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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS
This comic essay engages trans embodiment and temporality, represen- Comic essay; embodiment;
tation and identity, passing, and drawing as a form of thinking. Although ~ mobility; transgender
uncommon, comics have been established in academia as a genre wor-

thy of literary study as well as scholarly inquiry in the broader human-

ities, social sciences, and the arts (Bukatman, 2012; Chute, 2010; Howard

& Jackson, 2013; Cox, 2016). Recently, scholars have also studied the use

of comics making as an analytical tool in qualitative research (Katz, 2013;

Sousanis, 2015; Weaver-Hightower, 2013; Flowers, 2017; Henningsen,

2017; Johnson, 2018). This comic essay invites communication scholars

to consider transgender embodiment and mobility through a visual

medium that can illustrate complex problems of precarity, passing, and

the crossing of both material and symbolic borders and boundaries. As a

genre, comics allow for dense and layered information to be conveyed

very quickly, and its affordances lend themselves well to portraying the

tensions in and between trans and gender-nonconforming experiences.

The speech bubble and the thought bubble, for example, can juxtapose

in a single panel what two characters are saying to one another and

what they are thinking and feeling as well as how they are interacting

and communicating non-verbally. This graphic scholarship demonstrates

why the unique genre of comics is particularly apt in rendering instances

of microagression or passing. | argue that comics as a form enable a shift

from abstract concepts back into the body, the materiality of which can

get lost in academic discourse.
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DRAWING THe BODY \N: A COMIC ESSAY

oN TRANS MOBILITY € MATERALITY 7KC councilor

| ACADEMIC. ARTICUES
1 AREN'T USUALLY
CoMICcS,

BECAUSE (TS THE

TOUNG MAN, 15
THAT THe#Y?

TO REPRESENT THE COMPLEYITIES
OF MOVING THROUGH THE \WORLD

PSS A TRANSGENDER PERSDON |
M\ GOING TO USE MY EXPERENCES

Y YEAR, PRO, SUPER MGT CHierS)
YEAR, TREY'LL PUT DUT,

AS AN EYAMPLE —TD EXPLORE
Bl IDEAS AND ASK QUE'—B‘I‘@}S/

()

(NOT TO MEKE UNIVERSAL CLAIMS

\ ABDUT TRANS EXPERIENCE. /|
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| SHOULD POINT QUT THAT
\ AM A TRANS ACAPEMIC
WHO DRAWS COMICS

YoUu WOULDN'T
VNIOW T FROM
MY PICTUR®S

| DIDNT START COMING OUT
AS TRANS UNTIL THE SymmerR
BEFORE MY 735™ BIRTHDAY
HONEY... VVE BEEN THINKING

ABOUT THIS EVERY TAY VDR
YEARS, | WANNA TRANS|TioN

NOW | COME OUT ALL THE TIME.

AND | DIDN'T START

DRAWING UNTIL | WAS 33

LYNDA BARRY TAUGHT A
WORK SHOP FOR TRANS AND
GENDER. NON- CONFORMING PEOPLE

IT STARTED wl‘m om’: WDRI-:SHQD
WHICH LED T 4 YEARS OF STUDET

| WANTED T
sge WHAT WOULD
WAPPEN F WE
GOT A ROOM OF

TRANG PE:-OPLE
TeGETHER. 1O

THIS MAY SOUND CRAZX BUT T WAS THROUGH §
DRAWING MYSELF OVER AND OVER. THAT | REALIZED

WRITE STORIES—
NOT ARDUT BEING
TRANS, AND T

WAL, INCREDIBLE.

N

| STiLL

Ww‘*r RULLY

ol
-
=1

\ WAS TRANG AND WANTED TO TRANSITION,

Y vow 1T
YAPPENED

 cvPL AN

Qq ,a's".
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ELISARET™ EL REFAIE
WRITES, tre “requirement
o produce multiple
drawn Versions of one's

e\f necessarily involves
an intense engagement

Wit embodied QCQPQL'\'S
of ldenti+y,

e e

\ WAS DRAWING MYSELF,
CREATING MY \MAGE, AND
WITHOUT REALIZING WHAT
WAS HAPRNING. ..

| ' RECENED ™ME MESAGE]

DRAWING- COMICS 'S A VERY GOOD WAY To OWN
YOUR. EXPERIENCES INSTEAD OF SUFFERING FROM THEM.

