novel per se. Rather, what was more interesting to me 

was to explore why scholars in this field feel the need to justify the study of comics, either in 

their own right or through distancing themselves from comics through the creation of and 

adherence to the new term “graphic novel.” 

 This final question led me to the crux of my thesis project: what the “graphic novel” can 

reveal about the way in which we hierarchically categorize what we find important to study, how 

these objects and fields of study are inscribed and organized within our cultural memory 

institutions, and how these systems of classification form a cycle of importance that is laden with 

sociopolitical consequences. In the application of critical theory to the field of comics studies, I 

contribute a new perspective on the terminological distinction between comics and graphic 

novels. I assert that rather than indicating an artistic or cultural elevation of comics, that the term 

“graphic novel” allows for the political function of comics to emerge. By calling attention to the 

system of value upon which the archive is built and maintained, I argue that the “graphic novel” 

opens an avenue for comics to expose and critique the practices of the archive from archival 

inscription to interpretation to enacted power.  

                                                 
3 While this is certainly not always the case, as Jan Baetens (2008) notes, many of the heralded graphic novels, 

especially from the United States, are autobiographies or memoirs, including, for example, Art Spiegelman’s 
Maus and Alison Bechdel’s Fun Home: A Family Tragicomic. This point raises interesting questions about the 
role of the publishing industry in the promotion and popularization of the term “graphic novel.” As Roger Sabin 
(1993) notes, the “graphic novel,” rather than a medium or a genre, can be seen simply as a marketing term 
aimed at selling comics to an older audience with more money to spend, and includes various genres of comics, 
most often from the superhero genre.  
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 In a cross-disciplinary approach to the question of “medium,” I first examine the 

historical precedence of the denigration of comics across various discourses. I argue that because 

the term “graphic novel” is used to mark a separation from comics that is hinged upon medium 

classification, it exposes how the inscription of objects and discourses into the archive is reliant 

upon discursive terminology that endows them with what Pierre Bourdieu terms “cultural 

capital.”4 By upsetting the parameters of this terminology that maintains, or is instrumentalized 

to maintain, any distinction between comics and graphic novels, I demonstrate how the term 

“graphic novel” allows for a reversal of the rejection of comics and thereby positions comics to 

further expose and critique the practices of archival interpretation and power.  

 As in the dividing practices of archival inscription, the interpretation of archival material 

is also based on a system of attributable value. Because the hierarchical categorization of 

archival material is often scaled on an idea of truth, which is particularly evident in the 

privileging of document over testimony, personal narrative comics is an ideal object with which 

to explore and critique this practice of the archive. As an archive itself, personal narrative works 

to comment on archival practices in its categorization of the various evidential and memorial 

material that make up the truth of a life. In a comparative analysis between textually based 

personal narrative and personal narrative comics, I argue that the aims of contemporary personal 

narrative to question the privileging of document over experience is advanced through the use of 

comics style, which obscures and thereby further questions hierarchical classifications within the 

archive.  

 This questioning of archival privileging of certain objects and discourses in the practices 

of inscription and interpretation leads to yet another political function of comics: a critique of the 
                                                 
4  See Bourdieu  (1986) 
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enacted power of the archive. Already in its exposure and questioning of how archival material is 

hierarchically categorized, comics ties the personal to the political in terms of the creation of the 

subject. Through an analysis of the form of comics, I assert that comics further works to explore 

subjectivity through its revelation of the power inherent in spatial relations. Because comics can 

blur the perceived boundaries of both time and space, and real and imaginary spaces, it works to 

criticize the political ramifications of archival power and promote a new form of subjectivity. 

 Finally, I offer that in its critique of the archive, first through its disruption of the value 

attributed to cultural objects and discourses, secondarily through its exposure of the hierarchical 

systems of classification and interpretation, and thirdly through its revelation of spatialized 

power relations, comics can be seen as offering a new perspective on the problematics of the 

archive and houses a potential for a new form of subjectivity not impeded by dividing binaries. I 

conclude in my epilogue by asserting that comics is a “minor literature,” and thereby not only 

offers a critique of the archive, but can be seen as “Opening the impasse, unblocking it.”5 

 

The Institutionalization of the Archive 

In order to approach the question of the archive, I find it useful to consider the intersection of 

Jacques Derrida’s writings on the archive and Michel Foucault’s critique of institutions. 

