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Introduction: The Burdens of Representation
The front cover of Sarah Glidden’s recent book-length comic, 
Rolling Blackouts: Dispatches from Turkey, Syria, and Iraq (2016), 
depicts a scene overlooking a cramped Middle Eastern city. In the 
foreground, standing on a flat roof in the image’s very center is a 
man, his eyes concealed by his opaque spectacles. As the comic 
goes on to reveal, this man, Sam, was once an Iraqi refugee living 
in the United States until, after being suspected of terrorism (though 
without convincing evidence), his asylum was revoked, and he was 
forced to return to his home country. Separated from his family, who 
remained in America, Sam’s story is one of the many testimonies 
recorded in Glidden’s comic, as she seeks to educate American 
readers about the plight of dispossessed and disenfranchised people 
whose lives are subject to the whimsical policies of governments and 
the violent ramifications of war. Indeed, the comic seeks to correct 
the “rolling blackouts” of the mainstream media, representing 
the personal experiences of those who so often remain nameless, 
the details of their lives overlooked by the speed of continuous 
news cycles. This is a project that, as this chapter will show, is an 
overarching concern for postcolonial literature, culture and criticism 
more widely, and Glidden’s work is one example of what we might 
think of as “postcolonial comics. ” 
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Fig.1: The front cover of Sarah Glidden’s book-length piece 
of comics journalism, Rolling Blackouts: Dispatches from 

Turkey, Syria, and Iraq (2016).
Used with permission.
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Let us return to the scene on Glidden’s front cover for a 
moment. The image does more than just tell us what the story is 
about—in this case, Sam. It demonstrates an awareness of decades-
old debates in postcolonial studies that relate specifically to issues 
of representation and the difficulties raised by attempts to document 
the stories of the world’s most marginalized citizens. Also standing 
on the roof are Glidden’s journalist friends, interviewing Sam so that 
they can communicate his story to citizens in the West, thousands of 
miles away. That is, Glidden’s cover shows the process of journalism 
in action, asking readers to reflect not only on Sam’s story, but on 
the ways in which such stories are documented. Who is responsible 
for representing these stories to readerships in the West? How are 
they shaped and altered by the journalists, writers, and artists who 
do this representing? This front cover throws these questions into 
the foreground, asking readers to think through the complications 
they might raise.

But looking one last time at this cover image, there remains yet 
one more layer. Standing to the right-hand side, unnoticed at first, 
is an image of Sarah Glidden herself, quietly drawing the scene in 
front of her. This self-depiction recurs throughout the comic as a 
whole: Glidden herself features as a character in almost every panel 
of Rolling Blackouts. In every scene, she shows readers where she 
was standing at the time, what she saw, and how she saw it. In this 
single cover image, then, readers are asked to consider: first, the 
original story; second, the processes of representation, and how 
journalists and writers document such stories; and then third and 
finally, to think about Glidden’s own act of drawing, and how those 
drawings represent (or fail to represent) the stories they are trying 
to tell. 

As for a number of comics set in (post)colonial contexts, the 
drawings included in Glidden’s book think about themselves. They 
are self-reflexive, perhaps even meta-narratives —which is to say, 
they are narratives about narratives, in that they show readers the 
way in which their own and other stories are made and constructed 
from fragments of facts, memories, and even sometimes, mistruths. 
Glidden is not alone in this practice. Groundbreaking comics artist 
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Joe Sacco, to whom we will return later in this chapter, similarly 
draws himself into almost every panel, asking readers to think 
about how his presence impacts on the scenes he documents and 
the stories he tells in his comics. Josh Neufeld, who has authored a 
number of comic books ranging from travelogues to documentary 
non-fiction, carefully reveals the layers of mediation involved in his 
storytelling in a short comic about Syrian refugees, entitled “The 
Road to Germany: $2400.” Every panel Neufeld draws is based on 
firsthand reporting gathered by Alia Malek, a journalist and civil 
rights lawyer, and the comic’s captions describe events that were 
related to Malek by the refugees who experienced them. He even 
uses color codes, with speech bubbles shaded in pink to denote 
direct quotations from those reports, whilst white speech bubbles 
are used to indicate paraphrased quotations. 

Meanwhile, in another example, the PostiveNegatives 
project uses comics to document, visualize, and relate the refugee 
experience, as well as other violations of social and human rights 
issues, to readers in host countries. As for Neufeld and Malek, 
anxieties around representing the stories related by victims and 
witnesses of such atrocities and abuses are found inscribed into the 
comic itself. The artists and writers working for PostiveNegatives 
always undertake extensive “ethnographic research” to tell “personal 
testimonies” in comics form, emphasizing that their “narratives are 
adapted directly from first-hand interviews” and that “illustrations 
are based on photographs taken during field research” (even if 
names are sometimes altered to protect the identity of their real-
life protagonists). When possible, the comics are even returned to 
the refugees before they are published, so that they themselves can 
verify the final story before it is made available to readers. 

