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ABSTRACT 
Renowned French cultural theorist, Jean Baudrillard, became known for 

his radical ways of seeing the world–not in the real, but rather in the hyperreal. 

For Baudrillard, hyperreality occurs because society lives in a technologically 

rich society where media largely shape and filter what we see and the 

authentic reality is replaced by the mediated real, the hyperreal. Although not 

always accepted in academic circles, his work has influenced ways in which 

scholars look at and understand the reach of the mediated image, both static 

and dynamic. 

One popular form of static imagery is comics art. Comics are a rich and 

unique form of symbolic expression: mediated discourse with the potential to 

shape and frame a reader’s point of view on subjects that range from the 

fantastical to the real. As such, this dissertation explores the relationship 

between comics art (e.g., comic books, strips, graphic novels, etc.), 

Baudrillard’s theory of the hyperreal, rhetoric, and the impact this relationship 

has on targeted audiences like technical communicators and scholars of visual 

rhetoric. 

Using discourse analysis, I first analyze scholarly and professional 

writing about the hyperreal. With this data, I then created a conceptualization 

comprised of nine descriptive statements that further describes complexities of 

hyperreality. Next, I survey both producers and consumers of comics art to 

gather their opinions about the role of reality and believability in comics art. 

With this data, I create a second conceptualization with five descriptive 

statements that provide insight into more effective production techniques for 

developing believable texts. Finally, I offer suggestions on the way in which 

hyperreality can be utilized to improve professional communications, through 

both theory and practice. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 
I remember opening the pages of The X-Men and The Avengers, as a 

child, to enter a world of superheroes and villains that had extraordinary 

powers. The battles of these characters spanned the streets of New York City 

to the outer limits of the known universe. Each book was a new adventure I 

could enjoy with every turn of the page. I relished that bit of escapism. For me, 

at that time, comic books weren’t collectibles; they were realistic adventures I 

could relive time and time again. When I reached my teens, comic books 

moved from the book bag to the back of my closet. And when I turned 16, they 

became a commodity I sold for gas money. 

 
Figure 1. Cover of Revelations (2006) by Jenkins and Ramos. 

But my interest in comics rekindled twenty years later when I purchased 

Paul Jenkins and Humberto Ramos’s graphic novel Revelations (Figure 1). 

There was something eerily real about their book. It was part detective story, 
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part conspiracy theory, and part religious parable. Further, the book’s unique, 

artistic stylings piqued my interests. The cover looked like a renaissance art 

painting but its depictions of characters had both real and figurative cartoon-

like features: slightly caricaturized humans with distinctly identifiable human, 

but caricatured, monikers. I was hooked. I felt I had just discovered something 

no one else knew. But I soon realized I was not alone in discovering these 

visual treasures. Like others, I thought of the graphic novel as more than 

visual aesthetic but also as a theoretical space in and of itself (Carrier, 2000; 

Eisner, 1985; Heer & Worcester, 2004; McCloud, 1993; Pustz, 1999; and 

Wolk, 2007).  

Today, I still recognize comics and graphic novels as forms of 

escapism, but I view them through new lenses as well. These classic artifacts 

are more than simple children’s books of inked drawings and campy dialogue. 

Comics are a rich and unique form of symbolic expression; they are mediated 

discourse with the potential to shape and frame a reader’s sense of right or 

wrong or move her or him to empathize with various moral dilemmas. In this 

way, comics echo humanistic experiences similar to books, movies, speeches, 

or other artifacts that attempt to construct realistic experiences by interweaving 

complex narratives, text, and imagery. Comics co-construct rhetorical events 

through word and image; meaning is made when readers bring to the story 

what they know in order to “read between the lines” (or gutters). And in some 

ways, comics amalgamate rhetorical worlds–the visual and the textual–into 

one form. But what make graphic novels seem so real? Do other readers 

willingly suspend disbelief and accept the graphic novel as one of plausible 

reality? What is it about graphic novels that make readers want more? 

Similarly, why are some businesses turning to comics in order to convey 

detailed or complicated information? In some cases could the comic be a more 

effective mode of communicating business or technical information? 
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Conceivably, graphic novels may be less about a manufactured reality 

and more about accepting what is seen as realistic and understood as hyper-

real (more real than real). Therefore, how can the hyperreal be so ever-

present as to manifest itself in visual objects or experiences? How can this 

experience be better understood in order to become meaningful for consumers 

and producers of rhetoric? Sociologist Jean Baudrillard explored far-reaching 

implications of the hyperreal. Although he focused on more common media 

like movies, television, and the entertainment industry before passing away, 

other scholars have taken up his work and extended it into new areas like 

gaming and virtual reality (see Chapter 2).  

With the visual and textual nature of graphic novels, there is potential 

for them to also be understood as a hyperrealistic medium, much like gaming 

and virtual reality are thought of as artificial realities. And understanding both 

the hyperreal and the graphic novel better benefits communication scholars 

and practitioners. For instance, research on hyperreality helps technical 

communicators identify with readers more readily as well as to understand 

perceptual or relational relationships between reader and text. And research 

on graphic novels help communicators communicate with both textual and 

visual learners, diverse audiences, and better understand relationships 

between images and knowledge-making. 

Before explaining Jean Baudrillard’s theory of hyperreality, it seems 

logical to first define comics art, the graphic novel, and various relevant 

genres. 
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The Genre of Comics Art 
 

“The cartoon is a vacuum into which our identity 

and awareness are pulled […] an empty shell that 

we inhabit which enables us to travel in another 

realm. We don’t just observe the cartoon, we 

become it!”  

–Scott McCloud, Understanding Comics (1993) 

Comics art can be understood as an amalgam of several popular 

communication media: books (bound texts), art (the use of visual techniques), 

images (visualization), moviemaking (perspective techniques), and narratives 

(storytelling) (Duncan & Smith, 2009). As vehicles for persuasion, these media 

can help understand the historical and visual developments of comics in all 

forms (comic strips, books, or graphic narratives) and understand them as a 

fusion of rhetorical strategies. As such, operationally defining key terms in 

relation to comics art and comics scholarship better distinguishes these 

differences. 

 Comics art. 
Some comics scholars prefer the term comics to comic (Eisner, 1985; 

Varnum & Gibbons, 2001; Versaci, 2007; and Wolk, 2007), even if 

grammatically incorrect. The implication is that comics legitimizes research in 

the field and differentiates itself from comic performers or comedians. 

Likewise, comics art is a term scholars use for the field of sequential art (i.e., 

cartoons, comic books, graphic novels, etc.). In this dissertation, comics or 

comics art refers to the traditional static print medium (i.e, comic books or 

graphic novels) rather than televised dynamic, mediated forms (i.e., television 

cartoons, animation, or anime). 
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There are also different types of comics being produced. For instance, 

scholar Douglas Wolk (2007) differentiates mainstream comics from art 

comics. Marvel’s Spider-Man and DC’s Batman are mainstream comics 

because they uphold a genre-based approach to serialized comics: the focus 

of the weekly, bi-weekly, or monthly serial is on the character and plot rather 

than the artist or writer. Art comics, on the other hand, present the 

author/artist’s story and tries to avoid being pigeonholed into specific 

categories. Examples include Bechdel’s (2006) Fun Home or Stassen’s (2006) 

Deogratias. 

Ironically, the term graphic novel is a descriptive misnomer primarily 

perpetuated by large publishers like Barnes & Noble, Marvel, DC, or large 

online sellers like Amazon.com, used to generate sales. As Duncan and Smith 

(2009) confirm, “for creators, labeling their work a graphic novel allows them to 

distance themselves from the commercial and periodic connotations 

associated with comic books” (p. 4). As a term, graphic novel connotes a piece 

of fiction. Many authors/artists compose their biographies and historical events 

in comics form; the term graphic novel is far from accurate. 

A more apt description for the category is that of graphic narrative. A 

graphic narrative is a specific genre of comics art that usually contains lengthy 

and complex storylines beyond that of a traditional 18- or 22-page printed 

comic book. Graphic narratives can be anthologies, previously published 

collections of short-run books, or stories independent of printing limitations. 

Graphic narratives do not represent a specific style of writing, like poetry or 

screenplays, but refer to a collection of works and their visual presentation 

(Duncan & Smith, 2009).  

Graphic narratives can be separated into two genres: graphic fiction 

and graphic non-fiction. Graphic fiction refers to fictional stories that come 
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from the imagination and psyches of artists and authors of such sub-genres as 

science fiction, action adventure, drama, romance, etc. Examples include 

Moore and Gibbons’ (1987) Watchmen; Miller’s (1986) Batman: The Dark 

Knight Returns; Moore and Lloyd’s (1989) V For Vendetta; and Vaughn and 

Henrichon’s (2006) Pride of Baghdad. 

Graphic non-fiction contains characteristics of traditional nonfiction 

writing (i.e., actual people, places and events), but the dominant means of 

encoding meaning is found in the artifact’s images (visuals) rather than text 

(words). Typical categories include history, biography, autobiography, 

adaptations, and politics. Wherein fictional characters, places, and plots 

underlie graphic fiction, actual events and factual memories are the 

cornerstones of graphic non-fiction. Examples include Jacobson and Colón’s 

(2006) The 9/11 Report: A Graphic Adaptation; Laird, Laird, and Bey’s (1997) 

Still I Rise: A Graphic History of African Americans; and Pekar and Brabner’s 

(1997) Our Cancer Year. 

 Popularity. 
Contemporary graphic narratives come in media of all shapes and sizes 

and can be found in symbol-inducing narratives of cultures worldwide (Doty, 

2000; Smith, 2003). These unique texts combine the visual with the textual 

and relate both private and communal stories that explore the human 

experience in ways that are personable, relatable, and realistic. This 

confluence of factors make them highly persuasive pieces of rhetorical 

discourse whose popularity is continual and constant among a wide variety of 

consumers and producers, including fans and scholars alike. 

Since 1970, the International Comic Con festival of popular culture has 

catered to comics fans. In 2012, attendance to the festival topped 130,000 

(“Comic-Con: The Sold Out”, 2013). Comics sales are also increasing. 
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Diamond Comic Distributors, the largest comics distributor in North America, 

reported comic book sales in 2010 at $418.6 million, in 2011 at $414 million, 

and in 2012 at an estimated $475 million (“Comic Book Sales by Year”). 

Likewise, the graphic narrative is seemingly as profitable as traditional comic 

books. Graphic novel (trade paperback) sales in 2010 were $321 million, in 

2011 were $318.5 million, and in 2012 were $369.5 million (“Comic Book 

Sales by Year”). Finally, 2008 manga sales in the United States (the Japanese 

equivalent to the American comic book) were $175 million in 2008 (“Graphic 

Novels Up”) and $140 million in 2009 (“U.S. Graphic Novels Sales Down”). In 

all, an estimated $1 billion is spent in North America on comics, graphic 

novels, and manga. Increased book sales at popular outlets like Barnes & 

Noble and Amazon.com have increased shelf space dedicated to the books. 

In addition to its rise in popular culture, academics are turning towards 

comics art with a critical eye. Scholarship is being published in journals like the 

International Journal of Comic Art and ImageText. Specialized industry 

publications like Intercom: The Magazine of the Society for Technical 

Communication are also publishing articles like “What Technical 

Communicators Can Learn From Comics” (Opsteegh, 2009). Scholarly books 

about the comics medium include Groensteen’s (2007) The System of 

Comics; Wolk’s (2007) Reading Comics; Morris and Morris (2005) 

Superheroes and Philosophy: Truth, Justice, and the Socratic Way; and 

McAllister, Sewell, and Gordon’s (2001) Comics & Ideology. Academic 

textbooks exploring the form and impact of comics are beginning to emerge, 

including Duncan and Smith’s (2009) The Power of Comics, and Kahan and 

Stewart’s (2006) Caped Crusaders 101: Composition Through Comics. 

Comics are also being used as a medium to convey theory and practice of 

different industries. For instance, the Duke Center for the Study of the Public 

Domain (Aoki, Boyle & Jenkins, 2006) published a guide to fair use law using 
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the comics format. Similarly, Galman (2007) wrote Shane, the Lone 

Ethnographer: A Beginner’s Guide to Ethnography. In like fashion, Totem 

Books’ Introducing series uses the comics format to present primers on 

persons (e.g., Aristotle, Plato, Franz Kafka, Jean Baudrillard, etc.), research 

interests (e.g., fractals, body language, psychotherapy, etc.), or significant 

movements (e.g., Cultural Studies, Literary Criticism, Islam, etc.).  

Finally, the academic community is giving attention to comics through 

regional and national conferences like the Festival of Sequential Art, the 

Comic Arts Conference (produced by the Institute for Comics Studies), and the 

International Comic Arts Forum. Wherein comics studies is expanding the 

boundaries of popular culture studies, it still lacks some of the credence given 

to other, more accepted (and established) areas of scholarship. These 

criticisms are the focus of the next section. 

 Criticism. 
Comics studies does have its naysayers. Perhaps the trepidation of 

accepting graphic narratives into the literary fray is that they appear to be too 

simplistic and do not require the same type of cognitive processing as do 

traditional, word-based texts (McCloud, 1993). Traditional rhetorical criticism 

makes this same point: value resides in words (Black, 1978; Burke, 1969). But 

as McCloud (1993, 2000, 2006) notes, there is power in amplification through 

simplification. Sometimes a simpler approach (drawn images) can convey 

more rhetorically significance than traditional formats (texts). 

Indeed, for some scholars (Kostelnick & Hassett, 2003; Kostelnick & 

Roberts, 1998; Mitchell, 1986; Schriver, 1997) visual texts can synthesize data 

and offer new conceptualized understandings, much like infographics, 

technical illustrations, textbook illustrations, or photography. It is in this multi-

layered sign system where meaning is created and understood through media 
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(Danesi, 2002). Meaning, though, is tied to context and can have varied 

interpretations. Semantic meaning is bound by its denotation: that which 

people understand a word to mean found through dictionaries and similar 

sources for continuity (Hayakawa, 1964; Salzmann, 2004). If people are 

unsure of meaning, they look it up. Meaning though, is not absolute; meaning 

changes over time because of various factors like usage, grammar, cultural 

interpretations, technology, etc. (Scollon, Scollon & Jones, 2012). Thus, 

meaning becomes a fluid concept that exists in context and culture. 

By their very nature, visual texts are an amalgam of meaning open to 

multiple (and sometimes ambiguous) interpretations and potential sources of 

knowledge. For some, visuals become the mode through which they acquire 

new things. For instance, in an educational context–either through formal 

schooling, training and development, or professional work seminars–research 

shows that learners remember almost 30% of what they see and 50% of what 

they see and hear (Glasser, 1998). Visual learners understand best when 

information is represented spatially and through images. Retention, 

comprehension, and organization all increase when modes of visual learning 

are implemented (Dondis, 1973). Visual depictions help some see information 

and the world around them in new ways. 

Perhaps it is the way in which the text visually depicts reality–identifying 

with readers’ worldviews–is why images may be seen as plausible (Fuery & 

Fuery, 2003). Images are a fundamental tool for communicating that augments 

written language. If readers can relate to what they see in a visual depiction 

(emotionally, psychologically, experientially, etc.), a texts’ rhetorical influence 

may supersede that of word texts. Hence, its ultimate link to what is “cool” (or 

popular) at the time makes comics rhetorically significant: the form is not as 

important, in some respects, as the message it promotes (Rice, 2007). 



Texas Tech University, Alec R. Hosterman, August 2013 
 

 10 

Or perhaps it is comics’ visual representation of phenomena, places, or 

people that make them “safer” to look at than the actual person or event, 

especially in remembering or learning about such things as traumatic events 

(Jones, 2012; Kelley, 2010; Verbestel, 2010). Comics art is not photography, 

regardless of how realistic images are constructed; a text’s characters can 

only be representations of actual individuals: “In pictures, however, meaning is 

fluid and variable according to appearance. They differ from ‘real-life’ 

appearance to varying degrees” (McCloud, 1993, p. 28). Layers of text provide 

distance from what it is represents and the readers. As Lev Manovich (2002) 

notes:  

The alternative tradition of which VR is a part can be found whenever 

 the scale of a representation is the same as the scale of our human 

 world so that the two spaces are continuous. This is the tradition of 

 simulation rather than that of representation. (p. 112) 

This blending may affect viewers/readers in different ways than if 

he/she confronts the actual thing being depicted. On the one hand this can 

serve as a way to understand the event, but on the other it can be a criticism 

because it lacks visual authenticity (with authenticity being linked to accurate 

representations). 

With a rise in popularity and increased attention paid to them by 

scholars, graphic narratives are indeed complex rhetorical artifacts that convey 

unique perspectives of the human condition. Beyond visual appeal, their 

characterizations and ways they explore the human condition appeal to 

readers of all ages. Amplifying concepts–drawing attention to things of 

importance by taking away visual distractions–make graphic narratives a 

unique medium, different than the explicitness and completeness of a movie or 

television show. What then, make these visual artifacts appealing to readers? 
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Is it in the visuals? Is it in the storyline? Exploring the factors of this hyperreal 

experience becomes the focus of this dissertation. 

On Hyperreality 
 

“For one to whom the real world becomes real 

images, mere images are transformed into real 

beings–tangible figments which are the efficient 

motor of trancelike behavior.” 

–Guy Debord (1994) The Society of the Spectacle  

 

In Simulacra and Simulation, sociologist and cultural theorist, Jean 

Baudrillard (1994), discusses hyperreality’s form and function: “[it] is a 

question of substituting the signs of the real for the real, that is to say of an 

operation of deterring every real process via its operational double” (p. 2). 

Baudrillard describes hyperreality as the perception of realness and existence 

beyond that of actuality; it blurs the line between what is perceived as true or 

false. In this way, consumers are unable to distinguish between reality and 

fantasy in their technologically driven society, wherein media shape and filter 

what people consider real. Simply put, hyperreality is the belief in the 

existence of something that does not have an origin in reality.  

For Baudrillard, the hyperreal manifests itself in a variety of ways–from 

media such as television or movies, to experiences such as politics or the Gulf 

War, to objects such as money or art (Gane, 1993; Hegarty, 2004). Using the 

comics form (albeit with a rather text-heavy example), Figure 2 shows 

hyperreality as it appears in various forms: cities, visual presentation, religion, 
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olfactory smells, flavors, history, collegiate experiences, and money. (Chapter 

2 includes an in-depth review of relevant literature on hyperreality.) 

 
Figure 2. Understanding the Hyperreal World by Marchand (2008). 
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As this comic describes, hyperreality clouds distinctions between reality 

and fantasy with the origin seemingly lost in the real; or, as Baudrillard (1994) 

puts it: “[it] is no longer a question of imitation, nor duplication, nor even 

parody. It is a question of substituting the signs of the real for the real, that is 

to say of an operation of deterring every real process via its operational 

double” (p. 2). We live in a technologically-rich society where media largely 

shape and filter what we see. What we know to be true, authentic, or real is 

informed by our perceptions as portrayed in mediated form. Baudrillard 

believes this is the foundation for hyperreality and describes three levels of 

simulacra in developing his idea: the counterfeit, the production, and the 

simulation. The first level of simulacra, the counterfeit, is presented as an 

obvious theatrical fake (Baudrillard, 1994). The comic book character 

Superman serves as an apt example. In 1938, Jerry Siegel and Joe Shuster 

brought this fictional character to life in the pages of Action Comics #1 (Figure 

3). The book began with images of Superman’s birth on the planet Krypton 

and showed him as humanoid. As Superman grew up, he looked the similar to 

Earth humans in size and shape even though he was originally from another 

planet; therefore, Superman is an example of a counterfeit. 

 
Figure 3. Cover of Action Comics #1. 
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Baudrillard’s second level of simulacra is production. A production is 

equivalent to the object it is replicating but also includes abstract levels of 

operations. Keeping with the same example, when Superman utilizes his 

powers–flying, x-ray vision, superhuman strength–he is enacting operations 

that are beyond human capacity. Similarly, Superman enacts the second level 

when he takes on his human alter ego of Clark Kent in order to blend in with 

the people of Metropolis (Figure 4): he looks and acts like an Earth human, but 

he doesn’t need sleep or food to sustain life (hence abstract operations). 

Whether by going to work at the Daily Planet or by blending in with the citizens 

of Metropolis, he is merely “going through the motions” in order to dovetail 

human action. 

 
       Figure 4. Cover of Superman #296. 
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Baurdillard’s third level of simulacra, simulation, is akin to a clone, 

android, or replicant (identical twin) of that being replicated. The replicant’s 

origin comes from pure imitation. In some respects, Superman’s clones (i.e., 

Bizarro, evil Superman, or the main character in Superman: Red Son) become 

simulations of the original–opposite characters born from an original (Figure 

5). 

 
        Figure 5. Cover of Action Comics #294. 

Understood using conventional media available to most consumers, 

Superman is the counterfeit: a fictional drawing and theatrical presence (since 

actual humans don’t have super powers like Superman’s). When Siegel and 

Schuster introduced Clark Kent into the narrative–complete with back story, 

parents, and narrative–readers could see and understand Clark Kent as a 

creation with human form and characteristics, morals, and decision-making 
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capabilities. Baudrillard would label this production (second-level simulacra). 

In addition, when storylines have Superman live or die, or portray him with 

gray hair and humanistic characteristics as rendered in Kingdom Come (2008) 

by Waid and Ross, this embeds the production simulacra much more firmly in 

the mind of the reader. Finally, simulation occurs when the flat, two-

dimensional character on the page is brought to life in mediated form via 

actors (on the radio, television, or in movies). Viewers recognize Superman as 

alive and able to speak, move, and take on the physical “man of steel” form 

through which they can identify as human. Still, the mediated form is merely a 

manifestation of a real person (the actor), and viewers use that as a vehicle to 

see themselves as that character. As French scholar, writer, and critic 

Umberto Eco (1979) comments: 

Nevertheless, the image of Superman is not entirely beyond the reach 

 of the reader’s self-identification. In fact, Superman lives among men 

 disguised as the journalist Clark Kent […] Clark Kent personifies fairly 

 typically the average reader who is harassed by complexes and 

 despised by his fellow men; though an obvious process of self-

 identification, any accountant in any American city secretly feeds the 

 hope that one day, from the slough of his actually personality, there can 

 spring forth a Superman who is capable of redeeming years of 

 mediocre existence. (p. 108) 

The superhero manifests itself in physical form while readers begin to 

see themselves in a range of situations, from identifying with Superman as a 

person to seeing themselves within the pages of the latest comic book. This 

reciprocal relationship is made possible, in part, because of the perception of 

believability. But it is also an oppositional relationship between two extremes: 

the live and the mediated. As Philip Auslander (1999), performance media 

theorist, explains: 
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Whereas mediatized performance derives its authority from its 

reference to the live or the real, the live now derives its authority from its 

reference to the mediatized, which derives its authority from the 

reference to the live, etc. The paradigm that best describes the current 

relationship between the live and the mediatized is the Baudrillardian 

paradigm of simulation. (p. 39) 

This movement back-and-forth from the mediated (print) to the live (physical 

reality) consecrates itself into a new type of simulated experience: a recursive 

hyperreal experience. 

The transitional nature of simulacra builds on each level. It remediates 

itself–“representing one medium in another” (Bolter & Grusin, 1999, p. 45)–

until an original is no longer remembered or even exists. As Baudrillard (1988) 

writes: “Everything is destined to reappear as simulation. Landscapes as 

photography, women as the sexual scenario, thoughts as writing, terrorism as 

fashion and the media, events as television” (p. 32). Thus, it appears that 

hyperreality remediates the real into a new form with comics art as one 

possible mode of that remediation. One pertinent example is found in Sid 

Jacobson and Ernie Colóns’s (2006) The 9/11 Report: A Graphic Adaptation, 

which is explained in the next section. 

The Graphic Narrative as Hyperreality 
 

“The repeated theme in all such art is the contrast 

between reality and the ideal, between aspiration 

and practice, between what is and what could be.” 

–Charles Press (1981) The Political Cartoon 
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In 2004, the U.S. Government Publishing Office made public the 592-

page record of the terrorist attacks that took place at the World Trade Centers 

in New York City on September 11, 2001 entitled The 9/11 Commission 

Report (2004), herein called The Report. Two years later, writer Sid Jacobson 

and graphic artist Ernie Colón published a 133-page interpretive graphic 

narrative of The Report called The 9/11 Report: A Graphic Adaptation. A 

graphic adaptation takes an artifact and interprets it in a particular visual style, 

thereby constructing a new one separate and unique from the original. The 

adaptation is approximately 1/5th the length of the original proceedings and 

accurate to the content, quotes, and timeline as presented in The Report. 

Jacobson and Colón created The 9/11 Report so consumers would have 

easier access to the material presented in the official proceedings: “The 

creators say they hope their book will help attract young readers and others 

who might be overwhelmed by the original document” (Hassell, 2006, para. 4). 

The 9/11 Report is categorized as graphic nonfiction because it 

describes the terrorist events of September 11th as they happened to the 

actual participants and observers, all the while presenting it in a visually 

accessible manner using the conventions of comics art (panels, sound effects, 

etc.). The narrative contains a foreword and endorsement from the chairs of 

the National Commission on Terrorist Attacks Upon the United States, 

Thomas H. Kean and Lee H. Hamilton. As presented, the book’s images of the 

attacks (Figure 6), falling towers, and subsequent actions by political leaders 

(Figure 7) help weave a visual narrative of that fateful day.  
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Figure 6. Page from The 9/11 Report: A Graphic Adaptation by Jacobson and Colón (2006). 

 

 
Figure 7. Page from The 9/11 Report: A Graphic Adaptation by Jacobson and Colón (2006). 
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Witnesses to the attacks (either in person or viewing them on live 

media) may remember, and perhaps re-live, the actual terrorist attacks 

through the mediated images viewed on television, in the movies, through The 

Report, or through The 9/11 Report. The graphic adaptation is simply another 

representation of those events. 

However, unlike The 9/11 Report’s metaphoric, graphic visual 

interpretation of the original text, Jean Baudrillard interpreted the events of 

September 11, 2001 through his belief that what people actually know is not 

governed by the events themselves, but rather is constructed from the 

symbolic meaning of those events. Baudrillard controversially claimed that the 

terrorist attacks on September 11th were merely simulations of terrorism itself; 

that the event was hyperreal, after the real: 

The collapse of the World Trade Center towers is unimaginable, but 

 that is not enough to make it a real event. An excess of violence is not 

 enough to open on to reality. For reality is a principle, and it is this 

 principle that is lost. Reality and fiction are inextricable, and the 

 fascination with the attack is primarily a fascination with the image (both 

 its exultatory and its catastrophic consequences are themselves largely 

 imaginary). (Baudrillard, 2003, pp. 28-29) 

In short, Baudrillard says that for many, the collapse of the World Trade 

Center was a mediated event and not a “real” experience like those who 

experienced it firsthand. In this, the mediated event becomes real for many.  

Baudrillard does not deny the physical existence of such things as the 

original Gulf War (1995), terrorism (2003, 2005), the collapse of the Twin 

Towers, or that thousands of people died in the attacks. Rather, in claiming the 

attacks were not real, Baudrillard suggests the symbolic nature of terrorism 

itself (i.e., the goal of a terrorist attack) is what the collapse of the towers 
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represent to war and terrorists, and what the event means to media 

consumers. These consumers inevitably interpret the attacks on the World 

Trade Center as war rather than as examples of terrorism. This potentially 

becomes one way the media uses rhetorical principles in its presentation of 

events. It is within our conscious (and unconscious) interpretations of these 

fateful images, commentary, and recollections that affect our perception of 

what is real and what is not. The two become one and the media blends 

actuality with representation, constructing a hyperreal event. 

Over time, discourse and cognition affect human memory and shape 

what we know and remember about historical events. The televised images of 

September 11th are vivid and memorable to many. But the veracity of what we 

remember is affected by the physical medium through which we consume 

them (McLuhan, 1964). As Levinson (2001) explains (of McLuhan’s classic 

phrase “the medium is the message”): “our use of any communications 

medium has an impact far greater than the given content of any 

communications, or what that medium may convey” (p. 35). In this is a 

convergence of variables: medium, message, perception, act, and so forth. 

One questions an event itself, interpreting it through a new lens: “When asked 

to justify their perception, many will refer to things they have seen on 

television, forgetting that they were watching fictional drama. They have lost 

sight of the difference between reality and invention” (Baggott, 2005, p. 24). 

And as McLuhan and Fiore (1967) remark and predict, “Societies have always 

been shaped more by the nature of the media by which men communicate 

than by the content of the communication” (p. 8). Invention becomes a 

secondary form. 
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The Role of Rhetoric  
 

“The idea that enabled people to deal with 

hyperreality of the world in ancient Greece was 

rhetoric.”  

–Michael Calvin McGee in Corbin’s (1998) Rhetoric 

in Postmodern America  

“To ask how images work to influence viewers’ 

beliefs, attitudes, and opinions is ultimately to ask 

about the very nature of images and about how 

people respond to them.”  

–Charles A. Hill (2004) The Psychology of 

Rhetorical Images 

 

Almost by definition, humans are symbol-using and symbol-consuming 

rhetorical beings (Gill, 1994). This instinctual act includes the means for 

gathering and storing knowledge of the world in which we live, manipulating 

others, or avoiding the dissonance of the unknown. The Greeks were one of 

the first civilizations to realize that “the aim of ancient rhetorics was to 

distribute the power that resides in language” (Crowley & Hawhee, 2004, p. 7). 

This power manifested itself in the oral tradition and presented itself in political 

venues, the court system, and celebratory events. Inevitably, the Greek 

cultures fell to the Romans, and then the Roman cultures fell to the Medieval 

Christians. The socio-political economy of the medieval era saw rhetoric as a 

threat to the ruling class and forced rhetoric to relegate itself to Church 

doctrine (Herrick, 2005). When religious dogma gave way to the birth of the 

Renaissance, rhetoric shifted again to the spoken word, emphasizing 
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presentation and form over content and word. Modern rhetoric reunited the 

spoken and written words but also introduced the rhetoric as image (Hobbs, 

2002). Scholars are examining human actions, human perceptions, and 

human artifacts as unique units of power that are ripe for rhetorical meaning. 

Rhetoric in word and image is an integral component in the production 

and consumption of comics art. But given the concept’s diverse connotations, 

it is necessary to contextualize it for this dissertation. Therefore, rhetoric is 

understood as a co-constructed reality wherein participants utilize symbols to 

create a common ground of shared meaning and understanding. Whether it 

occurs through speech, text, or visuals, rhetoric seeks to construct a mutually 

shared place of common understanding and dialogue to critically assess and 

communicate meaning.  

The notion of believability is a key element in communicating a 

particular rhetorical event or argument. From professional communication 

strategies to editing documentaries, from speech writing to delivering oral 

arguments, rhetoric wields realism and believability as an act develops. If the 

Greek philosopher, Corax, is accurate in professing rhetoric to being “the art of 

presenting matter with such a likeliness to truth that it will be accepted, and if 

necessary, acted upon” (Smith, 1921, p. 41), then recipient behavior is 

contingent upon the belief that the rhetor is wielding a rhetorical tool tied to 

plausibility and believability. And for some, visual rhetoric can provide that 

realistic and believable tool. 

 Rhetoric and comics art. 
Comics art and its use of rhetoric is apparent through several specific 

tactics or methods. One of the most dominant of these tactics is the means of 

inducing a sense of co-constructed reality in readers. Enthymematic reasoning 

does this when it utilizes what one already knows in order to construct a 
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conclusion. Likewise, Kenneth Burke’s (1969) notion of consubstantiality is 

evidence of this tactic in so far as there is a connection to depictions of real 

people or events in comics: “To identify A with B is to make A ‘consubstantial’ 

with B” (p. 21). This sense of believability entices readers to engage the piece 

as though they identify with this accurate representation. This is an interaction 

between artifact and discourse community, what James Berlin (1987) labels 

transactional rhetoric: “an epistemology that sees truth as arising out of the 

interaction of the elements of the rhetorical situation” (p. 15). He goes on 

further to write: “Rhetoric thus becomes implicated in all human behavior. All 

truths arise out of dialectic, out of the interaction of individuals within discourse 

communities” (pp. 16-17). Rhetor, artifact, and audience, thus, shape a 

contextualized meaning. This interactive, co-constructed rhetorical act 

becomes part of a process through which comics art are engaged.  

In so much as we suspend our disbelief and accept that what we see in 

a graphic narrative as a realistic depiction, illustrations are still not the actual 

events or objects, but they do have internal meaning. Semioticians refer to this 

as a sign: a relationship between the product of the signifier 

(image/word/sound) and the signified (meaning). “The success or failure of 

comic strips such as Dilbert or Dennis the Menace often rests on the 

characters’ resembling our perceptions of real-life coworkers, employers, kids, 

parents, and neighbors” (Sellnow, 2010, p. 26). Icons become visual 

metaphors, and as Schirato and Webb (2004) note, “While most theorists 

agree that visual texts rarely provide a clear narrative, they certainly work as 

‘metaphorai’–providing vehicles that enable viewers to ‘go somewhere else’, or 

to craft a story” (p. 82). 

In semiotics, a sign becomes a sign when the signifier, the object, 

brings about the signified or the meaning of the object. For instance, smoke 

(the object) is a sign of fire (the meaning/origin of the fire). Similarly, comics 
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are objects that look like what they represent (the signifier), and stand for more 

than what is printed on the page (the signified). Wok (2007) describes the 

relationship of semiotics to comics art this way: 

When you look at a comic book, you’re not seeing either the world or a 

 direct representation of the world; what you’re seeing is an 

 interpretation or transformation of the world, with aspects that are 

 exaggerated, adapted, or invented. It’s not just unreal, it’s deliberately 

 constructed by a specific person or people. But because comics are a 

 narrative and visual form, when you’re reading them, you do believe 

 that they’re real on some level. (p. 20) 

More background on semiotics can be found in Chapter 3. 

Viewers not only seek to look at the world, they want to understand it. 

Some viewers do this by looking through images with minimal awareness of its 

medium. But some look at images with maximum awareness of how it came 

about (Lanham, 2006). But looking isn’t seeing: looking is a biological function 

of the eyes while seeing is cognitively comprehending the meaning. This is 

part of the human condition: “‘We seek to understand,’ Purves wrote, ‘to 

apprehend reality, and to attempt to comprehend the totality because it is part 

of our nature’” (Coppola & Elliot, 2005, p. 267). This was understood as the 

case with photographs, motion pictures, and television. Historically, comics art 

has been around longer, but marginalized, perhaps, due to their association 

with being a child’s medium of simplified imagery. It took longer for viewers 

and scholars to understand them on the same level as photos, movies, or 

television programs: all three mediums imitate real life, influencing our sense 

of what is real or not. Realistic and believable images, connections to actual 

people or events, and identifiable semiotic codes seemingly increase our need 

to understand aspects of our worldview. History becomes more relevant and 
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biography becomes more than just words on a page. In comics, understanding 

the iconography on the page is at the heart of all we consume visually. As 

Sturken and Cartwright (2001) explain, “semiotics shows us that viewers 

create meaning from images, objects, and texts, and that meanings are not 

fixed within them” (p. 58). These non-fixed meanings allow for individual 

understanding of what is perceived. 

Finally, rhetoric brings about a curiosity of human limitations and 

motivations, as meaning becomes fluid in time and context, which is inevitably 

based upon point of view. As Heim (1998) writes, “through representations 

and simulations, we contact the world we know and even the limits of what we 

know” (p. 77). Although Heim refers to human-to-computer interfaces, his 

thoughts parallel this discussion. The online virtual community Second Life 

allows users to create avatars and explore new worlds, peoples, and events in 

cyberspace. Business meetings with international companies inhabit Second 

Life. Senators hold meetings with constituents and accredited institutes of 

higher education, like the University of Texas at Austin and Texas State 

University, have classes (Michels, 2008).  

In making comic characters appear more believable, scholars, writers 

and artists utilize issues and quandaries that are bound to the human 

condition: moments of ethical angst, wondering if ends justify means, or 

tackling issues of good versus evil. Characters from comics art can seek to 

understand issues just like the people we know and interact with on a daily 

basis, real or virtual. 

 Rhetoric and hyperreality. 
For some rhetoricians, an Aristotelian notion of rhetorical truth is found 

in the manifestation of discourse. As Gill (1994) notes, “A number of scholars 

[…] have identified the truth-creating role of rhetoric, arguing that it operates 
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epistemically. Because human truths are contingent, they are seen to arise 

from rhetoric” (p. 47). Later, Gill discusses the relationship of reality to rhetoric, 

claiming: “most contemporary theories of rhetoric proceed from the 

assumption that much if not all of what humans know as reality is rhetorically 

constructed” (p. 243). One could argue that perceptions of reality are guided 

by rhetorical constructions. 

Perceptions of reality are guided by the medium through which we see 

it. Reality television is a prime example. Currently, CBS’s Survivor, MTV’s Real 

World, and ABC’s The Bachelor present viewers with real people (as opposed 

to actors playing a role) engaging in real events, with cameras capturing and 

showing their every move. With a cinema verité technique, viewers begin to 

believe what they see actually happens in that way. Of course, their narratives 

are edited. What most viewers may (or may not) consider are the choices that 

writers, editors, and producers choose to air or not air from the thousands of 

hours of footage shot in order to create compelling characters and storylines 

(Rupel, 2013). Perceptions of people as “good” or “bad” are not necessarily 

made by the actor’s actions, but rather how they are selectively presented and 

ordered on that particular program. This appearance of truthfulness, or 

verisimilitude, is constructed and rhetorically presented as an authentic reality. 

As Auslander (1999) discusses about rock music, audiences either see the 

performance as authentic or not using the recording as the benchmark for the 

“real.” Appearance, then, becomes a function of perception and marketing, as 

does its authenticity.  