Although Foucault is obviously associated with his critique of the archive, I would like to focus 

more specifically on where his critique of institutions is in accordance with Derrida’s writings on 

the archive. This point of overlap between the two is where I find the most productive definition 

of “the archive,” because what I am concerned with exploring is less what the archive is and 

                                                 
5 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature, trans. Dana Polan (Minneapolis: UP 

Minnesota, 1986), 10. 
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more what it does. In examining Derrida’s and Foucault’s claims about the archive and 

institutions side by side, I aim to uncover the performative aspect of the archive—that is both 

what it benignly seeks to accomplish and how it is used to mediate cultural memory across 

various sites.  

 Though “the archive” proves to be difficult to define given its connotative multiplicity, I 

find its breadth of meaning useful in examining archival tendencies. Foucault argues that the 

archive does not work as “the sum of all the texts that a culture has kept upon its person as 

documents attesting to its own past, or as evidence of a continuing identity,” including its 

institutional collections and their discourses of remembrance.6 Indeed, though he offers an 

extensive critique of institutions, he maintains a separation between such systems and the 

archive. He writes: 

Instead of seeing, on the great mythical book of history, lines of words that translate in 
visible  characters thoughts that were formed in some other time and place, we have in the 
density of discursive practices, systems that establish statements as events (with their own 
conditions and domain of appearance) and things (with their own possibility and field of 
use). They are all these systems of statements (whether events or things) that I propose to 
call archive.7  

 
Derrida, in his discussion of the archive, however, departs from a different premise. For Derrida, 

the archive carries with it its historical connotation of arkhé, of which he reminds us “names at 

once the commencement and the commandment.”8 Though, to some extent, Derrida is in 

agreement with Foucault that the archive can never represent the sum of culture, he nevertheless 

asserts that “the concept of the archive shelters in itself, of course, this memory of the name 

arkhé. But it also shelters itself from this memory which it shelters: which comes down to saying 

                                                 
6 Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge (London: Routledge, 1989), 145. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Jacques Derrida, Archive Fever: A Freudian Impression, trans. Eric Prenowitz (Chicago: Chicago UP, 1996), 1. 



  12 

also that it forgets it.”9  

 Derrida then can be seen as offering an eclipse of Foucault’s idea: while the archive for 

Foucault can only collect statements and not judgments, for Derrida, the archive is still, even if 

forgetfully so, power laden through its institutionalization. He writes: 

A science of the archive must include the theory of this institutionalization, that is to say, 
the theory both of the law which begins by inscribing itself there and of the right which 
authorizes it. This right imposes or supposes a bundle of limits which have a history, a 
deconstructable history […]. This deconstruction concerns, as always, the institution of 
limits declared to be insurmountable.10 

 
What Derrida claims is that in the institutionalization of the archive the memory of the arkhé is 

enlivened. While it is perhaps an antiquated notion to think of the archive in terms of its Greek 

origin as a physical location guarded and interpreted by state officials, what Derrida argues is 

that in its modern configurations, even the most benignly intended archives fall prey to 

consignation and authorization. Pointedly, for Derrida, the archive speaks to both how it is 

formulated and how it is mediated. He writes, “At the intersection of the topological and the 

nomological, of the place and the law, of the substrate and the authority, a scene of domiciliation 

becomes at once visible and invisible.”11 Like the arkhé, institutions become scenes of the 

domiciliation of the archive, both visible and invisible, and actively seeking out homogeneity to 

maintain order and authority. He writes, “There is no political power without control of the 

archive, if not of memory. Effective democratization can always be measured by this essential 

criterion: the participation in and the access to the archive, its constitution, and its 

interpretation.”12 For Derrida, then, the action of the archive, what comes out of the (incomplete, 

                                                 
9 Ibid., 3. 
10 Ibid., 4. 
11 Ibid., 3. 
12 Ibid., 4 (note 1). 
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forgetful) collection, has very real societal applications and political implications in its working 

“a priori against itself.”13 

 While, again, Foucault does not consider institutions as such to be manifestations of the 

archive, his critique of them raises similar concerns to Derrida’s writings on archival power. 

