GRAPHIC ETHICS: THEORIZING THE FACE
IN MARJANE SATRAPI’S PERSEPOLIS
JOSEPH DARDA

Complex personhood means that all people . . . remember and forget, are
beset by contradictions, and recognize and misrecognize themselves and oth
never that.

struggle to defend her birth nation of Iran during this trip. The editorial includes

the bottom of the panel, a throng of Iranians in

fearful, helpless, and indistinct, a representation that facilitates American intru
sions in Western Asia. As she captions the collage, “I had . . . to try to explain
to people what Iran was really like. That not every woman in Iran looked like a
black bird. That the axis of evil also included people like myself. That it was a

graphic memoir Persepolis
countless comics to engage serious political and autobiographical content in this
Maus, which was
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an ideal space for interrogating epistemological assumptions and placing extra
textual “demands” on the reader.1
Recent comics criticism, and in particular criticism of graphic memoirs, cen
ters on the instabilities inherent in the multimodal text. Michael Chaney, Hill
ary Chute, Rocío
ent narration of a past self.2
tensions and instabilities that it gains its political force, undermining hegemonic
social structures, representing the unrepresentable, and positioning the reader
as an intimate participant in its construction. Characteristic of this work, Davis
contends that graphic memoirists “revise established genres to destabilize ideology
and conventional strategies of meaning in order to enact distinct sociocultural
situations. Readers who encounter these revisionary texts are thus obliged to reex

that the graphic memoir is uniquely capable of making an ethical appeal to the
reader. But it remains unclear what this mechanism is and how it functions in
do not communicate what Avery Gordon calls “complex personhood.” “Complex
personhood,” she notes, “means that all people . . . remember and forget, are beset

tion to reader obligation. Third, I demonstrate this ethical import as it operates
Persepolis.
A BRIEF HISTORY OF CLOSURE

Although comics remain a growing site of interest among scholars, criticism
of the form is in fact decades old. In his pioneering historical account of the

3

In his foundational

work Comics and Sequential Art
the traditional prose writer. Whereas a work of prose directs the imagination of
becomes a precise statement that brooks little or no further interpretation.
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serve to describe but rather to provide sound, dialogue and connective passages”
Comics and Sequential Art remains a foundational text, opening
direct opposition to present scholarship. Comics, we now insist, do not require
less interpretation than prose but more
but coexist in a precarious state of simultaneous alignment and discordance.
late this response in Understanding Comics
is incomplete until it is read, until the reader sutures the numerous interruptions

sure allows us to connect these moments and mentally construct a continuous,

and leave the reader to bridge it. So with McCloud the reader is put front and
center, instilling closure between panels, imbuing icons with meaning, and unit
pretation, McCloud sees little but interpretation in the reading of comics. Still
Whereas
cerned with considering what happens when the gutter does not close, or when
word and image do not come together, or when an iconic face does not welcome
Such questions are at the center of current scholarship on graphic memoirs, or
what Gillian Whitlock calls “autographics,” a term she coins in order to empha

and interruptions, not all of which can be integrated through subconscious acts
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of closure. Sometimes comics refuse to cohere with familiar tropes and practices

the reader to reconsider the assumptions she brings to the text and the basic
that the autographic represents a medium capable of rethinking the common
places of institutional histories and trauma studies. Rather than representing

form does not construct a better or more accurate representation of trauma and
otherness. Instead, it highlights the contructedness of representation in gen
eral, and thus facilitates understandings outside of our prescribed notions of

the autographic complicates epistemological certainties and thus makes possible
a less abridged consideration of political and social issues. To paraphrase Gor
don, we cannot “imagine otherwise” until we understand the constraints of the

that the autographic gains its ethical import. Tensuan suggests that such ten
sions force the reader to loiter in the autographic panels and, in doing so, shift
of the autographic puts an unfamiliar demand on the reader to take part in the
construction of the narrative and thus to comprehend it from the inside rather
than as a detached outsider. Watson suggests that the “splits” that mark the form