BEFORE

YOV'RE A
GI\RL— YYOUL
KN OW THAT,

HEY HONEY, HOW WaS
wour NIGHT?

-

‘_

YOoURE A
G\RL — roy

HEY HONEY, How
WAS YOUR NIGHT?
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BECOMING A WHITE MAN N THE| | BECAUSE HOW | AM AS A
TRUMP ERA 15 A MIND genDeR| | MAN 1S BASED ON 25 YEARS
OF LIVING AS A WOMAN..

EXCUSE ME, | DON'T
WANT TO STARTLE YOU
- &

AFTER THE WHITE
SQUPREMACIST TiK|
TORCH DESCENT ON
CHARLOTTESVILLE,
\ COULD FEEL THE
THREAT MY PRESENCE
WAS IN THE WORLD
EVEN MORE STRONGLY,

NO NEO - THE RUESTION 1S STILL ¢ HOW Do
NAZYI WOouLD | MARK. MY WHITE MALE BODY AS
SPORT A SAFE TO WOMEN, PEQPLE oF
RAINBEW COLOR , QUEERS, CONMBINATIONS

rRIBBOoN,




6 KC COUNCILOR

| COME OUT ALL THE TIME.

WHEN MY PARTNER AND :
GOT TOGETHER, WE WERe
BOTH NAMED KATIE/

I %

ST .
I DIDN/T USED TO WAVE TO coOME
QUT — MY BODY DID 1T FOR ME.
PEOPLE READ ME AS QUEER.

(F | DON'T SAY ANVYTHING,
I'M READ AS A Q1S WHITE MAN

> YOU'RE. WERE. WHAT

A i‘ NOU THHINK?

S

WHICH 'S OFTEN EXCRUCIATING
BECAUSE IT'S THE EXPERIENCE
OF BEING TREATED LIKE A

FULL HUMAN BEING
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PASSING AS A 15 WHITE
MAN MEANS BEING READ
AS "BORN A MAN,

ALWARS A MANY; THIS |5

SIMPLY NOT THE CASE,
NOT MY EXPERIENCE.

YOoU'rRe TUST t.n-:&.\
MY Son, YOU BoYS
@ LEARN EARLY;/
Q
o]

-

4

1C RILEXY SNORTON WRITES ABoUT THE PSYCHI\C LIFE. OF
PASSING. IN “NOT PASSING" AS WHO YOou KNOW YOURSELF
TO BE, THE EXPERIENCE OF DISIDENTIFICATION CARN

ACTUALLY REA

FFRIRM WHO YOU ARE .

THESE DAYS SOMETIMES BVEN
PEOPLE | xNOW DON'T REOGNIZE ME|

THEY RECOGNIZE ME AS A
DUDE , BUT DONT
RECOGNIZE ME AS MYSELE

2 %g

L, \

WHEN | PASS AS A CIS MAN, |

DISIDENTIFY WITH THAT. | WANT
T0 BE REWGENIZED |n FULL.

oH MO NO NO Np/
L WASK'T SITTING
ON ou! WE kNDW

¥} EACH OTHER//

7 |

AND STILL, SOMETIMES

PASSING 'S A SWEET RELUIEF.

k|

L/ LDOKS LIKE TS
r\ TUST YOU AND ME
Eh TONIGHT, BUD _J#
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QUEER. AND FEMNIST SCHDLAR

CHALLENGE THE IDEA TRAT

THE RESEARCHER IS SEPARATE
FROM THEIR WORK.