It is within the hyperreal that a search for the real begins, for there is an 

origin in the deed or object being hyper-reified: a kernel of objective reality that 

becomes the basis for what we know and understand as true. This origin 

establishes a level of “truth” that resonates with viewers. Understanding this 

means looking into the plausibility and involvement associated with viewers’ 
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evaluation of a media text’s realism. As Alice Hall (2003) finds, there are 

different realism conceptualizations for different genres, with plausibility being 

the most readily discussed among viewers.  

Similarly, Ned Kock (2004) describes the relationship between the 

medium and the user as the media naturalness proposition, or “the higher the 

degree of ‘naturalness’ of a CMC medium, the lower the ‘cognitive effort’ 

required to use it for communication” (p. 335). Media naturalness, then, is “the 

similarity between a given CMC medium and face-to-face interaction” (p. 335). 

In other words, face-to-face communication is seen as the most natural form of 

communication, while digital media (like email and video conferencing) are 

seen as less natural. In some respects reality becomes the mode through 

which we assess a medium as natural, television and movies having the most 

impact on use since they replicate human movement and speech the most 

accurately, as opposed to photographs. 

Television, again, serves as an example. Comedy Central’s The Daily 

Show with Jon Stewart mocks traditional newscasts by presenting similar style 

interviews, newscasts, and relaying up-to-date information. Although the 

presentation of the content is satirical in nature, its topics have an origin in the 

truthful and realistic events of the day. And as of 2008, 21% of people 19 to 29 

in the United States are regularly getting their news from The Daily Show as 

opposed to traditional news outlets like CBS, NBC, or ABC (Bauder, 2009). 

Combined with the naturalness of the medium, here the visual message 

becomes the truth. 

Like comics art, one way this “visual truth” can be understood and 

processed cognitively is through the rhetorical means of consubstantiality 

(Burke, 1969), or more commonly thought of as identification. Turning back to 

The Daily Show, younger viewers perceive themselves as identifying, 
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understanding, or relating to that which they see on it. Viewers see the show’s 

host, Jon Stewart, as a trustworthy news anchor, thus they perceive him as 

having relatively similar ethos as those who appear on major news outlets 

(Nisbet, 2010). This perception is driven by an intricate and complex sign 

system of the hyperreal: Stewart’s broadcast has similar elements to 

traditional news broadcasts. In experiencing this level of hyperreality, viewers 

then accept one viable sign system (The Daily Show) in place of another (such 

as CNN), even though the former is entertainment and the latter traditional 

journalism.  

Thus, hyperreality can be conceived of as utilizing a communicative 

transactional process between artifact(s) and viewer(s). Ethos is gained 

through recursion leading to truth or believability. Theoretically, visual objects 

hyper-reified have a visual presence, are made real, and then accepted or 

denied by society. The presentation of The Daily Show capitalizes on this 

symbiotic relationship between traditional news broadcasts, satire, and the 

world in which viewers actually inhabit. In the end, this example shows how 

the “map” becomes the “territory” wherein a real object or event is depicted 

through a medium. The hyperreal allows viewers to see one for the other and 

inevitably, viewing The Daily Show as credible as a traditional newscast. But 

the content is rhetorical in nature, for hyperreality is based on creating a 

believable common ground between artifact and viewer. But is believability 

equivalent to something being hyperreal?  

In the end, understanding hyperreality is beneficial because it provides 

insight into ways people come to, perceive, and accept, artifacts as plausibly 

real. Research also provides insight into hyperreality’s theoretical plasticity, 

establishing new parameters for meaning. The way people earnestly believe in 

something provides communicators with strategies and tactics for presenting 

material in new ways that make meaning for consumers. For instance, in a 
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visually-mediated environment organizations no longer rely on traditional print 

media for information dissemination. A press release or whitepaper is visually 

dull as opposed to a YouTube® video or comic book. It is a competition for 

consumer attention in an economy of media saturation. As Lanham (2006) 

writes, “In the twentieth century, the most obvious economists of attention 

have been the visual artists” (p. 15). As such, communicators have more 

digital (virtual) media outlets available to them with the potential to be 

competitive and hyperrealistic given a user’s interaction with them: 

 Blogs and discussion boards, used to post information and 

communicate with organizations and publics (such as 

http://www.wordpress.com or http://www.tumblr.com); 

 Twitter (a micro-blogging social networking site), used to develop social 

and professional networks (http://www.twitter.com); 

 Live web-based customer service, used to answer questions and solve 

problems (such as http://www.comcastsupport.com/chat or 

http://www.twitter.com/comcast);  

 Second Life used to interact, network, learn, conference, and do 

business with other individuals and institutions 

(http://www.secondlife.com); 

 Virtual reality technologies, used in the production of news broadcasts, 

like CNN’s holographic interviews during the 2008 presidential election 

(http://news.cnet.com/cnns-human-hologram-on-election-night) or Zoe, 

the digital talking head that expresses human emotions on demand 

(http://www.cam.ac.uk/research/news/face-of-the-future-rears-its-head); 
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 Augmented reality applications, used in smart phones like the Apple 

iPhone® or T-Mobile Android®, to create 3-D maps or realistic video 

games (such as “Wikitude AR Travel Guide” or “AR Tower Defense”);  

 Augmented reality technologies to integrate physical reality with social 

media and virtual reality, like Google Glass 

(http://www.google.com/glass/start); 

 And yes, even Comics Art, used to educate audiences on complex 

tasks like ethnographic research or the proper use of public domain 

materials (such as Shane, the Lone Ethnographer, and Tales From the 

Public Domain: Bound by Law). 

Continued research into the hyperreal has the potential to provide a 

richer understanding of the mechanics of the communicator-artifact-consumer 

triad, specifically as applied to comics art. Understanding what makes a comic 

hyperrealistic and the mode the medium plays in the process inevitably 

contributes to better professional communications and knowledge of how 

readers interpret artifacts. Finally, as a byproduct, the results from this 

research into the hyperreal will contribute to bolster the existing corpus of 

theoretical knowledge on the hyperreal. In the end, this dissertation will extend 

into the fields of rhetoric, media studies, technical communication, and comics 

studies by working to exhibit the practices of the hyperreal.  

Scope of This Dissertation 
Because a greater understanding of the relationship between 

hyperreality and comics art (more specifically, graphic narratives) is needed, 

the following questions guide my research: 

1. What are the salient characteristics of hyperreality? 

2. To what extent is realism a factor in the hyperreal? 
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3. In what ways do the characteristics of hyperreality manifest themselves 

in graphic narratives? 

4. In what ways does realism affect the production and consumption of 

graphic narratives (comics) within general and niche publics, such as 

technical communicators? 

5. In what ways does a co-constructed, transactional rhetoric affect the 

production and consumption of graphic narratives (comics) within 

general and niche publics, such as technical communicators?  

To explore hyperreality within comics art, this project uses multiple 

methods for gathering data, implemented in two phases. Phase 1 culls 

published writings on hyperreality and analyzes them using discourse 

analysis. Phase 2 surveys consumers (readers) and producers (writers, artists, 

publishers, etc.) of graphic narratives and analyzes their responses using the 

same methodological approach as Phase 1. Examples from contemporary 

graphic narratives are used to illustrate the characteristics discerned from both 

phases. More information on this methodology is provided in Chapter 4.         

 Limitations. 
At first glance, the scope of this dissertation appears to reach across 

quite a few academic disciplines: for instance, rhetoric, philosophy, 

metaphysics, communication studies, technical communication, new media, 

and comics studies. As such, to keep this project’s scope manageable, this 

study follows five general parameters. 

First, this dissertation will concentrate specifically on the content of 

graphic narratives instead of all of comics art since they are the most 

commonly produced by both mainstream and independent publishers, are sold 

in both small comic retailers and national bookstores, and incorporate the 



Texas Tech University, Alec R. Hosterman, August 2013 
 

 33 

early comic book industry as one amalgamated form. In future studies, 

research could be done on artifacts like editorial cartoons, comic strips, 

animation, non-fiction graphic narratives, as well as Japanese manga and 

anime. 

Second, covering all available sub-categories of the graphic narrative 

would be beyond the scope of this dissertation. Therefore, this project only 

uses covers fiction-based graphic narratives in the research itself because 

they typify what readers have come to know about the genre. Traditionally, 

fiction stories (fictional adventures into the unknown) are part of the history of 

comics art, more so than non-fiction graphic narratives (like biographies). 

Thus, with an extensive well of material to utilize, it makes sense to focus on 

fiction versus non-fiction texts. Potential future research may include non-

fiction graphic narratives. 

Third, from a theoretical perspective this research limits itself to the 

definable characteristics of hyperreality found in the published discourses of 

researchers, independent scholars, philosophers, critics, and the like. Since 

hyperreality studies has become popular within the last 25 years, there is a 

relatively manageable body of discourse. 

Fourth, because understanding hyperreality implies a cursory 

understanding of reality itself (as a topic of inquiry), limiting this portion of the 

project’s scope is critical. Therefore, a brief excursion into the philosophical 

nature of reality (metaphysics) is given in order to ground ways hyperreality 

functions in media. 

Finally, throughout this dissertation there are mentions of virtual reality 

and visual culture. Although these are important aspects of hyperreality, they 

are not the specific focus of this project. Future studies may extend this 

dissertation’s results to virtual reality and visual culture to better understand 
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their form and function because comics art is in large part a visual medium. 

However, more information on virtual reality and its relationship to hyperreality 

can be found in Chapter 2. 

This project has the potential to better inform scholars and 

communication practitioners about ways hyperreality functions in visual 

rhetoric, specifically in graphic narratives. Hyperreality is a common term in 

academe, but public understanding of it, how it functions, and its relationship 

to the rhetorical situation, are still not fully developed. As such, this 

dissertation add to the body of knowledge of those studying and practicing 

comics art in disciplines like technical communication, rhetoric, visual rhetoric, 

comics art, etc. 

Chapter Overview 
The following descriptions illustrate the organization of this project: 

 Chapter 1: Introduction makes the case for an investigation into the 

relationship of the hyperreal to comics studies and rhetoric.  

 Chapter 2: On Hyperreality provides an in-depth review of the central 

topics pertaining to the notions of hyperreality. 

 Chapter 3: Comics Art as Rhetoric provides an in-depth review of the 

central topics pertaining to the notions of rhetoric and comics art, as 

well as establishing connections to the hyperreal. 

 Chapter 4: Methodology reviews the research questions from the 

previous chapters, justifies the use of discourse analysis and surveys 

for the project, and explicates the specific methods utilized for gathering 

and analyzing data.  

 Chapter 5: Examining the Data presents research results from Phases 

1 and 2. This information will be organized and presented according to 
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the phases themselves and will include textual examples and images 

from contemporary graphic narratives to illustrate the points. 

 Chapter 6: Conclusions explores the value of this research project as a 

whole and discusses how what is learned can benefit scholars and 

practitioners in various communication disciplines, including (but not 

limited to) technical communication, new media, comics scholarship, 

and rhetoric. Limitations encountered in the project and suggestions for 

future research are also provided. 
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CHAPTER 2 

ON HYPERREALITY 
 

“Is it live, or is it Memorex?” 

–advertising slogan (1972), Memorex 

 

“The concept of an independent, objective reality 

was an assumption of the modern age that could 

not be sustained in the face of the technological 

and economic developments of the late twentieth 

century.” 

–Benjamin Woolley (1992), Virtual Worlds 

 

On February 16, 2010, The Onion (a satirical on-line news outlet) 

published “U.S. Economy Grinds to a Halt as Nation Realizes Money Just a 

Symbolic, Mutually Shared Illusion.” The author describes this fictitious event, 

as if real, writing: 

WASHINGTON – The U.S. economy ceased to function this week after 

unexpected existential remarks by Federal Reserve chairman Ben 

Bernanke shocked Americans into realizing that money is, in fact, just a 

meaningless and intangible social construct. (“U.S. Economy Grinds to 

a Halt,” 2010) 

In so far as this piece is satirical, The Onion inadvertently describes the focus 

of this chapter. Hyperreality is a theoretical framework for understanding the 

complex system of representations that constitute our understandings of a 

plausible reality. As Best and Kellner (1991) write, hyperreality “is a condition 
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whereby models replace the real” (p. 119). Simulations constitute reality and 

people become unable to distinguish the real from copies. In other words, fake 

copies become the real we know as authentic. Maybe The Onion was actually 

onto something. 

To better understand this elusive concept, some background is 

important, especially in relation to rhetoric, postmodernism, and comics art. As 

such, this chapter begins with a brief biographical sketch of hyperreality’s 

leading proponent, Jean Baudrillard, to better situate its theoretical origins. 

From there it explores the etymology of hyperreality and reviews the pertinent 

scholarship as it relates to comics art and this analysis. The chapter concludes 

with a general critique of Baudrillard’s theory of the hyperreal. 

Jean Baudrillard 
One of the foremost intellectuals of the 20th century, Jean Baudrillard 

was a French cultural theorist who explored the influence of contemporary 

media and technology on human experiences. While teaching, he met and 

worked with such intellectuals as Henri Lefebvre and Roland Barthes (Jean 

Baudrillard, 2007), leading scholars in their own rights. Lefebvre explores the 

social construction of space and Barthes specializes in semiotics and rhetoric. 

These two scholars impacted Baudrillard’s way of thinking about the structures 

and influences of/on society. Baudrillard completed his doctorate under the 

guidance of Lefebvre, Barthes, and the famed public intellectual Pierre 

Bourdieu at the University of Paris in the late-1960s. 

In the mid-1960s France was in a state of political and social change, 

witnessing the rise of modernization, new technologies, capitalism, and new 

mass consumption of consumer goods. Baudrillard’s corpus of writings 

reflected these moments of social change. His early works–The System of 

Objects (his doctoral dissertation), The Consumer Society, and For a Critique 



Texas Tech University, Alec R. Hosterman, August 2013 
 

 38 

of the Political Economy of the Sign–were attempts to create a critical 

sociological theory, one that fused semiotics with Marxian theory in the study 

of social life (Jean Baudrillard, 2007; Lewis, 2008). Semiotics and society 

became the foundation of social exchange theory, which he would later 

explore in forming his theories on the hyperreal. 

Through the 1970s, Baudrillard became more ambivalent toward 

Marxism and his own earlier ideological positions. Inevitably, he decried 

Marxist tenets in favor of a non-traditional, postmodern perspective on social 

life, what might be labeled Neo-Marxism. Here, Baudrillard began to align 

himself with philosophers like Herbert Marcuse and Gyorgy Lukàcs of the 

Frankfurt school. These philosophers saw human commodities, media, and 

technology as directly affecting the way in which societies understand the 

world around them. It is through this new way of thinking (of mediated and 

technological influence) that offered Baudrillard a way to explore his now more 

referenced and widely discussed modern works (Jean Baudrillard, 2007). 

However, with this alignment came scorn, especially from those he worked 

with like Frederic Jameson who he worked with at the University of California 

in San Diego (Lotringer, 2009). 

With Baudrillard’s move to the Institut de Recherche et d’Information 

Socio-Économique at the Universite de Paris-X Dauphine, he began exploring 

theoretical disciplines beyond that of sociology. As Lotringer (2009) writes: “He 

was a historian of the future, looking back from the end of the world at 

contemporary society” (para. 11). His writings became more widely dispersed 

and his peers began viewing him as a postmodern thinker who seemed to 

move smoothly and silently between disciplines. His thoughts fit in the wide-

reaching chasms of media studies or even the far-reaching branches of game 

studies and comics studies, as will be shown. Baudrillard continued to lecture 

internationally, most notably at the Institut de Recherche sur l'Innovation 
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Sociale, Collège de Pataphysique, and at the European Graduate School, 

always involved in the discourse of ideas, either explaining his position to new 

thinkers or defending it against the old guard. 

As much as Jean Baudrillard was regarded as part of the postmodern 

academic regime (a title he himself did not prefer), he was also seen as a 

proverbial rock star in popular media. He came to prominence at a time when 

the illusion of the intellectual guard elite was the “in place” to be. He also 

became known as the philosopher who inspired the creation of The Matrix, 

even though he was ambivalent about the film’s interpretations of his theories 

(MacFarquhar, 2005).  

When Baudrillard died in 2007, major news outlets like The New York 

Times (Cohen, 2007) and The Guardian (Poole, 2007) ran obituaries that 

rivaled those reserved for movie stars and major political figures. The Times 

called him a provocateur, while The Guardian declared that his death did not 

take place (in homage to his famously misunderstood declaration that the Gulf 

War did not take place). It is this thrust into the public spotlight that made 

Baudrillard weary of exploitation of his theories, but at the same time it gave 

more exposure to his ideas, which perhaps confirms his own theses in the 

idea of the media spectacle. 

Baudrillard’s critiques varied, from political economy to semiotics, from 

photography to architecture (himself a photographer), from love to death. 

However, several themes dominated his writings, including that of a 

proliferating, consumerism-based society; how objects are consumed; 

constructing social relations via mediated communications; the influence of 

images and mediated communication; historicity; and the perceptions of war 

through mediated means. It is in Baudrillard’s break with traditional thinking 
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and this wide berth of subject matter that made him both an icon and an object 

of ridicule in the French intellectual scene (Hussey, 2003). 

Throughout most of Baudrillard’s work, understanding objects of power 

and the hyperreal became integral elements to his critiques: “the growing 

power of the world of objects over the subject has been Baudrillard’s theme 

from the beginning” (Kellner, 2008, p. 90). In some ways, to understand the 

growth and complexity of Baudrillard’s hyperreality is to gain insight into the 

intellectual growth of he man himself, from his early thinking under Lefebvre to 

his own collaborations and discussions with philosophers like Marc Guillaume 

(2008), Philippe Petit (1998), and Enrique Valiente Noailles (2005). What 

follows is an in-depth discussion of Baudrillard’s hyperreal. 

Semantic Origins of Hyperreality  
When a word gives pause, there is a natural inclination to turn to the 

closest reference outlet in order to gain a better understanding. Hyperreality is 

such a word. To better understand this concept, as well as to ground its varied 

uses among different academic movements, hyperreality’s semantic origins 

must be explored. 

 Hyper. 
As a concept, hyper (short for hyperactive) primarily denotes high 

energy and activity. For instance, “My child is exceedingly hyper today” implies 

a child is experiencing an accelerated level of activity at that particular moment 

in time (Hyper, n.d., Merriam-Webster). As a prefix, hyper refers to going over, 

above, or beyond and it implies that “the thing or quality is present over or 

beyond the ordinary degree…” (Hyper, n.d., Oxford English Dictionary). Thus, 

when “hyper” qualifies another word it means that the thing is above and 

beyond its original denotative boundaries. 
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In fact, both the Oxford English Dictionary and the Merriam-Webster 

Dictionary denote hyper as a prefix used with a variety of words (traditionally 

adjectives) in fields like medicine, science, or psychology. For instance, 

“Tarzan hyper-extended his arm muscles while swinging on a rope.” In this 

case, Tarzan stretched his muscles beyond that of their normal movement. Or 

“Hyperspace, once thought of as only a dimensional reality of science fiction, 

can now be scientifically proven.” Here, hyperspace is conceived of as beyond 

that of the three dimensions of the tangible, physical world (i.e., fourth, fifth, 

etc.). Finally, from a psychological perspective, hyper becomes a prefix to 

one’s emotional state, as in “Tarzan is hypersensitive to comments about his 

swinging abilities.” 

Hyper also function as a foundation for new, stand-alone words 

commonly found in electronic and digital rhetorics. For instance, hypertext 

refers to the computer programming language for the web, like HTML 

(Hypertext Markup Language), which is “used for retrieving documents in an 

unbounded and extensible set of formats” (Berners-Lee, et. al., 2003). In other 

words, hypertext allows objects to be linked above and beyond multiple 

locations on the web. Similarly, the term hyperrealism is derived from the 

photorealistic movement of the fine arts and is a postmodern styling 

characterized by highly realistic, graphical representations. The viewer 

wonders if what is seen is a photograph (the conventional icon of objective 

reality) or a painting (a subjective representation of reality). Figure 8 is an 

example of a photorealistic painting. 
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Figure 8. Dream of Love (2007) by Glennray Tutor. 

This brief semantic review shows the pliability of hyper as a concept 

that represents going above and beyond. Hyper can be a stand-alone word, 

used as a prefix, or become the foundation for new concepts that are related 

to hyperreality studies (discussed later in this chapter).  

 Reality. 
Unlike hyper, the word reality has far more of a complex denotative and 

connotative system of meaning to it. To cover all aspects of this word is 

beyond the practical and theoretical scope of this dissertation. But to begin, 

the simplest and most common form of the word reality is in its root (“real”), 

that commonly refers to something that has objective tangibility. For instance, 

the Oxford English Dictionary (2009) defines reality as “the quality of being 

real or having an actual existence,” and Merriam Webster’s Dictionary (2009) 

says reality is rooted in “of or relating to fixed, permanent, or immovable things 

[…] not artificial, fraudulent, or illusory.” Thus, the chair I sit in to write this 

paragraph is considered real because it is tangible (I can touch and sit in it) 

and it is has an objective existence not tied to my existence (if I die the chair is 
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not affected in any way); the chair did not come into being as a result of me 

(with my birth, the chair did not suddenly appear); nor is it merely an illusion. 

Philosopher John Searle (1998) called this understanding of reality the default 

position and labeled it external realism: “‘realism’ because it asserts the 

existence of the real world, and ‘external’ to distinguish it from other sorts of 

realism” (p. 13), like mathematical or ethical realisms. Searle describes 

external realism this way: “The universe existed long before any humans or 

other conscious agent appeared, and it will be there long after we have all 

passed from the scene” (p. 14). If well constructed, my chair could have 

existed before I was born and may exist long after I am gone. 

Other entries describe reality as “that which actually exists, contrasted 

(a) with a copy, counterfeit, etc., (b) with what is abstract or notional” (Oxford 

English Dictionary). In this position, “contrasted” creates a binary opposition: 

that which is versus that which is not. Here is the crux of a metaphysical 

interpretation of reality, questioning what exists and why. Luckily my chair 

doesn’t need a reason why, it just “does.”  

As a term of use, reality is commonplace because it is ever-present 

(e.g., “You are a real friend.”). Philosophers find it at the heart of what it means 

to be human metaphysically speaking. Cultures use it liberally (e.g., in 

developing virtual reality communities). Writers play around with it on occasion 

(e.g., presenting graphic fiction as reality). And rhetoricians find it to be at the 

heart of their discipline (e.g., rhetoric as reality). It is impossible to develop a 

thorough treatise on reality here since it is beyond the scope of this 

dissertation. However this very cursory examination provides a way to 

understand the concept in relation to hyper: as the foundation for how one can 

go above and beyond existence. 
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 Hyperreality. 
In joining hyper with reality, hyperreality can be thought of as a sense of 

realism that is above and beyond that of contemporary mediated standards: 

one that is, perhaps, akin to human vision and experience. A 2010 a series of 

commercials for a new Samsung LED television used the tag line: “an 

experience so real, it’s HyperReal” (Samsung, 2010). According to a company 

news release, “Samsung is delivering a host of picture improvements including 

its picture enhancing HyperReal™ Engine, for a true-to-life range of color and 

contrast” (Samsung, 2010). Situating hyperreality as a technological capability 

is not merely a marketing concept; rather, it is an aspect found in the scientific 

study of virtual reality. For instance, Tiffin and Terashima (2007) explore ways 

in which virtual reality technologies manifest a hyperrealistic experience. 

Technology begets a new form of understanding, which they argue is what 

Baudrillard and others wrote about. But there is more of a hypermediated 

technological experience than a critical perspective of images as cultural 

representations of reality. To understand this perspective, one must return to 

Baudrillard’s work. 

However, unfortunately there is no simple straightforward explanation of 

hyperreality within the corpus of Baudrillard’s written work. There are 

contextual clues. The function of hyperreality is really found in understanding 

divisions of symbolic exchange. Baudrillard saw symbolic exchange as the 

starting point of this semiotic diatribe wherein power is exchanged through the 

development and movement of signs. For instance, someone that purchases 

goods using a credit card is symbolically transferring money from one person 

to another. The next stage was simulation, wherein the natural world was 

reproduced through simulated experiences. For instance, human-constructed 

parks represented the natural world. The hyperreal, then, is produced and 

based on the simulated experience. For instance, if the idea of simulated or 
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perfected social norms, human interaction, and society in general, then the 

idealized theme park would be Walt Disney World, a hyperreal experience 

(Gane, 1991). 

In Simulacra and Simulation (1994), Baudrillard explicates hyperreality 

as it appears in different mediated forms. In the opening paragraphs of the 

book’s central essay, “The Precession of Simulacra,” Baudrillard claims: 

“Today abstraction is no longer that of the map, the double, the mirror, or the 

concept. Simulation is no longer that of a territory, a referential being, or a 

substance” (p. 1). Here, Baudrillard proclaims the regular interplay between 

symbols, reality, and society is blurred: simulations (echoes of the past) have 

devoured the real (the present). Baudrillard continued with metaphor to 

describe the hyperreal as “The generation by models of a real without origin or 

reality: a hyperreal. The territory no longer precedes the map, nor does it 

survive it. It is nevertheless the map that precedes the territory” (p. 1). 

Reality for Baudrillard, then, is no longer bound to physical tangibility. 

Rather, the idea of the imitation and the real are brothers-in-arms instead of 

polar opposites: the referent became the reference and vice-versa. Describing 

this process, Baudrillard writes: 

[It] is no longer a question of imitation, nor duplication, nor even parody. 

It is a question of substituting the signs of the real for the real, that is to 

say of an operation of deterring every real process via its operational 

double. (1994, p. 2) 

In so far as Baudrillard’s hyperreality is about commodification of the 

symbol, hyperreality becomes a form of reality that is above and beyond that 

which society knows to be real; it is a fictional present that is omnipresent. As 

Gane (1991) explains, “produced objects begin to be modeled not from a real 
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basis but from an artificial nucleus of characteristics remote from forms of the 

counterfeit or the series” (p. 97). 

With regard to the digital–MUDs (Multiuser Domains), MOOs (Multiuser 

Domain Object-Oriented) spaces, virtual chat rooms, MMORPGs (Massive 

Multi-player Online Role Playing Games), Second Life, and other virtual 

environments–participants interact and communicate with one another through 

self-created avatars and digital frontiers. Avatars can be as simple as the 

letters of a person’s name to a three dimensional image of their ideal self. 

These characters are virtual representations and purposeful 

misrepresentations. Many people who engage in this type of computer-

mediated communication come to understand the icons they are 

communicating with are more than just visualizations. Rather, the icons 

(avatars) encompass all that that person is and does in virtual form; they are 

not merely simulacra (Turkle, 1996; Turkle, 2005). As Borgmann (1999) writes, 

“we have realized the ancient dream of discovering the structure that a sign 

and a thing, a piece of information and a region of reality, have in common. 

The sign equals the thing, information has virtually become reality” (p. 181). 

Since the avatar is above and beyond that of the actual person, the blurring of 

lines between avatar and the individual becomes part of the hyperreal 

experience. 

Lived culture is also hyperreal as Baudrillard (1986) remarked in his 

cultural critique of America: 

America is neither dream nor reality. It is a hyperreality. It is a 

hyperreality because it is a utopia which has behaved from the very 

beginning as though it were already achieved. Everything here is real 

and pragmatic, and yet it is all the stuff of dreams too. (p. 28) 
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Images, artifacts, interaction, and culture are all imbued with this sense of 

hyperreality. But how do we know what is real and what isn’t? How do 

scholars view this sense of reality in relationship to what they can prove? The 

next section explores this scholarship with a special focus on the relationship 

to the visual. 

The Scholarship of Hyperreality 
The scholarship of hyperreality engages different fields of study, from 

philosophy to sociology, from media studies to cultural studies. This section 

covers theoretical aspects of hyperreality with regard to events and artifacts as 

academic validity. In reviewing relevant scholarship several themes emerged, 

including that of personal experiences, events, places, mediated artifacts, 

gaming, virtual reality, and non-mediated artifacts. 

 Hyperreality as personal experience. 
People construct personal and professional narratives from the clothes 

they wear to choices they make regarding personal grooming, jewelry worn, 

and words spoken. This is what Goffman (1959) and Fisher (1987) explore in 

their research on how humans present their selves to different publics. People 

convey a level of expertise, knowledge, conformity, and the like in hopes of 

balancing stereotypes of what people believe (or not believe) about a person 

or profession. For those consciously entering certain professions there are 

particular protocols that are to be followed in order to be seen as credible or to 

interact fluently. To “be” a professor means dressing and acting the part, 

engaging the academic community, and becoming versed in appropriate 

protocols for conferences and classrooms. To “be” a business professional 

means adhering to the stereotypes or traditions of wearing suits and carrying 

briefcases. In other words, to “be” something means taking on the role and its 
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social expectations, complete with spoken and meta rules. In this way, our 

personal daily experiences are very much part of the hyperreal. 

The epitome of “being” is embodied by con artists. One such auteur, 

Frank Abagnale, Jr. (1980), the subject of the biography and film Catch Me if 

You Can, understood that to pull off his cons he needed to look and act the 

part of the person he was portraying. He was the hyperreal airline pilot, 

teacher, lawyer, and doctor because he spoke the right words, used the 

correct jargon (for the most part), and became that person in the minds of 

those he was conning. To this end, Abagnale’s cons were hyperreal instances 

of idealized situations, those that we come to expect when confronting typical 

pilots, teachers, lawyers, or doctors.  

But what about those conventions people follow without consciously 

knowing they are engaging in formal protocol? For example, comic book fans 

have a collective identity as fandom, and that culturally normed identity 

supersedes individual identities. Fans belong to a larger collective that 

seemingly share certain characteristics without always knowing they are 

participating in that rhetorical act. As Pustz (1999) describes fans, they: “set 

themselves apart from and are set apart by the rest of the cultural world. They 

may be marginalized and ridiculed by mainstream society, but identifying as a 

fan can also give an individual a certain amount of ‘collective identity’” (p. 20). 

For instance, fans write letters, send emails or tweets, write and participate in 

online discussions, contribute storylines through fan fiction, believe they are 

the “ultimate” fan, and identify themselves with a particular publisher (e.g., 

Marvel, DC, etc.) or supporter of particular characters (e.g., Superman, 

Batman, etc.). Forces that shape fans’ identities are part of a constitutive 

rhetoric that enables a specific identity to take place within the larger spectrum 

of fandom as a culture. According to Charland (1987), this constitutive rhetoric 

positions subjects as “actors” in a two-step process: “First, audience members 
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must be successfully interpellated” and “Second, the tautological logic of 

constitutive rhetoric must necessitate action in the material world” (p. 141). 

Together, fans create their collective identity as they want to be known to the 

outside world, both consciously and unconsciously. They act upon their 

allegiance and again through support and outreach for those things that drew 

them to the comic book in the first place. 

Conventions associated with fictional comic book characters have their 

grounding in actual existence, too. Being real to comic book readers has a 

different meaning altogether, one that blends fantasy with reality. Characters 

must be familiar to readers in some way otherwise their believability as 

plausible characters in the book’s “universe” is questioned and debated 

internally and among other fans (Pustz, 1999). And creators of new 

characters, for instance, must adhere to the standardized conventions people 

recognize as belonging to a particular genre (e.g., westerns, funny animals, 

superheroes, etc.), as well as differentiating them from the clutter that already 

exists (Duncan & Smith, 2009).  

Unlike Baudrillard’s influence on media, film, sociology, or gaming, to 

date there is no published research on hyperreality and the relationship 

between Baudrillard and comics art. And even though Baudrillard himself was 

a copious writer of all things media, he did not write specifically about the 

influence of hyperreality on comics art or the experience of fandom. 

 Hyperreality of events. 
Understanding our past is part of human curiosity. From the History 

Channel to the Arts & Entertainment Channel to the Discovery Channel, 

modern media bring to life varied historical events. The long-dead Roman 

army can be seen engaging in battle, or President Abraham Lincoln can be 

seen assassinated from multiple angles. There is glorification in giving life to 
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past events, especially ones where objective media  (i.e., photography, video, 

etc.) were not available to record it for posterity, much like Oliver Stone’s film 

JFK. As scholar Douglas Wolk (2007) writes, “When you look at a comic book, 

you’re not seeing either the world or a direct representation of the world; what 

you’re seeing is an interpretation or transformation of the world, with aspects 

that are exaggerated, adapted, or invented” (p. 20). Comic books are similar in 

that they can attempt to both document past events and place a new graphical 

spin on them. For instance, Colbert and Tanitoc’s (2010) Booth presents a 

fictionalized account of the life and times of President Lincoln’s assassin, John 

Wilkes Booth. Using historical records, photographs, first-hand accounts, and 

newspaper stories, the narrative presents readers with a new positioning of 

Wilkes as the anti-hero.  

Similarly, Miller and Varley’s (1998) graphic narrative 300 recounts the 

Spartan battle at Thermopylae in 480 B.C.E. In 2007, the movie version of the 

historically inspired graphic narrative was released. In so far as these are 

reinterpretations of the past, how are viewers able to distinguish between the 

reality of the event and the fantasy of presentation? As discussed earlier, the 

varying naturalness of the medium combined with its plausibility as a media 

text become criteria for audience assessment.  

All of this alludes to the value of the plausibility of the illustrated page–

the hyperreal place we find when reading comics: “Because comics are a 

narrative and visual form, when you’re reading them, you do believe that 

they’re real on some level” (Wolk, p. 20). Wolk has a much more optimistic 

view aiming to understand the relationship the author has to the text. However, 

Baudrillard seemingly takes a more pessimistic approach to this relationship. 

Baudrillard (1987) warned about the truthfulness of images: “It is precisely 

when it appears most truthful, most faithful and most in conformity to reality 

that the image is most diabolical” (p. 13). For him, the image’s truthfulness–a 



Texas Tech University, Alec R. Hosterman, August 2013 
 

 51 

connection to the real–is what gives it it power. Although he was focusing in on 

photography, television, and cinema specifically, the argument can be 

extended to other media like comics art, especially given the plethora of non-

fiction graphic narratives in production. 

Events, real or otherwise, are hyper-reified through media. For 

instance, in April of 2003, Army Private First Class Jessica Lynch was rescued 

from an Iraqi hospital under the cover of night. Media in all form picked up on 

the story and sensationalized the event as a milestone of the war. As 

O’Connell (2005) writes, incorrectly referring to Lynch’s rank as a Private 

(rather than Private First Class) was “intentionally performed to fill the Lynch 

story with the symbolic capital of Steven Spielberg’s 1998 World War II film 

Saving Private Ryan” (p. 34). Thus, parallels between the movie and Lynch’s 

life could be made. Indeed, stories emerged that began to discount the initial 

reports, calling the rescue a manufactured event for the Pentagon’s public 

relations campaign (Kampfner, 2003; Scheer, 2003). Baudrillard (1987) warns 

of this anticipatory aspect of the hyperreal: “As for the anticipation of reality by 

images, the precision of images and media in relation to events, such that the 

connection between cause and effect become scrambled and it becomes 

impossible to tell which is the effect of the other” (p. 19). In other words, the 

event takes on its own reality spurned on by media forces. 

 Hyperreality of place. 
In America (1998), Baudrillard regards all of the United States as 

hyperreal, an experience that other countries throughout the world continually 

strive to find among their own long-standing histories. He refers to America as 

hyperreal because wherein other countries often want/desire principles of 

freedom of speech, achieving individual wealth, and the freedom to pursue 

individual self-interests, America was constructed from the onset with these 
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exact principles in mind. These philosophies, among others, constitute what 

many refer to as the “American dream”–a hyperreality many experience 

without realizing they are working and living in it. One such hyperreal place is 

Las Vegas, Nevada. The lights, sounds, and presentation of otherness engage 

visitors on a level that has them forgetting about their own suburban realities. 

The Parisian café or big top circus is more real than real to tourists, or at least 

that is what you believe when experiencing it. The most recent advertising 

slogan from the Las Vegas Tourism Bureau supports this philosophy: “What 

happens in Vegas, stays in Vegas.” Ironically, comics art is akin to that 

created place of America and Las Vegas. It is one in which artists, writers, 

editors, and producers make believable for readers a place to immerse 

themselves in anytime they want to escape reality. So what happens in 

comics, stays in comics. 

Like readers becoming immersed in a good book or a viewer feeling 

part of the action in a movie, comics offer a hyperreality of place in several 

ways: through that of setting and genre. In regards to setting, this can be 

actualized through the artistic stylings (visual representation) of the piece. 

Some backgrounds and locations are depicted with a precise sense of realism 

and include nominal references to actual places, buildings, or artifacts. For 

example, in Marvels artist Alex Ross uses a very realistic form of illustration 

that viewers see as highly realistic (Figure 9). He depicts cityscapes, 

architecture, and individuals as though they’re paintings one might 

commission from formal portrait artists. Similarly, in Shooting War (2007) 

Lappe and Goldman fuse illustrations with photographs to give this same 

sense of realism (Figure 10). They place fictionalized and real individuals in 

new places of their creation, or places characters in known locations with icon 

images in the background, as in the example with President Bush (Figure 10). 
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This style is similar to fumetti (or photonovels), a “genre of comics illustrated 

with photographs rather than drawings” (Fumetti, n.d.).  

Finally, on the other end of the spectrum are pieces like Eddie 

Campbell’s The Fate of the Artist (2006). He utilizes less realistic backgrounds 

and focuses more on the depiction of the characters themselves (Figure 11). 

However, when contextual elements are brought in (i.e., a hat, grass, 

buildings) there is a sense of place or location, especially when he uses 

standard significations for objects (e.g., yellow taxis) or juxtaposed against 

recurring photographs.  

 
Figure 9. Pages from Marvels by Busiek and Ross (2004). 
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     Figure 10. Panel from Shooting War by Lappe and Goldman (2007). 