Derrida’s assertion that the hypomnesic nature of the archive “assures the possibility of 

memorization, of repetition, of reproduction, or of reimpression,” which works to ensure 

forgetfulness and the destruction of the intention of the archive, directly speaks to Foucault’s 

concerns about institutions.14 Foucault asserts: 

The real political task in a society such as ours is to criticize the workings of institutions 
which appear to be both neutral and independent; to criticize them in such a manner that 
the political violence which has always exercised itself obscurely through them will be 
unmasked, so that one can fight them.15  

 
For Foucault, the workings of institutions belie any neutrality they portend to have, much in the 

same manner as Derrida’s sites of archival power; as neither “memory or anamnesis as 

spontaneous, alive and internal experience,” the archive in its exteriority, in its 

institutionalization, is always orchestrated and orchestrates.16  

 This crossover between Derrida’s writings on the institutionalized archive and Foucault’s 

critique of institutions forms the basis of my use of the term “the archive.” Thus, as I use it, the 

archive is the collection of all archives that make up our cultural memory, and more pointedly, 

the institutions that are ascribed hierarchical importance through discursive reiteration, namely 

“high art” discourse, historical writing, and evidential documentation. Through an investigation 

                                                 
13 Ibid., 12. 
14 Ibid., 11. 
15 Michel Foucault and Noam Chomsky, The Chomsky-Foucault Debate (New York: New Press, 2006), 41. 
16 Derrida, Archive Fever, 11. 
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of how the archive privileges certain works and certain modes of articulation, I endeavor to 

provide a new perspective on the root of the problem, that which helps create and maintain 

hierarchies within our cultural memory institutions and thus forms a cycle of importance: 

cultural capital. 

 

Chapter 1: The “Graphic Novel” and Archival Inscription 

In order to discuss how the “graphic novel” can shed insight into the problematics of the archive, 

it is pertinent to first examine how archival sites are imbued with importance. I posit that 

archival systems are built upon objects and discourses attributed with a certain cultural cachet 

due to a perception of uniqueness and unattainability; Bourdieu’s theory of capital delineates 

these objects and discourses as being endowed with prestige by an elite class that, like Derrida’s 

discourse on the magistrates of the arkhé, is the governing factor in how institutional inscription 

is granted. As art historian Lucy Cotter aptly points out, “Cultural capital is held most obviously 

in an objectified form in art works, museum and library collections, as well as in its 

institutionalized form in the highly valued qualifications that prestigious universities and 

academies confer.”17 Indeed, cultural capital is embedded in our cultural memory institutions and 

is perpetuated within the archive through institutional inscription and discourse, which maintain 

value-based distinctions created and invoked by the ruling class.  

 I assert that cultural capital is made manifest in the term “graphic novel,” which is not 

merely objectified cultural capital, but a representation of institutionalized cultural capital 

through the discourse that upholds its hierarchy over comics, which, as mentioned earlier, grants 

                                                 
17 Lucy Cotter, “Curating, Cultural Capital and Symbolic Power: Representations of Irish Art in London, 1950–

2010” (PhD diss., University of Amsterdam, 2012), 2.   
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it status as a more prestigious field of study. Because of its dual position, I find it important to 

investigate the discourse instrumentalized, but not properly attended to, by advocates of the term 

“graphic novel.” For while many comics scholars on both sides of the debate over whether 

graphic novels are comics have noted that the term “graphic novel” delineates a separation from 

comics that points to the division between high and low culture, much of the discourse has 

stopped there, merely grazing the surface of the capital attributed to cultural objects. Therefore, 

in chapter 1, I investigate the claims of uniqueness and unattainability of objectified cultural 

capital through careful consideration of the discursive terminology that endows objects with this 

capital.  

 To this end, I explore how the binary of high and low culture developed from the 

hierarchical parameters ascribed to the term “medium,” and further, how rather than simply 

underlining the division between high and low culture, that the term “graphic novel” marks a 

separation from comics that necessarily hinges on medium classification. Enacting a cross-

disciplinary approach, I offer a plurality of ways in which “medium” has been addressed from 

the often-conflicting standpoints of intermediality studies and art discourse.18 In so doing, I seek 

to at once illuminate the problems inherent in “medium” spanning different discourses, and the 

inescapable hierarchical nature of medium classification. I analyze the progression of the 

parameters for the term “medium” both in intermediality studies—from Fluxus artist Dick 

Higgins’s 1965 reintroduction of the term “intermedia” to Irina Rajewsky’s new scheme for 

medium classification—, and in art discourse— from Clement Greenberg’s 1939 article “Avant-

Garde and Kitsch” to Rosalind Krauss’s contemporary reworking of the term. In exploring their 