#

\| THAT DIREcCTLY

.|N RESEARCH MATTE:RS PARTICULARLY
INVOLVE PEOPLE,
4. KNOWLEDGE 1S ALSO CREATED THROUGH EMBODINMENT
§ AFFECT, AND MOVEMENT.” -

DRAWING COMICS DEMANDS
THAT WE STAY CLOSE.

TOO OFTEN, TRANS
SCHOLARSHIP DOESN'T]
ACTUALLY DEAL

WITH TRANS
PEOPLE'S EVERY-

W STUDIES
BECAUSE EMPIRICAL

NICk. S0USANIS WRITES,

“DRAWING S A WAY OF SEEINGT
AND THUb, A wm OF KNOWINC‘; N wmc.\-\ WE 'TOUC.H

THE ‘PER-C.E?TL)AL_
{ AND EN\BODIE-D




T JFOE SACCO
GRAPHIC TFTOURNALIS

HWAS SAID T WAS REPULSINE TOWG
THAT E;OC:K {_Foo-maﬁh W GRZA] ..
DRAWING 1S A WERD THING aec?c)s&
YOU TUST INHABIT EVERYTHING
DRAW. AND THAT MEANS YOU 909-'\'A0F
HAVE TO APPRECIATE HOLDING UP

BAT TO WIT SOMEONE OVER THE :ew& 3
YOU WAVE TO APPRECIATE HOLWDI

uP YOUR

AND YOU
THROUGH TH

ARM TO STOP THE BAT.
\IND OF HAVE TO GO
E MOTIONS OF 1T
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OuUT OF |IT. TO GET IT
BETTER YOU HAVE
TO BE IN IT.
DRAWINCJ' IS HARDER
THAN HEARING \T.
DRAWING S A LOT )
HARDER THAN EE"\ETHERE_

THERE
WAS A
SOLDIER.

\NSIDE .. WITH,

e soldier Wit v
£rSt one. on his head.

, 235,

(L]

-

i_‘”“ll

S
n\h%%m |

—

COPIED FROM JOE SACCO's E

I Wﬂl 2
iy \ W

DRAWING MEANS RELATING
DEEPLY TO YOUR SUBTECT;
IT CAN'T STAY ABSTRACT
OR SEPARATE FROM YOU.
YOU ARE IMPLICATED,
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SINCE | STARTED THIS COMIC, THE UL.S, POLICY
OF FAMILY SEPARATION AND THE ZERO TOLERANCE
IMMIGRATION  POLICY HWAS COME SQUARE INTO

"" . VA
=3 -

HOW CAN | MAKE A COMIC

i

MORILITY. WITHOUT TALKING

AROUT TRANS EXPERENCE
WITHOUT TALKING AROULT
ROXSANA HERNANDEZ , A
23 -YEAR-OLD TRANS
WONMAN WHO DIED IN ICE
CUSTODY N NMAY 2018, WHO
WAS HIV-POSITWE, WHOSE
TRANG-NESS FORCED RER
MIGRATIONS | TRANSPHORIC

VIOLENCE SWINGING HER
FROM THE TRAUMA OF

FORCED MIGRATION TO THE
TRAUMA OF INCARCERATION?




THE SYSTEMS THAT CREATE
BORDERS AND THEN
PROHIBAT CROSSINGS — OF
NATION, GENDER —
IMPACT ALL OF US.

THOSE WHO LWE IN
DEFIANCE OF THESE
SYSTEMS  (BECAUSE
THEIR SURVIVAL DEMANDS
IT) EYPERIENCE THE
MOST VIOLENT EXTREMES.

TRANS PEOPLE, ESPECWALLY TRANS
WOMEN OF COLDR, ARE AT THE

GREATEST RIGK OF \VIOLENCE ¥ IMPRIONIMENT,

WOMEN'S STUDIES IN COMMUNICATION 1

TRANS PRIGONERS ARE.
OFTEN KEPT IN SOLITARY
FOR THEIR "‘SAF-E.TY "

X
v
d

e

N

Sl =)
= il sh)
!-!.l - ] N~
= | il
1 Al
7 NI '||';;
= TN,/ B i

CALLING THE LIEE ON RIGD
BINARIES: MAN - WOMAN,

SOLITARY CONFINEMENT
'S TORTURE.