Such astonishing rigor around issues of representation, and a 
commitment to thinking through longer histories of colonialism to 
further our understanding of contemporary social justice issues, are 
shared by what has come to be known as “postcolonial” literature 
and criticism. As these examples suggest, there is now a notable 
movement in contemporary comics production that speaks to 
postcolonialism’s overarching project to communicate, study, and 
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analyze the stories, fictional and otherwise, of peoples affected by 
the phenomenon of colonialism and other kinds of social and human 
rights abuses the world over. Despite the admirable ambitions of 
such projects, such efforts are not always without problems of their 
own; something that postcolonial criticism is carefully tuned into, 
and something to which postcolonial comics often draw attention. 

As for the comics discussed above, then, the movement of what 
we might think of as postcolonial literature has long taken place 
across national borders and cultural boundaries from writers often 
based in anglophone and francophone ex-colonies to readerships 
primarily —though not always—located in the global North (which 
is to say mostly the United States, Canada, and the United Kingdom, 
as well as some other western European countries). This has been, on 
the one hand, the source of postcolonial literature’s great richness. 
Postcolonial studies offer students and critics a chance to read and 
discuss writing from many diverse cultures and countries and to learn 
about many different histories and geographies not so well-known 
in the West. On the other hand, however, this movement from global 
South to North—and related issues, such as the field’s emphasis on 
mostly anglophone and some francophone texts, or the economic and 
educational privilege of many now canonical postcolonial authors 
—have been points of contention very difficult to move beyond. 
Postcolonial scholars are acutely aware of the problems raised 
by these issues: that in this geographical movement from South 
to North can be seen the traces of old imperial power dynamics; 
that the poorest postcolonial populations continue to remain under-
represented, if not entirely excluded, from postcolonial cultural 
production; and that the languages of English and French tend to 
be spoken only by the most well-educated—and most wealthy—
postcolonial citizens. 

All this led one scholar to ask, many years ago now, a question 
that continues to preoccupy both postcolonial literature and 
criticism: “Can the Subaltern Speak?” Taking Antonio Gramsci’s 
notion of the “subaltern,” which is used to describe peoples excluded 
from and forgotten by history, Gayatri Spivak’s answer to her own 
question was a resounding “no” (1988, 308). For Spivak, all stories, 
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“History” included, are mediated by some kind of representational 
tool or screen. That process of mediation will always contain within 
it dynamics of power and privilege that obscure, intervene in, and 
problematize the subaltern experience that is recounted by any story. 

A logical next question to ask, then, is if the subaltern cannot 
speak for him or herself, who, in fact, is able to represent them 
instead? Is it anyone’s particular responsibility? Speaking to these 
concerns about representation a decade or so later, Kobena Mercer 
shows how this question leads to a slightly different, though equally 
suffocating problem. He points out that “black art”—and we might 
cautiously extend this to include postcolonial literature and culture 
more broadly—gaining finally “after many years of struggle” the 
recognition it deserves, is now always met with “an expectation that 
it would be totally ‘representative’,” able to “say all that there was to 
be said” and “all at once” about the black or postcolonial condition, 
and about the subaltern experience (63-64). 

These two contentions do not by any means encompass the wide 
range of concerns addressed by postcolonial studies, but they are two 
of its central and recurring questions. They are especially relevant 
to considerations of “postcolonial comics” because the comics 
medium itself, as the opening examples discussed above suggest, is 
particularly adept at negotiating issues of how postcolonial peoples 
and their stories might be represented. That the two arguments about 
subaltern representation outlined above come from one literary and 
one art critic seems apt, given that comics combine the written word 
with the image—indeed, this co-mixing of the visual and the verbal 
is their defining feature. 

Comprised of multiple panels, in comics the readers’ attention is 
constantly drawn to the gutters, or the gaps in between, that separate 
the sequential images. Here, readers have to fill in the blanks, linking 
the preceding image to the following one to build narrative continuity, 
a process necessary for the comic to make sense. This also means 
that readers must consider what is not included on the comics page, 
just as much as what actually appears before them. They must pay 
attention to the way in which each image is itself framed. Comics 
require, fundamentally, that readers are attuned to the processes of 
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representation, and how these relate to the reproduction of certain 
stories, peoples, cultures, and histories. Readers of comics, as for 
postcolonial critics, must, therefore, constantly interrogate the 
narrative’s contingency, fragmentariness, and lack of totalization. 