                                                 
18 Intermediality studies is a relatively new area of study distinct in its approach to the relationship between various 

media. I use the term here broadly but will narrow its scope throughout chapter 1. 
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points of discord and convergence, I endeavor to unmask this terminology to uncover a more 

holistic, unimpeded understanding of the term “medium,” and thus “graphic novel.” 

 michel In using intermediality studies and art discourse as meta-tools, I assert that the 

“graphic novel” calls attention both to the problematic terminology that inscribes objects with 

cultural capital and to the institutions that perpetuate value-based distinctions between cultural 

objects in order to maintain their own cultural capital. Rather than being solely an attempt to 

culturally elevate comics or the graphic novel through asserting their medium status, in this 

chapter I demonstrate how medium classification obscures debates about comics’ abilities to 

function politically through dismissing them as low culture and therefore politically irrelevant. In 

this way, I assert that the “graphic novel” can provide insight on how such terminology, which 

upholds institutionalized cultural capital by obscuring what Foucault terms the “political 

violence” of institutions, can be exposed as faulty in its logic, which works to displace the entire 

question of the value of cultural objects.  

 

Chapter 2: Personal Narrative Comics and Archival Interpretation 

Following from my discussion of how objects are attributed with cultural capital, I next turn my 

attention to the genre of personal narrative comics. As mentioned earlier, because the graphic 

novel has often been conflated with memoir and autobiography, personal narrative comics 

further proves a fruitful object for the analysis of archival systems because of its dualistic status 

as cultural object and archive. This status, I argue, allows another political function of comics to 

emerge: the ability of comics to offer a critique of classifying structures within archival systems. 

Because the categorization of archival material within institutions is often hierarchically ordered 
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based on a idea of truth, personal narrative is particularly imbued with the potential to explore 

and critique this function of institutional archives. Therefore, before addressing how personal 

narrative comics can work to call into question our cultural “archive fever,” it is important to first 

situate these comics within discourse on memoir and autobiography, two textual personal 

narrative forms that have long been seated in the debate about the ability to represent the truth of 

a life.  

 Early discourse on these genres focused on carving out an assertion of truth through 

distinguishing personal narrative from fiction, an assertion that was largely hinged on personal 

narrative’s ability to offer a verifiable account of the events of a person’s life, supported by 

evidence such as documents, history, and chronology—the “facts” presented within non-

personal, biographical writing. As such, this evidence was positioned as the truth in personal 

narrative for its factual reliability, and therefore necessarily more truthful than the personal 

testament of the individual, which in its subjectivity to both to memory and emotion, has been 

perceived as at best faulty, and therefore necessarily subject to fictionality. In chapter 2, I explore 

how this parameter of truth does not account for the truths that personal narrative aims to speak 

to, truths that cannot be as easily verified: identity, experience, and memory. I examine how 

personal narrative, due to its inherent subjectivity and reliance on the illusory nature of memory, 

necessarily establishes a contentious relationship to fact. This contention, I argue, rather than 

supporting a hierarchically categorized scale of truth that positions objective, non-personal 

writing at its zenith, works to undermine the supposed binary of fact and fiction. I offer that 

personal narrative therefore supports a definition of truthfulness that, as between or outside of 

evidential or memorial truth alone, is not reliant on objectivity but rather speaks to and 
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illuminates the importance of individual, experiential truth, the truth in personal narrative. 

 While current discourse in autobiography studies has largely left this fact-versus-fiction 

argument behind to focus on identity and subjectivity as it is constructed through the 

autobiographical process, I aim to illuminate how current autobiographical texts are still toying 

with this binary in order to explore the limitations of experiential truth in its negotiation between 

evidence and emotion. In so doing, I argue that the truthfulness of personal narrative is indeed 

tied into the binary of fact and fiction in its exploration of how we dis-member to re-member 

both ourselves and our stories. In a comparative analysis, I present examples of textually based 

contemporary personal narrative before moving forward, in a close reading of postmodern writer 

and artist Theresa Hak Kyung Cha’s Dictee, to discuss the manner in which the use of images 

can aid in the discourse on the ability of personal narrative to represent the truth of a life.  