TRANS, INTERSEY., GENDER
FLUID VEOPLE age
CONSTANTLY IN A
STATE OF CROSSING,

i{}.
»

D Ord ART BY FAVIANMA, RODRICrUEZL

PND DENANDING RADICAL NEW

SYSTEMG.

US-THEM, QTIZEN-ALEN,

o Wﬁ"&saﬂ!"‘us

Lw&* \

/[

T O MICAH BAZANT'S POSTER OF mAZSHA 7. XorMSOM

a )

¢eCE McDoNALD

IN INSTANCES OF
HSTEMATIC OPPRESSION,
LIKE PRISONS, THERE
IS NO WAS FOR \T TO
PE REFORNMED., THAT'S
TUST UIKE SAYING WE
CAN REFORM RACIGM —
THERE'S NO "RETTER'
FORM OF RACIGM-—
YOU HAVE TO
LISH T,




12 KC COUNCILOR

AN INVITATION

COMICS DO MORE THAN :2;;;M?§V2$S§£ CF:CE)TW;‘:;TI ;c:;;:
KEEP THE MATERIAL YOU'RE READING.

BODY PRESENT— THEY ey
INVITE A BROADER

READING AUDIENCE .

FLOWERS SUGGESTS, AS DO I, EXPER|MENTING WITH
COMICS MAKING AS A MODE OF |NQUIRY. SO HOW TO BEGIN?

“READ (COMICS] Fou starTens: © DRAW

SEE HOW DIFFERENT e TRY COPYING A
ARTISTS FROM CARTOONING PICTURE. OF SOMETHING
DIFFERENT CULTURES YOU'RE RESEARCHING..

AND  BACKGROUN
e mue iy A SCENE OR A PERSON|
i TRY TO “Toucw”

OF coMmICe. TRY EVERY PART OF THE
COPYING THER Pi(T\REji JHUURE. WHAT DO Ybu NOTL

THE PRACTICES ¢ AUDIENCES

CONSIDER ! o=t
HOW MIGHT COMICS-MAKING IMPACT OF FEMINIST SCHOLARSHIP?

Notes

Page 2: The character in the first panel thought bubble is Kadin Henningsen, drawn in his style,
and his quote is from an MLA panel presentation he did as a performative comic. For other
academic work drawn as a comic, see for example, Flowers, Katz, Sousanis, and Wilson
and Jacot.

Page 4: El Refaie (4). The full quote reads, “the requirement to produce multiple drawn versions
of one’s self necessarily involves an intense engagement with embodied aspects of identity, as
well as with the sociocultural models underpinning body image.” She terms the practice of
engaging with one’s identity through drawing self-portraits “pictorial embodiment.”

Page 8: Flowers (textual quote from p. 32 and drawings copied from p. 31). Flowers writes,
“Inhabitation extended my analysis to include sharing in the production of corporeal forms of
agency that emerged during fieldwork. ... Comics making was an explicit means for me to show
and experience these more tacit ways of knowing about complex terms like agency, identity, and
meaning-making” (32); quote from Sousanis (Unflattening 78) and drawing copied from Sousanis
(Unflattening 9).

Page 9: Quoted in Wilson and Jacot (151-52), which is an interview with Joe Sacco in comic
form. Sacco is referring to his experiences of witnessing violence and conflict and then recreating
them through drawing as a journalist. The trauma of experiencing direct violence is distinct from
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the vicarious trauma of witnessing it. As Sacco’s quote suggests, drawing forces one to inhabit
every part of an interaction, which he argues makes the vicarious trauma more intense.

Page 11: McDonald (2). You can find more of Favianna Rodriguez’s work at favianna.com and
more from Micah Bazant at micahbazant.com.

Page 12: The suggestions I include on this page for how to engage comics making are based on
the training and practice Flowers and I have shared and those she offers in her 2017 article.
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