Postcolonial studies seeks to recover subaltern stories that have 
been forgotten by dominant narratives, be they in the mainstream 
media or in textbook histories; the comics form shows how those 
mainstream narratives are themselves mere constructions that 
always overlook subaltern stories. That postcolonial comics then 
often try to document the voices of the world’s dispossessed and 
disenfranchised postcolonial citizens seems, therefore, particularly 
appropriate. As Mercer writes: “no one ‘definition’ has more truth-
value than the others...what matters is whose definitions are more 
powerful, more hegemonic, more taken-for-granted, than the others” 
(78). Postcolonial comics not only recover undocumented subaltern 
experiences, but show on the one hand how we take certain stories 
and experiences for granted, and on the other, how we take-for-
granted the fact that some stories never get told. 

Colonialism and Comics: From the Past to the Present
Art Spiegelman’s astonishing comic, Maus, which was serialized 
in Raw magazine between 1980 and 1991, tells the story of Vladek 
(Spiegelman’s own father), and his experience of the Holocaust as a 
Polish Jew who, after many years of endurance, survived Auschwitz 
and settled in the United States. Maus’s success—it won the Pulitzer 
Prize in the United States in 1991—gained the comics form an 
unprecedented mainstream cultural recognition, and Maus is widely 
viewed today as a ‘graphic novel’ worthy of inclusion on literature 
and art courses in universities all over the world. Whilst the main 
narrative is about Vladek’s experience and survival of Auschwitz, 
throughout Maus we find Spiegelman drawing himself into many 
of the panels of which his comic is comprised, as the images reveal 
and reflect on the way in which he is representing his father’s 
memories. That is to say, “Spiegelman creates comic-book images 
of Auschwitz but constantly and critically reflects on his process 
of creation” so that, writes commentator Michael Rothberg, he is 
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able “[t]o remember genocide without abusing its memory” (189, 
216). In many ways, Maus is as much about the act of remembering 
as it is a piece of remembrance in and of itself. As we’ve already 
begun to see, this capacity for self-reflexivity is at the center of the 
relationship between comics and some of the overarching concerns 
of postcolonial literature and criticism. 

Nevertheless, Spiegelman himself concedes that this is not 
a simple relationship. As he has commented, “the stereotype 
is the basic building block of all cartoon art” (1997, 3). There is 
here an obvious conflict generated by attempts to bring the terms 
“postcolonial” and “comics” together: where comics seemingly rely 
on a visual vocabulary of stereotype and simplification, the central 
project of postcolonial studies is to deconstruct stereotypes, resist 
reductive representations, and shed light on racial discrimination 
and other forms of essentialism. As Christophe Dony writes in his 
short article “What is a Postcolonial Comic?”: “the postcolonial 
label can [therefore] be confusing when applied to particular comics 
in particular contexts” (12). What, then, do we mean when we talk 
of postcolonial comics? How do comics, with their apparent visual 
simplification of the world and its peoples, in fact, lend themselves 
to the recovery of forgotten post/colonial histories? How do they 
deconstruct the kinds of racisms and misrepresentations of subaltern 
peoples that are complicit with the ongoing inequalities that shape 
our contemporary world? These are complicated questions that 
comics not only raise, but as we shall see, try and answer. 

In their introduction to the only collection to devote itself 
entirely to the topic of postcolonial comics, Postcolonial Comics: 
Texts, Events, Identities (2015),1 which is an important milestone 
for current critical debates about the way graphic novels and comics 
and intersect with a variety of postcolonial issues, Binita Mehta and 
Pia Mukherji write the following: 

comic-book production and circulation in contemporary regional 
histories usefully employ and introduce precisely...new postcolonial 
vocabularies. These scripts employ visual grammars, image-texts, 
and graphic performances that reconstitute conventional “image-
functions” in established social texts and political systems and thus, 
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perhaps, re-envision competing narratives of resistance or rights. In 
this sense, new comic cultures are of particular significance in the 
context of a politically recomposed global landscape (3). 