 

 
Figure 11. Page from Fate of the Artist Campbell (2006). 
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With regard to genre, the thematic structure of the book becomes the 

hyperreal experience of place. A relatively new genre for (mostly) non-fiction 

graphic narratives is the travelogue. In and of itself, the usually in-depth 

display of setting (either through images or descriptions) and immersion in a 

particular culture allow readers to feel as though they are actually experiencing 

what the author intended. Guy Delisle’s Burma Chronicles (2008) is one such 

example (Figure 12). As Rosenberg (2008) writes: “[Delisle] provides a riveting 

look at the oppressive country. He goes beyond the normal travel book […] 

and captures the people and the daily minutiae that you’d experience only by 

immersing yourself into Burmese society” (para. 5).  

 
Figure 12. Panel from Burma Chronicles by Delisle (2008). 

However, this immersion in graphic narratives is seemingly different than 

immersion in an action-packed adventure film or dramatic television series. 

Movies and television programs are dynamic in their visual presentation, 

achieving lifelike movement when traditionally shown at 24 frames per second. 

But in this process the human eye cannot distinguish between each individual 

frame, thus we see them in a rapid succession and interpret them as life-like 

motion. Marshall McLuhan (1964) would classify them as a warm medium 
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because they are low in audience participation, are mechanical, are 

horizontally repetitive, and extend a single sense. In other words, they present 

information and the viewer consumes it with little participation in the process. 

A viewer can become immersed in a film that is engaging on some level, 

realistic in its visual portrayals, has believable dialogue or scripts, or through 

any number of other factors. Comics art, though, is what McLuhan labels a 

cool medium: one that has relatively less data, is high in audience participation 

(reading), and creates vertical associations. Comics are dependent upon 

readers to fill in gaps found in the gutters, lend “voices” to characters, or 

provide sound effects when a scene calls for it. Immersion becomes a 

reciprocal blend of place and interactivity. Through this attempt to recreate 

experiences, comics connect reader to author through a consubstantial 

relationship of text to images to sound.  

 Hyperreality through mediated artifacts. 
Media became a conduit for Baudrillard’s explanation of hyperreality, 

believing we experience the hyperreal through. And with every media object, 

there are screens through which we see them. As Merrin (2005) explains: 

For him, the electronic mass media function by translating the symbolic 

into the semiotic, transforming “the lived, eventual, character of the 

world” into signs of itself (pp. 122-3). “So we live,” he says, “sheltered 

by signs, in the denial of the real”, consuming reality as a sign, with all 

events, meaning and history no longer being produced from “shifting, 

contradictory, real experience”, but “produced as artifacts” by the media 

(p. 125). In this “vast process of simulation”, coded significatory 

elements are combined to create a “neo-reality” which “assumes the 

force of reality”, abolishing it “in favor of this neo-reality of the model” (p. 

126). (p. 31) 
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In Baudrillard Live: Selected Interviews (1993), Baudrillard discusses 

both the pull and alienation mediated screens have on viewers, noting: “There 

is a kind of participation, coagulation, proliferation of messages and signs, etc. 

You are no longer in a state to judge, and no potential to reflect. You are taken 

into the screen, you are a gaze-simulacrum. This is fascination” (Gane, p. 85). 

Acting as simulacrum, screens become the arbiter of the event, digitally 

creating a fictional realm of reality.  

With the advent of cinema in the late-19th century and television in the 

20th century, mediated screens have inhabited our public and private lives for 

over a century. In almost every place, screens provide users with information 

or entertainment. For Baudrillard, the cinema screen is this “hyper-realist, 

technically sophisticated, effective (performant) […] but they fail to incorporate 

any element of make-believe (l’imaginaire)” (Gane, 1993, p. 30). Wherein 

action in comics takes place primarily in the gutters with an implied movement 

(see Chapter 3), on screen the viewers do not use closure the same way: they 

see the superhero engaged in a battle. Rather, in movies viewers can actually 

see Superman fly, Spider-Man swing, or Mr. Fantastic stretch his way to 

victory or defeat. The more viewers find the physically impossible presented in 

a believable way, the more they might accept what they see as plausible. 

Thus, if I see Superman fly realistically, I am more apt to believe it is true in 

that context. 

Today’s cinematic experiences, complete with advanced digital special 

effects, extends the reach of hyperreality. For instance, in 2001 the Michael 

Bay film Pearl Harbor presented an account of the events surrounding the 

1941 Japanese bombing of Pearl Harbor in Hawaii. Although the timeline of 

events were accurate (i.e., time, day, place, etc.), some characters and 

storyline presented on screen were fictional. Because history isn’t always as 

crisp and “perfect” as in the movies, some level of creative control was taken 
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to appeal to a wider audience. To raise excitement, and perhaps immersion, 

viewers saw from a firsthand point-of-view the torpedoes as they dropped from 

Japanese planes and went into American ships, causing their presumed 

destruction. The act of “being there” makes viewing experiences that much 

more believable, as if the movie goer was there firsthand at Pearl Harbor 

witnessing the actual events on that day. The unique special effects and first 

person action of the battles constructs a new version of the historical events 

that has the potential to be misunderstood as the actual historical event rather 

than a movie-going experience. Other films have used a similar approach: 

Munich in 2005, Valkyrie in 2008, Secretariat in 2010, and Argo in 2012. As 

Baudrillard explains about types of media, “They are screen events and no 

longer authentic events […] an ordinary reality which has a historical actuality 

that disappears behind the mediating hyper-reality of things” (Gane, 1993, p. 

146). 

New media scholar Lev Manovich (2002) extends Baudrillard’s screen 

discussion by writing: “It is by looking at a screen […] that the user 

experiences the illusion of navigating through virtual spaces, of being 

physically present somewhere else or of being hailed by the computer itself” 

(p. 94). Whether the screen is the large, all-encompassing IMax or Omnimax 

theatres or the 65” flat screen televisions that hang on many living room walls, 

that bordered place–just out of our reach–becomes the portal for a new reality. 

In this new reality one must suspend their disbelief, and in doing so the 

borders disappear and the screen becomes the real. “Rather than acting solely 

as a means of displaying an image of reality, the screen became a vehicle for 

directly affecting reality” (Manovich, p. 102). 

The relationship of comics art to the screen–television or cinema–is 

akin to that of when people transitioned from radio to television or theatre to 

movies: why listen to a program when I can see it acted out in front of me 
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(Auslander, 1999)? Like Plato lamenting the written word, McLuhan (1964) 

laments the impact of print on television, noting: “The structural qualities of the 

print and woodcut obtain, also, in the cartoon, all of which share a 

participational and do-it-yourself character that pervades a wide variety of 

media experiences today” (p. 151). Television impacted comics in so far as 

what was seen was perceived as realistic. Likewise, less processing was 

needed since programs were presented in their entirety (e.g., plot-driven, 

characters, beginning-middle-end, etc.). Television was a communal enabler, 

however comics were seen as private individual reading experiences. Comics 

are what Mitchell (1994) calls imagetexts, texts that have an interplay between 

words and images: “The term ‘imagetext’ designates composite, synthetic 

works (or concepts) that combine image and text. ‘Image-text,’ with a hyphen, 

designates relations of the visual and verbal” (p. 89). He describes The Dark 

Knight graphic narrative as “highly cinematic and televisual, employing the full 

repertoire of motion picture and video rhetoric while continually breaking 

frames and foregrounding the apparatus of visual representation” (p. 90). 

Comics, then, are not necessarily different from movies or television programs 

in their hyperreal, visual presence; rather, they are an amalgam of static and 

dynamic media.  

The popularity of comic books brought characters to both television and 

film, extending its reach initially as marketing ventures but since then as a 

cultural mainstay. In the comic book, readers become part of the action, 

adding in their own interpretation to such thing as the voice of the characters 

or the sounds of settings. On the television, though, Superman and Batman 

had actors’ voices, tones, and humanistic feelings in the way are portrayed. 

The link, then, to hyperreality becomes part of the pop culture phenomenon. 



Texas Tech University, Alec R. Hosterman, August 2013 
 

 60 

 Hyperreality through gaming. 
In 2007, a special issue of the journal Games and Culture theorized the 

relationship between Baudrillard’s work and game studies. Editor Bart Simon 

asked a group of scholars to imagine “Baudrillard’s engagement with games, 

play, digital culture, and the field of game studies itself” (p. 355). It is one of 

the first journals to extend Baudrillard’s work their way, which Simon claims 

Baudrillard would himself have done himself at some point. The issue explored 

such topics as history and death in World War II games (Kingsepp, 2007), 

Baudrillard’s interest in game play and his principle of separation (Crogan, 

2007; Galloway, 2007), and Baudrillard’s interest in technoculture and gaming 

(Giddings, 2007).  

In so far as games are about social engagement, they are also about 

screens and control. Gaming is about being in control of an isolated situation 

presented on a screen. Gamers use a mediated device to “play” act through 

an avatar (seen or not) and attempt to achieve an end goal. And gamers 

engage in simulation: “The currency of the gamer is simulacra, and simulacra 

now exist in abundance” (Coulter, 2007, p. 359). The better the simulation, the 

more engaged the gamer becomes in the simulated world. Gaming though is 

primarily done through a single interface, albeit that interface has taken on 

new forms: computers, phones, portable devices, etc. (Farman, 2010).  

However, living in a transmediated society, the impact of one mediated 

event reaches beyond that single artifact (Jenkins, 2006). For instance, the 

comic book is no longer limited to just the printed page: Batman is in print, on 

television, presented in the movies, and on portable digital devices. 

Consumers are on the outside of the situation looking in; they are not in control 

of the plot, action, or outcomes. With gaming, though, the viewer is much more 

active and seemingly controls Batman’s actions as he battles various 

nemeses. This control of the character allows us to see ourselves in the role of 
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the Batman, the advertised savior of Gotham. As Farman (2010) writes, “For 

users of digital media–videogames, in particular–everything has become ‘the 

real.’ The real is a phenomenology, as opposed to a platonic ideal. It is a 

perception of encountering something embodied and substantial” (p. 99). In 

other words, if gamers become Batman in the game, then they perceive 

themselves as Batman in shape, form, and ideals while playing it. Their virtual 

game becomes a virtual reality, metaphorically speaking. 

 Hyperreality though virtual reality. 
Late in life, Baudrillard documented his thinking about the idea of virtual 

reality being another aspect of the “death” of the real, figuratively speaking. He 

writes, “The reign of the virtual is also the reign of the principle of uncertainty. 

It is the inevitable counterpart of a reality turned unreal by excess of positivity” 

(2005, July). This is brought about by a mediated world of imagery 

(photographs in particular) made to replicate the real: “The purpose of a 

photograph is not to document the event. It aspires to be the event itself” 

(2005, July). As Susan Sontag (1977) writes, “To photograph is to appropriate 

the thing photographed” (p. 4). In other words, we photograph scenes because 

we not only want to remember and record what went on, but in some way we 

want to own that event and stake a claim to it. Virtual reality, thus, isn’t just 

about the circuitry and diodes behind the screen. Rather, similar to 

photography, it is about achieving a genuine experience via the hyperreal, 

something that feels authentic but isn’t in origin. 

Others, though, argue that virtual reality, and by extension virtual 

worlds, is more than just an aspiration of reality. Rather, virtual worlds can 

often times act as agents of learning and community. The virtual becomes the 

real. Grimmelmann (2006) notes, “Virtual worlds are entitled to respect 

because real people care about them and come together in them.” Because 
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these worlds are constructions of real people (and by “real” Grimmelmann 

means the more obvious denotation of physically tangible individuals), laws 

binding society should also bind virtual communities. For instance, ownership 

in Second Life is similar in practice to owning real estate in the physical world. 

Unlike Baudrillard though, Grimmelmann sees a tie between the virtual and the 

real, one that offers virtual reality as an extension of human needs and 

motivations. Here, perhaps, is where hyperreality breaks from traditional 

thought–one where there is an acceptance of the virtual as separate from the 

tangible world in terms of physicality.  

Virtual reality is made possible by a suspension of disbelief, of 

accepting that which is seen as real: “In order to create a sense of presence, 

virtual reality should come as close as possible to our daily visual experience” 

(Bolter & Grusin, 1999, p. 22). Bolter and Grusin’s argument is based on the 

idea of presence, or something that has significant influence by being 

important or integral in some way. For them, the physical reality in which we 

live has presence. And if virtual reality were to supersede reality, become 

hyperreal, then such things as totally immersive environments unburdened by 

data transfer rates and image pixels, is needed. In 1999, when they published 

Remediation, high speed data transfer was not as prevalent as it is in 2013. 

And the transparent immediacy of the virtual reality environment is realized 

because it is a “style of visual representation whose goal is to make the viewer 

forget the presence of the medium […] and believe that he is in the presence 

of the objects of representation” (pp. 272-273). Here is the essence of looking 

at versus looking through (Lanham, 2006), discussed later in this dissertation. 

How far are these mediated objects from those presented in comics? 

Not far at all. Cinema borrows the notion of single frame compositions, 

television borrows recurring characters and storylines, and gaming engages 

the competitive and dramatic edge that can occur from reading detailed 
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comics (Lester, 2010). For McCloud (2000), comics are far more intimate and 

active than the cinema in so far as “comics’ symbolic static images may cut 

straight to the heart without the continual mediation of prose’s authorial voice” 

(p. 39). Virtual reality seems to go the farthest by wanting to totally immerse 

viewers in an experience, much like comics explore and utilize a “universe” 

(e.g., Marvel Universe or DC Universe) is used to construct a web of complex 

and realistic foundations for storylines and characters. 

What separates cinema, television, gaming, and virtual reality from print 

comics is the electronic screen and its level of immersion. However, at the 

same time the idea of the screen connects these seemingly disparate objects. 

Each one is seen through a form of a box–either mediated (in the case of 

cinema, television, gaming, and virtual reality) or through the drawn panels (in 

the case of comics). Viewers look through variations of parallelograms to 

engage the world on the other side. Without these screens, we wouldn’t be 

able to access the reality of the worlds presented to us. Without these 

screens, the hyperrealistic nature of comics, and new media objects wouldn’t 

be possible. 

Remediating Hyperreality 
From this discussion, it is apparent that digital technologies that 

represent reality were potentially remediated from the comics industry. Bolter 

and Grusin (1999) explain remediation as “the representation of one medium 

in another […] as if the content of the older media could simply be poured into 

the new one” (p. 45). Speech is remediated into writing, the written word is 

remediated into print, print is remediated into the telegraph, and so forth. The 

way comics are presented provides clues to the way they are remediated into 

visual experiences of cinema, television, gaming, and virtual reality. Each 

panel is drawn as if it is one point-of-view of the story–much like each of these 
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mediated devices can only show one perspective at a time: that from the 

primary viewer/user. 

With more advanced technology currently being integrated into the 

comics reading experience–like the Apple iPad, Amazon Kindle, or various 

brands of smart phones–the illusion of the medium as a medium (the physical 

book) is soon being replaced by a simulated experience. E-readers replicate 

the traditional reading experience with the form and function of such things as 

highlighting passages, bookmarking pages, turning pages, and so on. 

However, the e-readers are not physical books, rather they are a digital 

repository of many books. The e-reader or e-reader app has the ability to do 

more than traditional books can do, like increasing or decreasing type size, 

hyperlinking, looking up words and concepts on the Internet, integrating video, 

changing background color, darkening and lightening the screen’s brightness, 

and integrating sound. This new sensorial experience has propelled 

companies like Graphicly to design comics with the e-reader in mind. eComics 

provide traditional static comics accessible in digital platforms but also publish 

newer ones that contain movement and sound as part of a growing, more 

immersive experience.  

This sense of hypermediacy–reproducing human sensorial experience 

in new forms (Bolter & Grusin, 1999)–breaks down the walls between what we 

know is real and what we think we know is real: “In all its various forms, the 

logic of hypermediacy expresses the tension between regarding a visual 

space as mediated and as a ‘real’ space that lies beyond mediation. Lanham 

(1993) calls this the tension between looking at and looking through” (p. 41). 

From a fictional perspective, the movie trilogy The Matrix uses this idea as the 

basis of its narrative mythology: “While we cannot ourselves touch or smell or 

taste anything on screen, we can literally see and hear it, and some of what 

we see and hear is also seen and heard by the characters on the screen, 
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making us co-participants in their experiences” (Korsmeyer, 2002, p. 46). 

What lies beyond the screen exists as a potentially tangible reality made 

possible by digital technology. eComics offer up technological way to engage 

comics on a hyperrealistic level. As Lanham (2006) remarks: “Digital 

expression allows an ease of movement across the perceiver spectrum that 

was impossible in two-dimensional fixed media of expression” (p. 165). The 

perception of reality is as important as the plausibility of the storyline.  

On screen and through participating in the experience, virtual reality 

can become akin to that which is felt in physical reality. However, given human 

limitations it is not possible to “jack in” to a matrix and participate like shown in 

the movies. Rather, participants currently interact via digital media 

technologies for more authentic experiences in what they see and read. In 

2000, Scott McCloud argued that:  

Storytellers in all media and all cultures are, at least partially, in the 

 business of creating worlds. It’s a mark of their success when those 

 worlds are so vivid that we forget they aren’t real. This can be done 

 through a medium as simple as text or speech–but the reproduction of 

 sight and sound in the minds of the audience will often be outbid by 

 new technologies that reproduce them in full. And at the first sign of a 

 technology that can deliver vivid, uncompromising immersion, few will 

 be able to resist its spell–and many may even trade in the world they’re 

 given at birth for the new worlds that technology and imagination will 

 create. (p. 211) 

This total immersion cannot happen, though, if linear modes of reading are 

used with digital artifacts. Thus, McCloud proposes the Infinite Canvas. With 

print comics, time and space are plotted using the X- and Y-axis. But McCloud 

argues that online comics should add the depth of the Z-axis: the addition of 
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movement (depth) into the comic itself. Rather than designing the comic for 

the computer, the computer acts as a window onto the comic. Figure 13 shows 

how space and time are no longer are bound by traditional reading factors, 

rather the reader uses the interface as a way to look at panels in detail or pull 

out and look at the comic as a whole. 

 

Figure 13. Example of Infinite Canvas on the Reinventing Comics CD-Rom by McCloud. 

Networks or hybrids can then be “expressed in physical, social, 

aesthetic, and economic terms. Introducing a new media technology does not 

mean simply implementing new hardware and software, but rather fashioning 

(or refashioning) such a network” (Lanham, p. 19). As technology progresses, 

so does the equipment used to access the virtual experience. In doing so, the 

technology becomes remediated from its previous iterations, all in hopes of 

creating a more engaging viewing experience. McCloud’s idea of the Infinite 
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Canvas becomes even more interactive with burgeoning e-readers and the 

equivalent technologies. 

Extending Bolter and Grusin’s argument further, comics could be the 

remediated experiences of our lives. Artists and writers pour their experiences 

and talent into the imagery and text that best tells their stories, whether fiction 

or non-fiction. As McCloud (2000) writes, “comics need to appeal to basic 

human needs and desires–offering a view of the world worth returning to” (p. 

19). The comic needs to represent the common human experience we identify 

with in some way. McCloud continues, “On a more fundamental level, it means 

offering a world far more vivid and memorable to the reader than what comics 

offers now–and establishing direct, meaningful exchange of ideas and 

experiences between creator and reader” (p. 20).  Where cinema presents 

aural, visual, and even textual aspects of immersion for a “truer” experience, 

comics leave much of that processing up to the reader, both allowing for a 

deeper sense of identification and also a sense of creation in lending one’s 

own voice to characters or special effects. This can be seen best using 

Lanham’s notion of looking at (conscious, perceptive attention) versus looking 

through (merely viewing objects). McCloud argues for using comics as an 

alternative ways of looking at people, places, events, and culture presented in 

media: “In some ways, a truly honest account of everyday life, in fiction or 

nonfiction, can serve a social and political purpose as it helps to counteract the 

distorted images of society continually fed to us by mass media” (2000, p. 38). 

If comics develop this immersion by co-creating the overall experience, then it 

should, potentially, create a new way of seeing the world. 

As our experiences move into new virtual realms, so does our 

understanding of what is real and what isn’t:  
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The world as theater has intensified all the techniques of digital 

 representations. Simulation, the conversion of conceptual thought into a 

 theatrical equivalent, has become a dominant form of expression. 

 Virtual reality, its real-time equivalent, imposes an omnipresent 

 theatrical self-consciousness on the synthetic reality it creates.  

 (Lanham, 2006, p. 178) 

The creation of this synthetic world moves consumers more from passive 

readers to interactive participants, perhaps moving the hyperreal from an 

ideological concept into a practical vehicle for an altered state of experiential 

rhetoric. 

Concluding Remarks 
This chapter explored the foundations and influences of hyperreality, 

the primary theoretical concept of this research project. It begins by examining 

the central proponent of the theory, French cultural theorist Jean Baudrillard. 

With Baudrillard’s rise under the guidance of Henri Lefebvre, Roland Barthes, 

and Pierre Bourdieu, he establishes himself as a critic of Marxist political 

economy but eventually shifts to a Neo-Marxist approach that theorizes how 

media and technology distances itself “from the real ‘territory’ of the world and, 

subsequently, from the humanity that reside within it” (Hickey, 2008, p. 115). 

For Baudrillard, the semiotic real becomes the hyperreal: “a dialectical 

relationship between the image and the real, in which the imagery of the self 

and the reality of existence intertwine to the extent that a simulacrum of 

identity is formed” (Hickey, p. 117). This new sociological perspective 

continues to grow and influence scholarly thinking and writing, garnering both 

followers and detractors. 

This research examined the semantic origins of hyperreality. Hyper has 

a common meaning of extending beyond an ordinary degree or going above 
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and beyond an established norm. Conversely, reality has a more complex web 

of meaning associated with it, extending its reach into that which has objective 

tangibility (a physical tree) to the perception that something exists (the forest 

as a metaphor for a collection of trees), as contrasted with something that is a 

copy or a counterfeit (an image of a forest). Semantically joining these words 

brings about the idea that hyperreality (or hyperreal) meant a form of reality 

that is above and beyond that which society knows to be real: a fictional 

present seen and understand as reality. 

After establishing the linguistic roots of hyperreality, various aspects on 

the scholarship on hyperreality are reviewed. In relating to comics, the 

hyperreality of personal experience (plausible fictional characters) is 

discussed. Following this, the hyperreality of events (fictionalized accounts of 

actual historical events), of place (contextualized settings), of mediated 

artifacts (comics to movies or comics to television), of gaming (transmediated 

gameplay), and through virtual reality (experiencing versus just reading 

comics). Finally, the connection is made between remediation of the human 

experience into comics and other mediated forms.  

Hyperreality is based upon the idea of symbolic exchange: a form of 

exchange that maintains and organizes social relations and hierarchies. 

Exchange, though, is not about the actual exchange of two equally valued 

tokens (e.g., money for goods). Rather, it is about the exchange of symbolic 

power. For instance, one might do a favor for someone, thus owing that 

person a debt. The symbolic act is the established sign that then translates 

into something totally different (the favor morphs into a value-laden activity 

and then into money). For Baudrillard, the symbolic was precipitated and 

bastardized through culture and modern media.  
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Even though Baudrillard never specifically mentions gaming or comics 

in his work on the hyperreal, he does focus on the production of mediated 

objects and the overwhelming influence they have on our understanding of 

reality. It stands to reason that if photographs, advertising, and movies were 

fodder for understanding the simulacra (Baudrillard, 1994), by extension 

comics art could also function in a hyperrealistic way. Comics are made of 

single framed illustrated images called panels. Panels are equivalent to 

photographs or frames in a film. The difference between comics and 

photographs lie in the illustrated nature of the comic: one is created using an 

electronic device to capture actual moments (the camera) while the other is 

typically made by visually interpreting images (the artist and his/her hand 

illustrating a scene). The difference between comics and movies are really the 

amount of panels (frames) utilized and the virtual appearance of participant 

movement. With comics, action appears in the gutters and through the 

readers’ interaction with the medium. For movies, the viewer is presented with 

a plethora of images that appear as if the characters are moving up on the 

screen. These exemplify McLuhan’s theory of cool and hot media, 

respectively.  

Overall, this chapter establishes hyperreality as a postmodern 

perspective that critically, strategically, and rhetorically examines the impact of 

media on society’s understanding of identity and reality. Postmodernism offers 

new critiques of traditional culture, theory, and politics. It is the current epoch 

that has upended and overtaken traditional modern theories of what is known 

and how people come to know what they know. Identity is tied to a diluted real 

that is based upon a multitude of copies (the unreal). Baudrillard’s third order 

of the simulacrum (hyperreality) produce models with no origin: media 

practices become reality rather than reflecting it. 
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Hyperreality is about the consumption of the spectacled society: the 

visualized, mediated society that surrounds consumers in advertising, movies, 

media, and digital technologies. With technology at the heart of this non-

traditional mode of rhetoric, hyperreality is about determining what is real and 

unreal in a world of proliferated imagery. This non-traditional way of 

understanding our rhetorical, hypermediated world is counter to traditional, 

modern views of rhetoric’s impact on social exchanges. 

The next chapter examines comics art from a more traditional rhetorical 

perspective with rhetoric as both creating and responsive to environmental 

factors. Likewise, the chapter explores how rhetoric works to establish a 

relationship between the illustrated image and its effect. Further, it connects 

the comic to the rhetorical situation and explores the image’s role in 

knowledge-making. 
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CHAPTER 3 

COMICS ART AS RHETORIC 
 

“Imagine a theater with a soundproof glass wall 

between actors and audience, and with the 

spectators reading the dialogue from supertitles. 

Seeing a play in such a theater would be like 

reading comics.”  

–David Carrier (2000) The Aesthetics of Comics 

 

“In short, rhetoric is a mode of altering reality […] 

by the creation of discourse which changes reality 

through the mediation of thought and action.”  

 –Lloyd Bitzer (1968) “The Rhetorical Situation” 

 

To understand comics is not just to know the world of the artist (or 

writer), but to also know how that person represents a body of like-minded 

individuals. Comics arts speaks to readers on varying levels, much like a work 

of prose, television show, or movie. They make us smile, laugh, curious, 

question, cry, and wonder. They also inspire, unite, narrate, and even divide 

us. It is in this rhetorical place of illustration, color, and words that people find 

themselves relating to the characters and actions they see. This 

consubstantial, transactional engagement constructs what Jean Baudrillard 

would call a hyperreal experience.  

Like most rhetorical artifacts, comics are not created in a vacuum. 

Rather, they are a product of external stimuli that affect writers and artists. In 
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studying comics, one begins to understand the situation that comes about as 

well as attributions brought to the reading by artist, writer, and reader. As 

Duncan and Smith (2009) remark, “Artist Brent Anderson believes that for a 

comic book to be effective, the reader has to be actively involved in creating 

meaning” (p. 169). This active involvement engages the rhetorical act. 

As our theoretical understanding of the communication act grows, 

practical realities of the workplace turn to experts for more effective means of 

communicating information. Those studying rhetorical theory might examine 

comics as forms of visual rhetoric while those practitioners of technical 

communication might examine them as tools for workplace endeavors. It is 

within this context that makes comics both an object of theory and a tool of 

practice. 

Chapter 1 presented rhetoric as a co-constructed reality wherein 

participants utilize symbols to create a common ground of shared meaning 

and understanding. This definition allows for comics to be understood as 

rhetorical situations that use sign systems to engage a bridge between creator 

and audience, engagement being a key element to the hyperreal experience.  

In understanding the rhetorical and hyperrealistic nature of comics, this 

chapter examines comics from four different perspectives: as a unique form of 

what Bitzer (1968) calls a rhetorical situation, as a sign system, as a 

confluence of text and language, and finally as visual rhetoric, all of which are 

important aspects of technical communication.  

Comics as Rhetorical Situation 
In The Power of Comics: History, Form and Culture, Duncan and Smith 

(2009) state, “Comic books are acts of communication. They exist because 

someone has a set of ideas to share, and they thrive when an audience takes 

note of those ideas” (p. 7). For these scholars, comics bridge content and 
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readers, balancing narrative with imagery in order to communicate meaning. 

More importantly, comics act as a conduit for a specific message the writer(s) 

and artist(s) want to communicate to the public. From this perspective, graphic 

narratives like Cancer Vixen (2006) or The 9/11 Report: A Graphic Adaptation 

(2006) are similar to Bitzer’s realist theory of the rhetorical situation. 

Conversely, graphic narratives like Watchmen (1987) and Maus (1991) can be 

perceived as artifacts that act as agents of rhetorical change in the comics 

genre. This alternative perspective aligns itself with Richard Vatz’s (1968) 

social constructionist view of rhetoric, a counter argument to Bitzer’s position. 

There is a tension between these two positions, each scholar approaching 

rhetoric from two diametrically opposed points-of-view: rhetoric as separate 

from a situation and rhetoric as integral to creating the situation. 

To begin, both Bitzer and literary scholar Kenneth Burke were 

influenced by those elements that gave rhetoric its motive. For Burke, it is the 

situation that moves communicators to choose an appropriate rhetorical 

strategy. Critics would ask: Why do people do what they do? Why do they 

choose to act upon one particular discourse and not another? What motivates 

language choice? Motivation is manifested, in part, through identification. 

Burke (1969) describes identification this way: “you persuade a man only 

insofar as you can talk his language by speech, gesture, tonality, order, image, 

attitude, idea, identifying you ways with his” (p. 55). To identify with an 

audience–in whatever form they may be–puts producer on equal footing as 

consumer (conceivably). In comics, this can be understood as akin to the 

artist/writer as rhetorician, hoping to connect to the reader in some way 

perhaps with a sense of realism and plausibility. Wolk (2007) remarks that 

comics give readers “an us-against-the-world sense of kinship with other 

people who do feel that pleasure” (p. 53). That is identification.  
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From this realist perspective, Bitzer (1968) describes the rhetorical 

situation as: “The nature of those contexts in which speakers or writers create 

rhetorical discourse: How should they be described? What are their 

characteristics? Why and how do they result in the creation of rhetoric?” (p. 1). 

A situation, then, objectively and independently occurs apart from the 

rhetorical discourse that is developed in response. For Bitzer, rhetorical 

discourse indicates the presence of a specific a rhetorical situation: the State 

of the Union address, Lincoln at Gettysburg, a funeral, a wedding, etc. Each 

instance causes a particular type of discourse that is appropriate to that event. 

For instance, a speaker would not eulogize a friend with the same rhetorical 

discourse used at a wedding toast. In other words, Bitzer believes that rhetoric 

is purely situational and creates the appropriate discourse in response. 

Alternately, Richard Vatz (1968) argues that discourse defines a 

rhetorical situation. Because the context of any event could be described in 

perpetuity, and with a multitude of varying detail, rhetors are only choosing the 

salient events they wish to describe in constructing the event. Vatz believed 

the exigence is not prior to the event but is created rhetorically in part by the 

communicator’s rhetorical choices: “situations obtain their character from the 

rhetoric which surrounds them or creates them” (p. 159). In other words, 

rhetoric creates the perception of an exigency (a problem needing to be 

addressed). For example, Art Spiegelman’s Maus (1991) began as a way to 

tell his father’s story of the Holocaust, but it influenced an entire generation of 

writers, artists, and producers in the industry. It is both fiction (in the visual 

depictions of mice as Jews and cats as Nazis) and nonfiction (true to the 

stories told by his father); it is also part biography, autobiography, history, and 

memoir. Whether approaching rhetoric situationally or constitutively, comics 

have the potential, amongst many other things, to be agents of change. 



Texas Tech University, Alec R. Hosterman, August 2013 
 

 76 

Given this brief discussion of rhetoric as both responsive to external 

events and as a tool to create rhetorical events, how and where do comics art 

intersect with both views of the rhetorical situation? In looking at comics 

through Bitzer’s point-of-view, the rhetorical situation embodies three 

constituents: an exigency (something that needs to be done or modified), an 

audience (those capable of being agents of change, or of being changed), and 

constraints (whatever has the power to limit decision-making or action). These 

constituents were developed with an understanding of rhetoric as the spoken 

word and the understanding that meaning resides in an event. 

The exigency of some comics art and graphic narratives are reflected in 

important themes and issues that inhabit society at the given time in which 

they were created. For instance, in World War II the United States government 

banned comics that were deemed anti-American while simultaneously using 

the comics medium to their advantage for ideological purposes (Duncan & 

Smith, 2009). More recently, Axe and Olexa’s (2006) War Fix and Lappe and 

Goldman’s (2007) Shooting War have acted as vehicles for satirical treatments 

of the media, politics, and war. Likewise, Marvel Comic’s comic book series by 

Millar and McNiven (2007) Civil War focused on the United States 

government’s push for the Superhuman Registration Act, a law that would 

make all superheroes register with the government, expose their true 

identities, and undergo specific training since they would be classified as a 

“human weapon of mass destruction.” The storyline is allegorical for such pre- 

and post-9/11 issues as civil liberties, police state, and slavery.  

The intended audience of comics art are individuals who have the 

ability to engage and be persuaded by the artifact’s message. They are 

individuals who often have become fans and engage other like-minded 

individuals online, through conventions, and naturally, through the purchase of 

the books. Those who read these artifacts want to read them (either as 
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devoted fan or as casual reader), thus they have the capability and ability to 

be agents of change–much like those who read books for knowledge, watch 

documentaries to be informed, or movies to be entertained. But the artifacts 

they consume must contain what Bitzer calls a fitting response to their abilities, 

otherwise it holds no referent power. In explaining Marvel Comics’ Civil War 

series, writer Mark Millar notes: “The political allegory is only for those that are 

politically aware. Kids are going to read it and just see a big superhero fight” 

(Gustines, 2006, para. 14). The more cognitively complex individual will see 

the narrative as akin to actual events in life (past or present), resonating and 

urging them to potentially think or act in a particular way. This is hyperreality. 

Finally, comics or graphic narrative are constrained by their form and 

visual presentation in that they may not be perceived something more than a 

child’s book of pictures. There are some who do not find the comic book or 

graphic narrative to be on par with other more traditional forms of persuasive 

discourse (e.g., a pamphlet for a cause, political rally speech, television 

commercial, etc.), thus this potential bias constrains the overall rhetorical 

situation created by the comic. For instance, Netzer (2006) notes, “[Tom 

Spurgeon’s] criticism notes the difficulty in sending a serious message about 

pertinent issues through stories which focus on fantastical powers and 

gimmickry of its characters […] which have little to do with sincere concern 

over social issues” (Michael Netzer Online). In addition to this constraint of 

artifact, Netzer’s issue of overall believability comes into play. Is the 

persuasiveness of the artifact affected by its illustrative nature? A graphic 

narrative can have rhetorical worth–like Cancer Vixen–but if the form impedes 

the message, then its worth is thereby diminished. As the comic creates a 

rhetorical situation for the reader, its form becomes a transactional rhetoric 

that affects how readers consume the artifact, inevitably at the heart of both 

the rhetorical and hyperrealistic nature of comics art. 
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Bitzer’s 1968 article goes on to describe general characteristics of the 

rhetorical situation, deepening the exigency-audience-constraint relationship 

and espousing guidelines for differentiating a rhetorical situation from simple 

persuasion. Bitzer likely never envisioned the comic book or graphic narrative 

as exemplifying his rhetorical situation, but with changing times and new 

modes of rhetorical inquiry, his paradigm provides a new way to understand 

comics in light of the hyperrealistic nature of the medium.  

In like fashion, Burke’s pentad dovetails Bitzer in so far as 

understanding the motive behind the rhetorical act. The pentad’s five elements 

were part of Burke’s philosophy of Dramatism: human motivation could be 

determined if systematically examined as a mode of action (Burke, 1969). The 

pentad contains the five elements of any drama: the Act (what happened), 

Scene (where it happened), Agent (who did it), Agency (how did they do it), 

and Purpose (why did they act). Specifically, Act and Agency become integral 

to the comic form in relation to the rhetorical situation. Act establishes what 

happened, what is going on, and the action itself. In the case of comics, this 

becomes the storyline, narrative arc, ideological sub-texts, characters, setting, 

script, and all other textual and sub-textual elements to a particular piece. 

Agency, then, focuses on the means by which the Agents perform the Act. In 

comics, this would be the physical comic book itself: the visual representation 

of the Act. To what extent do the illustrations affect the viewer? How do 

characters develop as persons and become “more” real?  

Alternatively, from Vatz’s perspective comics are rhetorical artifacts that 

create rhetorically significant discourse and draw attention to a particular 

theme, identity, object, etc. This implies that Vatz places more agency within 

the subjective perspective of the producer in choosing the appropriate 

rhetorical schema for constructing significance and meaning. For instance, 

writers create storylines that will potentially impact consumers in any number 
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of ways. For example, the death of Captain America was the penultimate 

moment of the Civil War multi-title story arc. Wherein the year long, multi-title 

storyline was a literary device for such themes as political power, indentured 

labor, police state, and so forth. The conclusion of the series brought about a 

change to the entire Marvel universe, forever altering what readers will come 

to know about their favorite characters. 

From the social constructionist perspective, the comic’s producers use 

invention as a means of developing such things as a comic’s storyline, 

characterizations, language choice, and so forth. Because situations do not 

exist externally to the rhetorical, or symbolic, the writers, artists, editors, etc., 

must understand the salient characteristics that will imbue the visual images 

act with meaning and importance. For example, the comics writers potentially 

construct plots, characters, and dialogue that is indicative of the time in which 

Civil War takes place. In turn, consumers covet those comics as part of a title’s 

history and lore within the genre. Because this is a fictional accounting of a 

reality that exists only within the Marvel Comics’ universe, the producers have 

an unlimited supply of detail to pull from in creating their detailed storyline. As 

Vatz (1968) remarks: “In a world of inexhaustible and ambiguous events, facts, 

images and symbols, the rhetorician can best account for choices of 

situations, the evocative symbols, and the forms and media which transmit 

these translations of meaning” (p. 158). Put in another way, the comics’ 

producers selectively choose particular words and images to evoke a 

particular perspective, thereby creating a rhetorically significant visual artifact.  

Having situated comics within the rhetorical situation, constructed with 

purpose and agency, the specific iconology of graphic narratives, beginning 

with the semiotic nature of visual presentation, must be explored. 
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Sign Systems and Comics 
 
“The human being is a semiotic being.”  