“demands” that the author participate in the act of witnessing alongside the nar

however, what places this act of reading in the ethical realm. What compels the
reader to meet the demands of the autographic? If the text encourages us to
inhabit the precepts of the narrator, is this a site of ethics or one of egoism? Does
the autographic accommodate the complex personhood of the one telling trauma
I would like to suggest that the graphic memoir does in fact facilitate ethical
reading, as Chute, Watson, and Gilmore suggest. But this is a claim that still
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precariousness. I further contend that the timeframe of the autographic enacts
what Diana Taylor calls “the scenario,” a repeatable, repeating, and changeable
instance that situates us, as spectators, as part of the act, “implicating us in its

TOWARD A GRAPHIC ETHICS

Writing after the September 11 attacks and the ensuing processes of containment

an ethics that can counteract state violence, she distinguishes between two inter
secting terms, what she calls “precariousness” and “precarity,” the former as the

living is to acknowledge that that person is in danger of dying and will at some
point die, and vice versa. We must see a life as precarious and grievable in order

cannot die and is therefore not alive is not killing to begin with. Butler asks, “If
understand, can this help us understand why it is we might feel horror in the face

to autographics, is the Levinasian notion of the face. In the face of the other, in
its precariousness, one is met with two warring desires: the desire to kill and “the

The face belongs to the realm of ethics in part because it is incomprehensible.
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terms of what he calls proximity: “Proximity as the impossible assumption of

the face communicates the proximity of the other as irreducible to “a ‘kind of this
the other not as alien but as a neighbor incomprehensible in her complexity. The
excess of sociality” that

arises from contradiction. The face tempts us with murder at the same time that
This ethical tension, though, is not a certainty. Western media, according to
mean
no face at all. The result is, in one case, a representation of the inhuman and, in
response, then, the face must aspire to represent the human but fail and show its

the face of the other of the graphic memoir comes through in its attempt but

distinguishes between what she calls the
“archive” and the “repertoire,” the former as documentation that is somewhat
stable and chosen for preservation and the latter as enacting embodied memory
However, she trou

from both the realm of the archive, in its “reactivation” of the past, and the realm
of the repertoire, in its potential for change, for the revising of that same past.
Although not performance or repertoire proper, the scenario does implicate us in

other as either inhuman or absent. The autographic thus demands an ethical
Persepolis embodies this graphic
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OBLIGATING THE READER IN PERSEPOLIS

Nylon Road: A Graphic Memoir of Coming
of Age in Iran
Journey from the Land of No: A Girlhood
Caught in Revolutionary Iran
Even After All this Time: A
Story of Love, Revolution, and Leaving Iran
Jihad
Persepolis. In Persepolis, Satrapi tells of her childhood and adolescence in and

political, social, and religious realities of Iran in Persepolis and, in Persepolis 2, her
expressing frustration toward its politics and social structure. In the introduc
tion to the 2003 US edition, Satrapi makes it clear that Persepolis
been discussed mostly in connection with fundamentalism, fanaticism, and ter
rorism. As an Iranian who has lived more than half of my life in Iran, I know this

historical account.
In assessing Persepolis

meant for a Western audience.
Persepolis

that takes place in the historical imagination of the West. Just like Butler, Satra
and the United States as either inhuman or missing, as either global terrorists or
historical absences. Her autographic presents a past self that is at center frame,

Persepolis
Bildungsroman is
her remarks in the introduction make clear, less about educating Western readers
of Western Asia. McCloud suggests that the comics icon, in its abstraction, func
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neither the same as herself nor
graphic foregrounds the transnationalism of her account, one that falls outside US
frames of understanding and thus works to unsettle them.
Persepolis

it, the second panel depicts four girls sitting in the same position next to one
another and wearing the same hood and headscarf. Its caption reads, “And this

familiar point of reference for the US reader. In separating herself from her
classmates but at the same time pointing to her peripheral presence beside
them, Satrapi is able to indicate at once the presence and potential absence of
the text at hand. But the second panel gestures to a possible erasure: she is lost
in the throng of Iranian schoolgirls and does not appear in the frame at all. In
the second panel, the text gestures to the historical practice of erasure against

its intention to correct for this Western neglect at the same time that it points
Persepolis
againness” of the scenario. In articulating the scenario as a balance of setup and
action, of formula and transformation, Taylor contends, “The frame is basically
ence each other by the way they frame the situation and quote words and ges

fer cultural imaginings as a result. Nonetheless, although the scenario is often

Persepolis
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Persepolis: The Story of a Childhood
©
Pantheon Books, a division of Random House, Inc.

