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Epilogue: Comics as “Minor Literature” 

 

 

As I have illustrated throughout my thesis, comics works to disrupt the binary systems upon 

which the archive is built and thereby effectively unmasks the operations of archival power. 

From undermining the value attributed to cultural objects to blurring the borders between 

document and experience, public and private, and real and imaginary space, comics not only 

exposes the archive’s processes of institutionalization, inscription, and interpretation, it houses a 

potential for a new form of subjectivity through the creation of a “Thirdspace” that both 

acknowledges and reworks such binaries in a system of multiplicity. In this epilogue, I assert that 

comics’ political potential reaches even further; in its toying with established language systems, 

its political commentary, and its tying the individual to the collective, I argue that comics can be 

seen as what Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari term “minor literature.” As such, I assert that 

comics is therefore not only able to expose and critique the archive but, more interestingly, to 

offer a way out of such systems, “a line of escape.”258 

 The concept of “minor literature” offers a different perspective on the problematics of the 

“political ‘double bind’” of institutional power outlined by Foucault. For Deleuze and Guattari, 

the problem left unaddressed in Foucault’s call to expose the workings of institutions—a 

problem that is rather highlighted in Edward Soja’s offering a potential solution in the reordering 

systems of power through the creation of a “Thirdspace”—is how to move beyond what they see 

as mere measures of liberation. What they propose in their concept therefore eclipses both 

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

Minnesota, 1986), 12. 
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Foucault’s and Soja’s discourse: escape. Indeed, they argue that what is needed to address 

institutional power is neither “a structure with formal oppositions and a fully constructed 

Signifier,” found in Foucault’s discourse, nor “a disordering, deconstruction, and tentative 

reconstruction,” as Soja proposes, but rather an awareness of the “whole underground network, 

and with all the ways out from this network.”259 

 In a reading of Franz Kafka’s “Letter to the Father,” Deleuze and Guattari explain the 

importance of moving beyond strategies of liberation to find instead a veritable escape. While 

Foucault calls for political action “to liberate us both from the state and from the type of 

individualization which is linked to the state,” they argue that liberation merely reorders and 

reinscribes hierarchies through processes of “deterritorialization” and “reterritorialization.”260 

They explain: 

[…] the too well-formed family triangle is really only a conduit for investments of an 
entirely different sort that the child endlessly discovers underneath his father, inside his 
mother, in himself. The judges, commissioners, bureaucrats, and so on, are not substitutes 
for the father; rather, it is the father who is a condensation of all these forces that he 
submits to and that he tries to get his son to submit to.261  

 
While their point underlines Foucault’s “political ‘double bind’” in that it speaks to the manner 

in which the individual is an active participant in his subjugation through his embodiment of the 

state’s imposed ideals, it advances the discourse on power relations through exposing the impetus 

behind such systems. They argue that what becomes clear in  “Letter to the Father” is that the 

father demands that his son be submissive to him because he finds himself in a submissive 

position. This cycle of submission, they claim, reveals that “[...] it’s not Oedipus that produces 

                                                 
259 Deleuze and Guattari, Kafka, 7. Edward Soja, Thirdspace: Journeys to Los Angeles and Other Real-and-

Imagined Places (Cambridge: Wiley-Blackwell, 1996), 65.; Deleuze and Guattari, Kafka, 10. 
260 Michel Foucault, “The Subject and Power,” in Michel Foucault: Beyond Structuralism and Hermeneutics, eds. 

Hubert Dreyfus and Paul Rabinow (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982), 216. 
261 Deleuze and Guattari, Kafka, 11–12. 
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neurosis; it is neurosis—that is, a desire that is already submissive and searching to communicate 

its own submission—that produces Oedipus. Oedipus, the market value of neurosis.”262 To break 

this cycle of desire, they propose an absolute deterritorialization free from “reterritorializing 

everything in Oedipus and the family.”263 

 As a means to do this, they offer their concept of “minor literature,” which works to 

actively deterritorialize language and disrupt processes of reterritorialization through an 

inherently political and collective enunciation. What “minor literature” allows for, then, is not 

necessarily a solution to the “political ‘double bind,’” but rather offers:   

The literary machine thus becomes the relay for a revolutionary machine-to-come, not at 
all for ideological reasons but because the literary machine alone is determined to fill the 
conditions of a collective enunciation that is lacking elsewhere in this milieu: literature is 
the people’s concern.”264 

 
Indeed, while Deleuze and Guattari argue that “if the writer is in the margins or completely 

outside his or her fragile community, this situation allows the writer all the more the possibility 

to express another possible community and to forge the means for another consciousness and 

another sensibility,” that every writer has the potential to “[find] his own point of 

underdevelopment, his own patois, his own third world, his own desert.”265 While seemingly like 