They begin, here, with one of postcolonialism’s most important 
presuppositions: that today’s world, and the kinds of globalization 
that increasingly define and shape it, still bears the traces of 
inequality that were forged during periods of formal colonization. 
These global inequalities continue to exist between those parts of 
the world that were once imperial powers—most notably countries 
in Europe—and those that were the subject of imperial exploitation. 
Furthermore, Mehta and Mukherji also point to the way in which 
cultural representations of all kinds, from colonial literary writing 
through to photographs and maps, were complicit with those colonial 
projects. The representation of colonial populations and landscapes 
in fiction and non-fiction alike allowed imperial powers to better 
rule over and exploit other parts of the world. Indeed, one of the 
most famous comics of the twentieth century with which even non-
comics readers will likely be familiar, the Belgian artist Hergé’s long-
running series The Adventures of Tintin (1929-present), propagated 
a pro-colonial narrative. Most notably, the issue Tintin in the Congo 
(1931) depicted black Africans with a racist accentuation of their 
physical features, the story portraying them as desperately in need 
of Tintin’s civilizing influence (whereas, in fact, Belgian rule in the 
Congo was one of the most violent instances of colonialism during 
that period of high imperialism).

This complicity of forms of cultural representation with ongoing 
global inequalities and foreign policies continues in the twenty-
first century in what Derek Gregory calls “the colonial present”—
Gregory takes as his examples of contemporary colonialism the US 
and UK–led occupation of Afghanistan, the US invasion of Iraq in 
2003, and Israel’s policies towards the Palestinians in Gaza and the 
West Bank. Drawing on the work of the important postcolonial critic 
Edward Said, to whom we shall turn in a moment, Gregory argues 
that the “colonial present” is “not produced through geopolitics and 
geoeconomics alone,” but also “through mundane cultural forms and 
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cultural practices that mark other people as irredeemably ‘Other’ 
and that license the unleashing of exemplary violence against them” 
(16). 

Comics such as Tintin are clearly, if read uncritically, one 
example of these cultural forms that perpetuate ideas of sub-Saharan 
Africans, or people in the Middle East, as somehow “less human” 
than those in the West. By contrast, however, postcolonial comics 
seek to subvert these dangerous and violent stereotypes. As for 
postcolonial literature and criticism more generally, these comics try 
to reveal “the continuing impositions and exactions of colonialism 
in order to subvert them: to examine them, disavow them, and dispel 
them” (8). In the examples of these comics to which this chapter 
will now turn, we must remember that the comics form, with its 
unique combination of text and image, not only implement these 
reexaminations, but constantly reflect on how those reexaminations 
are undertaken.

Said and Sacco: The Footnotes of History
In his pioneering work, Orientalism (1978), which is now viewed as a 
foundational text for postcolonial studies, the American-Palestinian 
academic and activist Edward Said began an interrogation and 
analysis of Euro-American representations of the Middle East, 
or “Orient,” as he termed it then. For Said, issues relating to the 
representation (or lack of it) of oppressed and colonized peoples 
in literature, especially in the Western canon, was intimately 
related to the political immediacy of the slow colonization and 
eradication of his country of birth, Palestine, by Israel. This latter 
process, beginning formally in 1948, intensifying in 1967, and still 
ongoing, thus encompassed the entirety of Said’s adult life and 
forced him into exile in America. Orientalism raised a whole new 
set of questions about the problems and politics of representation, 
whilst his later work, Culture and Imperialism (1993), revealed the 
political complicity of some seminal texts in the English literary 
canon with Britain’s imperial project in Egypt and Palestine (where 
Said has spent his childhood) especially, but also elsewhere, from 
India across to the Caribbean. 
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It is no coincidence, therefore, that Said wrote the introductory 
essay to the collected edition of Palestine (2001), a comic by the 
Maltese-American artist Joe Sacco, indicatively entitling this 
preface as nothing less than a “Homage to Joe Sacco.” Originally 
published serially in comic form in 1993 (the same year that Culture 
and Imperialism was published), the issues of which Palestine 
is comprised were first collected into two volumes before being 
consolidated into one book-length graphic novel by Fantagraphics 
Books in 2001. Sacco’s productivity throughout his life as a comic 
book artist has been prolific, and is still ongoing, but it is arguably 
Palestine that launched him to international fame and that remains 
emblematic and symptomatic of the political ethos that drives his 
work. Furthermore, it also raises some of the key issues around 
representation that have been addressed by postcolonial critics and 
comics ever since. 

In his preface to Palestine, Said shows how the motivations 
for his own postcolonial academic criticism and political activism 
can be found also in Sacco’s comic. He emphasizes the importance 
of Sacco’s writing and drawing as an effort to represent Palestine 
and the Palestinians in a way that punctures the bias that otherwise 
dominates mainstream discussion of the conflict, and that is 
generated, perpetuated, and consolidated by the West’s “media-
saturated world.” Sacco offers a different and much-needed counter-
narrative, Said argues, to the common depiction “of Palestinians as 
rock-throwing, rejectionist, and fundamentalist villains whose main 
purpose is to make life difficult for the peace-loving, persecuted 
Israelis” (in Sacco, 2001, iii). Written and drawn from the first-
person perspective of Sacco himself, it documents his attempts 
to meet those who inhabit the bottom rungs—the subalterns—of 
Palestinian society; to speak and listen to them, and to record their 
stories and experiences.