same but, in the mind of the reader, there is an alteration. This speaks to Thierry

The reader focuses on a particular panel at the same time that

enacts and reenacts the same scenario again and again, creating not a linear pat

to attend to the unstable nature of historical and textual representation, it

imagines oneself: “When two people interact, they usually look directly at one

sentiment of much of the later scholarship, approaching but not articulating the

tion, though, is an obligation to the other rather than to oneself. If in the face
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own plight that she sees in the face of the other. What McCloud articulates is
less an ethics of comics than a narcissism, in which the reader attends to the text

Instead, in order to recommend an ethics of the autographic, there must be an

about hurting the Other, and these two impulses are at war with each other, like
knowledge that this is an Iranian girl living in the wake of the Islamic Revolution

hers, must end. In order to eliminate the appearance of her precariousness and
the potential danger of the unfamiliar other, one desires to kill, to eliminate this

is the second alone that instills an element of ethics in the autographic form, an
obligation to another rather than to oneself.
In this regard, it is crucial to consider that it is the nonviolent, ethical impulse
that arrives second. If there is no encouragement to loiter in the panel, to return
to it and reenact it, then no ethical obligation can declare itself. The other is
made inhuman through a process of capturing, or absent through a process of
disremembering, and becomes a target for unrepentant acts of violence. In order
to be an ethical form that destabilizes acts of historicism and obligates the reader
to attend to the other, the autographic must arrive as a series of scenarios that
attention on and in tension with the face of the other. The autographic relates

form. In working toward a nonviolent ethics of the graphic memoir, it is impor
tant that the face is in a perpetual state of failing to represent the human and

TIME
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straight ahead and wearing a white headdress. The image represents his head
alone, against a white background, and his face is without expression. This is the
TIME has run on its cover, the previous images being similar

illustration, bin Laden comes to stand for and be commensurable with both

a white background, he seems to be at once more than human and less than
Butler contends, “through a face that is supposed to be, to capture, to contain the

against the other as acts of patriotism and of national triumph. It is not surprising
that the feature article includes a collection of photographs of people unfurling
TIME’S bin Laden illustration
turn the page without a second thought or glance. So, in considering the ethics
of the autographic, it is crucial to attend to what the text does not capture of the

meini distributed keys to teenage boys meant to represent their “key to heaven”

from their necks, and the caption reads, “The key to paradise was for poor people.

Not only did my mom let me go, she also knitted me a sweater full of holes and
made me a necklace with chains and nails. Punk rock was in. I was looking sharp”

Persepolis, this is also

the second. In depicting the Iranian soldiers as faceless and with the false
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Persepolis: The Story of a Childhood
sion of Pantheon Books, a division of Random House, Inc.
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record that forgets or makes absent the deaths of Western Asian soldiers

who

but then counter it with the face of an Iranian, her past self, experiencing the
normal growing pains of adolescence amid the atrocities of war.

Persepolis and in her changing appearance and
panel also points to its failure to represent in relation to the neighboring panel.
tional meaning alongside the mirror image of other Iranian teenagers in midair
fails, and points to this failure in highlighting the national backdrop to what, at

panels alongside one another reminds the reader of the social and political reali

she comes to stand for the impossibility of representation, a failure of representa

ence. Throughout Persepolis 1 and 2
posters for her from Turkey. She purchases cassette tapes of Western artists on

act of teenage rebellion is less straightforward when set alongside an image of
Satrapi condemns the censoring of Western culture in Iran under Khomeini,
there are undertones of cultural imperialism in her representation of the War

one pointing to political coercion and one to cultural consent.