Soja’s commentary on bell hooks’s work, of which he notes constructs “interconnected and non-

exclusionary communities of resistance,” minor literature is neither desirous of communicating 

its own submission nor concerned with recentering the margin, which Deleuze and Guattari 

would see as a process of reterritorialization.266 Quite the opposite: “minor literature” rather 

                                                 
262 Ibid., 10. 
263 Ibid., 10. 
264 Ibid., 17–18. 
265 Ibid. 
266 Soja, Thirdspace, 96. 
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rejects the major in creating: 

[…] an escape for language, for music, for writing. What we call pop—pop music, pop 
philosophy, pop writing—Worterflucht. To make use of the polylingualism of one’s own 
language, to make a minor or intensive use of it, to oppose the oppressed quality of this 
language to its oppressive quality, to find points of nonculture or underdevelopment, 
linguistic Third World zones by which a language can escape, an animal enters into 
things, an assemblage comes into play.267  

 
 In the three chapters of my work I elaborated upon the manner in which comics disrupts 

various binaries upon which the archive is built and enacts power. What I will now outline is 

how comics can be seen as continuing this discourse in its position as minor literature to “express 

another possible community and forge the means for another consciousness and sensibility.”268 

As Deleuze and Guattari explain, “minor literature” has three characteristics: that it is written in 

a major language, that it immediately connects the individual to politics, and that it is of a 

collective enunciation. The first of these characteristics, Deleuze and Guattari explain, is “that 

which a minority constructs within a major language” and that “in it language is affected with a 

high coefficient of deterritorialization.”269 Because comics is always already effectively policed 

and penned in by various discourses that maintain that comics exists outside the realms of “real” 

art, “real” literature, or “pure” medium qualifications, its “kitsch” status, as art discourse would 

have it, actually can be considered operational in this respect. Comics affects the major enough 

to be consistently denigrated in art discourse, intermediality studies, and by advocates of the term 

“graphic novel,” and thereby is positioned as a minor construct within a system of major 

discourses, and as such is primed to “oppose the oppressed quality of this language to its 

                                                 
267 Deleuze and Guattari, Kafka, 26–7. 
268 Ibid., 17. 
269 Ibid., 16. 
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oppressive quality.”270  

 As Deleuze and Guattari explain, in order to deterritorialize a major language, one must 

“[proceed] by dryness and sobriety, a willed poverty, pushing deterritorialization to such an 

extreme that nothing remains but intensities.”271 What all of these sites of the denigration of 

comics point to is exactly a poverty, a perceived simplicity, of comics. This poverty, they argue, 

whether emphatically or implicitly, lowers its cultural and artistic status. As noted in chapter 1, in 

art discourse Greenberg found that Steig’s cartoons “push and strain against the social and 

psychological limitations of the cartoon form and strive to become self-sufficient, time-

transcending art.”272 And Krauss argued of Coleman’s work, “it is this resource, this most 

degraded form of mass ‘literature’—comic books for adults—that [he] will exploit in his 

transformation of the physical support of the slide tape into the fully articulate and formally 

reflexive condition of what could finally be called a medium.”273 What both Greenberg and 

Krauss point to, in these examples and elsewhere, is that comics cannot be art (or literature) 

because it is not complex enough in its articulation. Similarly, in intermediality studies, granted 

sometimes less adamantly than in art discourse, privileged status has been given to media 

combinations found to be in a complex fusion of media, which has been perceived as more 

advanced than singular media or other media combinations. And, as previously illustrated, both 

art discourse and intermediality studies have been taken up by advocates of the term “graphic 

novel” as a means to elevate particular comics. This is often done on a per-case basis, like 

                                                 
270 Ibid., 26–7. 
271 Ibid., 19. 
272 Clement Greenberg, “Steig’s Cartoons: A Review of All Embarrassed by William Steig,” in Arguing Comics: 

Literary Masters on a Popular Medium, eds. Jeet Heer and Kent Worcester (Jackson, MS: UP Mississippi, 
2004), 40. 