–Mieke Bal (1994) “On Meaning-Making” 
 

 
As mentioned in Chapter 1, semiotics is the study of language and 

human action with meaning, working to make sense out of linguistic, 

nonverbal, and visual communications between participants. Words, symbols, 

images, shrugs, movements, and utterances are all semiotic expressions that 

stand for a verbal counterpart. For this dissertation, though, I focus on sign 

systems produced in images rather than those created by individuals within a 

communicative network or structure. Images include (but are not limited to) 

photographs, illustrations, line drawings, artwork, etc. They are constructions 

of multiple codes, produced and consumed using some sort of visual medium. 

Early semiotic theory, or semiology, explicated the representation, 

reference, and meaning found in language, later expanded to non-human 

events (i.e., smoke signals, color, etc.). In the late-19th and early-20th 

centuries, Charles Sanders Peirce (1985) forwarded his theory of semiotics, 

connected to the representation and meaning of phenomena. He believed that 

the meaning of a sign comes about from its interpretation and signs do not 

exist by themselves. Rather, signs are part of a larger sign system. His 

theories developed into a more complex structure of meaning and reference 

that Peirce believed were connected to the field of logic. 

Another semiotician, Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saussure’s (1996), 

claims that language can be formally analyzed via its different elements. For 

de Saussure, the linguistic sign is composed of the signifier and signified. The 

signifier is the image, or a thought that may bring about a concept. Knowledge 

specific to a particular concept is brought about by the signified. This 
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connection, though, is an arbitrary one constructed by the rhetor. Thus, the 

components of a sign work in tandem but poses a problem as Abbott (2006) 

points out: “for many a semiotician, semiotics simply supersedes rhetoric, 

incorporating anything of value that was to be found in the rhetorical estate 

and relegating the rest to footnotes” (p. 304). If the rhetoric could be reduced 

to its parts, then rhetoric would lose its power. Or at least that was the idea. 

It is with more contemporary philosophers and linguists that bring 

rhetoric back into the fray of semiotic theory. For example, Roland Barthes 

(1977, 1985) examined semiotics of both the written and oral word in order to 

understand its significance in moving masses. Umberto Eco (1978) went 

further to define the sign as being able to stand for anything else. He argues 

that meaning is not just determined by a concept’s structure (similar to Peirce 

and de Saussure), but rather co-created with the reader/viewer who oftentimes 

inserts missing or relevant information from their knowledge structures. 

Therefore, for this dissertation a sign refers to anything that can stand 

for something else (Bal, 1994). For instance, an illustration of several birds 

(Figure 14) is not the actual collection of birds per se; rather, it is two-

dimensional physical representation commonly understood as a picture of 

specific types of birds. Understanding what the image depicts (the birds) is a 

result of the relationship between sender, object, and receiver: the image, the 

birds, and the viewer. On a base level, the viewer understands the object to be 

birds. However, in order for the viewer to differentiate specific birds from one 

another, they must have a pre-existing knowledge of various bird typologies. 

Here is where a sign becomes a product of the signifier (the image of the bird) 

and the signified (knowing the specific bird represented) (Sturken & Cartwright, 

2001). In relation to comics, a reader identifies a person in a comic book as 

male or female, tall or short, skinny or athletic because the signified calls to 

mind images of actual individuals the reader has come in contact with prior. 
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Figure 14. Illustration (n.d.) from http://www.joelkimmel.com by Joel Kimmel. 

In making assumptions, the viewer might look to visual clues, such as 

the size of the birds, their coloring, and the context of the illustration. These 

rules, what Roland Barthes calls codes, form the picture’s narrative (Sturken & 

Cartwright, 2001). Barthes goes on to note that multiple codes allow viewers to 

make logical assumptions about an image’s meaning, thereby creating a chain 

of association. The more complex an image–the illustration of birds in a tree 

perhaps–the more codes one must interpret in order to understand the 

narrative. The more ambiguous an image, the more difficult it is to decode its 

meaning. This illustrated aviary explanation of semiotics briefly provides a 

foundation for discussing comics in relation to their ambiguity, representation, 

and meaning. 

Because comics are a reductive medium, there exist variant levels of 

ambiguity in their form (Duncan & Smith, 2009). Panels contain drawings 

(simple to complex) of persons, objects, or places, but are presented from 

another person’s perspective. And interpreting these drawings becomes an 

exercise in semiotic analysis. From a de Saussurian perspective, semiotics in 

comics function two ways: they look like what they represent (the signifier) and 

they stand for more than what is printed on the page (the signified). 
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International comics scholar Thierry Groensteen (2007) describes the codified 

relationship this way: 

At the end of the day, what makes comics a language that cannot be 

confused with any other is, on the other hand, the simultaneous 

mobilization of the entirety of codes (visual and discursive) that 

constitute it, and, at the same time, the fact that none of these codes 

probably belongs purely to it, consequently specifying themselves when 

they apply to particular “subjects of expression,” which is the drawing. 

(p. 6) 

In looking at the three fundamental types of signs, one can envision 

their role in comics art: icons (the image has a direct relationship with what it 

represents), indexical (the image has a causal relationship with what it 

represents), and symbols (the image has no connection with what it 

represents). From this perspective, graphic narratives are depicted mainly as 

iconic artifacts, wherein icons become visual metaphors: “The success or 

failure of comic strips such as Dilbert or Dennis the Menace often rests on the 

characters’ resembling our perceptions of real-life coworkers, employers, kids, 

parents, and neighbors” (Sellnow, 2010, p. 26). It is this relationship between 

artist and viewer that constitutes and constructs more than meaningless 

scribbles on the page; it is the perceived relationship one has with the material 

in the artifact that constitutes its meaning. In visual culture, this is understood 

as representation and consumption (Sturken & Cartwright, 2001), and in 

rhetorical terms it is called “identification” (Burke, 1969). 

Like the enthymeme, comics are an additive medium wherein readers 

supply missing links by using closure to understand the message inherent in 

the art, obvious or otherwise (Duncan & Smith, 2009; McCloud, 1992). 

Enthymemes are truncated syllogisms wherein “The rhetor delivering this 
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enthymeme presupposes that the audience will supply the missing part; the 

result should be cooperative understanding” (Covino & Jolliffe, 1995, p. 48). It 

is this interactive, participatory process that allow comics to be understood as 

a specific form of visual discourse, especially when the visualized text 

becomes a semiotic expression of language between characters. 

What is meant by language and visualized text? There are distinct 

differences between the two concepts. Language refers to the specific cultural 

devices and constructions used to communicate meaning between parties. 

Visualized text refers to the image representations of a language (via words, 

dialogue, utterances, paralanguage, and other linguistic devices). In other 

words, text acts as signifier for the language used by characters. In so far as 

this research project is not about linguistics, emphasis is placed on the 

visualized text. 

 
Figure 15. Panel from Watchmen (1987) by Moore and Gibbons. 

In comics more specifically, the text is primarily used to indicate 

dialogue between characters, as a visual representation of human speech 

patterns or nuances, paralanguage, and/or as representing sounds or sound 

effects (Figure 15). The most common representation of text is found in the 
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dialogue (language) that occurs between characters, or in off-panel narration. 

The text itself acts as visual cues for readers, allowing readers to identify when 

individual characters are in conversations, make declarations, or even act as 

the narrator of a particular scene. However, the particular language choice for 

the characters depends on the writer. Do they want them to be from a 

particular geographical region, as in the southern United States? Do they have 

an unusual dialect, as does the character Storm in The Uncanny X-Men? Do 

they speak a language other than English, as is found in some science fiction 

comics? Do they use technical jargon, as does the Beast in The Avengers? In 

addition, such elements as metaphors and cultural expressions are specifically 

chosen. In other words, the genre has characteristic themes and literary 

devices making the specific form of comics art appear believable. These are 

all elements of language choice that can affect a piece’s hyperrealness.  

As a visual device, text also tells the reader how a sound should be 

understood, inevitably creating a word/image binary opposition (Carrier, 2000). 

For instance, this device occurs in the presentation of dialogue in word 

balloons. There are many different types of balloons. However, the most often 

used one is traditionally drawn with a solid line in the shape of an oval. This 

oval implies the words in the balloon are being spoken aloud. A more 

experienced reader of comics recognizes that different forms of balloons are 

associated with different meaning, thereby enabling the reader to rely on 

visual codes for knowing how to read the text. For instance, if jagged or thick 

lines are used, then the words are seen as being spoken with force or louder 

than normal dialogue. Balloons that have a cloud-like, buttle form indicate the 

words are the thoughts of the character it emanates from, thus it isn’t spoken 

dialogue (Figure 16). As Carrier (2000) describes, “We read the words in the 

balloon, but the characters in the strip hear them; comics translate sound and 

thought into images” (p. 36). 
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Figure 16. Panel from The Avengers (1965) by Marvel Comics. 

Apart from dialogue, text can represent sounds or sound effects. In 

cinema, audiences take for granted the application of sound to the moving 

image. It is just there: however, audio components of movies must be 

engineered to accompany visuals, sometimes recorded after-the-fact and 

augmented to make the scene appear more realistic. Comics are much the 

same way. Since comics are devoid of traditional aural cues, the writer and 

artist have to create visual cues that represent sounds. These include the 

sounds coming from characters (e.g., “ugh”, “oof”, etc.) or the sounds of the 

environment (e.g., “chirp”, “swish”, “bang”, etc.). 

Finally, taken by itself, text can be an image that conveys meaning: 

“Lettering, treated ‘graphically’ and in the service of the story, functions as an 

extension of the imagery” (Eisner, 1985, p. 10). The look and feel of the text 

has implicit meaning. Early comics were hand lettered. With the advent of 

desktop publishing, font choice has become a digital process. The choice of a 

particular font and its presentation within the balloons gives the reader 
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information about how to think or what to believe about the action in the 

particular panel (Figure 17). 

 
Figure 17. Page from Twilight: The Graphic Novel, volume 1 (2010) by Meyer and Kim. 

Unfortunately, the relationship between text and image is not as 

concrete as one might think. The text itself becomes a visual element that 

affects the reader to think and respond in a certain way, which is a semiotic 

cue for meaning. Its rhetorical nature transcends traditional form and relies on 

implicit and explicit functioning to do its bidding for engagement and 

believability. And readers’ experiences and relationships to images are far 

more varied than a simple relationship to text; it still requires context to make 

meaning. In other words, there is a complex inter-relational aspect between 

text, visual, audio, and rhetorical context. 
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Comics as Visual Rhetoric 
 

“[The] image is dialectical because it sets up a 

relationship between the viewer in the present and 

the past moment of space or time that it 

represents.”  

–Nicholas Mirzeoff (2003) An Introduction to Visual 

Culture 

 

In using symbols to create a common ground of shared meaning and 

understanding (persuasion and logic not withstanding), comics are a treasure 

trove of interpretive ground for the rhetorical scholar to excavate. The 

challenge becomes discerning text from sub-text and relating it to what 

matters most for consumers: how comics affects them. Reader response 

theory states that meaning does not reside solely in the text; rather, meaning 

is partially determined by the reader’s interpretation of it. A reader’s particular 

emotional state at a given point in time can affect a text’s interpretation and 

thereby affect the reader’s immersion in the text (Ryan, 2001; Tomkins, 1980). 

As noted earlier in this chapter, one draw of comics is the interplay between 

text and reader in order to fill in the missing components. 

Likewise, consumers have a different agenda. Consumers buy and 

read comics because they enjoy the storyline, characters, or engaging plot. To 

readers, these visual objects become important value-laden artifacts of their 

particular culture. One person’s visual object is another’s “good read.” Is a 

good read part of what constitutes a co-constructed transactional rhetoric? 

Since this project is more than just what constitutes a good read, it is 

appropriate to examine comics as visual artifacts. 
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Visual artifacts (objects) are not inherently good or bad, or right or 

wrong. They are objects, much like words are understood as symbols 

(Guirard, 1975). They exist within the framework of visual culture, that 

environment where images intersect with culture and practice. It is how 

viewers interpret artifacts and come to know those objects that imbue them 

with meaning. 

To begin with, it behooves this study to first establish an understanding 

of visual culture and visual rhetoric in order to better understand these 

influences on participant observers. Visual culture is understood in a variety of 

ways. Generally thought of as a field of study in the 1990s emerging from the 

discipline of art history (Elkins, 2003), visual culture makes itself known in a 

variety of contexts: from cultural studies to media studies to critical theory. 

Cultural theorists Jessica Evans and Stuart Hall (1999) describe it this way: “a 

culture which is pervaded at all levels by a host of cultural technologies 

designed to disseminate viewing and looking practices through primarily 

visually mediated forms” (p. 7). In simpler terms, Sturken and Cartwright 

(2001) explain visual culture as “those aspects of culture that are manifested 

in visual form” (p. 4). 

Fuery and Fuery (2003) describe visual culture as “the complex 

interaction between a cultural order of things (including the sense-making 

processes), the generating, sustaining and rendering visible of images, and 

the creation of the spectator” (p. xii). Similarly, Nicholas Mirzoeff (2003) writes 

that it is “concerned with visual events in which information, meaning, or 

pleasure is sought by the consumer in an interface with visual technology” (p. 

3). James Elkins (2003) provides a broader approach, noting his optimistic 

hope that visual studies (his conception of visual culture) is “the study of visual 

practices across all boundaries” (p. 7). Finally, Tony Schirato and Jenn Webb 
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(2004) envision visual culture as “all those visual artefacts [sic], natural forms 

and ways of thinking that make up perception in our everyday life” (p. 5). 

From this brief survey, it is apparent that visual culture entails several 

components: the image(s), the context in which the image(s) exist, the artifices 

for producing and disseminating the image(s), and the variant ways in which 

images affect consumers. Visual culture is not merely the environment 

(culture) it is also the process of consumption and interpretation in all of its 

varied forms.  

Like words and actions people utter on a daily basis, the images that 

exist in a visual culture are rhetorical symbols. And visual rhetoric as a sub-

discipline is a relatively new field of study. In the early works of Dondis (1973), 

for instance, there is a desire to instruct readers on the influence and grammar 

of images to thus increase their sense of visual literacy. The shift to 

understanding images as more than just grammar (rules) but as holding 

multiple truths and consequences (Mitchell, 1995) extended the reach of visual 

literacy.  

Hill and Helmers (2004) broadly define visual rhetoric as understanding 

“how images and texts, both symbolic forms of representation, work upon 

readers” (p. 2). Noted rhetorical scholar Sonja K. Foss (2004) defines visual 

rhetoric as having two distinct meanings: “a product individuals create as they 

use visual symbols for the purpose of communicating,” and “a perspective 

scholars apply that focuses on the symbolic processes by which visual 

artifacts perform communication” (p. 304). Similarly, Fleckenstein, Hum, and 

Calendrillo (2007) approach the dichotomy of word-image and explain how the 

two cannot exist without one another, and the rhetoric society thinks of as a 

persuasive speech can be found in the manner and mode of societal images. 

Finally, Olson, Finnegan, and Hope (2007) establish visual rhetoric as “those 
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symbolic actions enacted primarily through visual means, made meaningful 

through culturally derived ways of looking and seeing and endeavoring to 

influence diverse publics” (p. 3). 

Earlier in this dissertation I established rhetoric as a co-constructed 

reality wherein participants utilize symbols to create a common ground of 

shared meaning and understanding. Rhetoric occurs through speech, text, or 

visuals, and seeks to construct a mutually shared place of common 

understanding and knowledge for participants. As evidenced through the 

above-noted conceptualizations, visual rhetoric is also both product and 

process that can impact our understanding of reality, authenticity, and power 

in and amongst the visual world. Visual rhetoric, then, becomes a participant in 

the hyperreal. 

From tools of understanding images as grammar to ways in which 

images communicate and act upon viewers, visual rhetoric [s a subset of study 

within a visual culture paradigm. Scholars approach the visual in all its varied 

forms–from movies to television, from fine art to comic illustrations, and from 

tattoos to newspapers. Regardless of form, images that persuade viewers are 

often thought of as just that: images. With scholarly attention focused on the 

purpose, intent, and effect of various forms, it is clear that images have moved 

into the forefront of rhetorical study (Hill & Helmers, 2004; Hocks & Hendrick, 

2003; Munghani, Piper, & Simons, 2006; Olson, Finnegan, & Hope, 2008).  

Comics then, are one form of visual rhetoric that has influenced readers 

for decades; they have more than just the intent to (visually) act out scenes of 

adventure and mayhem with superhuman superpowers. Like other media, 

comics art can influence readers to think and act in new ways. And events 

occurring in the producers’ world also affect what it is that is put into the comic, 
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thus contributing to their transactional nature. Because of this they have their 

supporters, and naturally, their detractors. 

 Education and comics. 
One of the earliest public figures to rail against the comic book as a tool 

of subversion came from psychologist Frederic Wertham. In 1954, Wertham’s 

Seduction of the Innocent “charged that comic books, especially those he 

labeled as ‘crime comics,’ promoted juvenile delinquency and a host of 

developmental problems” (Duncan & Smith, 2009, p. 275). Wertham targeted 

all types of characters, declaring to all those who would listen that subtle 

strains of homosexuality in the Batman and Robin characters were affecting 

the psyches of child readers (Terrill, 2000). Using research and psychological 

testing on adolescents, Wertham concluded that the effect of reading comic 

books would lead to criminal activity, anything from shoplifting to even murder. 

Although his conclusions were later disproven, the initial backlash against 

comics made a significant impact, especially on parents. They saw comic 

books as having a detrimental effect on their children and stopped buying 

them. In other words, if the child could see violence they could do the violence, 

and that went against societal norms. The development of the Comics Code (a 

way to self-censor the industry rather than become censored by an outside 

body) and continual discussion about the effects of comics became Wertham’s 

legacy (Murray, 2003). 

On the contrary, some teachers and scholars found comics useful in 

teaching and learning. Going against Wertham, English teachers in the 1950s 

found comics of value in reading (Burton, 1955) and conversation classes 

(Sinnema, 1957) in elementary and high schools. More recently, scholars have 

found new pedagogical uses for cartoons, comic books, and graphic narratives 

in the college classroom (Bernstein, 2008; Hall & Lucal, 1999). Likewise, the 
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understanding of popular culture as having a rhetorical influence finds a niche 

in the growing field of media literacy (Carter, 2007; Gray, 2005). From the 

early paranoid expectations of Wertham’s Seduction, the idea of comics as 

another tool for knowledge-making became part of pedagogical discussions. 

The very nature of comics as visual rhetoric explores a relatively unique 

relationship, one where the medium has a public perception of a simple child’s 

book: amplification through simplification (McCloud, 1993). It is in this unique 

relationship that makes comics a rich, persuasive medium (Carrier, 2000). Its 

dominant visual presentation, though, separates it from its spoken or written 

rhetorical cousins. And like many other forms of rhetoric, comics partake in 

different types of cultures: from the consumer to that of the producer and the 

critic. These social groups affect ways in which the comic is created and 

consumed. 

 Critiquing visual texts. 
In critiquing artifacts, scholars pull from existing research methods as 

well as manifest new modes for the task at hand. Scholars explore visual 

rhetoric through different lenses, oftentimes critiquing the visual and rhetorical 

nature of discourse fields, cultures, and media (Hill & Helmers, 2004; Olson, 

Finnegan, & Hope, 2008). Other scholars explore the role of the visual as a 

mode of understanding within field-specific disciplines, like composition 

(Handa, 2004), sociology (Banks, 2001; Stanczak, 2007), anthropology 

(Collier & Collier, 1986; Hockings, 2003), argument (Birdsell & Groarke, 1996), 

and graphic design (Noble & Bestley, 2004). But these works focus on the 

cultural impact of images or how to use images as a means of understanding, 

as opposed to a means for understanding what the images mean or the 

rhetorical implications of the image events themselves, the former seemingly 

more relevant to the field of technical communication. 
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There is a smaller corpus of critical methodologies for analyzing visual 

rhetorics as there are for more traditional methods for analyzing the spoken 

word (e.g., Neo-Aristotelianism, dramatism, narrative, etc.), written texts (e.g., 

textual analysis, intertextuality, psychoanalysis, deconstruction, etc.), or 

mediated texts (e.g., semiotics, Marxism, feminism, etc.). As Gillian Rose 

(2001) notes in the first edition of Visual Methodologies: “Despite the huge 

amount of academic work currently being published on things visual, there are 

remarkably few guides to possible methods of interpretation and even fewer 

explanations of how to do those methods” (p. 2). The second edition, 

published six years later, maintains this same premise. 

The objective analysis of imagery as a methodology has its genesis in 

art history. Formal Analysis, a method once used by art historians, was 

employed to explain how a composition’s specific visual elements could be 

interpreted to better understand an artist’s goals. These visual elements 

included the use of lines, shapes, forms, color, texture, balance, movement, 

etc. (D’Alleva, 2012). In some ways this is how early rhetorical scholars used 

Neo-Aristotelianism criticism in order to understand the rhetorician’s role in 

presenting a particular discourse (Black, 1978, 1980). Both methodological 

approaches were focused on identifying particular aspects of the artifact in 

order to determine its effectiveness or intent as an object of study. Today, 

Formal Analysis is considered a launching point for more in-depth approaches 

that might consider political and social sub-texts that present themselves as a 

result of the artifact. For visual rhetoricians, this shift from analyzing textual 

qualities to sub-textual themes provides access to an image or image event in 

terms of its rhetorical or communicative appeal and potential sociological 

impacts (Foss, 1994; Kenney, 2002). 

Technical communication scholars also explore varying methods for 

analyzing images within visual rhetoric, more specifically in the field of 
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document design. Through a Gestalt perspective, Schriver (1997) writes about 

ways in which readers interpret words and pictures in order for designers to 

create more cogent and effective documents. Such topics as engaging 

readers’ emotions, the impact of poor modes of design, the role of typography 

and space, the balance between word and picture, and the needs of readers 

are covered. Similarly, Kostelnick and Roberts (1998) provide different 

strategies and tools for document design, with a focus on the message’s 

audience, purpose, and context. They develop four areas of visual language: 

the intra level (visual design and typographical characteristics); the inter level 

(spacing of text and images); extra level (tables, figures, charts, etc.); and 

supra level (page orientation, color schemes, continuity). Building on this, 

Kostelnick and Hassett (2003) write about the processes and conventions that 

serve to create, shape, and influence visual information. Specifically, they 

create a framework for understanding professional communication artifacts in 

engineering, design, and business. Kimball and Hawkins (2007) merge visual 

communication principles (typography, color, design, etc.) with professional 

document design principles.  

Apart from document design, psychologists and communication 

scholars are exploring the depths to which images contain a “language” that 

can be understood as a unique moniker to the visual, much like speech and 

speech making is to humans. For instance, Arnheim (1969) looks at ways in 

which art in all forms affects our perceptual abilities, going so far as to 

connecting perception with words and images to offer a new way of 

understanding the role of images in the educational process. Also, Dondis 

(1973) works to understand the syntactic guidelines that make for visual 

communication and visual literacy (e.g., design, contrast, style, message, 

etc.).  
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Expanding upon Dondis (1973) and Arnheim’s (1969) works, Ann Marie 

Seward-Barry (1997) looks at the psychological approach to the way people 

critically analyze and understand how visuals create meaning in such areas as 

art, television, film, advertising, and politics. Likewise, statistician and political 

science professor emeritus Edward Tufte explores the practical application of 

information design and data visualization (1990, 1997, 2001, 2006). More 

specifically, he provides some very practical principles and consequences for 

designing, editing, analyzing, and critiquing data representations (1990, 1997). 

With the dominance of web design in the modern age, such scholar-

practitioners like Baehr (2007) present a holistic approach to web design that 

includes such heuristics as planning, structure, navigation, content, and 

usability as modes of developing an effective online presence.  

With this, practitioners and scholars alike offer up works that allow 

users to develop more effective visual rhetorics. Howells and Matson (2009) 

argue that understanding and using visual evidence properly allows visual 

texts to be more meaningful for students, scholars, and researchers. Wysocki 

and Lynch (2006) situate visual rhetoric between multiple modes of 

communication: the written, the visual, and the oral. The authors challenge 

users to think about these three aspects in developing persuasive texts. 

Finally, Handa (2004) brings together written texts that address the visual in 

one of five ways: pedagogically, rhetorically, design creativity, 

argumentatively, and culturally. 

Newer, more postmodern and specialized approaches take visual 

culture a step further. Heywood and Sandywell (1999) explore the 

hermeneutical aesthetics through which people focus on their experiences of 

art as it relates to particular truths or what is perceived as truthful. Wood 

(2007) extends the hermeneutical article through understanding the visual 

phenomenological method. Fusing culture with content, politics, and form, Jeff 
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Rice (2004) approaches visual rhetoric through what he calls an omnaphistic 

visual schema: “ a complex, multidimensional perspective that will allow for 

what […] postmodernism criticism should do” (p. 66). Rakic and Chambers 

(2011) bring together different methods and modes of understanding visual 

rhetoric specific to the tourism industry (e.g., postcards, photography, 

brochures, etc.). In other words, these new methods take into consideration 

contextual elements that affect an image or image event’s construction and 

attempt to understand the role of the mediated context in its creation.  

Finally, several collected works help explain various methods for 

critically analyzing images. Some are simply primers that approach visual 

analysis as an understanding of the relationship of text to image and vice-

versa (Helmers, 2006). However, these textbooks incorporate analytical 

methods found in other disciplines like semiotics, compositional elements (i.e., 

formal analysis), color theory, intertextuality, and audience analysis (Kress and 

van Leeuwen, 1996; Rose, 2001). Kenney (2009) details guidance for using 

research methods in discovering the rhetorical components of visual 

messages. He draws on such methods as interviews, diaries, case studies, 

visual ethnography, focus groups, and content analysis and addresses them 

within the context of typical qualitative and quantitative research components 

like sampling, data analysis, quality control, ethical issues, etc. Last, Leavy 

(2009) looks at different methodological perspectives for understanding the 

creative arts, moving analysis beyond static visual imagery (e.g., photos, 

movies, etc.) and using it to assess such genres as traditional text-based 

artifacts like poetry, aural artifacts like musical compositions, and the theatrical 

arts like performance studies and dance. 

A few texts move beyond these methods to offer more contemporary 

(perhaps even more radical) ways of interpreting the visual, including narrative 

representations of action, social construction of reality, modalities of reality, 
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visual pleasure, visual anthropology (direct observation of visual objects), and 

photo-elicitation (Rose, 2001). Finally, some textbooks provide guidance by 

applying methods to particular fields of study, such as cultural studies or child 

therapy (van Leeuwen & Jewitt, 2001). Although this is not a comprehensive 

list, it does represent the major approaches taken by authors attempting to 

research the visual. 

Comics as Culture 
Culture entails a wide berth of meanings, from a “broad range of 

activities within a society” (Sturken & Cartwright, 2001, p. 3) to “an 

assemblage of imaginings and meanings that are generated by a given social 

group” (Lewis, 2008, p. 18). For this study, though, culture takes three forms 

as they relate to comics and rhetoric: the popular, the 

psychological/ideological, and the philosophical/mythological. 

 Popular culture. 
Hofstede (2001) refers to culture as the “Interactive aggregate of 

common characteristics that influence a human group’s response to its 

environment. Culture determines the uniqueness of a human group in the 

same way personality determines the uniqueness of an individual” (p. 10). 

Deanna Sellnow (2010) defines popular culture as “comprised of the everyday 

objects, actions, and events that influence people to believe and behave in 

certain ways” (p. 2) while David Grazian (2010) refers to culture as “the 

aesthetic products created and sold by profit-seeking firms operating in the 

global entertainment market” (p. 7). For this dissertation, popular culture refers 

to the influential objects and actions produced by people in a given time 

period. 

Since their rise to popularity in the 1930s, comics have been integral 

facets of popular culture because they influence readers and are produced by 
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profit-seeking companies. But as Carrier (2000) notes, “The defining quality of 

popular culture comes in how we use such information–the difference between 

museum art and comics is less a fact about how the work is produced than a 

difference in our attitude toward its interpretation” (p. 82). And pop culture is all 

about the use of everyday objects. 

Mediated texts are one common source of popular culture research. In 

such a broad-reaching realm as comics studies, their influence on video 

games, movies, and storyboarding is apparent in many ways (Talon, 2004). 

Movies, specifically, seem to be an area mined by academics (Gordon, 

Jancovich, & McAllister, 2007; Kaveney, 2008). From understanding how 

comics are translated onto the silver screen, or in comparing the aesthetics of 

the film to that of the comic, scholars are examining the co-mingling of these 

two powerful media. For instance, taking a static page from the graphic novel 

Sin City and giving it life on the screen–or at least life from an actor’s 

perspective–changes the mode through which we understand the message in 

the original book. Characters that once had unique voices and movements in 

the book, found only in the mind of the reader, are re-conceptualized by those 

acting as the character. What we know when we read the book is altered by 

the director’s vision for the movie. On a more accessible level, understanding 

this transition from one medium to another allows technical communicators to 

understand the relationship between static and moving images, especially 

useful with visual essays published online. 

But the impact of comics goes beyond that of just popular culture. The 

extent to which comics are seen as emblematic of, or influenced by, different 

aspects of pop culture norms is an exploration in the ideological (McAllister, 

Sewell, & Gordon, 2001), the cross-cultural (Dowd & Hignite, 2004), the sexual 

(Madrid, 2009), and the sociological (Inge, 1990). As Carrier (2000) describes: 

“Comics tell something about the social role even of those who have until 
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recently had a relatively marginal place as creators and intended consumers 

of this art. Contemporary comics tell us about ourselves” (p. 84). In this, then, 

comics take on values and beliefs inherent in particular cultures or sub-

cultures. For instance, Stassen’s (2000) Deogratias recalls the story of one 

boy’s trauma from the Tutsi genocide in Rwanda. This short graphic narrative 

provides a first-hand account of the mental anguish involved in the tragic 

events of 1994. Readers get into the mindset of Hutu and Tutsi alike, 

something they may not have experienced on their own from reports in the 

media. Readers even begin to see how Stassen creates an unlikeable French 

soldier, a metaphoric representation of the French army that occupied 

Rwanda.  

Finally, the social role of comics often mimics that which society is 

currently exhibiting. It is not uncommon to see common social issues played 

out in the pages of Marvel or DC Comics, or even “solved” using comics. For 

instance, in post-World War II Superman moved from battling the Nazis 

abroad to battling the Ku Klux Klan on the home front (Juddery, 2008). More 

recently, comics are again making more obvious connections to current 

politics and war with the multi-book crossover series Civil War (2007) from 

Marvel Comics, or the graphic novels DMZ (2006) and Shooting War (2007). 

In so much as war is seen on the television or through traditional print forms 

like the newspaper, it seems more realistic when engaged with characters and 

imagery that are perceived as real (Wolk, 2008). Reading about characters 

that have similar experiences, similar thoughts, and emotional reactions 

authenticates what is being read in the comic. This sense of realism 

strengthens a piece’s believability, and that could be a condition of the 

hyperreal. For instance, in Civil War the character of Captain America was 

assassinated for his beliefs. The outcry and sympathy from readers was 
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equivalent to the death of a real, physical public icon. (Ironically, Jean 

Baudrillard died the day before the issue in which Captain America was killed.) 

It is this level of realism that reflects the culture in which comics are 

produced and makes them a hyperrealistic medium. Reflecting back on the 

third research question (In what ways does realism affect the production and 

consumption of graphic narratives within general and niche publics), it appears 

as though the culture of comics embody ideal realistic situations and 

characterizations of actual, historical events. This will become even more 

important when considering more humanistic aspects of persons in society, 

such as psychological, ideological, and philosophical issues. 

 Psychological, ideological. 
The subtitle to Danny Fingeroth’s (2004) Superman on the Couch is 

“What superheroes really tell us about ourselves and our society.” There is 

irony in this statement, or perhaps a catch-22: how can superheroes really tell 

us anything since real, physical individuals write them? Are they a reflection of 

us or are they what we, as a society, ascribe to become? This is Fingeroth’s 

point: “Superheroes are taken for granted in our minds and metaphors that we 

rarely wonder how and why they came to be such important parts of our inner 

lives” (p. 19). His psychological sketch of the superhero archetype builds on 

earlier work in psychology and comics and is akin to Coogan’s (2009) work 

establishing the superhero as a distinct genre of comics studies. In the end, 

Fingeroth moves from the realm of the individual psyche to the way a culture’s 

identity is (potentially) created and manifested via comics. 

Developing this argument further, comics reflect their creators and 

provide insight into the human condition that provide access to issues of 

cultural ideology, ethics, and power. For instance, McAllister, Sewell, and 

Gordon’s (2001) Comics & Ideology explores issues related to human values 
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and morals as depicted in various comic book characters and storylines. 

Moving beyond the individual psyche, the authors ask: “Why and how may 

comics serve to celebrate and legitimize dominant values and institutions in 

society, or do they critique and subvert the status quo?” (p. 2). In examining as 

the women’s suffragist movement, sex, power, the melting pot metaphor, 

nostalgia, myth, queer studies, and corporate hegemony, etc., the book 

intersect real issues of human interest with those characters depicted in 

comics form. 

One such comics genre that capitalizes on these constructs is the 

superhero. Although the comic book is perceived as containing genres like 

romance, horror, westerns, and the like, the impact of the superhero genre is 

undeniable. As Hughes (2006) writes: “These superheroes, unlike those of 

fantastic worlds and abilities, are completely caught up in ideology […] the 

brood in Watchmen choose to do it for much more mundane reasons–money, 

power, fame, or to promote their own ideology” (p. 548). Superheroes embody 

all that people wish they could be: a fantasy of the perfect person who saves 

the day, is infallible, gets the woman (or man), and is beloved by the 

community in which he/she lives. In and of itself, this struggle with power, 

value systems, and doing what is right or wrong are all human struggles, not 

ones just for superheroes. However, it is in works like Watchmen (1987) and 

Batman: The Dark Knight Returns (1986) where readers see “real” 

characteristics manifest themselves in the characters and plots that drive the 

work. In other words, aspects of the real world bled into the pages of the comic 

book, thereby changing the hyperrealistic view readers had of Superman, 

Batman, Wonder Woman and the like. Perhaps it is within these flaws that 

readers began to see characters as even more real than real – like movie and 

television performances. Or perhaps it is because more realistic themes were 

introduced in the 1980s that comics became hyperreal. 
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With comics art reflecting psychological and ideological “battles” of 

humanity, these visual artifacts shows how these visual artifacts represent an 

important aspect of our culture, popular or otherwise: “Comics tell something 

about the social role even of those who have until recently had a relatively 

marginal place as creators and intended consumers of this art. Contemporary 

comics tell us about ourselves” (Carrier, 2000, p. 84). Perhaps they not only 

reflect, but also help us to understand the cognitive complexities of interpreting 

the world around us and making meaning out of what we see.  

In as much as rhetoric is used to represent reality, it is also used to 

create reality, as seen with Vatz. Knowing the psychological and ideological 

dispositions of readers–real or imagined–helps communicators develop more 

authentic and identifiable texts. Even using superhero-like figures can help 

readers understand complex material. For instance, in 2006 the Duke Center 

for the Study of the Public Domain released Tales From the Public Domain: 

Bound by Law (Figure 18). The book discusses such concepts as fair use and 

creative commons, all of which are important to filmmakers and various other 

types of technical communicators. However, instead of using just text like 

many other sources, the authors chose to use a comic book format complete 

with superhero-like figures representing concepts and ideas.  
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Figure 18. Cover of Tales From the Public Domain: Bound By Law? (2006) by Aoki, et al. 

 Philosophical, mythological. 
The comics genre, in storylines and characters, has been used as a 

vehicle to explore complex philosophical issues that have plagued humans for 

centuries. Issues of existentialism, identity, morality, metaphysics, ethics, and 

the boundaries of good and evil are discussed using the fictional experiences 

of Batman, Superman, the X-Men, and the characters in Watchmen (Dyer, 

2009; Housel & Wisnewski, 2009; Morris & Morris, 2005; White, 2009; White & 

Arp, 2008). For instance, two of DC Comics’ most popular characters–

Superman and Batman–are portrayed as towing the highest of ethics and 

morals established by society. Superman’s altruistic motives contradict the 

nihilistic Batman, who believes in a justice where the ends justify the means. 

Whatever divergent approaches these characters take, both are written in 

such a way to show consumers that they believe in a civilized society and 

avoid taking a life at all costs.  
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Like other media objects, readers may find themselves identifying with 

characters they read about, and in doing so they may be able to work out their 

own problems by relating to fictional characters’ struggles. Some of these 

struggles are not so dramatic and lofty as those of Superman and Batman. 

Moreover they are the types of struggles we can relate to in some manner. For 

instance, the struggle for race and race relations became forefront in comic 

books. Since the 1970s, the comic books Luke Cage Hero for Hire, Power 

Man and Iron Fist, Green Lantern, The Falcon, and Blade all featured black 

superheroes. In 1992, two characters in Marvel Comics Astonishing X-Men 

came out as gay, and the publisher married them in 2012 (Volack, 2012). Also 

in 2012, the most recent iteration of superhero Green Lantern, Alan Scott, 

comes out to readers as gay (Gregorian, 2012). All of these are potential 

“battles” that readers may deal with in their own lives. Identifying with 

characters on the page is similar to how people identify with characters in 

movies, television programs, or in the pages of a novel. Are these personal 

experiences not part of the hyperreal experience? There exists a reciprocal 

relationship between text and reader. 