Sacco draws these characters, who relate their stories to him 
in great detail, in his carefully etched style so that every Palestinian 
encountered has an individuality and personality that complicates 
the stereotypes of mass-media representation. Their stories, also 
visualized by the comic, seep into the work’s frames, taking readers 
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through the various layers of obstruction—geographical, political, 
representational—that separate them from the actual experience of 
that Palestinian. This both enables the communication of previously 
unheard stories, while simultaneously remaining aware of the layers 
of mediation that it has to navigate. The journalistic narrative is 
ultimately concerned with the politics of occupation, dispossession 
and oppression of Palestinians by Israeli forces. However, the comic 
always recourses to a self-reflexive interrogation of the politics 
not only of these central issues, but also of its own capacity to 
represent the Palestinians as a subaltern people. Sacco continually 
demonstrates an awareness of the power dynamics implicit in his 
documentation of these stories.

For example, in one section of Palestine, Sacco visits an 
impoverished, freezing town in Southern Gaza where the Palestinian 
inhabitants he interviews have limited heating and running water. 
With relief, at the end of this section Sacco returns to the friend he 
is staying with in Israel, where he has a warm shower and gets into 
a comfy bed with a copy of Said’s Orientalism: “I make it through 
a couple dozen pages of Said’s dense prose,” Sacco tells us, before 
he falls asleep (177). For those who don’t know Orientalism, it is in 
the text’s opening twenty-four pages that Said outlines his effort to 
deconstruct the (mis)representation of the Arab world and to excavate 
the politics implicit within that process. Sacco, therefore, includes 
his own reading of the text that laid the foundational groundwork 
for postcolonialism’s later interrogation of representations of the 
Middle East as an episode within the narrative itself. The comic thus 
draws attention to the mechanics of its own representational project, 
displaying a postcolonial awareness of the politics implicit in any 
such attempt. Indeed, throughout all of Sacco’s comics, the author 
always depicts himself in glasses, the lenses of which remain opaque 
throughout. Sacco’s eyes always remain hidden from view, perhaps 
operating as a constant reminder to the reader to think about, and 
question, what it is we are seeing. The comic encourages readers 
to remember and to question, as all postcolonial scholars should, 
the layers of mediation separating reader from speaker, the most 
prominent of which is, of course, Sacco himself. 
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Fig.2: Sacco draws himself settling down to read Edward 
Said’s book, Orientalism, after a hot shower, in his comic 
Palestine. Palestine © Joe Sacco, Published by Fantagraphics 

Books, is used with permission.
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In the preface to his slightly later work, Footnotes in Gaza (2009), 
which documents the remembered experiences of Palestinians in 
comics form, Sacco again highlights the postcolonial politics of 
representation. He writes: “any act of visualisation—drawing, in 
this case—comes with an unavoidable measure of refraction” (2009, 
xii); that is, the mediating screen or tool about which Spivak is so 
worried. But the motivations underlying this comic, which rather 
than being set in the journalistic present instead attempts to recover 
through interviews and archival research two atrocities committed 
against Palestinians back in the mid-1950s, are still the same. As the 
comic’s own narrative tells readers in its opening pages:

History can do without its footnotes. Footnotes are inessential at 
best; at worst they trip up the greater narrative. From time to time, 
as bolder, more streamlined editions appear, history shakes off some 
footnotes altogether. (2009, 8-9) 

Sacco is not only concerned to give a voice to those so often silenced 
by the mainstream media in the contemporary world. He also sets out, 
as does postcolonial studies, to recover those details, or “footnotes,” 
that have gone undocumented because they are inconvenient to 
the grand narratives produced by history’s winners. Sacco’s work, 
therefore, highlights both the politics of representation and selective 
memory that postcolonial literature and criticism seek to correct. 
These issues underlie Sacco’s comics and are taken up by numerous 
contemporary comics artists working in the industry in the early 
twenty-first century. Indeed, these comics show, again as does 
postcolonial studies, that the tensions between historical footnotes 
and mainstream narratives are often intricately related to issues of 
representation and subalternity in the present, as we shall see in the 
final example to which this chapter will now turn. 

Spivak and Satrapi: Can the Subaltern Speak? 
If the “postcolonial” comics discussed so far have mostly been 
authored by artists and writers residing in the global North, but 
who travel across cultural and national borders to document and 
represent subaltern populations elsewhere, what of comics actually 