273 Rosalind Krauss, “Reinventing the Medium,” Critical Inquiry 25.2 (1999): 300. 
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Krauss’s favoritism of certain artists, and more generally in terms of, as Gillian Whitlock and 

Anna Poletti imply, those comics that are “sophisticated and highly literate.”274  

 But it is the perceived simplicity of comics, its seeming stripping down of art and of 

literature, that opens new avenues of expression by deterritorializing Art (with a capital A) and 

Literature (with a capital L) rather than staking claims to a place within the system of cultural 

capital. As Barthes suggests, “There may thus be a future—or a very ancient past—truth in these 

derisory, vulgar, foolish, dialogical forms of consumer subculture.”275 Indeed, as noted above, 

Deleuze and Guattari explain that the minor position of pop allows language (music, philosophy, 

writing) to escape; being outside the major, pop may be perceived as “derisory, vulgar, foolish, 

dialogical”—that is, simple—but these are the qualifications “by which a language can escape, 

an animal enters into things, an assemblage comes into play”—by which an intensity can 

emerge.276 As I demonstrated throughout my thesis, comics is far from simplistic, but in terms of 

its position relative to major discourse it is, and it is this relative simplicity that grants it a minor 

position. 

 In the coming together of text and image, comics uses its minor position to discover 

multiple “points of nonculture or underdevelopment, linguistic Third World zones.”277 As I 

elaborated upon in chapter 2, in its exploration of memorial truth comics exposes dominant 

communication systems as insufficient. Through her assemblage of various texts and images, 

Alison Bechdel highlights in Fun Home: A Family Tragicomic how in the combination of text 

and image comics pushes the limits of both by questioning one against the other, ultimately 

                                                 
274 Gillian Whitlock and Anna Poletti, “Self-Regarding Art,” Biography 31.1 (2008): xi.  
275 Roland Barthes, The Third Meaning, qtd. in Rosalind Krauss, “Reinventing the Medium: Introduction to 

Photograph,” in October Files: James Coleman (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2003), 200.  
276 Deleuze and Guattari, Kafka, 26–7. 
277 Ibid.  
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tapping into a possibility of revealing what is hidden by both. In so doing, her work shows how 

comics “makes the whole assembly flow away” to reveal not only that any representation is 

impossible but also that there is an untapped intensity vibrating behind representation.278 

Relatedly, in chapter 3, I argued that the use of text in comics helps make the invisible visible. 

Specifically in its use of onomatopoeic words, comics is also pushing the boundaries of 

language; in the same manner as Deleuze and Guattari note that Artaud does with his use of 

“cries, gasps,” comics adds sound to text, thus making a “minor music.”279  

 Indeed, in its assemblage, comics allows a becoming-animal. Quite literally hinted at in 

the comics trope of having characters appear as animals, as Hornschemeier does to great effect in 

Mother, Come Home—especially in his scenes of Thomas and his uncle-the-cat, where Thomas’s 

mode of expression is stifled by his uncle’s insistence on his following the norm—, comics 

further creates the possibility of becoming animal in its appeal to its readers’ senses. In the 

coming together of text and image, panels, gutters, spatial layout, the visible and invisible, and 

real and imagined space, comics offers a different reading process, a new language. As Deleuze 

and Guattari note of Kafka’s work, this new language: 

[…] remains a mixture, a schizophrenic mélange, a Harlequin costume in which very 
different functions of language and distinct centers of power are played out, blurring what 
can be said and what can’t be said; one function will be played off against the other, all 
the degrees of territoriality and relative deterritorialization will be played out.280 

 
  

                                                 
278 Ibid., 7. 
279 Ibid., 26 
280 Ibid. Jan Baetens, in his discussion of the Fréon Collective, argues, “The articulation of the visual and the textual 

(i.e. the verbal rephrasing of the narratives elaborated within as well as between the images) shifts from the 
author to the reader, who must commit herself to a creative partnership with the author. The reader must, in other 
words, enter the game of authorship as much as the authors themselves […].” Jan Baetens, “Of Graphic Novels 
and Minor Cultures: The Fréon Collective,” Yale French Studies 114 (2008): 114. 
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In this “schizophrenic mélange,” the second characteristic of “minor literature” emerges: 

minor literature is always immediately connected to politics. As Deleuze and Guattari explain, 

unlike in major literatures where the concern of the individual is the crux of the discourse, in 

minor literature, “its cramped space forces each individual intrigue to connect immediately to 

politics. The individual concern thus becomes all the more necessary, indispensable, magnified, 

because a whole other story is vibrating within it.”281 As noted in their discussion of Kafka’s 