But rather than only using comic book superheroes and villains as the 

foundation for understanding complex or realistic human ethical and moral 

issues (Morris & Morris, 2005; Dyer, 2009), some scholars approach issues of 

aesthetics, ethics, and epistemology that results from significant events 

portrayed in comics. This becomes a case of the “real world” (the physical, 

actualized world of the readers) having a reciprocal relationship with the 

comics industry (McLaughlin, 2005). The series editor of Open Court’s Popular 

Culture and Philosophy brings common philosophical issues to light in an 

attempt to get philosophers to explore “the meanings, concepts, and puzzles 

within television shows, movies, music and other icons of popular culture” 

(opencourtbooks.com). Their approach has been to look at characterizations 
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like superheroes and villains, as well as the genres of anime (Steiff & Tamplin, 

2010) manga (Steiff & Barkman, 2010), and influential writers like Neil 

Gaiman, author of The Sandman series. Can insight into the genre and artists 

of comics shed light on the realistic impression they make with readers? Can 

they extend the hyperrealistic notions we see in books to various other genres 

and authors of the art form? Such works like McLaughlin’s (2005) Comics as 

Philosophy offer critical insight to the human condition and varying 

philosophical stances, like existentialism, environmental philosophy, and 

modernity. These works further extend the depth to which comics are imbued 

with realism.  

Similar to the philosophical, some scholars see comic book characters 

as extensions of figures in Greek and Roman mythology. From the archetypal 

character patterns found in heroes of old and new (LoCicero, 2007), to ways in 

which comics have mythologized contemporary characters like Batman and 

Superman (Reynolds, 1994), comics can be seen as emulating mythological 

triumphs from history. But mythology isn’t limited to that of the past; rather, it 

also provides for a way to view the superhero. For instance, Joseph Campbell 

(1972) proposed the monomyth of the heroic figure, which is a rite of passage 

that includes separation to initiation and return. Campbell (1972) writes: 

A hero ventures forth from the world of common day into a region of 

supernatural wonder: fabulous forces are there encountered and a 

decisive victory is won: the hero comes back from this mysterious 

adventure with the power to bestow boons on his fellow man. (p. 30) 

Almost any of the classic superhero comic book follows this path, from 

Superman’s birth on Krypton to his travels to Earth and ensuing journey to 

discover his path in life. Batman becomes a hero through tragedy–a product of 

his environment–while Spider-Man is drawn into the profession kicking and 
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screaming (so to speak). Wonder Woman journeys from her Amazonian home 

to redeem herself while Wolverine is on a journey to find not only his 

background but also his own sense of self. The power each of these 

characters bestows upon others (and readers) is the notion of fighting for right 

over wrong, and battling for good over evil. And through reading them, 

consumers potentially see these characters as contemporary mythological 

figures that have sub-textual meanings (Fingeroth, 2004).  

But with the rise of the hero also comes the reconceptualization of the 

genre. Some argue that the postmodern hero is not really the superhero of the 

golden and silver ages of comics, but rather the flawed and more humanistic 

characters found in Watchmen (Thomson, 2005). The more humanistic, 

established characters that are driven by economic greed or political power 

become the standard by which realism is judged, not the esoteric code of 

Superman: “truth, justice and the American way.” 

Comics as Knowledge-Making 
Thus far I have established comics as artifacts that function akin to 

traditional forms of rhetoric (i.e., the spoken or written word): they arise out of 

a particular situation, utilize a sign system, use language and text, exist, and 

represent various aspects of cultures and traditions. Given this, comics can 

also be used to seek out and create knowledge that helps readers understand 

the world around them (in whatever search or form that might take). In this 

section I look at how comics function as a mode for readers to understand 

ideas, issues, or concepts; how they are seen as a connection to the real 

world; and how they are understood as a source of knowledge-making. 

 As seeking knowledge. 
Inherent in the human condition is an unbridled curiosity–a search for 

knowledge: “‘We seek to understand,’ Purves wrote, ‘to apprehend reality, and 



Texas Tech University, Alec R. Hosterman, August 2013 
 

 108 

to attempt to comprehend the totality because it is part of our nature’” 

(Coppola, 2005, p. 267). Knowledge acquisition helps humans make sense of 

the unknown. And through sight, we seek to understand the world around us 

by looking at (and through) images. Simulations (visual representations of that 

which we do not have access to) are one way to do that (Burnett, 2004). 

Rather than simply being words on a page, viewing simulations allows history 

to feel more relevant and biography to take on a more meaningful context of 

understanding, an end goal for comprehension.  

A popular trend in graphic narratives is to publish biographies of 

historically significant individuals, from leaders of social movements to political 

figureheads. For instance, there are graphic biographies of Martin Luther King 

Jr., J. Edgar Hoover, Leon Trotsky, Jimi Hendrix, Malcom X, Ronald Reagan, 

Fidel Castro, Niels Bohr, Franz Kafka, and Che Guevara. These books provide 

readers with visual interpretations of significant events in that person’s life, all 

together a different format than what one might find in a traditional written 

biography consisting of pure text. Visual biographies uphold the fusion of 

image and text, but also offer something more. If some readers are interested 

in learning more about Ronald Reagan, they might find his biography by 

Dinesh D’Souza an interesting read. However, readers might see Andrew 

Helfer’s graphic biography more engaging because they can visualize Reagan 

easier than by simply reading D’Souza’s narrative prose. As Mitchell (1994) 

reminds us: “Perhaps the best answer to the purist who wants images that are 

only images and texts that are only texts is to turn the tables and examine the 

rhetoric of purity itself” (p. 95). The purity of a text is undermined by the visual 

nature of the typography itself. Thus, what we read in graphic biographies or 

histories are more interactive and potentially more memorable and insightful 

given their form.  
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Understanding and revising past events is a popular trend among 

graphic artists. Art Spiegelman’s (1986) highly successful Maus: A Survivor’s 

Tale, is both a retrospective on Spiegelman’s conversations with his father and 

an historical tale of his father growing up during the Holocaust. Although Maus 

could be both a fiction and non-fiction narrative (depending on how readers 

view its presentation), its publication gave rise to the graphic narrative as an 

outlet for historical events (Young, 1998). More recently, to boost awareness 

of the Jewish Holocaust among German students, the Anne Frank Zentrum 

published two graphic novels that utilized drawings based on archival Nazi 

photographs: “Through the comic format, the subject becomes more realistic 

and closer to home for young people” (Smee, 2008).  

Other examples of this “close to home” modality include Marjane 

Satrapi’s popular autobiographies Persepolis (2003) and Persepolis II (2004). 

They are not just the personal accounts of Satrapi as a child, but also 

historical works about the rise of the Iranian Cultural Revolution and the rise 

(and fall) of the Shah. Influenced by Spiegelman’s work, Satrapi captured her 

personal experiences of living during that era and in a place most people do 

not know much about (Quigley, 2008). Like Satrapi and Spiegelman, the 

graphic journalism of Joe Sacco records events taking place in Palestine 

(2000) and Bosnia (2001). Saco pushes the graphic narrative forward as a 

means to advocate social change, using particular ethnic cultures that have 

been victimized or who have been marginalized by conflicts abroad, as a 

context for his stories (Woo, 2004). Each of these authors have stories that 

are not just about a given point in time, but rather something that is personal to 

them on a much deeper level that is part of the human condition. In this way, 

connecting these works to the reader involves a combination of pathos and 

Burkeian identification. 
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Understanding also brings about a curiosity of human limitation and 

motivations as meanings shift in time and space (which is inevitably based 

upon a reader’s perspective). Regarding time, McCloud (1993) writes: “As 

readers, we’re left with only a vague sense that as our eyes are moving 

through space, they’re also moving through time–we just don’t know by how 

much” (p. 100). Readers know their own physical limitations and understand 

they progress in life through a linear time path, but translating that to the 

illustrated page takes time to construct. As Heim (1993) writes, “through 

representations and simulations, we contact the world we know and even the 

limits of what we know” (p. 77). Although Heim is talking about human-to-

computer interfaces, his thought process parallels this discussion and highlight 

time and space as potential constants in the hyperreal. In making characters 

appear hyperreralistic, writers and artists utilize issues and quandaries that are 

bound to the human condition: moving through time linearly, issues of space, 

moments of ethical angst, wondering if the ends justify the means, or tackling 

issues of good versus evil.  

Characters in comics and graphic narratives seek understanding of 

issues, just like the people we know and interact with on a daily basis. For 

instance, the character of Rorschach (Walter Kovacs) in Watchmen holds a 

different ethical view than that of his counterparts: Rorschach is a moral 

absolutist while Ozymandias (Adrian Veidt) believes the ends justify the 

means. In reading Watchmen, understanding these character moral 

viewpoints helps to not only recognize the character of Rorschach, but also 

come to know how his view mirrors that of others in society. In other words, 

the comic teaches readers about the human condition, similar to how 

television documentaries teach viewers about new cultures, for example. 
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 As realistic depictions. 
In 1972, Italian philosopher and author, Umberto Eco, published “The 

Myth of Superman,” an essay that explores the mythos of Superman as a 

virtuous, iconic superhero, the antithesis of all that is bad in the world. On a 

sub-textual level, his exploration of DC Comics’ seminal, fictional character 

became a means to understand how readers interact with comics, and vice-

versa. How is it that Superman–this ultimate personification of human 

goodness–is perceived as such given his status as an invincible superhero? 

Why doesn’t Superman have the problems of everyday persons? Does 

Superman ever get a cold? This commentary came at a time when comics 

were self-encapsulated entities, each with their own beginning, middle, and 

ending. Threads of authenticity came not in large story arcs or the creation of 

a “Marvel Universe” or “DC Universe,” but in the visual depictions and actions 

of the characters themselves. It is only when these “universes” were 

recognized by fans and thereby acknowledged by the publishers, that the 

threads of cohesiveness began to take hold and present comic book 

characters as hyperreal figures. But it is only because communities of readers 

come together to read and ingest the information and backstories, arcs and 

crossovers that make comics more than just a printed piece. First, it brings 

together a community of persons that have similar interests. Second, this 

community of practice creates a hyperreal experience readers immerse 

themselves into perhaps to get away from the reality of the world in which they 

live (Wolk, 2007). One implication is that immersion in a text can occur even if 

some of the variables are not realistic per se, but rather believable in their 

depiction and usage. Thus, a potential difference exists between believability 

and realism in relation to the hyperreal. 

One way a sense of believability is achieved is by acknowledging 

authentic connections to actual people, places, and events. There is a link 
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between what viewers sees in the graphic narrative and what they actually 

know to be true: “The fundamental premise of [this] linkage means that some 

features of the real are always present in digital [or print] versions” (Burnett, 

2004, p. 89). For instance, in the non-fiction graphic history of the 2008 

presidential election, 08: A Graphic Diary of the Campaign Trail by Crowley 

and Goldman (2009), readers visually recognize the central figures in the 

contemporary political scene: Barack Obama, John McCain, Hillary Clinton, 

and so on (Figure 19).  

 
Figure 19. Cover of 08: A Graphic Diary of the Campaign Trail (2009) by Crowley & Goldman. 

Conversely, in the fictional work Watchmen, Richard Nixon is presented as the 

president who didn’t resign, but rather won the Vietnam War with the help of 

Doctor Manhattan (Figure 20).  
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Figure 20. Panel from Watchmen (1995) by Moore and Gibbons. 

Blurring lines between fiction and reality all the while retaining a link to 

authenticity imbues the piece with not only a sense of ethos but also a 

perception that it is real (rather than presented as merely satire in the case of 

Watchmen).  

Another mode of realism involves the context, or setting, in the comic. 

For instance, integrating photographs or identifiable locations can achieve a 

sense of truthfulness to the artifact (readily verifiable or not). Schirato and 

Webb (2004) write: “The familiarity of the scene, and the everyday quality of 

the actions and objects and persons represented there, confirm the authority 

of the eye to see what is really there, and thus confirm our sense of the order 

of the world” (p. 70). For instance, in comic book lore the X-Men have their 

base of operations in Westchester County, New York, while The Avengers and 

The Fantastic Four are located in Manhattan. These are actual cities one can 

visit. However, specific buildings where these heroes reside (Xavier’s School 

For Gifted Youngsters, the Avenger’s Mansion, and the Baxter Building, 

respectively) are fictitious. The context in which these buildings appear (similar 

to buildings and schools one might actually see) are presented as realistic to 
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readers, thus their plausibility is not as likely to be questioned. Artists are able 

to employ the rhetorical concept of identification in order to better develop a 

context that appears believable. 

As with most popular entertainment, once identification occurs creators 

have the ability to alter reality, blend truth with fiction, and still be perceived as 

believable. In movies, using authentic locations as backdrops or historic 

people as characters can achieve a sense of believability. It is similar in 

comics art. For instance, the artifact’s claims of truthfulness are reflected in the 

comic’s overall representations of reality (Giarelli & Tulman, 2003). For 

instance, in Lappe and Goldman’s (2007) graphic narrative Shooting War the 

initial action takes place in Brooklyn, New York (an actual location) by a 

Starbuck’s (an actual business) (Figure 21). 

 
Figure 21. Panel from Shooting War (2007) by Lappe & Goldman. 

However, in Shooting War the president is John McCain (an actual person, but 

never elected president) (Figure 22) and Global News is a major news network 

(created for this story) alongside CNN and Fox News (actual news networks).  
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Figure 22. Panel from Shooting War (2007) by Lappe & Goldman. 

Believability functions when fiction (illustrating the destruction of a store) 

blends with non-fiction (the image of Starbucks) to create a new situation 

(Figure 21). The confluence of visual variables is presented as realistic 

scenarios in a realistic way. As Eisner (1985) notes: 

The recognition by the reader of real-life people portrayed in the art and 

the addition of ‘in-between’ action are supplied by the reader out of his 

own experiences. In the main, though, these requirements on the 

reader are set down with precision by the artist. (p. 140) 

I believe one aspect of the hyperrealistic experience is achieved when 

the reader visualizes him or herself on that street (or someplace similar) and 

considers the potential for the action to happen to them: “Humans are as much 

within images as they are creators of images. They coexist with what is 

pictured and build hypotheses about the future and past through 

visualizations” (Burnett, 2004, p. 77). Although there are others, visualization 
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is a powerful tool for comics and graphic narratives, one that engages readers 

in ways they sometimes do not even know it is happening. 

 As knowledge. 
Finally, through both word and image, comics can be used to co-

construct knowledge. By constructing knowledge, I mean comics can both be 

used as a medium to help readers interpret and thereby understand an artifact 

or event, as well as be used as a tool to help bring about information.  

In the educational system. 
Since the debut of what most people know as the comic book occurred 

in the 1930s (Duncan & Smith, 2009), critics and scholars have approached 

the medium with an eye to its effect on readers. Early commentary on the 

medium was generally neutral, noting its potential to act as an agent in the 

entertainment and educational arenas, such as English or Grammar 

(Gruenberg, 1944). Dr. Frederick Wertham not withstanding (discussed earlier 

in this chapter), many teachers began defending the medium as a legitimate 

teaching tool, especially helpful in language, reading or English classes 

(Burton, 1955; Sinnema, 1957). It was the birth of the idea that comics are not 

as a deceptive and manipulative rhetorical form like Wertham proposed, but 

rather are a supportive tool for various educational and practical disciplines. In 

helping to legitimize the medium, teachers became proponents of its 

educational benefits. 

Teachers have expanded upon earlier research and continue to explore 

the use of comics and graphic novels in helping teachers work with children 

and teens (Graphix, 2007), helping adolescents learn to read using manga 

(Allen & Ingulsrud, 2005), or understand how children learn in language arts 

classrooms (Carter, 2007). Scholars are also looking at using comics and 

graphic novels in the philosophy classroom (van Lente & Dunlavey, 2007), 
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college composition classroom (Arrington, 2006; Bernstein, 2008; Kahan & 

Stewart, 2006; and Nealon, 2007), in the media classroom (Doyle, 2009; 

Gladstone, 2011), in the rhetoric classroom (Losh et al., 2013), in 

understanding research methodologies (Galman, 2007), and as a means to 

communicate business information with Generation Y (Short & Reeves, 2009). 

Will Eisner and Scott McCloud. 
Two unique individuals have made their mark on comics art, specifically 

in their critical evaluation of how comics function visually. Both Will Eisner and 

Scott McCloud are artists of the medium as well as theorists, and both have 

had a significant impact on what scholars and educators know and understand 

to be comics art. Although their work is not considered traditional scholarship 

in form and function, it is the work from these two that showed the academic 

community how comics could impact understanding, developing a universal 

language among viewers. As Handa (2004) notes, “McCloud not only helps us 

to understand how images impart ideas but also offers brief examples of 

cartoon styles that have arisen in different countries and analyzes their 

particular effects” (p. 135).  

Beginning in World War II, artist and writer Will Eisner used the comics 

form to present information for United States Army soldiers. The Preventative 

Maintenance Monthly was a series of pocket manuals that instructed soldiers 

on personnel policies and Army procedures related to any number of topics 

(Figure 23). They were presented in a quick, easy to access format that the 

soldier could conveniently tuck into his coat or backpack.  
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Figure 23. Pages from The Preventative Maintenance Monthly (U.S. Army, 1969). 

Topics included parts and repair, preventative maintenance, repairing buses, 

and proper cleaning methods for rifles. “Eisner had always believed that the 

comics medium had teaching potential in the work of American Visuals 

Corporation helped confirm this for him” (PS Magazine). Eisner’s work wasn’t 

limited to just technical manuals for the Army. His contributions became 

mainstream with the memorable comic book hero The Spirit and arguably the 

first graphic novel, A Contract With God (Wolk, 2007). 

The idea of critically studying comics became more popular in the late 

20th century, especially with an eye toward the aesthetic popularity of the 

comic strip (Harvey, 1979). Because of Eisner’s experience as a producer of 

the comics medium, he became one of the first to dismantle it in order to 

understand how it functions. It is with Comics and Sequential Art (1985) and 
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Graphic Storytelling and Visual Narrative (1996) that he established comics as 

a distinct genre of study. As Eisner (1985) himself notes: 

This work is intended to consider and examine the unique aesthetics of 

Sequential Art as a means of creative expression, a distinct discipline, 

an art and literary form that deals with the arrangement of pictures or 

images and words to narrate a story or dramatize an idea. (p. 5) 

Eisner’s Comics and Sequential Art covers fundamental elements of the 

medium: such as imagery, timing, frame, expressive anatomy, and writing. It 

also explores ways readers consume comics, the application of comics in 

different disciplines, and the influence of computers on comics. One of the 

most significant aspects to this work, though, is Eisner’s conception of comics 

as “sequential art.” In his follow up book Graphic Storytelling and Visual 

Narrative (1996), Eisner expands the notion of comics to include “the printed 

arrangement of art and balloons in sequence, particularly as in comic books” 

(p. 6). This is a key contribution to visual rhetoricians who study comics art or 

the like since it accounts for the sequential nature of the medium. 

In deconstructing comics art, Eisner compares the book to the rhetorical 

arts: “I found that I was involved with an ‘art of communication’ more than 

simply an application of art” (1985, p. 6). His works enable some of the first 

serious, scholarly inquiry into the comics form rather than just their usefulness 

as teaching tools in the classroom. With Eisner’s foundation, Scott McCloud 

furthers his work. 

In 1993, Scott McCloud publishes the canonical and often-cited 

Understanding Comics, followed up by Reinventing Comics (2000), and finally 

Making Comics (2006). This unintended triad explores comics in ways apart 

from Eisner. McCloud, a practicing artist famous for his strip Zot!, inventing 

The 24 Hour Comic, and his speaking and consulting work, expands Eisner’s 
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work. His style of presenting his ideas though, is the antithesis of traditional 

book form: he presents his ideas and arguments in the form of a comic (Figure 

24).  

 
Figure 24. Panels from Understanding Comics (1993) by McCloud. 

Presentation aside, McCloud (1993) notes the lack of critical attention 

to the comics medium: “At one time or another virtually all the great media 

have received critical examination, in and of themselves. But for comics, this 

attention has been rare. Eisner’s own Comics and Sequential Art being a 

happy exception” (p. 6). This critical assessment allows McCloud to reassess 

Eisner’s initial conception of comics as sequential art and address them as 

“juxtaposed pictorial and other images in deliberate sequence, intended to 

convey information and/or to produce an aesthetic response in the viewer” (p. 

9). Here McCloud hints at the hyperreal in so far as there is an aesthetic 

response, which is a cognitive process. 

McCloud’s work also deftly integrates semiotic theory with gestalt 

psychology, borrowing the term closure to explain how the lack of detailed 

imagery between panels (frames) functions as a way to play on the common 
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knowledge of readers as well as integrate them into the transactional 

experience of the communication act. In other words, we assume time and 

action existed based on what is not shown. 

With McCloud’s work, the 1990s saw a burgeoning effort not only to 

understand the rhetorical dimensions of the comic, but also to chronicle 

specific developments in the history of comic book. In constructing this body of 

knowledge, scholars began supporting and refuting work, engaging in a 

dialectical process between artist and consumer. Some works focus on 

traditional epochs, like the Golden and Silver ages, as well as significant 

characters (Harvey, 1996). Other works take a broader look at comics, noting 

the popular genres of comic books (like superheroes), the development of the 

underground/alternative comic industry of the 1960s, and the inception of 

mainstream comics and graphic novels (Sabin, 1996).  

Most recently, scholars are taking a niche-oriented perspective by 

exploring the historical aspects of comics studies. Some ethnographic 

research focuses on the role of fans and fan effects as related to specific 

developments in the field (Pustz, 1999; Wright, 2001), while other 

communication researchers work to explore the role of graphic novels on 

contemporary culture and their role as an influential visual medium (Gravett, 

2005; Wolk, 2007).  

Comics as Depicted Through Mediated Forms 
With media playing such an integral role in the hyperreal experience 

(Merrin, 2005; Jenkins, 2006), this section examines how comics have 

developed new forms alongside traditional media outlets: from print to web 

and mobile technologies. These developments have impacted our 

understanding of the changing mode of visual rhetorical interfaces. 
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 In print. 
To survive in the 21st century, most media outlets have adopted new 

technological outlets. For instance, some newspapers went from print to 

including a web-based environment, and photography went from print 

negatives to digital downloads. Comics, however, are unique because they are 

still economically thriving in their original print form in the United States. 

The earliest known printed comic book was Funnies on Parade. Max 

Gaines and Harry Wildenberg (sales representatives from Eastern Color 

Printing Company) created the book in 1933, derived from the comic strip. The 

salesmen tried to get Dell Publishing to fund their project but Dell backed out 

at the last minute, leaving Eastern Color to enter the market on their own. After 

seeing Eastern’s success, Dell entered the comic book market in 1936 with 

their own titles, such as Dick Tracy and Terry and the Pirates (Wright, 2001). 

In June of 1938, DC Comics released Action Comics, No. 1 featuring 

the character of Superman on the front cover. This book, considered by many 

to be one of the most influential comics of all time, begat more superheroes in 

the ever-popular superhero genre: “Superman established the essential 

vocabulary of comic books” (Wright, 2001, p. 14). This surge in popularity 

constitute the first of the major epochs in comics history: the Golden Age.  

The second epoch, known as the Silver Age, occurred between the 

mid-1950s through the 1970s and was characterized by the dominance of the 

superheroes in DC and Marvel publications. The Bronze Age of comics 

occurred during the 1970s through the mid-1980s and contained darker, more 

realistic themes like death, alcohol, and drug use. Finally, most comics 

scholars consider the mid-1980s through to the present the Modern Age of 

comics. The Modern Age is marked by the deconstruction of comic book 

characters and the increasing number of independent comics publishers 
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(Wright, 2001; Duncan & Smith, 2009). Throughout each of these epochs, the 

print form is the dominant means of message distribution, either through 

mass-market, direct-market distribution (Duncan & Smith, 2009), or most 

recently mobile platforms (e.g., e-readers, cell phones, etc.). 

It is important to note that even though this is a very cursory review, it 

establishes print comics’ genesis and rise in popularity as a thriving and 

influential form of popular culture. It also shows that readers relied on, and 

continue to do so, the printed book as their primary source for narratives. 

Unlike television or movies, print has the advantage of being easy to store and 

retrieve when needed, along with being consumed at the reader’s own pace. 

 On the web. 
With the immense popularity of the Internet in the 1990s, comics began 

embracing the digital frontier, albeit rather slowly, as did researchers. Calvi 

(2001) argued that hypertext could learn from comics to help construct an 

aesthetic of hypertext. Such aesthetic elements included the montage 

technique, looking at versus looking through an image (ala Lanham), and the 

general ideas of good layout. Calvi’s work draws from seeing Scott McCloud 

talk firsthand about the digital realm and comics. However, Calvi’s 

interpretation of McCloud’s work (that hypertext and comics do not have 

anything in common) is seemingly misplaced. In fact, McCloud was, and still 

is, a prognosticator of not only digital comics (print reproduced, as-is, on the 

screen), but also of their potential to recreate what it means to be comics via a 

hypertext or multimedia environment: “The multimedia approach to comics is a 

step in that direction – a step toward ‘reality’” (2000, p. 212). This step became 

known as the Infinite Canvas: a way in which to theorize full immersion into a 

comic, not just looking at one (see Chapter 2). This parallels Lanham’s 

concept of looking through versus looking at something.  
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In the end, McCloud (2000) sees digital comics as a counterpart to their 

print cousin and just another form of storytelling: 

Storytellers in all media and all cultures are, at least partially, in the 

business of creating worlds. It’s a mark of their success when those 

worlds are so vivid that we forget they aren’t real. This can be done 

through a medium as simple as text or speech – but the reproduction of 

sign and sound in the minds of the audience will often be outbid by new 

technologies that reproduce them in full. (p. 211) 

For McCloud, full immersion makes the experience of reading comics 

engaging and interactive. This is another aspect of the hyperreal experience. 

Another recent trend in digital comics is to develop the comic for one 

medium and then transfer it to another, creating a transmediated experience 

(Jenkins, 2006). For instance, Mike Krahulik and Jerry Holkins’s on-line comic 

Penny Arcade became a popular video game (Baker, 2007). And Anthony 

Lappe and Dan Goldman’s web comic Shooting War (originally hosted on 

SMITH magazine’s website) became a popular hardbound graphic novel 

(Wolf, 2008). These are but a few examples that show how some comic book 

artists and writers are moving beyond the traditional mode of print into new 

mediated venues in order to create a more participant-oriented experience. 

Developing web-based comics art moves the objects from an analog format to 

new digital modes of communication. This format is also made apparent using 

mobile technologies. 

 Through mobile technologies. 
With the advent of Apple’s iPhone® in 2007, mobile technologies have 

opened up a new arena for the comics industry. Prior to 2007, comics were 

prolific in print form and on-line (as previously discussed). Mobile applications, 

though, released this hold and made digital comics even more portable and 
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accessible to anyone owning a smartphone, netbook, Apple iPad®, or the like 

(Khouri, 2008). 

Comics-related mobile applications combine the advantages of on-line 

comics with the traditions of the print format. Likewise, emergent technologies 

have made reading and composing comics an international affair. A review of 

current applications on Apple’s iTunes® website reveal three types of comics-

related applications: comic readers, comic books, and comics creators. 

Comic reader applications are similar to the Amazon Kindle or Barnes & 

Noble Nook: they act as intermediaries between reader and the digital text. 

However, specific companies create applications in order to display their 

books. For instance, Comixology is an iPhone / iPod Touch reader from 

Marvel Comics that allows viewers to read 500 of their more popular comics. 

Some readers, like ComicZeal, allow you to search through a large library of 

comics not limited to one publisher. 

The second type, comic books, is a self-contained application that has 

the full texts of comic books. The difference between this and the previous 

type is that you don’t need a reader in order to “translate” the comic; you 

simply open the application and begin reading the book. Warner’s The 

Terminator: Death Valley, volumes 1-4, Operation Ajax, and iVerse Comics 

are examples. The final category, comic creators, provides users with the 

necessary tools in order to create their own comic strips or books. For 

example, Vivid Apps’ Strip Designer is an interactive application that allows 

users to integrate their own digital photographs using comic strip or comic 

book templates. In this way, users go beyond just passively taking in what 

others have created, rather consumers become versed in the techne of 

creating their own visual rhetoric in comics form.  
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Mobile technologies provide users with more outlets for experiencing 

comics, from the comic strip to the comic book. Using an electronic device, 

though, questions arise over the comic’s authenticity as a traditional book (i.e., 

the ability to turn or mark the page): can a mobile application have the same 

effect on the reader as traditional printed text? Does engaging a comic on an 

Apple iPad®, Amazon Kindle®, or other portable text reader change the overall 

reading experience? If so, this shift corresponds with McLuhan’s (1964) “the 

medium is the message” (p. 24). If not, then this could lead to the assumption 

that mobile technologies are marketing devices that merely augment the 

already growing comics art market. 

Concluding Remarks 
The focus of this chapter is on the characteristics of comics as they 

relate to rhetoric and the substructures of hyperreality (as discussed in 

Chapter 2). It begins by looking at comics as rhetoric, establishing them as a 

unique form of a rhetorical situation that utilizes sign systems, text, and 

language as modes of constructing visual rhetoric. Specifically, it relates 

Bitzer’s (1998) theory of the rhetorical situation to comics art. This chapter 

argues that the rhetorical exigency is grounded in the social issues and 

themes of the times in which they are created. The audience is the reader and 

fandom that have the ability to be persuaded by the comic. Finally, the 

constraints are established by the comics’ form and visual presentation.  

These ideas shift the cultural impact of comics from the producers 

affecting the consumer to the producers working with consumers in the 

rhetorical act. Using Burke’s notion of identification establishes a common 

ground from which both parties co-construct the act. As such, this chapter 

focuses on aspects of comics that utilize identification in popular culture, in the 

book’s psychological/ideological underpinnings, and through 
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philosophical/mythological aspects. Doing so illustrates how comics can play a 

role in developing a reader’s belief systems and cognitive structuring. This 

also shows the deep structure of rhetorical influence within comics. 

Next, this chapter moves to the ways comics act as tools for coming to 

know the world as it is to ways of seeking knowledge (research tools), as 

presenting realistic depictions of people and objects, and as imbuing 

knowledge to readers. As rhetorical objects, comics have the potential to 

create new knowledge as well as reinterpret the known world, reconfiguring 

past events, perhaps for the sake of storytelling. Finally, this chapter examines 

mediated forms of comics that are especially relevant given that media is an 

integral aspect of hyperreality. In establishing the genesis of comics art in the 

print industry, this section moves into comics on the web and the way they are 

presented through various mobile technologies.  

In so far as McCloud argues that the iconography of comics art is as 

close to a universal language the society has (Handa, 2004), it stands to 

reason that comics are an increasingly critical area of study for technical 

communicators. Since they utilize a reductionist approach in symbolically 

communicating meaning, understanding the relevance and impact these 

symbols have on consumers is important to those who communicate visually: 

technical communicators, editors, document designers, and so on. 

The next chapter summarizes this project’s methodological approach 

and explains the two phases of research: analyzing discourses on hyperreality 

and surveying consumers and producers of graphic narratives about what 

constitutes believable graphic narratives. 
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CHAPTER 4 

METHODOLOGY 
 

“A text cannot be made to speak to us until what it 

says has been understood.” (p. 210) 

–E.D. Hirsch (1967) Validity In Interpretation 

 

Since hyperreality engages media, it is therefore a phenomenon that is 

visual, aural, and cognitive in nature: the visual and auditory elements affect 

what a person knows (and vice-versa). And the image itself is often imbued 

with more than one code (Barthes, 1977), therefore constructing an image 

event that offers critics a more complex narrative to interpret. To decipher a 

rhetorical image event requires an approach that accounts for the inherent 

complex, semiotic factors. As Olson, Finnegan, and Hope (2008) claim:  

In practice and in principle, words and images are oftentimes mixed 

together in rhetorically interesting ways. To study visual rhetoric, then, 

means not to study images or artifacts in isolation from larger textual or 

performative contexts in which an audience might encounter them, but 

rather in precise relation to those contexts that give them shape and 

meaning. (p. 2) 

Alongside rhetoricians and philosophers, technical communicators can 

benefit from research into the hyperreal and graphic narratives (comics). This 

is apparent in so far as technical communication acts as a conduit between 

designers of texts (mediated or otherwise) and end users (consumers, critics, 

and so forth). Their goal is to understand the context of a discourse along with 

various subtexts that provide communicators with knowledge about improving 



Texas Tech University, Alec R. Hosterman, August 2013 
 

 129 

message perception and reception. Understanding the salient characteristics 

of hyperreality, the way these characteristics manifest in comics, and how 

hyperreality affects both production and consumption of graphic narratives 

(comics) in technical communication offers another bridge between theory and 

practice. As comics become more prevalent in professional venues, 

understanding the transactional, rhetorical nature of the artifacts is an 

important skill in the rhetor’s arsenal.  

As evidenced in Chapter 3, there is a growing body of work that 

critically investigates images and image events. From a technical 

communication perspective, one group of research methods / texts are geared 

toward constructing an effective piece of visual rhetoric (e.g., document 

design), while another group explores the visual language that images exhibit 

as a way to affect readers’ perception of what they see. Likewise, some 

scholar-practitioners specialize in producing effective informational graphics or 

web-based content. These texts are valuable for communicators who produce 

specific pieces of visual rhetoric, but are not as effective for critically analyzing 

and critiquing image-based artifacts. This project examines and interpretes 

texts of hyperreality as well as surveying and analyzing responses from 

consumers and producers of graphic narratives. 

Another corpus of texts provides specific methodological approaches to 

interpreting artifacts through a particular fixed lens like photo-elicitation, visual 

anthropology, or cultural studies. These are appropriate for research on 

artifacts in photographic studies, anthropology, or cultural studies, for instance. 

However, these methods are not as effective when studying different types, 

artifacts, or process, like comics and hyperreality. Similarly, in so far as these 

methods provide more standardized steps in the research process (e.g., 

establishing research questions, designing a methodological approach, 

sampling, performing a data analysis, etc.), they do not seem to account for 
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some important factors that will help answer this project’s research questions, 

like correlating results of textual analysis with the interpretation of consumer 

survey responses. Thus, to account for the rhetorical, visual, and interpretive 

factors associated with this particular research project, a method for multiple 

data gathering approaches used. By using two different methods familiar to 

technical communication–content analysis and surveys–this accounts for both 

what is seen on the page and what the consumer interprets in the narrative.  

To best understand the relationship between hyperreality, comics, and 

consumer (reader), this project’s approach is performed in two phases. By 

analyzing writings on hyperreality as well as surveying consumers and 

producers of graphic narratives, a richer description of hyperreality within 

comics emerges, allowing for a more thorough understanding of how those 

artifacts were perceived as realistic and believable texts. This perception can 

be useful to scholars as well as creators of technical, illustrated 

communications in the fields of technical communication and rhetoric. 

Research in this study is conducted in two phases to account for 

multiple methods of data gathering. Phase 1 critically analyzes relevant 

writings on hyperreality, and Phase 2 surveys consumers and producers of 

graphic narratives about their perceptions of realism in graphic narratives. 

Respondents were solicited via listservs, professional contacts, and the like. A 

visual representation of that process is found in Figure 25. 
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Figure 25. The two phases of research. 

Together, the results of these two phases provides one way to answer 

the initial research questions and offers insight into both the concept of 

hyperreality, how users and consumers utilize hyperreality, and the more 

practical uses of hyperreality in technical communication. What follows is a 

more in-depth discussion these two phases and how they best answer the 

research questions. 

Phase 1: Critically Analyzing Discourses on Hyperreality 
Phase 1 implemented a critical approach to the discourse about and 

surrounding hyperreality. Why a critical/theoretical approach? According to 

Hughes and Hayhoe (2008), a “critical theory looks closely at texts–that is, 

formal or informal discourses–to determine what they are ‘really saying’” (p. 

11). Naturally, traditional rhetorical criticism (Foss, 1996; Kuypers, 2005) and 

textual analysis (Bazerman & Prior, 2004) work under this mode of thinking. In 

a critical approach (which is different than the neo-Marxist approach called 

Critical Theory), specific words employed in a text become the source for 

meaning and knowledge. The researcher allows the artifact to “speak” to 

him/her through that particular theoretical, rhetorical, or textual lens (e.g., 

critical, cultural, narrative, metaphoric, etc.). Because the corpus of material on 

hyperreality is published scholarship, either by academics using the concept 
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as a mode of understanding an event, or from social critics and/or 

philosophers attempting to understand how hyperreality functions, this specific 

methodological approach was appropriate for this dissertation. 

Thus, to guide Phase 1 research, I posited two questions: 

 What are the salient characteristics of hyperreality? 

 To what extent is realism a factor in the hyperreal? 

 Artifacts analyzed. 
Writings about (and using) hyperreality were acquired from scholarly 

journal articles, published and unpublished conference papers, books, 

magazines, websites, popular press artifacts, and the like. Writings referenced 

hyperreality in some way or used the concept as a theoretical lens at some 

point in the piece. 

In addition to scouring the literature in communication studies, my 

search included the disciplines of rhetoric, philosophy, sociology, 

anthropology, cultural studies, media studies, and technical communication. 

This search yielded both a larger pool of descriptions to work with as well as a 

cross-section of perspectives. 

 Coding procedures.  
In coding artifacts, I used James Gee’s (2005) guide to discourse 

analysis. Discourse analysis is mainly used to analyze language structures in 

use by participants. However, Gee makes the distinction between discourse 

with a lowercase “d,” and Discourse with a capital “D.” Lowercase “d” 

discourse refers to language used by people to get things accomplished: 

motivate, persuade, explain, etc. Uppercase “D” Discourse occurs “When ‘little 

d’ discourse (language-in-use) is melded integrally with non-language ‘stuff’ to 

enact specific identities and activities” (p. 7). In other words, Discourse 
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accounts for those symbolic and visual acts that constitute meaning. A text, 

then, can have both sociolinguistic properties as well as social practices that 

can be analyzed for meaning. Gee’s approach accounts for the three 

constituents in this research: the published writings of hyperreality, firsthand 

survey responses from consumers and producers of graphic narratives, and 

the visual discourse of fiction graphic narratives. 