 This focus on truth, I assert, further sheds light on how the way in which we individually 

archive our own lives is informed by our cultural archiving practices, and simultaneously reveals 

the fault in both what is inscribed in and what comes out of such practices. Each personal 

narrative comic, as a collection—and a purposeful, chosen, collection—works to reveal the 

archival practices of the individual that mimic the practices of the institutions. As in institutional 

archives, which Derrida notes “produces as much as it records the event,” the personal archives 

of personal narrative categorize various traumas, memories, and documents in order to cull some 

understanding of the self and the past.19 And yet, because much contemporary personal narrative 

has become conscientious of this desire of the archive, it self-reflexively speaks to this 

problematic by exhibiting and questioning the hierarchy ascribed to certain archival material 

over others, in particular documents over testimonies. In this way, while personal archives mimic 
                                                 
19 Derrida, Archive Fever, 17. 
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the institutions, in their questioning of their own archival practices they reveal the practices 

unquestioned and maintained by the institutions.  

 What personal narrative comics adds to this contemporary movement of personal 

narrative is the use of comics form, which works to queer archival practices. Through a close 

reading of Alison Bechdel’s Fun Home: A Family Tragicomic, I assert that by presenting trauma, 

memory, and document congruently through comics form, personal narrative comics plays with 

and employs visuality to literally show the flaws inherent in archival systems. In so doing, it not 

only reveals that the archive is always curated and never complete, in making the system visible 

it reveals how the power of the archive lies in its interpretation.  

 

Chapter 3: The Contested Space of Comics and Archival Power 

The relationship between power and visibility is further explored in comics through the use of its 

spatial structure. While in personal narrative the form of comics works to collapse document and 

experience to expose how cultural memory is both curated and interpreted through the mediation 

of the institutionalized archive, the spatial structure of comics offers a different perspective on 

the archive: a revelation of how archival power is enacted through the mediation of space by 

visibility. In the tension between image and text, comics is positioned as yet another site of 

binary contestation. Because both on the page and on the narrative level comics blurs the 

perceived boundaries of time and space to create a sense of time as space, as Hillary Chute and 

Marianne DeKoven argue, it offers a refutation of G. E. Lessing’s argument that W. J. T. Mitchell 

succinctly summarizes:  

Reading occurs in time; the signs which are read are uttered or inscribed in a temporal 
sequence; and the events represented or narrated occur in time. There is thus a kind of 
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homology, or what Lessing calls a “convenient relation” (bequemes Verhältnis) between 
medium, message, and the mental process of decoding. A similar homology operates in 
accounts of visual art: the medium consists of forms displayed in space; and the 
perception of both medium and message is instantaneous, taking no appreciable time.20  

 
This spatializing of time in comics, I assert, not only works to comment on the formal 

possibilities of text and image, it further provides insight into how time is spatialized in terms of 

the real and the imaginary. Because comics style and structure can be used to confuse and 

conflate both time and space, and real and imaginary spaces, it is imbued with potential for 

institutional critique as it highlights that space is inherently multidimensional and power-laden.  

 Through a close reading of Paul Hornschemeier’s 2003 false memoir Mother, Come 

Home, I explore how comics necessarily addresses Foucault’s notion of heterotopic space, those 

“real and effective spaces which are outlined in the very institution of society,” and his notion of 

utopic space, the “arrangements which have no real space.”21 In so doing, I argue that comics is 

thereby able to expose what Foucault has called the “political ‘double bind’”22 of institutional 

power wherein subjectivity is both imposed upon the individual by the state and has become 

manifest in the individual through learned embodiment of the state’s ideals. In its toying with 

style and form through the use of color, various drawing styles, panels, and gutters, which can 

effectively move the space of the page and the space of the narrative in and out of various real 

and imagined spaces, I assert that comics make visible the workings of spatial constructions.  

 Further, through these same means, I assert that comics offers a potential answer to 

Foucault’s call to criticize institutions “in such a manner that the political violence which has 
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always exercised itself obscurely through them will be unmasked, so that one can fight them.”23 

By exposing the power enacted through visibility, comics can be seen as offering a potential to 

subvert this power of the institutions, and thereby serves as a possible answer to Foucault’s call 

to “refuse what we are.”24 In its creating a possibility for conceptualizing other spaces beyond 

modernist binaries—spaces that necessarily blur the borders of both public and private and the 

real and the imaginary, I further assert that comics is able to open what cultural geographer 

Edward Soja has termed “Thirdspace.” He writes: 

Everything comes together in Thirdspace: subjectivity and objectivity, the abstract and 
the concrete, the real and the imagined, the knowable and the unimaginable, the repetitive 
and the differential, structure and agency, mind and body, consciousness and the 
unconscious, the disciplined and the transdisciplinary, everyday life and unending 
history.25 
 

Because “Thirdspace” can be used as a tool to address the problematics raised by Foucault in his 

discourse on institutionalized power, I posit that comics, through its collapsing of binaries and 

rethinking of subjectivity, offers a potentiality to unmask and effectively criticize the power 

inherent in spatial constructions and thereby the political ramifications of archival power. 