“Letter to the Father,” the father “is a condensation of all these forces that he submits to and that 

he tries to get his son to submit to,” and thereby is never just a subject, but reveals in his 

subjectivity the politics of society.282  

 Comics is immediately political in both form and content. As I have argued throughout 

my thesis, the form of comics works to expose the hierarchical nature of the archive from its 

institutionalization to its processes of inscription, interpretation, and enacted power. Already in 

this way, comics is political in that “a whole other story is vibrating within it,” but even further, 

its content works to underline the political function of its form.283 As I explained in chapter 1, 

even the comics that are often used as scapegoats in the discourse on high and low culture—that 

is, superhero comics—cannot be seen as merely inwardly gazing entertainment but are connected 

to the political. While Deleuze and Guattari argue that archetypes are “processes of spiritual 

reterritorialization,” as I argued in chapter 1, superhero comics both uphold and destabilize 

culturally circulated messages, and thereby break the idea of a fixed archetype.284 Indeed, 

especially post 9/11, superhero comics have specifically commented on such cultural ideals by 

                                                 
281 Deleuze and Guattari, Kafka, 17. 
282 Ibid., 11–12. 
283 Ibid., 17. 
284 Ibid., 6.  
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calling attention to the inadequacy of the superhero to solve real-world problems, and thus the 

inadequacy of fixed cultural symbols.  

 Further, personal narrative comics, like Bechdel’s, illuminate the immediate connection 

of comics to politics as well. As I argued in chapter 2, the form of comics advances the aims of 

personal narrative in its search for truth by illuminating the negotiation between document and 

experience in memory. In so doing, these comics are immediately political in that they highlight 

the flawed systems of categorization and interpretation of archival material. This political 

connection of the individual to the collective is further underlined in the content of these 

narratives. While they are poised to consider the world outside as “a mere environment or a 

background” since they are narrated from the perspective of the individual, as I noted in chapter 

2, because personal narratives often relate stories of trauma, they are always already collective in 

their enunciation.285 As Judith Butler asserts, “Many people think that grief is privatizing, that it 

returns us to a solitary situation, but I think it exposes the constitutive sociality of the self, a basis 

for thinking a political community of a complex order.”286  

 But comics need not be personal narrative to achieve this political function, a point rather 

underlined by Hornschemeier’s false-memoir. Like Bechdel’s, Hornschemeier’s traumatic story 

highlights how grief connects the individual to the collective. But Hornschemeier’s work goes 

even further and shows how this grief connects the personal to the collective not just in emotion, 

but in terms of the “political ‘double bind.’” As I elaborated upon in chapter 3, Hornschemeier 

self-reflexively utilizes the form of comics to underline the content of his story. In his toying 

with form of comics through the use of color, various drawing styles, panels, and gutters, he 

                                                 
285 Ibid., 17. 
286 Judith Butler, Undoing Gender (London: Routledge, 2004), 19. 
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dynamically engages with the space of comics to expose the power enacted through spatial 

relations. In so doing, he offers comics as a form through which to expose: 

[…] 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.287  

  
As can be seen from the above discussion, the third and final characteristic of “minor 

literature” is intertwined with the political nature of the second characteristic in the sense that “in 

it everything takes on a collective value.”288 In its lack of a “master” Deleuze and Guattari 

explain, “there are no possibilities for an individuated enunciation [...] that could be separated 

from a collective enunciation.”289 As explained in the examples above, the political nature of 

comics certainly takes on a collective enunciation in its content and form. As I have illustrated 

throughout my thesis, comics is politically functional in dismantling hierarchies from the 

terminology that imbues objects and discourses with cultural capital to the privileging of 

document over experience to opening the possibility for a new form of subjectivity. What all this 

discussion, therefore, begs a return to is the question that was the impetus for my writing this 

thesis: 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.” 

 On the collectivity of minor literature Deleuze and Guattari explain: 

 
 
 
 

                                                 
287 Deleuze and Guattari, Kafka, 7. 
288 Ibid., 17. 
289 Ibid. 
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[…] talent isn’t abundant in a minor literature, […] [and] scarcity of talent is in fact 
beneficial and allows the conception of something other than a literature of masters; what 
each author says individually already constitutes a common action, and what he or she 
says or does is necessarily political, even if others aren’t in agreement.290 

 
This statement, of course, recalls the ongoing debate between those advocating for the term 

“graphic novel” and those who claim that graphic novels are comics. I would like to conclude by 

restating that I firmly stand behind those in the latter category. As I have demonstrated 

throughout my thesis, comics, in its many forms, from superhero tales to personal narrative to 

fictive false-memoir, is necessarily political in its ability to expose and critique archival systems. 

While the advent of the term “graphic novel” opens this avenue of discovery, the continued use 

of the term to distinguish graphic novels as different from and better than comics closes off its 

political function. To finally answer the question of “what the graphic novel is, and what it 

actually does”: the graphic novel is comics and the “graphic novel” marks an impasse in what 

could otherwise be a line of escape. As Deleuze and Guattari assert, “There is nothing that is 

major or revolutionary except the minor.”291 
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