Gee provides a method for understanding dominant themes and 

characteristics apparent in different kinds of texts. As he notes: “A discourse 

analysis involves asking questions about how language […] is used to 

construe the aspects of the situation network as realized in that time and place 

and how the aspects of the situation network simultaneously give meaning to 

that language” (p. 110). Because academic prose is one of the primary outlets 

for hyperreality studies, accessing these types of discourse communities (or 

networks) helped answer my research questions (see Chapter 6). 

After identifying source material, the relevant passages concerning 

hyperreality were separated from the original artifact and copied into a new 

document in order to be analyzed using Gee’s seven building tasks: 

1. Significance (identifying important objects or ones that hold value) 

2. Activities (understanding the activities, or set of activities, that comprise 

the situation) 

3. Identities (understanding persons involved or enacting the situation) 

4. Relationships (understanding those relationships developed with and 

through language choice) 

5. Politics (the distribution of social goods and views on these methods) 

6. Connections (understanding how the different elements are connected 

to one another) 
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7. Sign Systems and Knowledge (examining how sign systems impact the 

operations of knowledge-making and how they are valued). 

I paid special attention to the tasks and cues that emerged from any sub-

textual aspects of hyperreality. These included: 

 Social Languages (words used, grammatical devices, or the actual 

writer, assumed writer, or narrator) 

 Situated Meanings (contextualized and situationalized meaning of 

language) 

 Discourse Models (cognitive models used to make sense of the text 

and the world) 

 Intertextuality (referencing language from other contexts). 

In performing this analysis, reciprocity helped to define relationships 

between language and reality: “language simultaneously reflects reality (‘the 

way things are’) and constructs (construes) it to be a certain way” (Gee, p. 95). 

My goal was to understand how scholars, critics, and philosophers perceive 

hyperreality as a network of meaning in relation to image and image events. 

Thus, Gee’s approach exposed ways in which the corpus constructed its own 

descriptive network of meaning and its relationship to the whole of the 

discourse community, much the same way technical communicators utilize 

usability research to illustrate relationships formed between users and 

products. 

Once the analysis was finished, the discerned characteristics were 

grouped according to similarities. This collection of descriptive statements 

summarized hyperreality and thereby laid the foundation for a theoretical 

construct that emerged at the end of Phase 2. Examples from contemporary 
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graphic narratives are included to show each of the concepts as they are 

portrayed. 

Phase 2: Surveying Consumers and Producers of Comics 
Phase 2 assessed the consumers and producers of comics art using 

surveys. With the switch to a non-academic context, I specifically avoided the 

term hyperreality (and its derivatives) in the surveys. As a term and concept, 

hyperreality is primarily used in philosophical and academic vernaculars. 

Common knowledge of it might only be limited to a recent television campaign 

by electronics manufacturer Samsung (see Chapter 2) or a select few media 

references. Instead, I used two terms that have a similar connotation in 

popular culture: “realism” and “believability.” For this research, realism implies 

a direct connection to a physically tangible object, as if the thing perceived is 

as close to what one might see, hear, or touch in one’s own life (a sign in 

semiotics). Believability implies that something is accepted as plausible even 

though it may not be realistic. In other words, something could be believable 

but not realistic, as in a science fiction motion picture (Lord of the Rings: The 

Fellowship of the Ring), or an historical character set in a contemporary era 

(Sherlock Holmes in the 21st century).  

To guide this phase, I posited the following research question:  

 In what ways does realism affect the production and consumption 

of graphic narratives (comics) within general and niche publics, 

such as technical communication? 

To answer this question, I employed an online survey hosted on my personal 

Google Docs account (http://docs.google.com). Surveys are a primarily 

qualitative method of analysis that have the ability to allow for personalized 

and in-depth responses from a population. As Hughes and Hayhoe (2008) 

note, qualitative methods attempt to retrieve data from users, but they are hard 
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to interpret: “The researcher might also supplement the observations with 

interviews. The resultant data, then, would consist of notes and transcripts that 

would be analyzed to see whether meaningful patterns emerged” (p. 11). In 

using surveys for this dissertation, I tailored questions to two separate 

populations: producers and consumers. Respondents answered approximately 

25 to 30 questions depending on their particular role and experience with 

comics art. I also integrated open-ended questions that allowed my 

respondents to provide as much or as little information as they deemed 

important in answering the questions. 

 Population. 
Two groups of participants were targeted for surveys: consumers and 

producers of comics. For this project, producers are those people who create 

comics or those within organizations that make decisions about which comics 

are published. Producers include artists, writers, editors, inkers, letterers, and 

marketing specialists. Consumers are those individuals who purchase, collect, 

and read comics. Consumers are not limited to just collectors and fans; rather, 

they are also individuals who have at least a basic working knowledge of 

comics (i.e., students who read them for classes, children, periodic readers, 

etc.). Producers and consumers seemingly have a high level of exposure to 

comics (from conception to production to consumption) and provide insight on 

various levels of involvement in regards to realistic portrayals and overall 

believability.  

According to Institutional Review Board policy, participants under the 

age of 18 are one type of protected population. To protect the rights of this 

population, I surveyed only consumers who were age 18 and older. Doing so 

also imbued the results with the broadest range of responses available, and 
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thus provided a more complete view of hyperreality as possible from an adult 

perspective.  

 Survey format and questions.    
The surveys were constructed using the free on-line program Google 

Spreadsheets (http://spreadsheets.google.com), an application found within 

Google Docs. When respondents replied, results were automatically stored 

and tabulated by the spreadsheet program. 

The consumer survey consisted of four sections: Realism in Comic 

Books and Graphic Novels, Reading Habits, Scenario 1, and Scenario 2. The 

first section contained closed-ended and multiple-choice demographic 

questions used to classify respondents, while the second, third, and fourth 

sections employed open-ended questions to allow respondents to elaborate 

on their answers or provide specific examples. Some questions included 

explanations where appropriate. The survey ended with a short note of thanks 

to the respondent. What follows are the survey questions. 

Realism in Comic Books and Graphic Novels. Thank you for taking the 

time out of your busy schedule to help me complete my dissertation research. 

This survey is about the perception of realism as depicted in comic books 

and/or graphic novels. Your answers will be kept anonymous and confidential, 

and only used for the purpose of academic research. 

 Current Location (pull down menu of continents as options). 

 If you are located outside of the United States, please list your 

country of residence. 

 E-mail address (Providing your e-mail is completely voluntary. Your 

address will not be provided to third parties and will only be used if 

follow up questions are necessary.) 



Texas Tech University, Alec R. Hosterman, August 2013 
 

 138 

 Age 

 Sex 

Reading Habits. These questions will help me gauge your experience 

and interest in reading comic books and/or graphic novels. 

 Approximately how long (in years) have you been reading comic 

books and/or graphic novels? 

 On a scale of 1 to 10, with 1 being no experience and 10 being 

completely fluent, how would you rate your ability to read a comic 

book and/or graphic novel. 

 Generally speaking, why do you read comic books and/or graphic 

novels? 

 Generally speaking, what are the major factors you consider when 

purchasing a comic book and/or graphic novel? 

Scenario 1. Think of comics and/or graphic novels that you have read 

which you would consider being realistic in some way. With these books in 

mind, please be as thorough as you can in answering the following questions: 

 What comics and/or graphic novels are the most realistic to you? 

 In your opinion, what made the characters realistic? 

 In your opinion, what made the storyline realistic? 

 In your opinion, what visual qualities (images) made for a realistic 

experience? 

 In your opinion, what textual qualities (written text) made for a 

realistic experience? 

 In your opinion, what other qualities made for a realistic 

experience? 
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Scenario 2. Think of comics and/or graphic novels that you have read 

which you would NOT consider being realistic in some way. With these books 

in mind, please be as thorough as you can in answering the following 

questions: 

 What comics and/or graphic novels ARE NOT the most realistic to 

you? (Please list or describe some of the titles that come to mind.) 

 In your opinion, what about the characters made them non-

realistic? 

 In your opinion, what about the storyline made them non-realistic? 

 In your opinion, what visual qualities (images) made for a non-

realistic experience? 

 In your opinion, what textual qualities (written text) made for a non-

realistic experience? 

 In your opinion, what other qualities made for a non-realistic 

experience? 

These are the demographic questions asked to all producers (e.g., 

marketing professionals, publishers, artists, writers and so forth): 

 E-mail address 

 Age 

 Sex 

 Role in the comics industry 

 Approximate number of years working as a professional in the 

comics industry. 

Because the goal of ascertaining information from consumers was 

different than that of producers, the questions I asked both populations were 
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different to a degree. These are the specific questions asked to the marketing 

and publishing professionals: 

 When reviewing potential comics or graphic novels, what are some 

of the general characteristics you use to assess if it is to be 

published or not? 

 To what extent is believability a characteristic for publishing the 

work? 

 What types of stories do you think resonate as the most believable 

for readers? 

 What type of characters do you think resonate as the most 

believable for readers? 

 What type of visual qualities do you think make for a believable 

reading experience? 

 What textual qualities (the written text itself) make for a believable 

reading experience? 

 What other qualities, not listed above, make for a believable 

reading experience? 

These are the specific questions asked to the artists and comic book / 

graphic novel writers: 

 In terms of visual presentation, how do you make a character 

appear believable? 

 In terms of visual presentation, how do you make the setting appear 

believable? 

 What types of stories do you think resonate as the most believable 

for readers? 
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 If you write the text of the story too, then in terms of the storyline, 

what techniques do you use to make it believable? 

 If you write the text of the story too, then in terms of the text 

(dialogue, narration, etc.), what techniques do you use to make it 

believable? 

 In your experience as an artist, is believability a factor in readers 

accepting a comic or graphic novel as realistic? Why or why not? 

 What other factors, if any, are there in this process? 

 Survey distribution methods. 
Participants were gathered through face-to-face networking at comics 

art-related conventions, through student volunteers at colleges and universities 

in the United States, and through various on-line resources like e-mail, 

listservs (i.e., Comics Scholars, CRTNET, TechRhet, etc.), websites, micro-

blogs, Twitter, Facebook, blogs, and so forth. It was the hope that utilizing 

different types of outlets would provide the project with a cross-section of 

participants in terms of location, age, and experience.  

Surveys were sent to the e-mail addresses of different types of 

producers: marketing professionals in publishing, comic book artists, comic 

book illustrators, graphic novelists, and inkers. Specific knowledge of who 

completed the survey is not known. 

 Coding procedures.    
Once all survey answers were collected and catalogued by participant 

roles (producer or consumer), responses were analyzed using the same type 

of procedures as outlined in Phase 1 using Gee’s (2005) guide to discourse 

analysis (see Phase 1, Coding Procedures). Using the same method ensured 
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both reliability in how the results were assessed and validity in the analysis 

process. 

With Phase 2 completed, a second conceptualization of hyperreality 

was constructed. As with the previous phase, where possible I integrated 

images from contemporary graphic narratives to illustrate the concepts “in 

action.” In the end, both conceptualizations offered a narrative description of 

hyperreality. 

Graphic Narratives 
As previously noted, I utilized visual examples from contemporary 

graphic novels in order to explicate ways in which the discernable 

characteristics of hyperreality manifest themselves in Phases 1 and 2. Rather 

than examine non-fiction works (ones that have a connection to the real in 

some way), fictional graphic narratives were used because of their originality 

and potential to be seen as independent of physical reality. Works were drawn 

from those published beginning in the 1980s to the present. This era is 

generally considered to be the “birth” of the popular graphic novel when they 

were introduced to the marketplace. I selected 17 different works across eight 

different categories, inspired by Gene Kannenberg’s (2008) categorization 

system. Kannenberg’s genres and the individual books chosen include: 

superhero, science fiction, fantasy, war, international fiction, historical fiction, 

drama, and comedy. 

Concluding Remarks 
This chapter explicates the specific methodological approach of this 

dissertation. Accordingly, this two-phase approach begins with Phase 1 

targeting the writings about hyperreality. Phase 2 targets the opinions of 

producers and consumers of graphic narratives as gathered through various 

on-line and in-person resources. 
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With each phase, I use Gee’s (2005) method of discourse analysis to 

draw out key words and phrases and group them according to prominence 

and the number of times they are used. Relevant material was distinguished 

through Gee’s seven building tasks: significance, activities, identities, 

relationships, politics, connections, and sign systems & knowledge. In 

addition, I paid special attention to the tasks and cues that emerged from any 

sub-textual aspects of the data, including: social language, situated meanings, 

discourse models, and intertextuality. 

For Phase 1, I analyze the different definitions and writings about 

hyperreality culled from scholarly and non-scholarly sources. For Phase 2, 

electronic surveys are distributed to both producers and consumers of comics 

art, asking about their particular experiences with realism and believability in 

graphic narratives. The next chapter explores the specific results of the 

research. 
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CHAPTER 5 

EXAMINING DATA 
This chapter discusses results from Phases 1 and 2 of the research. 

Phase 1 examined 77 different descriptions of hyperreality. As noted in the 

previous chapter, writings on hyperreality were acquired from scholarly 

sources (i.e., refereed journal articles, published and unpublished conference 

papers, and books) and popular press sources (i.e., magazines, websites, and 

popular media artifacts). Texts were chosen because they either concerned 

hyperreality in some way, referenced the meaning of hyperreality, or they used 

the concept as a theoretical lens. Source material came from texts in 

communication studies, rhetoric, philosophy, sociology, anthropology, cultural 

studies, media studies, cyberculture, and technical communication. The 

second criterion for source selection was that the text had to describe or 

define hyperreality (the concept) in one of two ways: either interpreting a 

published work’s definition (e.g., “Baudrillard meant…”) or offering up an 

original definition of the concept (e.g., “We defined hyperreality as...”).  

The citation for each work was written at the top of a separate page and 

subsequent writings (herein referred to as definitions) culled from it were listed 

underneath. Once all definitions were written, they were analyzed using Gee’s 

7 building tasks–significance, activities, identities, relationships, politics, 

connections, and sign systems and knowledge–and important and relevant 

key words and/or phrases were written underneath the definitions. 

After analyzing these writings, all of the words and phrases that 

emerged from the analysis were grouped according to similarities, much like 

grounded theory’s ability to code data according to concepts and categories 

(Corbin & Strauss, 2008). For instance, the words “actual, authentic, 

experienced, originals, real, more real than real, precedes real” were grouped. 
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The moniker “The Real” was then used to name the category. Although 

naming was subjective, word choice was an attempt to describe the intent 

behind the category itself. Finally, using the category’s key terms and 

referencing the original definitions, I wrote a summary descriptive statement. 

Those nine descriptive statements formed Phase 1’s conceptualization of 

hyperreality.  

In similar fashion, Phase 2 examined the results of surveys distributed 

to both producers and consumers of graphic narratives. After analyzing the 

results of the surveys, important words or phrases were identified, again 

according to Gee’s building tasks. From there, six categories were created and 

labeled accordingly. For each category, I wrote five descriptive statements that 

formed Phase 2’s conceptualization of hyperreality. 

Phase 1 Results 
A total of 36 different works (i.e., books, articles, etc.) were analyzed in 

order to gather 77 various definitions of hyperreality. On the next page, Table 

1 shows the results from a key word analysis of the definitions. This table 

provides the number of times a word was mentioned within the 77 definitions. 

The top ten terms from the analysis were (with tallies in parentheses): real 

(62), hyperreality (47), reality (44), hyperreal (37), simulation (19), Baudrillard 

(18), world (15), image/s (13), representation/s (10), and longer (10).  

Once all key words and phrases were grouped, nine descriptive topics 

emerged: the real, simulation, culture system, creation of a new reality, 

representations, media/technology/tools, belief in hyperreality, created 

complete world, and stages of hyperreality. What follows is a description of 

each with corresponding examples from contemporary graphic narratives 

where possible. 
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Table 1. Key words from the definitions of hyperreality. 
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 The real. 
This category references authenticity or experienced authenticity. With 

all things there is an origin: a nucleus of matter that offers up a starting point 

for life. For this project, the “real” is that nucleus: a physical starting point for a 

discussion on the hyperreal. Reality is understood as a given, like a landscape 

one walks through or the water in the sea (Best & Kellner, 1991; Tiffin & 

Terashima, 2001). The real becomes the equivalent of tangibility, structure, 

and absolute validation: if you can touch it, it must be true. If we begin with the 

idea of the real as being the time and place in which something physically 

exists, it is from there that all things must come about. The real is an external 

force that offers up a checks-and-balances to what it is we believe, however 

as Cubitt (2011) notes: “hyperreality suggests that we can no longer refer to 

an external, validating reality” (p. 46). Herein lies the dilemma.  

Conceivably, reality is a principle that most technical communicators 

work from. As Paradis (2004) writes, “As a signifying system, language 

precipitates versions of experience from the complex contents of ‘reality.’ 

These reductions are necessary distortions. They help to establish perspective 

in simplified points of view that clarify the structure and purpose of artifacts” (p. 

371). Writing technical manuals reduces the distortion of the unknown into a 

guide that is relatable and understandable. Clear and undistorted language 

makes this possible. 

The real as an origin is identifiable by more than one source; a society 

that collectively agrees on the state of being expressed by the collective. It is 

not a creative invention like the fictionalized world of comics or on the silver 

screen, but rather it is a reference point for societies to function (Baggott, 

2005). Reality is a “world of people and objects” (Smith, 2001), produced and 

consumed by its inhabitants (Hegarty, 2004). Using the phrase “the real 

world,” as opposed to worlds outside of our own tangibility, evidences this. 
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Finally, the real is not fantasy. It is not virtual. It is not the intangible as 

we have come to know the digital landscape. Reality is that which produces 

the virtual with a kernel of tangibility. This provides users actions–what they 

do, say, write, touch, hear, smell, and taste–as authentic experiences to them.  

 Simulation. 
This category references the replication, process, or the multiplicity 

aspect. Based on the analysis of definitions, hyperreality constructs a 

simulated reality. Only with an origin in place can the fake, simulated reality be 

conceived of and eventually produced. This fabrication can be in different 

forms, from a simple drawing of a gun to a picture of a gun to a gun made with 

a three-dimensional printer. Regardless though, the simulation is still a 

counterfeit of the real: a simulacrum. Paradis (2004) comments on the 

relationship between text and reader: “Written discourse reduces and fixes 

human experience so that it may be reprocessed–read, studied, and 

manipulated as object” (p. 371). Text becomes a simulation of speech, and 

acts as something that can be manipulated and copied in different forms 

(recordings, digital recreations, etc.). 

The simulation starts to blur with the real, with the former becoming 

dominant (Best & Kellner, 1991; Detmer, 2005). The blurring is a function of a 

replication of the real. Thus, with the simulation in place, the copy begets a 

copy. And that copy begets a copy, ad infinitum (Gane, 1991; Hegarty, 2004). 

Those who are fully immersed, perhaps in the Disney World experience, that 

experience becomes the authentic reality they come to know and trust. Why 

wouldn’t they? If the duplicate were exactly the same as the real, without any 

notification that declares it to be a copy, then why wouldn’t it be accepted as 

such? This is the central premise behind the movie The Matrix. 
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Finally, this sense of simulated reality is based upon two premises: that 

which is (e.g., reality) and that which should be (e.g., an idealized reality) 

(Kellner, 2009; Smith & Bugni, 2002). Hyperreality goes “above and beyond,” 

becoming more real than real because of what people seek to have as their 

perfected reality (Best & Kellner, 1991). Perhaps this is why Burke (1966) 

thought of man as rotten with perfection and goaded by a spirit of hierarchy. 

This goal that is not always attainable, but what one strives for on a daily 

basis, comes from the culture and media surrounding it. In this way, 

Baudrillard (1994) uses Disneyland to explain this phenomenon: Disney’s 

Main Street personifies what a “perfect” Main Street should be, not what it 

actually is. This perfection comes from the programs we see in mainstream 

media outlets. 

 
Figure 26. Photo of Main Street, Disney World by Alec R. Hosterman (2012). 
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 Figure 26 shows a snowy Main Street in The Magic Kingdom at Disney 

World in Orlando, Florida. This was a manufactured event as part of a special 

Mickey Mouse Christmas Parade, complete with holiday decorations and 

manufactured snow that melted as it hit the ground or landed on people. It was 

meant to replicate a perfect, small town Christmas night–a typical, simulated, 

experience one has as part of a Disney World vacation. As experiences can 

replicate cultural memories, and images can replicate real events, text with 

images has the ability to replicate experiences found in technical illustrations, 

documents, or any number of professional documents. 

 Culture system. 
From the analysis, this category references communities of knowledge 

as participants in cultural entities. As much as we strive to be individuals set 

apart from the collective, people are products of the cultures in which they 

exist (Scollon et al., 2012). Identity is wrapped up in social norms and the 

narratives we adhere to and create. Herein lies another aspect of the 

hyperreal found in the analysis: it is a sign system that exists as a result of the 

context in which it was created (Smith, 2001). Cultures create their own sign 

systems which acts as boundaries. Culture systems are at all levels of 

interaction with other participants: family, friendships, romantic relationships, 

professional relationships, etc. As Miller (2004) writes: “We can define 

scientific writing as written communication based within a certain community 

and undertaken for certain communal reasons” (p. 52). Humans navigate 

varying systems, each with their own sets of rules, guidelines, signs, and 

codes.  

Given the depth and breadth of language structures, cultural knowledge 

is questioned now more than ever given the mediated culture that surrounds 

us. In the 1940s, Whorf and Sapir set forth the principles of linguistic 
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determinism (the way we think is determined by the language we use) and 

linguistic relativity (our worldview affects our language choices) (Salzmann, 

2004). In short, the theory explained why people of different cultural groups 

understand language differently. This is especially relevant since one way to 

understand a culture’s worldview is through linguistic interaction. 

The results of the research showed that hyperreality is thought of as a 

particular worldview: a confluence of signs brought together to replicate and 

overthrow our sense of the real. It is a powerful idea, one made possible by 

contemporary movies (e.g., The Matrix, Inception), literature (e.g., Harry Potter 

and the Deathly Hallows), and graphic narratives (e.g., Superman: Red Son) 

(Figure 27). The culture system that exists within each of these examples 

challenges the assumptions of what we know about our world. Comics art is 

an outlet that offers multiple discourse with multiple versions of reality. For 

instance, Superman: Red Son offers a contradictory Superman origin story, 

one where Kal-el’s spaceship did not land in Smallville, but rather on a 

communal farm in Russia. It explores an alternative universe where Superman 

wasn’t fighting for American values, but rather was used by the Communist 

party in the Cold War. The artists utilize familiar signs from the Superman 

mythos but changes enough to establish a realistic culture that is simulated 

and explored in Superman: Red Son. 
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Figure 27. Cover of Superman: Red Son (2003) by Millar et al.. 

 Some of the definitions analyzed found it easy to dismiss the idea of a 

cultural hyperreality as merely fiction, but others found Baudrillard’s notions 

had merit. For instance, Umberto Eco (1986) saw the hyperreal as permeating 

different cultural systems, like advertising and the American dream: “The sign 

aims to be the thing, to abolish the distinction of the reference, the mechanism 

of replacement. Not the image of the thing, but its plaster cast. It’s double, in 

other words” (p. 7). From advertising to movies, books to comics, the cultural 

perception of reality becomes reified in the context through which it is 

manifested and produced: it is “the most extreme form of socialization” 

(Cubbitt, 2001, p. 47). 

 Creation of a new reality. 
This category references the creation of an artificial, virtual world that 

has come into existence. To this point, the real versus the hyperreal is a 
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philosophical (and metaphorical) discussion with Baudrillard believing the 

hyperreal triumphant. And with the metaphoric destruction of the real, the 

hyperreal reconstructs a new simulated reality to survive in its place (Baggott, 

2005). This new reality is artificial in nature and becomes consumed through 

the virtual and the media (Borgmann, 1999; Hegarty, 2004). 

One way this new reality manifests itself is through language. Linguist 

S. I. Hayakawa (1964) explains this reality-inducing tool: “But with the rise of 

modern communication systems, the problem of confusing verbal symbols 

with realities assumes peculiar urgency. We are constantly being talked at, by 

teachers, preachers, salesmen, public-relations counsels, governmental 

agencies, and moving-picture sound tracks.” (p. 29). In so far as language 

constructs meaning and knowledge, it also constructs ways of understanding 

the world around us (linguistic relativity). This construction is seemingly part of 

the creation process in a potential reality. The evolving role of the technical 

communicator is one of understanding language so as to make complex 

concepts clear without losing impact or effect. Taking a document from one 

professional culture and making it accessible in a lay culture is about 

recreating rhetorical artifacts for meaning and knowledge. 

The key to this new reality, though, is the understanding that it never 

really existed (or exists); it has no authentic counterpart, no origin in reality. As 

Oha (2001) notes, “the hyperreal invites us to forget the real.” Physical reality 

not withstanding that which we know as original is replaced by a new, more 

authentic real, a believable real. Bolter and Grusin (1999) discussed how = 

Disney theme parks remediate reality via media: “Disney television, film, and 

theme parks each made their own promise of authenticity of experience even 

as they validated the promise of the other two” (p. 172). The new reality 

replaces the old and consumers search for meaning in that new reality. This 

new reality replaces what consumers know as reality because it is outside of 
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the known or traditional systems of production: “In Baudrillard’s schema, 

signifying systems are misleading because they generate the notion of reality 

as something that is outside of the system through the very operational 

processes of the system itself” (Chan, 2008). This exterior locus of control 

develops the hyperreal in tandem, thus the inability to see the shift occurring. 

 Representations. 
This category refers to ways in which images represent or model that 

which is hyper-reified. Scholar I. A. Richards (1965) writes of metaphor: “But 

we all live, and speak, only through our eye for resemblances” (p. 89). He cites 

Aristotle’s Poetics in describing the power of this linguistic device: “’[The 

command of metaphor] alone cannot be imparted to another: it is the mark of 

genius, for to make good metaphors implies an eye for resemblances’” (p. 89). 

Throughout history, metaphor has been used as a rhetorical device for 

constructing representations and associations. The mediated age brought 

about the ability to remediate metaphor into visual representations of new 

ideas, places, things, people, etc. It is this idea that prompts writers of the 

hyperreal to explore new representations. 

As such, a visually represented presence is necessary for the 

hyperreal. It is integral to society accepting or denying that which is hyper-

reified. Our networked, mediated society (expanded upon in the next section) 

makes possible the creation of an original and a copy, and thereby multiple 

copies (Castells, 2000). As Mendenhall (2009) puts it: “For Baudrillard, 

Borges’ map constitutes hyperreality–the simulation of something that never 

really existed” (2009). 

Manufactured representations are constructed of signs. As initially 

described in Chapter 3, late 19th century / early 20th century philosopher and 

semiotician Charles Sanders Peirce (1955) tells us that, “A sign stands for 
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something to the idea which it produces, or modifies. Or, it is a vehicle 

conveying in to the mind something from without” (p. 80). In a similar vein, 

French linguist Ferdinand de Saussure (1959) explains a sign to be the 

“combination of a concept and a sound-image” (p. 67), commonly called the 

signifier and signified.  Through this, we understand the sign as anything that 

can stand for something else.  

 
Figure 28. Cover of Excalibur #4 (1988) by Marvel Comics. 

Figure 28 shows the cover page from Marvel Comics’ Excalibur #4. The 

book’s cover breaks with the traditional signs associated with comic book 

cover art: a hyper-stylized image that encapsulates the events of the comic as 
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well as potentially attracting new readers by showing superheroes battling 

villains. As the realistic looking janitor remarks: “Cover? You mean with huge 

muscular heroic males and beautifully erotic females engaging in gratuitous 

violence against sinister criminal super brains and their ugly stupid henchmen” 

(1988). 

From the virtual to the physical, signs constitute meaning. However, 

“Baudrillard suggests that simulation involves the construction of its own 

referential process” (Chan, 2008). Referent and reference become one and 

meaning is lost in the representation itself: “Hyperreality is a term used to 

describe the way the world is absorbed by an individual’s preference for 

illusory objects over authentic ones” (Torikian, 2009). Understanding the 

complexity of signs in relation to what they represent and/or mean is made 

even more complex with the technological tools they use to manifest 

themselves. 

 Media / technology / tools. 
This category refers to the tools used to codify, distribute, and make the 

hyperreal possible. As discussed up to this point, the hyperreal is dominantly 

made possible by a visual presence. This visual presence is then proliferated, 

in part, by media technologies. As Baudrillard (2003) himself remarks, “In its 

current sense, the virtual stands opposed to the real, but its sudden 

emergence, through the new technologies” (p. 39). Media in all shapes and 

forms–book, magazine, television, movies, web–become the mode through 

which the hyperreal takes root in the perceptual processes of users. 

Technology becomes the ties that bind. Drawing from nature, Tiffin and 

Terashima (2001) position hyperreality alongside Virtual Reality (VR) and 

Artificial Intelligence (AI). But technology is more than just the equipment. 

Technology now includes the content we’re exposed to, offering up a dual 
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purpose of both the means and the message. The ubiquitous nature of media 

has influenced our society to the point at which we are almost unaware of its 

exposure and application in daily life.  

Images are coded and decoded, modified and replaced, reproduced 

and re-spread. Screens become the way users experience the real: 

“Confounding the senses, the screen plays with the real as it is experienced, 

presenting something that it is not” (Poster, 2009, p. 81). Our sense of 

realness is affected by the technologies that surround us; ones that 

communicate meaning in 1s and 0s. Entertainment and information are moved 

from one source to another, remediating themselves in the minds of viewers 

as simulations of real events. They become, in some respects, the real itself–

controlling thought and behavior forever more (Kellner, 2006). The copies 

themselves become copies–facilitated by media–and transfer the meaning of 

the “real” onto: the hyperreal (Klien, 2005). 

 Belief in hyperreality. 
This category refers to people believing/accepting that which is hyper-

reified. In the 1999 movie The Matrix, directors Andy and Lana Wachowski 

presented a world in which a complex, computerized network called the matrix 

dominated Earth after a post-apocalyptic event. The matrix utilized the 

biological resources of humans (grown from test tubes) to maintain their 

seemingly un-limitless power supply. People, though, did not know they were 

being used as fodder for machines. To the people, they were going about their 

daily lives as though it was pre-apocalypse; this was the gift of the matrix. The 

physical reality had people “plugged in” to the technological creature that 

created the virtual world people existed in; not knowing was bliss. And the 

people didn’t know any different: they accepted what they saw as physically 



Texas Tech University, Alec R. Hosterman, August 2013 
 

 158 

real. This world was presented to consumers on different mediated fronts, 

from movies to websites, animated short films to graphic narratives. 

Because the Wachowski brothers were heavily influenced by 

Baudrillard’s work, hyperreality as they understood it is visualized within The 

Matrix. People did not believe they were living in a simulated world until shown 

so. In similar fashion, some definitions explored the idea of how imitations are 

not the copy; they are understood as the originals. Baggott (2005) notes: “We 

now live within a reality that has become a complete invention of our 

postmodern, urban, industrial society and media culture. To some it has 

become a dreamworld, a hyperreality, no longer based on anything identifiably 

real” (p. 19).  If Baggott is correct, then it can only be so because the populace 

believes it to be so. This confounding of the senses (Poster, 2009) implies a 

sincere acceptance–a true belief of sorts–in we see and experience. Just like 

characters in The Matrix, the notion that we accept as real the fantasy world 

erases the boundaries between fantasy and reality.  

As studies into new media theory and cyberculture expand, so do the 

simulatory experiences of those who explore VR as a device of representation. 

As Manovich (2001) writes:  

The alternative tradition of which VR is a part can be found whenever 

 the scale of representation is the same as the scale of our human world 

 so that the two spaces are continuous. This is the tradition of simulation 

 rather than that of representation bound to a screen. The simulation 

 tradition aims to blend virtual and physical spaces rather than to 

 separate them. (p. 112) 

The blending of the physical with the virtual to be perceived within a seamless 

transition is part of the mediated, hyperreal experience. This experience, 

though, is dependent upon details. 
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 Created, detailed world. 
This category refers to the production of endless details in creating 

meaning and/or a worldview. The proliferation of the hyperreal is brought on 

by the seemingly endless supply of available information (Lanham, 2006). In a 

world that produces meaning, the depth to which detail is created is seemingly 

obvious when compared to the real. As Borgmann (1992) writes about 

hyperreality, it must “be real,” details must be present: “The ideal limit of 

hyperreality is encyclopedic completeness” (p. 88). And as Smith (2001) 

remarks, there are “infinite representations and meanings” associated with the 

hyperreal (p. 42).  

As comics are increasingly being used to illustrate and explain technical 

information to a wider audience (Ginman & von Ungern-Sternberg, 2003; 

Opsteegh, 2009; Yuh, 2008), they rely on details to tell their story. In and of 

themselves, details can be uniquely visualized and depicted by different 

illustrators. For instance, most photographers use a literalist approach in 

making pictures of actual moments in life with a camera, while comic artists 

might interpret the same event using a reductionist approach in drawing the 

image. One uses a device to capture reality as it looks, while the other 

interprets reality using human perception. Both capture and utilize details in 

when creating images and both draw on their respective skills to tell the story, 

but one is understood as more real (the photo). But wherein the photo has 

finite detail (limited to what is seen and captured), the artist has infinite details 

available to them to use (limited by imagination).  

To illustrate this concept further, it is easy to examine the idea of 

comics fandom in relationship to the knowledge and use of details. Generally, 

serious collectors of a comic book series or publishers will engulf themselves 

in a particular set of titles. For instance, Batman collectors will want to know 

the writers, the principle artists, Batman’s origin story, where Gotham City is in 
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relation to the rest of the world, who he has fought, who he has worked 

beside, and so forth (Pustz, 1999). All of this is information pulled from the 

overarching DC universe (DC Comics being publishers of the Batman series). 

Likewise, the fan will compare the original backstory found in the “official” 

universe against the presentation of it in other media, like movies. If that movie 

version goes against its print origin, the fan will know it because the details 

(albeit endless) do not provide logical continuity (which is related to 

believability). The fan might also go to the extent of actually participating in the 

creation of the legend–such as developing his/her own comic–they will add to 

the ever-growing body of information available from which other fans can pull if 

wanted. 

The graphic narrative not only pulls its own referential sources, but also 

on an endless supply of both fictionalized reality (as marked by the DC 

Universe) and the reality of the reader (the physical world). It pulls from 

various sources and justifies changes in plots or storylines to coincide with this 

hyperreal world, all in order to allow readers to assume their part in a larger 

storyline. As this example shows, details construct the complete world from 

which the hyperreal exists and details are what those that engage the 

hyperreal utilize in understanding and expanding the hyperrealistic experience. 

 Stages of hyperreality. 
This category refers to the structured, linear progression of stages in 

the hyperreal. Human communication is an organic process, building off 

previous interactions, collecting information, and growing as participants build 

a history together. Writing can follow a similar pattern, especially when 

researching, organizing, and presenting information in specialized formats 

(e.g., reports, memos, etc.) (Driskill, 2004). Structure and growth are part of 
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the communicative act, and within the research, it appears stages of 

hyperreality also exist. 

Although not as prevalent as in previous categories, the idea that 

hyperreality occurs in stages (or levels) is apparent in several definitions. 

These include: “In the hyperreal stage of signification” (Chan, 2008); “In this 

phase there is, then, a fusion of the real into simulation: the hyperreal” (Gane, 

2000, p. 42); and the reference to the three Orders of Simulacra (Hegarty, 

2004). Within these descriptions, authors draw the connection to stages or 

layers of a manufactured reality.  

One might dismiss these three definitions as not being important 

because of their lack of prominence in the literature, especially in relation to 

the previous categories. However, the definition’s prominence speaks to two of 

Gee’s (2005) building tasks: connections and significance. Baudrillard’s orders 

of simulacra include reflecting reality, masking reality, masking an absence of 

reality, and finally becoming simulacra (the hyperreal) (Baudrillard, 1994). In 

viewing this from Gee’s task of making connections, there is an 

interconnectedness and depth to the hyperreal given Baudrillard’s own notion 

of layering forms, building on top of one another. In terms of significance, this 

was important to Baudrillard himself in describing how the simulacra manifests 

itself among the copies, similar to how panels come together to form strips, 

combined with pages, and bound together to become a comic book. 

The First Conceptualization of Hyperreality 
As Gee (2006) writes: “Judgments of relevance […] are ultimately 

theoretical judgments, that is, based on the analyst’s theories of how 

language, situations, and interactions work in general and in the specific 

situation being analyzed” (p. 106). What I call a conceptualization is a 

collection of descriptive statements discerned from the discourse. They give 
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narrative form to the categories and what they imply. Taken together, the 

statements create a holistic picture of hyperreality from what others have 

written. 

The narrative statements themselves are constructed by reviewing key 

words and phrases from the category. The statements are interpretive in 

nature, but wholeheartedly based upon the discerned key words and phrases. 

Where it is possible to visualize the statement, examples from contemporary 

graphic narratives illustrate the concept. Although an image may contain 

multiple examples of characteristics, the example illustrates the characteristic 

being discussed. Phase 1 conceptualization manifests itself in the following 

statements: 

1. There is an origin in the hyperreal: a sense of truth that resonates 

within the viewer’s perception of an event, place, object, ritual, person, etc. In 

review, the theme of the real was a prevalent theme in the discourse 

surrounding hyperreality: a foundation for what a person knows or comes to 

know as an authentic reality. The real, then, is a starting point or origin from 

which copies are made. For instance, the idea of truth perceived as real: an 

objective, unbiased source of information that will contradict falsities, untruths, 

lies, and deception (Nyberg, 1993). Truth, though, is often fraught with 

contradictions and misunderstandings because it is based upon a person’s 

perception of events, or the reality of the event.  

Taking this one step further, images are thought of as an authentic 

(truthful) reality because they have the ability to represent an objective, real life 

(Wright, 2008). For instance, a photograph of soldiers marching in Germany 

during World War II (Figure 29) functions as an icon for the actual place and 

time in which the event took place. The image is equated to the truth: an 

unvarnished reality that is captured by an objective tool, the camera.  
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Figure 29. Photograph of S. A. Marching Through Wurttemberg. 