 

 

Epilogue: Comics as “Minor Literature” 

In the epilogue, I offer that comics can be considered what Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari 

have termed “minor literature.” As outlined in their work Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature, 

“minor literature” illuminates: 
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[…] where the system is coming from and going to, how it becomes, and what element is 
going to play the role of heterogeneity, a saturating body that makes the whole assembly 
flow away and that breaks the symbolic structure, no less than it breaks hermeneutic 
interpretation, the ordinary association of ideas, and the imaginary archetype.26 
 

Rather than Foucault’s call to liberate ourselves from the workings of the institutions, Deleuze 

and Guattari argue that it is not liberation that is needed, but escape, “find[ing] a path there 

where he didn’t find any.”27 Eclipsing Soja’s notion of “Thirdspace,” “minor literature” is not 

simply a recentering of the margin but is an avenue through which to contemplate the language 

and systems upholding binaries such as center and margin, and public and private. “Minor 

literature” does not speak to how to subvert or rethink current systems but to the “revolutionary 

machine to come,” an entirely new system not yet fully conceived of.28  

 As Deleuze and Guattari explain, “minor literature” works to expose what they term the 

“network” that encodes society. This network, based on “an entire micropolitics of desire, of 

impasses and escapes, of submissions and rectifications,” offers merely a systematic process of 

“deterritorialization” and “reterritorialization,”—that is, a movement from public to private in a 

system of constant flux that works to reinscribe hierarchical structures even in its attempt to 

escape them.29 They explain: “In short, it’s not Oedipus that produces neurosis; it is neurosis—

that is, a desire that is already submissive and searching to communicate its own submission—

that produces Oedipus.”30 What “minor literature” enables, then, is a way to expose the workings 

of dominant systems to provide a veritable escape from the impasse created by such systems.  

 The three characteristics of “minor literature” are, first, that it is written in a major 
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language and thus actively deterritorializes major language; second, that it is immediately 

political because the individual concern connects to other political programs; and third, that it is 

always collective because of its lack of a “master.” I illuminate how comics is “minor literature” 

using the arguments made in the individual chapters; I argue that because comics actively 

deterritorializes language through its combination of text and image, is inherently political in its 

commentary on power enacted through spatial relations, and thereby immediately disrupts the 

notion of the individual as separate from the collective, it works to expose the fault in binary 

oppositions that uphold processes of reterritorialization. In its disruption of the value attributed to 

cultural objects and its blurring the borders between document and experience, public and 

private, and the real and imaginary, comics not only exposes the archive’s processes of 

institutionalization, inscription, and interpretation, it “express[es] another possible community 

and forge[s] the means for another consciousness and sensibility.”31 

 

“What’s Up with These Graphic Novels?” 

In the spring of 2010, I traveled to Copenhagen for a conference on the archive, for which I had 

prepared a paper that started with some such phrase as “The field of comics studies has grown 

exponentially in the last few years.” I arrived the day of the volcanic eruption of Iceland’s 

Eyjafjallajökull, which prevented most of the conference participants from getting to 

Copenhagen and eventually caused the conference to be canceled. After a few days of trying to 

figure out how to get back to Amsterdam, I finally joined together with several other stranded 

travelers and hired a cab. At some point on our long journey, one of the other passengers asked 
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me what I did. I told him I studied graphic novels. Shocked, he replied, “My God, what do your 

parents think?” I answered, “Well, they’re not just for children, you know.” To which he replied, 

“I should think not!” After a little clarification, I finally understood he thought I meant 

pornographic novels and he seemed relieved, if still a bit wary, to know that I meant comics. 

From the pornographic novel to the traumatic personal narrative to the collection of a comic 

book series, the graphic novel, as an object, has multiple meanings both implied and practical. 

While I firmly believe that graphic novels are comics, what my thesis aims to uncover is what 

the “graphic novel” is and what it actually does, starting with its addressing questions such as 

“My God, what do your parents think?”