COLLEGE LITERATURE

|

the past self of the images and the present self of the captions and design of Perse
polis

something unusual or unfamiliar, the images together and the captions connect
ing them alter and change both scenarios, necessitating further consideration.

hand, she learns that her wealthier friends, with whom she is dancing, are not

war against troops with Western funding and others take pleasure in Western
cultural icons. Satrapi recruits the tensions of the form and the “suspension of

appears to be a pair of disparate images comes to implicate the Western reader

Yet the reenactment of a historical scenario does not end, and Satrapi her
self continues to rework and amend the scenarios of her personal and national
histories throughout Persepolis
Persepolis mimes
Persepolis 2 returns to this scenario, introducing a face, in her childhood friend

birthplace in shambles. Buildings are bombed out. All of the streets are renamed
after dead soldiers or “martyrs,” as the state calls them. Slogans of the Islamic
Republic litter billboards and the walls of buildings. And her parents, idealists
prior to the war, are disillusioned about the state of Iran.

little about Iran or the region, other than their general opinion of it as, according
Iranian forces, correct for this distance upon her return. Her father relates his
a big setup to destroy both the Iranian and the Iraqi armies. . . . The west sold
weapons to both camps and we, we were stupid enough to enter into this cynical
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of thousands of political prisoners, it is apparent to a Western audience that there
is nothing unusual about it. Neither the Islamic Republic nor the United States
wants this account in print, and there are abundant media and personal distrac
Persepolis

turmoil in her home nation in the preceding chapters, and the media representa

of remembrance in which historical scenarios are and must be sites of endless
reenactments and debate, what Chute calls the “productive recursivity” of com
Persepolis appears linear in arrangement, in part due
reader to return to preceding and succeeding panels.
Persepolis 2,
instilling an ethical appeal in its telling through the introduction of Kia. Upon

Iran at the outset of the war in order to escape conscription, but he was arrested
and sent to the frontline. It becomes apparent, then, that Kia was among the

this neglect. As the panels leap from detail to detail before centering on Kia in
of her nation and her friend, a merging of the historical and the personal. In the
Persepolis,
past, incommensurable but still there

tionship to this Western discourse of capture and erasure.
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So Persepolis does more than supplant Western representations of Iranians

exam in order to enter college. The exam for the college of art includes a drawing

to the coercion of cultural producers in Iran at the same time that it corrects

Persepolis 2: The Story of a Return
Books, a division of Random House, Inc.
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graphic memoir, the panel underscores the limitations
Persepolis

in
praesentia

space of ethical engagement. Watson notes that the positioning of the reader as

the mind of the narrator, as McCloud suggests
With the hand emerging from the margin, the panel communicates the prox
imity, though not identicalness, of the other. The relation between reader and

is produced an excess of sociality, and it is this excess that is the realm of the
ethical. Hence, what Chute calls the “excess of representation” of the autographic
other is present, is there, but is not altogether comprehensible. She possesses a
complexity that escapes representation.

als honoring dead soldiers. Walking the streets, she sees one mural of a dead
around them. Her national exam drawing thus reactivates and revises this earlier
the restrictions of the state that determine representational bounds. So Satrapi
rearticulates this image through its reenactment as a scenario in which “view
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in returning again and again to the site of construction itself, Satrapi is able to
ture and erasure. In particular, she reminds us that as an Iranian woman she is

CONCLUSION: NATIONAL FRAMES AND THE ETHICS OF REPRESENTATION

On the afternoon of January 11, 2012, in northern Tehran, a man on a motor
detonated moments later, killing Roshan, demolishing his car, and causing chaos

Although the Obama administration condemned the killing, a number of US

Post
also the political positioning of his assassination as a righteous act, as a means of
not apparent in most Western media representations of the region, in the end, it

to those cast as other in the present national discourse. When is representation

graphic, I have argued, facilitates an ethical response because it encourages
representational practices in general. When Satrapi reminds us that “the axis
of evil also included people like myself
able according to this or that schema, complexity is obscured and the potential
more accurate historical account. Instead, it interrogates the limits of what can
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comprehension. The human, Butler suggests, is neither represented nor unrep
resentable: “it is, rather, that which limits the success of any representational
human, and it must show this failure. The autographic form lends itself to this
ethical work. It communicates through what Levinas calls the face of the other,
encircling but not capturing the human. Whereas national frames often restrict

unfamiliar. Graphic ethics urge the reader to do more than see herself in or as

NOTES
1

2

In particular, Chute notes that comics recruit more than a single code “in their struc

3

Thierry Groensteen also sees the image as the dominant code of comics. “Its predomi
nance within the system,” he argues, “attaches to what is essential to the production of

dispute with Levinasian ethics.

argues that

tion of otherness.
Persepolis in four separate volumes between
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Persepolis: The Story of a Childhood
2: The Story of a Return.

Persepolis
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