 
Figure 30. Panel from Berlin: City of Stones (2000) by Lutes. 
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Using actual historical events as a backdrop, Berlin: City of Stones 

(Figure 30) author, Jason Lutes, depicts what life was like in Berlin, Germany 

from 1928 to 1933. The book follows Marthe Muller and her relationship to 

journalist Kurt Severing as they see the rise of Nazi party. In order to create a 

believable setting for his story, Lutes grounds his characters in historic pre-

World War II Germany. Figure 29 shows a page from the graphic narrative that 

contains a realistic encounter with a Nazi party rally in the streets. The image 

looks similar to the photograph in Figure 28, a photographic representation of 

reality by which the graphic narrative is based.  

2. Hyperreality is a simulated reality that replaces an authentic reality. 

The simulation (counterfeit, fake, copy, etc.) begets a copy that begets a copy, 

ad infinitum. With the idea of the simulation at the core of the second category, 

such key words and phrases as “copy, counterfeit, illusion, model, 

replacement, simulacra, infinite representations, replicating copies of copies of 

the real” brought forth the idea that the simulated reality begets multiple 

copies. However, copies are typically based upon an idealized reality, not the 

authentic (physical) reality experienced by an individual. The idealized reality 

is one that people could strive to obtain, perhaps through thought or deed. 

With graphic narratives, simulation is shown in the way fictional 

superheroes are remediated from those ideals we believe are the embodiment 

of what is good and moral about society (Duncan & Smith, 2009). Superheroes 

serve as an amalgam of our past, present, and future: copies that beget 

copies that beget copies. For instance, Moore and Gibbon’s epic Watchmen 

(Figure 30) is a comic that deconstructs the superhero genre. But in order for 

its critique to function, readers must first know about the superhero genre. And 

in order for the superhero genre to function, readers must know its purpose 

and roots in hyper-stylized human actions. This exemplifies the simulation and 

the copy and the complexities of their intertwined relationship. 



Texas Tech University, Alec R. Hosterman, August 2013 
 

 165 

 
Figure 31. Panel from Watchmen (1987) by Moore and Gibbons. 

Likewise, within the graphic narrative there are multiple storylines that 

play off of one another, including: the backstory of the original cast of 

superheroes called the Minutemen (Figure 31); the second iteration of the 

superheroes that are the heart of the story in Watchmen; and the intertwined 

and metaphoric Tales of the Black Freighter (which is a popular comic book 

the characters in Watchmen read). The authentic reality is replaced by a 

fictional idealized reality (Minutemen) that is then replaced by a fictional 

present (Watchmen) with reference to a non-comic comic (Tales of the Black 

Freighter). The complexity of Watchmen is made possible by the multiple 

copies of reality that Moore and Gibbons construct in order to tell their story. 
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3. Hyperreality is an intricate, cultural system of signs that construct a 

particular worldview. These intertwined sign systems affect participants’ 

points-of-view, thinking, and the like. This narrative description came about 

after terms like “culture, postmodern, society, system, world” rose to the 

forefront of the analysis. This category illustrates the idea of a larger sign 

system at play rather than the finite amount of information provided in a single 

image. The complexity of hyperreality produces an interchange of meaning at 

various levels, but complete in so far as they make their own world and 

worldview. 

 
Figure 32. Page from Deogratias (2007) by Stassen. 

The complexity of a cultural sign system can be found in Stassen’s 

graphic narrative, Deogratias: A Tale of Rwanda. The book tells the story of a 

Hutu boy, Deogratias, before, during and after the Rwandan genocide. 

Intertwined tales of the past and present are manifested visually and 

dovetailed by the historical aspects of the Hutu and Tutsi. Figure 32 shows the 
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artist not only describes the Tutsi and Hutu (“The Tutsi are a Nilotic race…”), 

but also provides commentary of the cultural implications for how students 

were taught about the two tribes and the realities of how children perceived 

these differences (“The teacher is a fool.”). The teacher’s worldview is 

tempered by his experiences while the children’s worldview by theirs.  

4. Hyperreality is an artificial production; a virtual world of unreal 

“realness.” Analogous to a simulated reality (statement #2), this collection of 

words differentiates itself by focusing on the artificiality of what is created. 

Words and phrases like “abstraction, artificial, not real, virtual, fusion, never 

really existed, no counterpart, no origin, not based on anything identifiably 

real” allow for complex meaning systems that goes beyond the boundaries of 

what is physically real to manifest the improbable into the plausible (no 

counterpart). This fusion of artificiality with the virtual brings about a new 

reality, one separate from the physical reality that persons know to be true. 

 
Figure 33. Panels from Marvels (2004) by Busiek and Ross. 
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In comics, the fusion of the virtual with the real help bring about this 

artificial production of “unreal realness.” For instance, Busiek and Ross’ 

Marvels explores the world of superheroes from the viewpoint of Phil Sheldon, 

a photojournalist who records images of superheroes helping to save their city, 

country and world (Figure 33). Over Phil’s 35 years, he sees varying crowd 

reactions to the heroes, the complacent nature of society taking them for 

granted, the mass panic of mutants infiltrating the country (a metaphor for the 

spread of fear associated with McCarthyism), and much more. In and of itself, 

the book is a radical change of perspective–from that of the common man–

which integrates the previous notion of a complex worldview. In tandem, 

Marvels is also realistic by the visual stylings of artist Alex Ross. Figure 32 

also shows his photorealistic style as it lends authenticity to Kurt Busiek’s 

superhero storyline, a virtual world made possible through text and intricate, 

detailed visuals.  

5. A visual presence manifests the hyperreal and is integral to society 

accepting or denying the hyper-reified. This description exemplifies the visual 

aspects and signification that occurs in the hyperreal. Such terms as “images, 

cultural icons, map, modeling, representation, illusion to reality” describe the 

necessity of a visual culture in the process of hyperreality. The visual presence 

is constructed of signs that model a real world, separate from the physical 

world, thus blurring the realization of the copy from the authentic. In this, 

graphic narratives could exploit the relationship between the real and artificial 

to develop a new real of sorts for consumers.  
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Figure 34. Panels from Shooting War (2007) by Lappe and Goldman. 

The graphic narrative Shooting War exemplifies this characteristic in so 

far as its visual presence blends photographs with illustrations. In turn this 

helps establish the book’s ethos in regards to realism and believability. The 

storyline is about a citizen journalist, Jimmy Burns, who is contracted out by a 

major news outlet to cover the war in Iraq. Burns becomes embedded with a 

group of Army Rangers and provides a firsthand account of the war. The story 

becomes a satire of modern politics, media, and war itself.  

Figure 34 shows an example of the visual stylings in Shooting War.  

The panels contain photographs of an SUV, stairwells, buildings, and exterior 

shots that represent a type of battlefield that might be seen in Iraq. Overlaying 

the photographs are illustrations of the Rangers and Burns (in a black vest, 

bottom middle panel). Readers may not know the exact physical locations 

depicted in the panels, but photography lends itself to presenting a more 

authentic reality because we have actually seen, in some shape or form, the 

objects represented in the photographs (e.g., the car, exterior, etc.). 
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As Sontag (1977) writes: “Needing to have reality confirmed and 

experience enhanced by photographs is an aesthetic consumerism to which 

everyone is now addicted” (p. 24). In Shooting War, seeing photos of Iraq, 

confirmed by what the reader already knows (e.g., television, Internet, 

newspapers, and so forth), helps authenticate the veracity of the story. For 

technical communicators, “The overall quality of design or image depends in 

part on the readers’ expectations and the purpose of the document” (Alred, 

Oliu, & Brusaw, 1992, p. 69). If readers expect authentic visuals (photographs) 

rather than interpretive visuals (illustrations), or vice-versa, then the design of 

the document needs to mirror that expectation. A document’s visual presence 

is as important as the content it contains. 

6. Hyperreality is constituted via mediated imagery and/or a technology 

of some sort. Through the analysis, words and phrases described the 

mediated aspects of the hyperreal: “cybernetics, mass media, mediated, 

technological, coded via media, produced by media.” For Baudrillard, 

television and film were two dominant media presented in his critiques. Other 

scholars, though, have extended hyperreal studies into gaming and virtual 

reality. In so far as graphic narratives contain imagery, and books are 

considered a form of media, by definition they fit. However, the technological 

aspect was not as prevalent as the mode by which the message is delivered.  
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Figure 35. Panel from Superman: Red Son (2003) by Millar et al.  

Television, movies, and photographs are very common examples. And 

Baudrillard himself examines these in his works (1994). Therefore, by 

extension graphic narratives could be considered part of this mediated 

imagery. Likewise, some graphic narratives are being published in mulitple 

formats to accommodate new digital publishing frontiers. For instance, Millar et 

al.’s Superman: Red Son (Figure 35) was originally published as three 

separate comics. It was then brought together into book form and printed as 

one text. An online stop-motion comic was also constructed, available on 

various websites. Finally, with the popularity of e-readers, DC Comics 

published it as an interactive digital download. Readers can tap on panels and 

they enlarge themselves for ease of reading. 

7. People believe in the hyperreal as a perfect reality of signs (the 

copy), and thus freely accept one sign system in lieu of another (the perceived 

authentic reality). The analysis brought forth such words and phrases as 
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“accepted as real, inability to tell the difference, perception, senses, belief, 

superior to reality.” The definitions alluded to both an inherent belief in the 

reality of signs but also the understanding that the copy was superior (in some 

way) to the physical reality. Understood in tandem with previous narrative 

tenets, this corroborates the creation of an artificial production in lieu of the 

real as well as a simulation within a culture born out of mediated images. 

The hyperreal supersedes the physical or known reality, thus becoming 

the dominant reality. As Opsteegh (2009) writes, “Comics convey a wealth of 

invisible information using metaphors and symbols” (p. 21). This information is 

proliferated through simplified, yet amplified, illustrations and understood as 

making visible that which was invisible (Opsteegh, 2009), a clear connection to 

Lanham’s (2006) idea of transparency of the medium. This idea is exemplified 

in Eddie Campbell’s The Fate of the Artist is a fictional graphic narrative 

wherein the artist (the main character in the book) investigates his own 

disappearance. The book has a postmodern twist: placing the artist as the 

main character that investigates his own disappearance. This seemingly blurs 

lines between reality and fiction.  

  
Figure 36. Panels from The Fate of the Artist (2006) by Campbell. 
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Figure 36 shows two panels from The Fate of the Artist, each with the 

artist and his daughter in them. If we don’t know the artist himself, or his 

daughter, what we see would be all we know to ground our conception of 

them. The mediated image becomes the primary means of information.  

Various forms of symbolic representation is also found in Danica 

Novgorodoff’s graphic narrative Slow Storm. The book follows the intertwined 

stories of an illegal Mexican immigrant and a female firefighter in rural 

Kentucky. Both characters are dealing with personal issues and hardships in 

their lives and it comes to fruition in a severe rainstorm. A mundane, yet 

realistic, story emerges through Novgorodoff’s storytelling techniques of limited 

dialogue, everyday sounds (stylized radio announcements), close-up and 

dolly-out style shots, and watercolor-style drawings (see Figure 37). It is within 

this simplicity and non-fantastical approach that Slow Storm develops a sign 

system that relates to readers, allowing them to not only read what is on the 

surface but also allows them to interpret how the noises sound and the time in 

between panels. With this semiotic experience, the book’s sign systems lend 

itself to a more believable storyline.  
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Figure 37: Page from Slow Storm (2008) by Novgorodoff. 

8. Hyperreality is, in part, accepted because of a seemingly unlimited 

supply of details. Details are provided both in what is seen and unseen, and 

are given to the reader through various means. The analysis brought forth 

such words and phrases as “completeness, encyclopedic, endless, ideal 

worlds, production of meaning.” Taken together, hyperreality is constituted not 

only in mediated images, but also in detailed information supplied both by 

what the producers provide and in what consumers already know. For 
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instance, research may be considered details for plot and storyline, and visual 

details can be considered a valid source for artists.  

 
Figure 38. Page from From Hell (2000) Moore and Campbell. 

Details find themselves at the heart of From Hell (Figure 38). Here, 

details are abundant in historical fact (location, crime reports, history, etc.), 

with potential suspects, and with creative license taken by writer and artist. 

The historical facts of the time period are part of the storyline and they give 
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way to a creative interpretation of the investigation. Likewise, the scenery also 

provides a plethora of details. Artist Eddie Campbell provides a 

monochromatic format that allows the reader to focus in on what they perceive 

as important detail, whether it be something small or large.  

Finally, that which is implied in the gutters augments that which is seen 

within the panels. Each panel is similar to a photograph or a frame in a movie. 

For movies to replicate the look of actual movement upon the screen, movies 

must be shown at 24 frames per second. To do that in comics would be 

impossible, thus selectively choosing the right moment to portray immerses 

the reader in the storytelling. This visually reductive tactic creates a 

relationship between the reader and the storyline, having readers fill in that 

which is missing. The reader engages the visual in a transactional 

communicative act. 

For some, details are plentiful if readers are familiar both with the 

medium and the message conveyed in the book. For other readers, details are 

filled in through the reductionist approach taken on by the artist. Regardless, it 

is apparent that details help constitute a relationship between reader and text 

which in turn helps bring about the hyperrealistic experience. 

9. There are levels/stages of hyperreality implying a sense of 

complexity. The previous eight characteristics had multiple responses to 

support their creation. However, in Gee’s method of discourse analysis, 

significance was also a criterion used to bring forth themes. In this case, the 

analysis found the significance in the levels/stages of hyperreality presented in 

several of Baudrillard’s works. Because the terms “instrumental in hyperreality, 

final hyperreality, orders of simulacra” are not only mentioned but explored 

throughout his works, I felt they were significant enough to have as a stand-
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alone category. In them, Baudrillard discusses ways in which the simulacrum 

progressed through the stages in order to develop into the hyperreal.  

In so far as this characteristic references the overall nature of 

hyperreality, it is difficult to provide a specific visual example. Rather, a volume 

and/or collection might work to visually illustrate this concept. For instance, 

Neil Gaiman’s The Sandman series (Figure 39) is a comic book series turned 

into a 10-volume collection of science fiction/fantasy graphic narratives that 

explore the character of Dream (formerly Morpheus) who rules over the world 

of dreams. The characters exist in a world called the Endless and include 

Destiny, Death, Destruction, Desire, Despair, and Delirium. The books follow 

the adventures of Dream throughout history. 

 
Figure 39. Cover of The Sandman, vol. 1: Preludes & Nocturnes (1995) by Gaiman. 

Through The Sandman series we see overlapping story arcs, different 

historical and mythological characters borrowed from various cultures, the past 

co-mingling with the present, and outcomes that leave the future open to 
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interpretation. It is a complex mythos that is spread out over the entire 

collection, one book adding as much as another. No one book would lend itself 

to knowing all there is about Sandman, nor does reading the entire series. 

Gaiman and other authors further explore some of the main characters in 

tangential works, like Joe Sanders’ (2006) The Sandman Papers: An 

Exploration of the Sandman Mythology, and Klinger and Gaiman’s (2012) 

Annotated Sandman, vol. 1. In the end, this complex set of storytelling 

techniques builds on itself, much like how the details and levels of any written, 

oral, or visual communication act do so. 

Phase 2 Results 
Phase 2 reviewed data which approached hyperreality from the user’s 

perspective, surveying both consumers and producers. To reiterate from 

Chapter 4, producers are those individuals who market, write, or illustrate 

graphic narratives in some manner. Consumers purchase, read, and/or collect 

both fiction and non-fiction graphic narratives. A total of 69 producer and 

consumer surveys were obtained and analyzed.  

Objective answers were analyzed using Gee’s 7 building tasks. 

Important and relevant answers were grouped according to linguistic 

similarities forming categories. I used words and phrases from the analysis to 

construct six unique categories: artists, writers, characters, visual stylings, 

plot, and language/dialogue. The category names were assigned based on the 

foremost language/phrases brought forth from the data itself. 

Tables 2 and 3 report the demographic information from the surveys, 

while Tables 4 and 5 report on the results from a key word analysis of the 

surveys done with consumers and producers of comics art. This analysis 

tallied the number of times a word was mentioned within the surveys. 
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Following this is an in-depth description of the second conceptualization with 

corresponding examples from graphic narratives (where possible). 

 
Table 2. Demographic statistics of comics arts producers. 
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Table 3. Demographic statistics of comics arts consumers. 
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Table 4. Key word mentions from producer surveys. 
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Table 5. Key word mentions from consumers. 

What follows is a description of the dominant categories that emerged 

from the analysis with corresponding examples from contemporary graphic 

narratives where possible. 
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 Artists. 
Art is an object, born of creative activity: “Canvas, paper, or wall 

constitute a stage on which something happens” (Barthes, 1985, p. 177). This 

category came about from the surveys given to the producers. These include 

the artists who create images, inkers, letterers, and so forth. Key words that 

came from them focused on the realism aspect of what they produced: 

“honesty, realism is subjective, visual icons, human motivations have to be 

true to life, good lettering, consistent colouring style, believability, artistic 

excellence, [setting] grounded in the one in which we live, visual details, artist 

has to believe the characters themselves, body shapes, characterization.”  

At times, art becomes the product of particular signifiers: “The artistic 

images (the signifiers) are that which is ‘real’–no object or event precedes 

them as the original or the thing which art represents” (Gill, 1994, p. 203). 

According to the results, artists create the iconic forms of the people, action, 

places, lettering, and context that are seen in graphic narratives. Artists are 

both independent and dependent upon writers and other industry 

professionals, depending upon whether they are working on mainstream or 

independent works.  

From the surveys, producers explained that believability is a byproduct 

of the artifacts they create. There is a genuine concern for the aesthetics that 

coincide with the story rather than the believability of the images shown (just 

for believability’s sake). However, when believability does come into play it is 

grounded through the artist’s own research for projects, personal 

observations, and the specific visual details they employ. In other words, 

research and “real life” becomes a model for their characterizations of bodies, 

settings, genders, ethnicities, motivations, and so forth.  
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Hyperreality then, is developed in part by the artist and his/her 

interpretation of a realistic, believable visual experience. And even though the 

artist is not consciously imbuing a piece with believability, it comes through as 

part of the research done by the artist and as part of the visual discourse when 

interpreted believable by consumers. The signs that the artists create are 

developed within a limited amount of space in the panel and the number of 

panels on the page. Images, then, must contain details to account for the 

obvious and implied aspects of the story. 

 Writers. 
This category references those who created and developed storylines 

and/or scripts of the graphic narratives. As Wheelwright (1968) writes: “Neither 

mind nor language can exist or be conceived entirely apart from the object, the 

Otherness, which the mind implicitly seeks and which the language 

problematically signifies” (p. 153). In so far as language (spoken and written) 

is one of our primary modes of communication, it is also problematic in its 

ability to accurately reflect reality. Writers, then, strive to recreate any given 

scenario using clear and concise language–this is no different within comics 

art.  

The key words that came about from the discourse analysis include: 

“research, honesty, hierarchy of credibility, observing and listening to the ways 

that real people talk and check out the variety of human experiences, establish 

rapport between characters and audience, emotional core/truth, based on real 

events, empathy, sympathy for characters, details that can be confirmed 

independently, use of slang, true stories, slices of life, writing excellence, 

timeliness, to create a sense of in-group intimacy.” 

As obvious as it may be, writers are individuals who write graphic 

narratives, whether it be the storyline itself, character dialogue, or the like. 
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They provide the backstory on that which is both seen and implied. Like 

artists, writers described that believability comes from grounding what they 

create in that which surrounds them in “real life” (the simulation level of 

hyperreality). For writers, details are important because they work to establish 

a rapport between text and consumer via identification.  

Another aspect emerges from character dialogue and narration. Writers 

should also use “down to earth” language (not over stylized words associated 

with a different time period), proper slang that would be represented in realistic 

situations, and a specific vernacular that is similar to the cultures in which the 

characters are immersed (using proper cultural clichés or terminology). Thus, 

writers manifest hyperreality through realistic dialogue, grounding characters 

and characterizations in “real life,” and the details that surround what they are 

writing about.  

Both artists and writers are responsible for the creation of artifacts 

embodied in the next set of categories: characters, visual stylings, plot, and 

language/dialogue.  

 Characters. 
This category refers to visual manifestation characters in the graphic 

narrative. Key words and phrases from the surveys include: “characters with 

three dimensional motives/characterizations, human element, visually realistic, 

attention to detail, normal reactions, vulnerable characters, similar lives to the 

reader, multi-faceted personality, portrayed emotionally and cognitively.”  

Characters are the stylized, visual creations of the writers, artists, and 

producers (i.e., editors, publishers). Depending upon the type of graphic 

narrative produced (either mainstream or independent text), characters are at 

the center of what readers know about a text. They are integral to mainstream 

book series or at the heart of a biographical graphic narrative. 



Texas Tech University, Alec R. Hosterman, August 2013 
 

 186 

In analyzing survey responses, respondents affirmed that three-

dimensional characters are preferred over flat, one-dimensional 

characterizations. As one respondent wrote: “I’ve never seen a romance or 

horror comic book in which the characters weren’t absolutely gorgeous, with 

the monster in the horror genre looking grotesque. None of them look like real 

people and they’re not supposed to.” One-dimensional characters are easy to 

see through and thus, do not have the desired effect that draws readers in as 

more authentic, three-dimensional characters do. Conversely, three-

dimensional characters are ones that show such humanistic traits like 

compassion, depth, personality, espousing normal reactions to events (as 

opposed to hyper-stylized reactions), have real life concerns (age, weight, 

etc.), are perceived as vulnerable (in a non-superhero manner), have a past, 

and grow as more information is provided throughout the course of the text.  

Figure 40 shows a page from Campbell and Best’s The Amazing 

Remarkable Monsieur Leotard, the humorous and relatively accurate tale of a 

Parisian high-wire performer. Campbell’s art captures the different looks on 

the characters’ faces and tries to create realistic dialogue from jealous 

characters, even including them swearing where needed (e.g., “What did that 

bastard Farini do?”). Grounding Leotard’s story with historical accuracy but 

embellishing the visuals and story give creative freedom to the piece but still 

allow for a hyperrealistic piece. Respondents found that “Realistic characters 

are complex, with an assortment of motivations, strengths, and foibles” and 

“Being genuine to the characters and their expected behaviors is important.” 
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Figure 40: Page from The Amazing Remarkable Monsieur Leotard (2008) by Campbell & Best 

 Visual stylings. 
This category deals with words or phrases that refer to the visual 

renderings of characters, background, text, context, etc. Wherein prose paints 

a picture with words, comics paints a picture with words and art. In short, 

visual stylings are the illustrative techniques artists use when something 

appears on the printed page. The key words and phrases that came from the 

analysis include: “graphic style, visually realistic, attention to details, details, 

context, photography-based styles, variety of angles/close-ups/backgrounds, 

honest images, color, photo-realistic work, reader’s approach/point-of-view.”  

Images become the product of the relationship between the artists and 

those persons who provide them background information (i.e., writers, 

producers, etc.). From the survey results, it appears as though the visual 
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stylings are integral to story development: they have an ability to both set the 

stage for what objects or characters will look like but also how it is compared 

to other aspects, like a mainstream comic’s canonical features (costumes, 

weapons, etc.). However, visual stylings are primarily an artistic contribution 

augmented by a writer’s description and research. A graphic, visual styling 

with detail lends itself to being perceived as more authentic (Figure 41). 

Likewise, the characters and contexts that are portrayed as realistic are 

conceivably perceived as more believable. 

 
Figure 41: Page from Revelations (2006) by Jenkins and Ramos. 



Texas Tech University, Alec R. Hosterman, August 2013 
 

 189 

 
Figure 42: Panels from Clumsy (2003) by Brown. 

 Illustrations can also be simplistic yet believable/realistic (Figure 42). 

For some, simplicity still retains believability. However, most respondents 

agreed that detailed human attributes, scenery, and/or photography-based 

renderings were important to being perceived as realistic graphic narratives. 

Hyperreality, then, is possible with both simplistic line drawings as well as 

intricate, realistic imagery. As one respondent remarked: “Images with familiar 

lines and inking make the experience more immersive, if the drawings are 

accepted and appreciated.” Familiarity with the real begets a simulated 

experience in readers that allows them to accept what they see as believable 

in some way, and thus create a hyperreal experience. 
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 Plot. 
This category was constructed by the key words referencing the 

comic’s plot or storyline, including: “respect facts, plausibility, credible actions, 

writing/plots, represent life, real world issues/problems, good writing, flow of 

dialogue, realistic/plausible dialogue, feels real, speech patterns, complicated 

story arcs, normal voices, character development, facts.” The influence of the 

storyline, or plot, becomes integral to the overall reading experience. As 

Bitzer’s rhetorical situation might dictate, the reason for the characters to act in 

the discourse (the exigency) brings about a particular action (a fitting 

response) and is judged effective by consumers (audience). 

As Black (1978) describes: “Rhetorical discourses are those discourses 

that, spoken or written, which aim to influence men” (p. 15). In other words, 

discourse has a purpose to move people in some way. This stems from 

classical rhetoric that focused on the moving people through the spoken word 

in deliberative, forensic, and epideictic arenas (Murphy & Katula, 1995). 

Contemporary rhetoric is not limited to the spoken word; rather, it includes 

writing and images. Writers focus on plot structures and storylines to move 

readers. 

In graphic narratives, the plot is understood as the actual story itself as 

provided by writers and producers (if necessary). The plot becomes the 

storyline that drives what is being seen on the page and is akin to a traditional 

book’s narrative structure in a work of fiction. Overall, the plot is the reason for 

the story. And based upon the survey responses, a comic’s plot is perceived 

as plausible and/or believable if it has characters facing difficult situations or 

outcomes that are not easy or prototypically heroic. Likewise, the plot has to 

progress at a normal pace and has a significant amount of detail (facts) to 

support its plausibility.  
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The plot in a comic is not so different from a story in any other medium, 

like television, prose, or movies. It functions as the reason for the artifact’s 

existence. However, what separates comics from other more complex media, 

like television or movies, is firsthand access to the writer and/or artist’s vision 

of the story. In this way there is a more direct connection between consumer 

and creator. Likewise, media programs are generally constructed with multiple 

parties in the process: writers, directors, editors, producers, actors, and so 

forth. The plot and lines are interpreted by actors playing the roles of certain 

characters. In comics, the sound of voices, effects, and the like are in the 

reader’s imagination. This immerses consumers in the production of the story, 

allowing them to interact with the plot itself. In some ways prose does this but 

comics usually provide more visual data than written.  

 
Figure 43: Cover of Notes for a War Story (2004) by Gipi. 

 One such example of a plot-driven graphic narrative is Gipi’s Notes for 

a War Story (Figure 43). The book focuses on Giuliano, who is one of three 
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young drifters in a nameless Balkan country. They move across the war-torn 

countryside, inevitably meeting Felix, a militia-style thug. They progress from 

petty crime to bullying and then eventually killing for Felix. In the end, the three 

drifters lose sight of what they’re actually fighting for. Written and originally 

published in Europe, not identifying a specific country allows readers to 

visualize Giuliano in any similar type of location (e.g., Bosnia), or put their own 

country into the story thereby increasing idenitifcation. Likewise, the young 

characters provide insight into the naivety and sense of belonging that some 

individuals go through while experiencing war. As a result of Gipi’s storyline, 

Notes for a War Story won the 2005 Goscinny Prize for Best Script and was 

declared Best Book of the Year at the Angouleme comics festival in 2006.  

 Language/dialogue. 
This category deals with the language and dialogue that the graphic 

narrative uses. This category came about through the following key words and 

phrases: “good writing, flow of dialogue, realistic/plausible dialogue, 

expressing emotion, feels real, speech patterns, honest language, normal 

voices–not superhero language.” 

Dialogue between characters manifests in the form of narration, person-

to-person dialogue, and/or intrapersonal thoughts. Typically this type of 

dialogue is visualized through the symbol of a word balloon (Figure 44). 

 

Figure 44. A typical word balloon found in comics. 

It can also appear in the form of off-panel narration that helps to propel the 

storyline forward, often visualized through boxes within panels. Language is 
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the stylized dialogue that usually manifests itself in the rhetorical tools of a 

culture’s language. It includes the specific words spoken, dialect spoken, or 

euphemisms employed by a particular genre. 

Based upon survey responses, respondents felt that a graphic narrative 

characters’ dialogue should “sound as if someone could actually speak it” and 

“had the idiosyncrasies of English.” Likewise, dialogue was understood as 

believable if it is detailed, more akin to real world speechmaking, plausible in 

what is said and when, and accurate to language patterns and vernaculars of 

particular “real world” cultures.  

A unique aspect to language/dialogue in comics is the insight it 

provides readers. Comics give direct access to characters’ thoughts, words, 

feelings, actions, and so on. This insight is given en masse, much like if you 

were in a party and heard multiple conversations going on at one time–except 

in comics the narration is visual. In books, movies, or television programs, this 

is traditionally done in a linear format with actors speaking and generally not 

providing internal thoughts or dialogue simultaneously. Likewise, it is very 

difficult for a consumer to take this information in all at once, but in comics it is 

presented to readers that way. Dialogue balloons overlap each other and in 

scenes. Readers can see what a character says as well as read what they are 

thinking if presented (differentiated based upon a type of word balloon). In 

some respects, this mediated form is one of the few that mimics the human’s 

ability to think and speak almost simultaneously.  

Figure 45 shows a page from Y: the Last Man. In it, astronauts are 

employing potential dialogue typical of anyone in a stressful situation. 

Staggering words across different characters in the descending panels helps 

capture the act of all three characters reciting the religious poem 



Texas Tech University, Alec R. Hosterman, August 2013 
 

 194 

simultaneously. And yet, the text also provides a glimpse into each astronaut’s 

unique ethnic/religious heritage because they speak it with slight differences. 

 
Figure 45. Page from Y: the Last Man–Unmanned (2002) by Vaughn et al.  



Texas Tech University, Alec R. Hosterman, August 2013 
 

 195 

The Second Conceptualization of Hyperreality 
With the analysis of the content in Phase 2 (presented above) 

complete, a second construction of hyperreality emerged through the following 

narrative statements: 

1. Consumers base the believability of texts on their own understanding 

of plausibility. With the exception of “true to life” (see statement #2), the 

diversity of opinions about what makes a plausible text ran the gamut from 

visuals to characters. For instance, the analysis produced the following key 

words and phrases: “realistic language, visual depiction, human element, 

character backgrounds/development, treatment or subject matter is true to life, 

character motivation, life choices, [superhero] compassion.” This divergent set 

of opinions allows for an individualized approach to hyperreality, permitting a 

unique reading experience, much like we do when reading traditional text-

based books. 

Even though respondents did not have one uniform perspective on 

plausibility (i.e., what is likely, valid, or acceptable), for the most part they 

linked the concept to believability. For some, the superhero genre was 

plausible while others said nonfiction comics. Some preferred highly detailed 

artwork while others found simple line drawings plausible. Some relied on 

dialogue while others looked at the challenges faced by the characters (plot). 

Likewise, some respondents earmarked several works as their answer, like 

Maus or Ghost World. While some provided artists and writers as their answer: 

Neil Gaiman, R. Crumb, and Joe Sacco. Finally, some noted significant genres 

like autobiography, historical, nonfiction, rotoscoped art, post 9/11 series, and 

crime. All of this confirms the divergent perspectives on plausibility. 

In terms of the hyperreality of graphic narratives, one implication is that 

the hyperreal is very much an individual experience rather than a communal 
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experience. The graphic narrative is a private reading experience unlike 

watching a movie at a theatre, viewing a television program with your friends 

or family, or going on vacation to Las Vegas. Like traditional text-based books, 

the graphic narrative is a singular experience shared between text and reader. 

And granted, there are hundreds or thousands of readers of that text, but they 

do not all come together to read the book at the same time or in the same 

place. Therefore, there are significant differences between the book and 

graphic narrative (beyond the amount of visuals), specifically in the amount of 

interactivity the reader has when they fill in what is missing (e.g., in the gutter, 

sounds, voices, etc.). And seeing that readers have a varying sense of what 

they consider believable, it potentially allows comics to be more immersive 

and adaptable to readers.  

2. Plausibility can be linked to being “true to life,” with “life” being 

situated as the physical, actualized world in which the readers live. As 

described in the previous statement, readers had varying ideas of what 

constitutes plausibility. However, one dominant trend that emerged was the 

idea of being “true to life.” Variations of this came about through the analysis, 

including: “realistic language, the human element, treatment or subject matter 

is true to life, whether it could happen in real life, real people, real events, 

when it’s plausible for humans to act like that, recognizable personality 

features, address concerns of real people and real issues, characters are 

more or less real people, when characters act real like real people act 

(emotionally, logically).”  

In these responses is the implication that even though plausibility is 

wholly different from person to person, there is a more universal connection to 

the idea of “true to life” in a reader’s decision to accept or deny what they are 

reading. And being true to life does not negate the supernatural, adventure-

bound, superhero, escapist formats, either. Rather, it is just the opposite: it 
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provides a way for these formats to ground themselves in believable scenarios 

without being realistic per se. For instance, as a superhero Iron Man is 

unrealistic (at this point in our technological culture). However, by having Tony 

Stark battle alcoholism in the late-1970s (Figure 46), it presented a flawed, 

rather believable, character that had the potential to identify with readers in 

some manner even though he is a traditional superhero.  

 
Figure 46. Cover of The Invincible Iron Man #128 (1979) by Marvel Comics. 

Respondents note that “experience of realism intertwined with fantastic 

content” is at the heart of comics. Likewise, “the authors allow the audience to 

put themselves into situations by creating space for interpretation and 

imagination.” How readers understand “true to life” is not just a matter of what 
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is written or drawn, rather it is manifested in the overall experience of reading 

comics; the art and writing facilitate this experience–and one that can be 

revisited multiple times, at a reader’s own pace, and be read linearly or non-

linearly (going back to re-read panels). 

3. Readers find characters more relatable if they embody a range of 

emotions. With the desire for plausibility to be linked to the human condition, 

respondents believed characters to be more relatable if they embodied, and 

thereby expressed, a range of (human) emotions. (I include human in 

parentheses as a qualifier simply because not all characters in graphic 

narratives are human, however the references provided were to human 

emotions.) The analysis brought out the following key words and phrases to 

support this position: “showing a wide range of emotions, showed the 

characters coping/processing their concept of reality, expressing emotions, 

see emotion in the graphics, imperfect people, interpersonal relations, human 

moments/love/compassion, emotional rather than physical actions/reactions, 

when characters act like real people act emotionally, real emotions, vulnerable 

main character, recognizable personality features.”  

One discreet aspect of hyperreality within the graphic narrative, then, 

comes in creating relatable characters and to show them with a range of 

emotions. This, in part, helps them shift from being seen as a flat, two-

dimensional character into a more human-like, three-dimensional character. In 

this, the reader will potentially find consubstantiality with both the text and the 

author, accepting what they see and read as plausible. The deeper emotional 

connection created with the character, the more it will be perceived as 

realistic. But there is a limit. As one respondent wrote: “The more realistic 

these characters try to be the more unrealistic they become.”   
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Given the connection between realism and hyperreality, extending this 

discussion into human communication allows communicators to see how 

some emotions (not all) are portrayed as expected, as part of our own 

hyperrealistic environments. Researcher Paul Ekman (2009) studies the 

nonverbal reactions associated with lying. The human face holds an 

extraordinary amount of information about the narrative face we wish others to 

see. Display rules are those rules that guide how, when, and under what 

circumstances emotions can be expressed; they are taught by observing 

parents, social circles, and so forth. If someone receives a not-so-exciting 

present during the holidays, rather than express his/her true feelings, Ekman 

says you squelch that felt smile (true) emotion and opt for a more socially 

acceptable false smile, one that is intended to convince the gift giver that a 

positive emotion is felt when it really isn’t. The expectation of someone to act a 

certain way in given situations is based, in part, on our exposure to multiple 

media outlets. For instance, there are a plethora of reality, dating, relationship, 

or therapy shows on television, coupled with fictionalized, hyper-realized 

versions presented in romantic movies, the expectation for people to act a 

certain way is predisposed to readers when they engage other texts, plots, 

characters, etc. In other words, controlling and expressing human emotions 

can be in and of itself hyperreal experiences which are superimposed onto 

other mediated forms (e.g., Prince Charming as the idealistic mate). 

4. The reading experience sits with readers after finishing the book and 

it influences their future purchases or beliefs about comics. In looking at the 

survey responses, it was apparent that readers were influenced by the texts in 

a variety of ways, from reminiscing after reading a text to making future 

purchases. For instance, the analysis brought forth the following key words 

and phrases: “visually interesting, escapism, always been a part of my life, 

past experience with a title, recommendation from someone, quality writing, 
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reviews, word of mouth, possible interest in re-reading, ability to day dream or 

revisit the stories in one’s dreams, when you can walk away from the comic 

and still hear it/see it/feel it within your mind/heart and your soul for 

minutes/hours/or even days.” These characteristics are not exclusive to 

comics art, rather they can be found in other media. However, given the 

parameters of this dissertation, the focus of the discussion will be on comics 

and the graphic narrative. 

For readers, graphic narratives that make a connection with the reader 

in some way affect their overall experience with the medium. This connection, 

perhaps brought on by a sense of identification or through some aspect of 

plausibility, affects future actions. Internally, these actions can be the way the 

reader interprets the text while externally it could be the way in which they 

recommend titles to other people or interest in re-experiencing a text through 

additional readings. As a reader remarks about why they read comics:  

[The] ability to day dream [sic] or revisit the stories in one’s dreams is 

 one of the most realistic experience of reading a comic. When you can 

 walk away from the comic and still hear it, see it, see it, feel it within 

 your mind, your heart, and your soul for minutes, hours, or even days, 

 the comic has reached a level of significance that is wonderful for the 

 reader.  

Herein is something important–for this reader, the comic was a full visual, 

textual, and aural experience even though there is no aural component. This 

reader engages a text with all of his/her senses. For technical communicators, 

knowing this allows them to realize how illustrations, manuals, documentation, 

or similar artifacts are not just read for content but understood as malleable, 

living documents. Document designers, graphic designers, artists, and writers 

create works that have a connection with readers in unique ways and thereby 
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influences what they keep consuming: the more of a connection the more 

likely it is accepted. 

5. The key to believability lay in carefully constructed details. These 

details manifest themselves in four areas: characters, visual stylings, plot, and 

language/dialogue. With this confluence of artistic variables, readers 

experience a comic textually, visually, and rhetorically. The following words 

and phrases were identified through the analysis: “graphic style, realistic 

language, how they’re written, visually realistic, characters portrayed 

emotionally and cognitively, writings/plots, represent life, detail, understanding 

of human anatomy, variety of angles/close-ups/backgrounds, color, 

complicated story arcs, progression of frames, reader’s point of view.”  

What separates a comic from other media is the interaction between 

text and consumer. Not everything can be put into a movie or television 

program for a variety of reasons. For instance, a movie is generally bound by 

technological advancements – it can only show that which there is the ability to 

bring to fruition visually. The imagination needed to read a comic is not bound 

by technology of depiction, rather it is bound by what the artist chooses to 

include or not include and leaves the rest, conceivably, up to the reader to fill 

in. Finally, comics juxtapose word with image in very unique ways: as 

language, as dialogue, as narration, as emanata (the visual symbols that 

emanate from a person or object), and as sound effects. Here, the reader 

engages the comic by providing those details, but in movies that is provided. 

For McLuhan, this is the difference between a hot and cold medium.  

As one respondent noted: “I like to read regular novels, but a picture is 

worth a thousand words, so I guess that’s why I like comic books and graphic 

novels better.” With comics, images are the most important aspect of the 

reader-text experience. Such things as text, panels, color, sound effects, etc. 
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augments the overall reader experience, making a static image believable: 

“They can have as much depth and intensity as any other form of literature,” 

one respondent remarked, “it’s really about how much you are wiling to put 

INTO them.”  

For example, if a technical communicator was tasked with developing 

medical instructions to help potential patients understand a particular 

procedure, risks, follow-up care, medications, etc., the writer would first have 

to understand the audience: potentially frightened patients who lack medical 

knowledge. Approaching the materials with a strictly scientific writing style 

would potentially alienate the reader. Given the results of this research, the 

communicator would want to personalize the documents in order to identify 

with the reader. Likewise, the photos and illustrations should be inviting and 

friendly, engendering a feeling of concern for the reader’s angst. The written 

copy should also exude a more personal approach. Overall, being able to 

translate medical instructions into believable, identifiable, and empathetic 

documentation, is an important aspect to technical communicators.  

Concluding Remarks 
This chapter provided results of the research that was performed in two 

phases. Phase 1 examined the published writings of hyperreality, while Phase 

2 surveyed consumers and producers of graphic narratives regarding their 

impressions of believability/realism in comics art. The categories constructed 

through the research are related to hyperreality and rhetorical principles, both 

in theoretical and applied communication research where possible (e.g., 

technical communication, editing, writing, etc.). This is important in so far as it 

connects the visual to both classical and contemporary rhetorical modes of 

discourse, allowing for applicability in different venues.  
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Phase 1 produced nine different descriptive categories of data: the real, 

simulation, culture system, creation of a new reality, representations, 

media/technology/tools, belief in hyperreality, created complete world, and 

stages of hyperreality. From there, a conceptualization of hyperreality emerged 

in nine narrative statements covering such topics as an origin of truth, 

simulated reality, culture system, artificial production, visual presence, 

mediated imagery, signifiers and signifieds, details, and levels/stages of the 

hyperreal.  

This conceptualization is important for those who study the hyperreal 

through media, communication, cultural studies, or the like. The nine 

characteristics are descriptive and point out some significant aspects of the 

hyperreal, like its reliance on semiotics in manifesting itself. But it also is 

limiting in that it does not reflect some of Baudrillard’s original ideas on 

hyperreality, mainly the notion of symbolic exchange. This may signal a shift in 

our understanding of simulacra and its inclusive nature of all things media, or it 

may be commentary on the differences writers and scholars have interpreting 

Baudrillard’s theory.  

Phase 2 produced five different descriptive categories of data: artists, 

writers, characters, visual stylings, plot, language/dialogue. From there, the 

second conceptualization emerged embodied in five narrative statements, 

covering such topics as readers’ ideas of plausibility, being “true to life, 

relatable texts, reading experience, and the carefully constructed visual details 

of comics.  

Rather than augmenting the first conceptualization, the results of Phase 

2 developed as a “how to” guide to better understand the role of hyperreality in 

the visual process, specifically comics art. Wherein the first conceptualization 

critically assessed the workings of hyperreality as a concept, the second 
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conceptualization seemed to address more practical issues, chief among them 

the important aspects of what goes into the creative and production process 

for an “effective” piece of visual rhetoric, in this case comics art.   

The final chapter provides further interpretation and application of these 

results, answers this study’s five research questions directly, offers 

connections to rhetoric and applied communication studies, and explores 

options for further lines of research. Likewise, the chapter discusses the 

importance of hyperreality to technical communication and rhetoric in both 

theory and practice, as well as offering up limitations and suggestions for 

further scholarly research projects.  
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CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSIONS 
 

“If we accept the fact that everything is shaped by 

culture, we then acknowledge that we create our 

reality. We therefore contribute to it and can 

change it. This is an empowering way of living and 

of seeing ourselves and the world.”  

–Mary Anne Staniszewski (1996) Creating the 

Culture of Art 

Until Now 
This dissertation has explored relationships between three concepts: 

hyperreality, rhetoric, and comics art. Hyperreality is a relatively obscure but 

influential concept associated with Jean Baudrillard, the late French sociologist 

and contemporary philosopher. Baudrillard (1994) thought of hyperreality as: 

“No longer a question of imitation, nor duplication, nor even parody. It is a 

question of substituting the signs of the real for the real, that is to say of an 

operation of deterring every real process via its operational double” (p. 2). In 

other words, reality is modeled from images and appearance is more relevant 

and important than authenticity.  

Hyperreality is understood as manufactured authenticity based upon a 

non-authentic set of signs: a copy (the simulation). What people understand 

and know as real, or authentic is challenged when Baudrillard claims the real 

has been replaced by authentic fakes replicated in media. Signs representing 

the real have all become mere copies of copies. His most common example is 
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that of American culture (1986) wherein he critiqued the concept of the 

American dream: 

America is neither dream nor reality. It is a hyperreality. It is a 

hyperreality because it is a utopia which has behaved from the very 

beginning as though it were already achieved. Everything here is real 

and pragmatic, and yet it is all the stuff of dreams too. (p. 28) 

Images, artifacts, interaction, and culture are all imbued with this sense 

of hyperreality. For Baudrillard, the hyperreal could be the mythical landscape 

of the glitz and glamour found in the Las Vegas strip or the perennial sense of 

perfection on Main Street in Disney World. It was also found in the televised 

images we see of war and strife or the interactions we have with political 

figures. Media became one of the dominant outlets for Baudrillard’s hyperreal. 

And because print pieces, by definition, are visually mediated texts, they have 

the potential ability to be hyperrealistic. Therefore, this dissertation looked at 

the hyperreal as manifested in graphic narratives, one form of a visual rhetoric 

text.  

Rhetoric in word and image is an integral component in both the 

production of hyperreality and in comics art. Rhetorician and literary scholar 

Kenneth Burke (1969) described rhetoric as: “The use of language as a 

symbolic means of inducing cooperation in beings that by nature respond to 

symbols” (p. 43). Contemporary scholars have expanded this view to include 

the visual, but regardless of form the goal remains the same: “We use rhetoric 

to help us think more clearly, write more elegantly, design more logically. 

Rhetoric works both to scaffold our ideas for clearer understanding and to 

structure our critical examinations of both visual and verbal objects” (Handa, 

2004, p. 2). Therefore, this dissertation defined rhetoric as a co-constructed 

reality wherein participants utilize symbols to create a common ground of 



Texas Tech University, Alec R. Hosterman, August 2013 
 

 207 

shared meaning and understanding. Whether it occurs through speech, text, 

or visuals, rhetoric seeks to influence the construction of a mutually shared 

place of common understanding and knowledge for participants. 

Understanding visual rhetoric as both the texts themselves that 

persuade and the symbolic codes through which they move audiences, 

broadens our ability to critically think about the impact of our visual world. 

Even Burke (1969) found power in images: “Taken simply at its face value, 

imagery invites us to respond in accordance with its nature” (p. 17). Although 

he did not write about comics art per se, this medium is one that has heavily 

influenced scholars and practitioners of applied communication studies. This 

influence can also be seen in how comics art has both positively and 

negatively impacted American culture in both the 20th- and 21st-centuries. 

As described in Chapter One, comics art can be understood as an 

amalgam of several communication media: books (bound texts), art (the use of 

visual techniques), images (visualization), moviemaking (perspective 

techniques), and narratives (storytelling) (Duncan & Smith, 2009). Comics art 

comes in various formats: single-framed illustrated drawings, multi-panel 

cartoon strips, multi-page comic books, animated programs, and multimedia 

digital comics. Regardless of medium, they are what Will Eisner and Scott 

McCloud calls sequential art: “juxtaposed pictorial and other images in 

deliberate sequence, intended to convey information and/or to produce an 

aesthetic response in the viewer” (McCloud, 1993, p. 9). In recent years, one 

of the most common and progressive forms of sequential art is the graphic 

novel, or what I refer to as the graphic narrative. 

Graphic narratives are visual texts that rose to popularity in the 1980s 

with fictional tales of traditional superheroes like Batman and Superman 

battling villains like the Joker or Bizarro. Since then, they have become outlets 
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for both fiction and non-fiction narratives with typical prose genres like drama, 

adventure, westerns, fantasy, romance, superhero, science fiction, biography, 

autobiography, politics, media, and history.  

Today, readers are diverse. Readers of comics art run the gamut of 

men and women of all ages and professions. With its rise to prominence, what 

Eisner (1985) called instruction comics are similar to what illustrated technical 

manuals produced by those in the technical communication field. Artists found 

comics to be a more universal form of communication an, in some ways, an 

easier mode to encode documentation. Comics are excellent at simplifying 

large amounts of texts by focusing attention on specific symbols, language, 

and relevant information (Opsteegh, 2009). They act as conduits for knowing 

where processes originated (Yuh, 2008), and function aesthetically as more 

memorable modes of mediated communication (Ginman & von Ungern-

Sternberg, 2003).  

Given comic’s (i.e., graphic narrative) diverse form, function, and 

production in media, as well as the different audiences that consume them, it 

seems logical to better understand their hyperrealistic influence, if any, on the 

communication act. As such, I posed the following research questions to guide 

my research: 

1. What are the salient characteristics of hyperreality? 

2. To what extent is realism a factor in the hyperreal? 

3. In what ways do the discernable characteristics of hyperreality 

manifest themselves in graphic narratives? 

4. In what ways does realism affect the production and consumption of 

graphic narratives within general and niche publics, such as 

technical communicators? 
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5. In what way(s) does a co-constructed, transactional rhetoric affect 

the production and consumption of graphic narratives? 

To explore graphic narratives as a hyperrealistic medium, I used 

multiple methods of data gathering implemented in two phases. Phase 1 

examined published writings of hyperreality from academic and non-academic 

sources, identifying significant definitions or descriptions of the concept. Once 

culled, I analyzed them using Gee’s (2005) method of discourse analysis. 

Gee’s seven building tasks–significance, activities, identities, relationships, 

politics, connections, and sign systems & knowledge–helped focus on the 

linguistic cues found in the text’s social languages, situated meanings, 

discourse models, and intertextuality. With definitions and descriptions of 

hyperreality discerned, I grouped key words and phrases according to 

similarity and then developed a conceptualization of hyperreality actualized in 

descriptive, narrative statements. 

Phase 2 sent electronic surveys to consumers (readers) and producers 

(writers, artists, publishers, etc.) of graphic narratives asking their opinions 

regarding realism and believability in comics art (realism and believability were 

defined for the respondents and used as synonyms for hyperreality). I 

analyzed the responses using the same methodological approach as 

described in Phase 1. Also included were examples from contemporary 

graphic narratives that illustrated the individual components discerned from 

the research. 

Answers To the Research Questions 

 Research question 1. 
The first research question (re: salient characteristics of hyperreality) 

explores the rhetorical characteristics of hyperreality as found in the major 
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writings on the subject (performed in Phase 1) and through surveys of 

consumers and producers of comics art (performed in Phase 2).  

 Phase 1. 
The analysis from Phase 1 discerned nine distinct characteristics of 

hyperreality: the real, simulation, culture system, creation of a new reality, 

representations, media/technology/tools, belief in hyperreality, created 

complete world, and stages of hyperreality. These categories were expanded 

upon and then developed into the following descriptive statements (explicated 

in further depth, with corresponding examples, in Chapter 5): 

1. There is an origin in the hyperreal: a sense of truth that resonates 

within the viewer’s perception of an event, place, object, ritual, person, etc. 

Any rhetorical event has an origin. One way to think about an origin is through 

the circumstances that bring it about, what the Greeks call kairos. Understood 

in two ways, kairos refers to both creating a significant moment in time or 

taking advantage of a particular event at a given time. As Crowley and 

Hawhee (2004) describe: “A kairos-based discourse does not seek certainty 

prior to composing but rather views writing and speaking themselves as 

opportunities for exploring issues and making knowledge” (p. 40). If 

hyperreality has an origin, then kairos is certainly at its inception. But the origin 

is more than just a beginning; rather, the origin is equated to the original, the 

real, and/or the authentic existence of something. For instance, a picture 

painted by Monet is considered an original, sometimes referred to as an 

“authentic Monet.”  

Comics are interpretative by nature. Rather, they are illustrations of 

people, objects, time, actions, and so forth. (Original here does not mean 

unique in terms of creativity, but rather an original starting point.) How then do 

comics situate themselves in our rhetorical landscape? As discussed earlier in 
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this dissertation, comics can be situated one of two ways: from a situationalist 

perspective and from a social constructionist perspective. Comics can be 

situationally responsive to the rhetorical discourse via Bitzer (1968). Josh 

Neufeld’s A.D.: New Orleans After the Deluge (Figure 47) was created from 

five true stories of survival in the days following Hurricane Katrina: the event 

brought about a fitting response from Neufeld, an artist and storyteller.  

 
Figure 47. Cover of A.D.: New Orleans After the Deluge (2009) by Neufeld. 

Comics can also be rhetorical agents and socially construct a discourse 

community (Vatz, 1968). For instance, some English composition instructors 

challenge their students to use pop culture as inspiration for their own essays 

(Kahan & Stewart, 2006; Mascle, 2013): ideas encapsulated in the comics 

allow students to critically explore humanistic issues in a realistic way. In other 

words, comics can embody both aspects of kairos depending upon the 

purpose. 

2. Hyperreality is a simulated reality that replaces an authentic reality. 

The simulation (counterfeit, fake, copy, etc.) begets a copy that begets a copy, 

ad infinitum. This simulation is based upon an idealized mediated reality, not 

the authentic (physical) reality experienced by individuals. This can be 
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illustrated through the proliferation of different variations of fictional characters 

produced by comics publishers.  

Comics scholar Peter Coogan (2009) begins his definition of a 

superhero as “a heroic character with a selfless, pro-social mission” (p. 77). 

They may be fictional characters, but they are also archetypes that embody 

the optimism people have for the human condition and society in general. 

Fictional characters are counterfeit creations but ideal nonetheless. 

Superman’s mantra “truth, justice and the American way” is a call to subscribe 

to a hyperrealistic, American ideology.  

 
Figure 48. Cover of Kingdom Come (2008) by Waid and Ross. 

In Kingdom Come (Figure 48), creators Mark Waid and Alex Ross tell 

the story of an on-going conflict between “traditional” superheroes–Superman, 

Wonder Woman, Flash, Green Lantern, etc.–and a new, more progressive 
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population of amoral vigilantes that seemingly contradict the old way of doing 

things. In the introduction to the graphic narrative, Elliot S. Maggin remarks: 

“Super-hero stories–whether their vehicle is through comic books or 

otherwise–are today the most coherent manifestation of the popular 

unconscious. They’re stories not about gods, but about the way humans wish 

themselves to be; ought, in fact, to be” (Waid & Ross, 2008, p. 6). Kingdom 

Come is that metaphoric battle between the old and the new guard, variations 

of characters that we know in multiple forms (multiple copies).  

But each time we read a Superman or Wonder Woman comic, we see 

and understand each one as part of a larger “universe” of coherent stories that 

exist in and amongst itself: a canon that is created, maintained, and added to 

by both fans and publishers alike. But Kingdom Come is unique in that it lives 

outside of the canonical universe; rather, it is part of the Elseworlds imprint for 

DC Comics. Elseworlds stories are not part of the official publishing canon but 

they are recognized as containing the official characters. They may take 

recognizable characters like Superman or Batman and put them into entirely 

new places, concepts, timelines, or realities (simulacra). Here the copy begets 

the copy that begets a copy. 

The idea of a comics universe takes part in developing multiple 

versions of a comics-based reality, all of which are similar to what occurs in 

the real, physical world. People create their own multiple realities that come to 

fruition in digital form (e.g., a Facebook® personal identity, a Facebook group 

identity, an Instagram® profile, a Twitter® handle, etc.). Just like people 

managing their multiple on-line identities, so does the comics industry manage 

their histories. For instance, traditional Batman titles (a multi-titled series that 

contain the same characters) adhere to canonical facts. They even extend 

those through artifacts like Elseworlds publications or even in media like 

movies, television shows, or even comic strips. Even though these multiple 
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versions are in various media, they still adhere to the “rules” in order to 

maintain realism and believability. 

3. Hyperreality is an intricate, cultural system of signs that constructs a 

particular worldview. Philosopher Umberto Eco (1979) writes: “A sign-function 

correlates a given expression to a given content. This content has been 

defined by a given culture irrespective of whether a given state of the world 

corresponds to it” (p. 179). In so far as signs are the foundation of all 

communication–whether it is spoken, written, nonverbal, visual, or aural–the 

meaning they hold is bound to the relationship between composer, interpreter, 

and influenced by context and history. Culture seemingly predicates the 

creation of context-specific signs.  

Comics are the epitome of semiotic expressions, and reading comics is 

a study in semiotic analysis. “Most of the drawings in comic books are icon 

signs–they represent what they look like” (Duncan & Smith, 2009, p. 10): 

people are people, dogs are dogs, houses are houses, etc. But there is more 

to comics than just what is seen. Rather, comics also employ indexical signs 

(logical connections of cause and effect) that work in concert with receivers to 

co-construct meaning, making comics art an additive medium (Duncan & 

Smith, 2009). A reader’s imagination, background, culture, and knowledge all 

help in this indexical process. For instance, a graphic novel that is written and 

published in the United States may be interpreted differently in Japan since 

icons and language need to be translated. Or just the opposite can happen: 

manga published depicting Japanese culture and written in Japanese must be 

translated into English and contextualized for American readers. What is 

visualized must be understood in relationship to the context in which it was 

created to best understand the worldview it is espousing, both on the surface 

and sub-textually. 
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What does this imply for rhetoricians? First, speakers must be able to 

know both connotative and denotative meaning of the language they speak, or 

take into consideration the idioms associated with a culture. Second, writers 

must understand the particular niche for which they write, both in person and 

occasion. Third, document designers must understand the different visual 

cues that would be best understood by readers, especially those context-

bound. For example, if a designer works for a foreign car manufacturer, the 

marketing materials are not universal. Rather, what is understood as 

commonplace for United States consumers might not be the same for those in 

Germany, Japan, or the Middle East. Being able to identify and construct an 

intricate, cultural system of signs targeting a specific niche is about being 

competent communicators, whether it be in theory or practice, in comics or 

technical documents. 

4. Hyperreality is an artificial production; a virtual world of unreal 

“realness.” Baudrillard’s hyperreality is the simulacra which people come to 

understand as the authentic real. It does not exist outside of the known world 

since it is the known world: the map no longer represents the territory since it 

is now the territory itself. And the more we proliferate this hyperrealistic world, 

the more real it becomes. Wolk (2007) writes: “When you look at a comic 

book, you’re not seeing either the world or a direct representation of the world; 

what you’re seeing is an interpretation or transformation of the world, with 

aspects that are exaggerated, adapted, or invented” (p. 20). The 

transformation from the authentic to the copy to the authentic copy is 

seemingly part of the comics experience, especially in remediating people into 

photographs into illustrated drawings, ala McCloud.  

A Superman comic book, for instance, is just that–a printed medium 

that reductively encapsulates select illustrated moments in time that shown 

together, tell a compelling story. But the comic is more than a collection of 
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illustrated pages: the iconic images represent all that the characters and 

publishers stand for. Superman, for example, is an iconic hero that represents 

readers’ needs, wants, desires, and high ethical standards. However, through 

time the medium through which we consume him changes–he can also be 

seen on television, in the movies, in comic strips, heard on the radio, and so 

on. Therefore, what we know of Superman is really an amalgam of these 

artificial representations, one merged into an archetype we use when 

encountering other mediated forms of Superman, Batman, Wonder Woman, or 

any other superhero figures: “You do believe that they’re real on some level 

[…] So the meaning of the comics story within the world we see on the page is 

different from its meaning within the reader’s world” (Wolk, pp. 20-21). The 

comic is not the only way to experience something hyperrealistically, but it is 

an important, highly accessible visual access point that allows consumers to 

construct part of the hyperreal narrative, moreso than other media like movies, 

prose, or television. 

5. A visual presence manifests the hyperreal and is integral to being 

accepted or denied as the hyper-reified. Hyperreality is constructed from a 

confluence of signs that model a real world separate from the physical world, 

further blurring the distinction between the copy and the authentic. These 

copies, as prolific as they seem to be, can be remediated into different forms 

and for various purposes. As Lanham (2004) writes:  

We might reflect parenthetically for a moment on the implications of 

computer simulation for writing history. […] Historical events can be 

reenacted, with the ‘reader’ acting either as participant ‘making’ history 

or as interpreter ‘writing’ history by choosing among various possible 

weightings of character and event. […] Interactive videodiscs like the 

CBS program on the San Francisco earthquake, or more complex 
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programs like the IBM Columbus, supply the raw materials from which a 

student can construct her own historical essays in video form. (p. 464). 

The visual presence of an event is either static, as in a single photograph, or 

dynamic, as in video.  

Comics are static media, ones that communicate artists’ visions or 

interpretations of a particular message. Their visual presence allows for 

interaction with readers in several ways. First, it can happen with the implied 

understanding of time and timing. As Eisner (1985) writes, “A comic becomes 

‘real’ when time and timing is factored into the creation” (p. 26). Panels box in 

scenes and provide specific points of time the readers focus on. The artist 

choses just the right point out of a myriad of options, a point that will visually 

encapsulate all that came before, during, and after the depicted action. 

Alternately, the reader “tells” the time of the piece through their reading of the 

panels, the number of the panels, and their positioning: the more the artist 

uses, the longer the scene takes in terms of time. 

A second way in which a comic’s visual presence allows for interaction 

is through the use of gutters, or the spaces between panels. Returning to 

Eisner: “The reader may fill in the intervening events from experience. 

Success here stems from the artist’s ability (usually more visceral than 

intellectual) to gauge the commonality of the reader’s experience” (p. 38). This 

commonality–akin to Burke’s notion of consubstantiality–establishes common 

ground between reader and text. The reader imbues character actions, voices 

and so on, psychologically. In turn, they become part of the creation of the 

comic itself.  Each of these different types of interactivity is made possible 

through the visual nature of comics.  

Knowing this, there exists the potential for digital composers to create 

rhetorical artifacts that identify with viewers on a more personal and realistic 
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level. Negroponte (1996) wrote about the potential for computers to affect a 

child’s learning: “The computer changes this by making us more able to reach 

children with different learning and cognitive styles” (p. 198). He goes on to 

write about simulated learning/teaching: “Children can be asked to design 

frogs, to build an animal with frog-like behavior, to modify that behavior, to 

simulate the muscles, to play with the frog” (p. 199). Taking this idea one step 

further, a college class held in Second Life is a “class” in the traditional sense 

(as in the physical, face-to-face format) but relocates the actual space of 

learning using technological means. The more teachers and students engage 

this visually mediated environment, the more it can help develop a deeper 

understanding of knowledge and human relationships as well as decision 

making and critical thinking. 

6. Hyperreality is constituted via mediated imagery and/or a technology 

of some sorts. In so far as Baudrillard believes that hyperreality is a 

metaphorical concept made manifest by the plethora of media available to 

producers and consumers, the data confirms that technology plays a role in 

the proliferation and construction of hyperrealistic texts. Here, technology 

plays a facilitative role connecting text with audience. 

In 2013, texting and social media applications (apps) have created the 

need for people to maintain a secondary self: digital profiles created and 

maintained on the Internet (e.g., Facebook®, Twitter®, etc.). These secondary 

selves are our online presence, what others see when we are not physically 

present. This metaphoric second self has brought to light the notion of ambient 

intimacy: the ability to feel close to someone far away when using social media 

(Gage, 2012). Not only do we have a perceived relationship of being one with 

our technology, we also have perceived relationships with those we are 

connected to (Thompson, 2008; Turkle, 2011). This feeling of closeness is a 

hyperrealistic experience manifested by digital technologies. And technology is 
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not just used to connect us to people but also events and places far removed 

from our physical location. 

The goal of technical communication is to bridge the gap between 

knowing and unknowing, information and reader. As noted earlier, comics art 

can be one mode for doing this. But print comics are just one medium: digital 

texts are another. Licia Calvi (2001) argues that “comic art rhetoric can be 

used to better understand hypertext, in an attempt to develop an aesthetics of 

hypertext” (p. 135). Calvi argues that hypertext and comics art share several 

characteristics: analytical montage, looking at the image, looking through the 

image, and layout. From this, there are connections beyond interpretation and 

meaning and into the realms of knowledge-making and understanding. 

7. People believe in the hyperreal as a perfect reality of signs (the 

copy), and thus freely accept one sign system in lieu of another (the perceived 

authentic reality). The hyperreal supersedes the physical or known reality, thus 

challenging our ability to separate the authentic reality from the copy.  

As mentioned earlier, comics use multiple signs to stand for the real. It 

is in that representation where meaning and knowledge reside. Embodying 

this is Nick Bertezzi’s (2007) pseudo-historical work The Salon. The book 

brings together historical, turn-of-the-century figures–Picasso, Braques, Stein, 

Toklas, Satie, Appollinaire–that work together to solve a murder. While 

bringing this fictional reality to life, Bertozzi also takes the reader through a 

journey of modern art. But how different is the real Pablo Picasso from the one 

illustrated by Bertezzi? How different is Alice B. Toklas, Georges Braque, or 

any other classic artist drawn in this work (Figure 49)? 
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Figure 49. Page from The Salon (2007) by Bertozzi. 

In reading The Salon, consumers metaphorically blend the historical 

figure with the drawn character, thereby creating a composite image: a diptych 

of sorts. This becomes a rhetorical creation. But the substitution of one sight 

for another is also based on believing one sign system over another. As the 

classical Greek philosopher Corax wrote, rhetoric is “the art of presenting 

matter with such a likeliness to truth that it will be accepted, and if necessary, 

acted upon” (Smith, 1921, p. 41). Under this perspective, truth is not a 

component of believability: it just as to have the appearance of verisimilitude in 

order to be thought of as true. For the visual, images do not have to be truthful 

per se, rather they just has to be presented as truthful. Technical illustrations 

need to not only clarify steps or parts, but they also need to appear realistic so 

the connection is made in the mind of the reader. 

Famed rhetorical scholar Michael Calvin McGee discussed the reach 

and impact of hyperreality in relation to rhetorical theory. In Carol Corbin’s 

(1998) book, Rhetoric in Postmodern America: Conversations with Michael 
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Calvin McGee, McGee remarks that: “Hyperreality was as much a part of the 

ancient world as it is of the postmodern world. The idea that enabled people to 

deal with the hyperreality of the world in ancient Greece was rhetoric” (p. 76). 

Rhetoric became the tool used to understand the unknown–by creating myth 

and legend about the unknown.  

McGee also lamented Jean Baudrillard’s and Umberto Eco’s positions 

on hyperreality, noting their eternal pessimism about the human condition 

foregoing the real for the hyperreal:  

That’s the mistake Eco and Baudrillard make: the notion that living in a 

hyperreal world creates worse living conditions for us. It doesn’t. 

Because now I can work at the problem of bigotry and racism where it 

exists–on the surface of things, in representations that are made of 

other groups and our consequent representation of ourselves. The way 

we signify groups is our primary vehicle for representing ourselves. 

(Corbin, p. 90).  

This idea is important because it potentially breaks the code of the hyperreal, 

bringing it out from behind the proverbial cloak of invisibility and into view of 

those engaged in it. And why shouldn’t it be exposed? If as McGee argues, if 

the hyperreal can help humans understand and deal with such social issues 

as racism and bigotry through the visualized form, then why shouldn’t we want 

to understand its potential for shaping our ways of thinking and making 

knowledge about socially significant issues?  

In response, comics have helped readers deal with significant issues. 

For instance, Archie Comics introduced the first openly gay character, Kevin 

Keller, in what is known as a traditional family-oriented comic book. In Cancer 

Vixen, cartoonist Marisa Acocella Marchetto (2006) chronicled her personal 

experiences going through breast cancer. Comics journalism also brings to 
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light significant global issues that we may, or may not, be aware of. The works 

of Joe Sacco exemplify this, with Palestine (1996), Safe Area Gorazde (2000), 

and Footnotes in Gaza (2009). Finally, in the book Pedro & Me: Friendship, 

Loss & What I Learned is a graphic narrative from Judd Winick (Pedro’s 

roommate on The Real World: San Francisco) about Pedro’s life dealing with 

AIDS (Figure 50). Each of these examples shows how addressing significant 

issues through comics art shapes the way we think about, understand, and 

know what can be done about social issues as well as breaking the hold of the 

hyperreal for greater aims. And given the globalization of technical 

communication studies, it is important to reflect this in products and services. 

 

Figure 50. Cover of Pedro & Me (2000) by Winick. 

8. Hyperreality is, in part, accepted because of an unlimited supply of 

detail. The literal meaning of this is straightforward: the more details 

(information) available to the viewers/audience, the more they may accept 

what they see as plausible. For instance, the image below (Figure 49) 

represents three cans of Coca-Cola. 
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Figure 51. Image by Pedro Campos (2013). 

At first glance, the image looks like a photograph. It has the same crisp, 

realistic look that a photograph might have–at least the ones you have seen in 

the past. However, this is another example of photorealism: paintings created 

so realistically they look like the actual objects they are supposed to represent. 

The details are so abundant that it causes the viewer to mistake its form, a 

simulacra experience perhaps. 

But in comics, details are not just provided by the producers–they are 

part of how readers become part of the overall reading experience. As 

mentioned earlier, the way time and timing are visualized and understood 

force the reader to become an active participant. However, another way 

occurs with wordless graphic narratives. For instance, Shaun Tan’s (2007) 

book The Arrival chronicles the story of one man’s journey to a new city (of 

sorts) in order to secure a job for him and his family. The book has no words 

for dialogue, narration, or sound effects (Figure 52). Even the visualized, 

written text (for background advertising) is manufactured and doesn’t 

constitute any known language. The Arrival epitomizes the idea that readers 
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have to become part of the reading process since they create the dialogue, 

voices, sound effects, and such in their heads. Each reading will be different 

since each person will interpret the images differently. It is a unique reading 

experience that conceivably will lose its “realness” if translated into another 

medium. 

 
Figure 52. Page from The Arrival (2007) by Tan. 

For technical communicators, details constitute ways digital worlds are 

created, manifested, and grow. Virtual reality provides an example of this 

concept–and one that allows for development into other rhetorical arenas, like 

education, training and development, and telecommunications. As Heim 

(1993) writes: “We forget ourselves as we evolve into our fabricated worlds” 
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(p. 80). The more participants interact with the computer interface, the more it 

begins to disappear and the constructed reality emerges: “Virtual-reality 

systems can use cyberspace to represent physical space, even to the point 

that we feel telepresent in a transmitted scene, whether Mars or the deep 

ocean” (p. 80). And the more information we have access to (like the images 

from Mars rover), the more we refine our virtual reality environments to better 

represent reality. Immersion becomes key in thinking about the impact of 

information (data) on our understanding of the hyperreal. 

9. There are levels/stages of hyperreality implying a sense of 

complexity. As described in Chapter 1, Baudrillard wrote about three levels of 

simulacra. The first level is thought of as the imperfect representation: it is a 

two-dimensional representation (photograph) in a three-dimensional world 

(physical reality). Another example might be a short story written as 

realistically as possible in order to illustrate a particular event accurately. The 

second level is such a perfect representation of reality that it could double for 

the authentic: an identical twin of sorts. Using the previous example, the 

second level occurs when the short story is developed into a movie and that 

film visually depicts what was described in the book. Here, the movie becomes 

the book and the book becomes the movie. The final level is the hyperreal. 

This is a construct that has no basis in reality and exists within its own virtual 

world (here, “virtual” is not being used in the technological sense). If a theme 

park were constructed based upon the movie (which was based upon the 

story), then the park would be the hyperreal. The original event that first 

spawned the short story would be the authentic reality that has been swept 

away and long forgotten by society. Rather, what it is we know and understand 

is based on the visualized events of the movie (for instance).  

The complexity of the hyperreal is a rhetorical, transactional process 

between artifact(s) and viewer(s). Ethos is gained through recursion which 
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lead to a deep belief in what is visually depicted is the reality of the world in 

which it exists. The various levels of realism portrayed in comics speak to the 

depths of detail that can lead readers into a comic. As McCloud (1993) 

explains “When you look at a photo or realistic drawing of a face you see it as 

the face of another. But when you enter the world of the cartoon you see 

yourself” (p. 36). He goes on to say that “The cartoon is a vacuum into which 

our identity and awareness are pulled…(sic) an empty shell that we inhabit 

which enables us to travel in another realm. We don’t just observe the cartoon, 

we become it” (p. 36). Comics come in all forms, from simple line drawings to 

photorealistic images. Understanding how this visual iconography affects 

readers, drawing them in and personalizing some artifacts while directly 

representing other realities is part of co-creating a rhetorical experience 

wherein readers become actors. 

Technical communicators, for instance, should know that transcribing a 

amount of complex data for non-technical audiences is only part of the 

struggle to achieve an effective document. Understanding how words and 

images construct an understanding of a rhetorical event and thereby imbue 

meaning is the other part. Here, the visual rhetorician must be able to navigate 

the various symbols and iconography to develop a believable output. To 

modify an old cliché, what we see is what we think we get. The goal is to make 

sure what we see is really what we get. 

 Phase 2. 
The analysis of the data from Phase 2 produced six different descriptive 

categories: artists, writers, characters, visual stylings, plot, and 

language/dialogue. Like Phase 1, descriptive statements were produced 

based upon the categories discerned. What follows is an extended discussion 
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of their impact on hyperreality, comics studies, and the profession of technical 

communication (where applicable).  

1. Consumers base the believability of texts on their own understanding 

of plausibility. This statement offers insight into the rhetorical nature of what 

consumers think about in relation to what they see. First, intent seems to be 

secondary to a text’s veracity. In other words, a text’s purpose seems to 

supersede the need to understand it as a adhering to factual instances. This 

may account for the believability of some graphic narratives despite their 

impossible scenarios. Second, what readers see must have some level of 

plausibility to it in order to be understood and thought of as real. Here, 

plausibility is not equated to realism in the sense of “true to life,” but rather 

believability–the potential to be real. Cyril Pedrosa’s graphic narrative Three 

Shadows illustrates this idea (Figure 53). 

 
Figure 53. Cover of Three Shadows (2008) by Pedrosa. 



Texas Tech University, Alec R. Hosterman, August 2013 
 

 228 

Three Shadows is about a father’s struggle to keep his child safe from 

the “three shadows” that follow them throughout their journey to a new land. 

Pedrosa’s artwork is emblematic of his time working on various Disney films 

(Figure 54). Visually, readers understand it is not a realistic portrayal of a 

father, son, mother, and so forth, but the text’s veracity is evidenced when it is 

known that the author wrote it as a fable to help his friends get over the loss of 

their young child. Within this very humbling gesture we find a text that 

becomes more than just a Disney-styled book. Now it becomes a plausible 

text that explores human emotions dealing with parenting, grief, and loss. 

 
Figure 54. Page from Three Shadows (2008) by Pedrosa. 
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Effective writers understand the need to identify in some way with their 

audience. This can be achieved by understanding the sociological nature of 

plausibility. The theory of plausibility structures maintains that social meaning 

is embedded in sociocultural institutions and processes. Berger and Luckman 

(1966) argue that the relation between plausibility structures and social worlds 

is made possible by dialectical and reciprocal communication. In other words, 

knowledge (and thus plausibility) is a socially constructed reality: the more the 

writer connects the audience to a plausible reality, the more likely it is to be 

understood and potentially internalized.  

2. Plausibility can be linked to being “true to life,” with “life” being 

situated as the physical, actualized world in which readers live. Here, 

audiences determine a text’s rhetorical purpose by assessing it against what 

they know to be true. This assessment is done against such cornerstones as 

their life experiences, professional experiences, what they have seen prior, 

what they have done, and so forth. Put another way, they compare themselves 

to what they see, hear, and read in order to determine a text’s validity. As 

Stanford Carpenter (2005) writes: “Comic book creators use existing works, 

identifiable images, and story elements that lack specificity to ‘draw in’ or 

‘connect’ with the reader in order to create a connection between the comic 

book page and the reader’s world” (p. 61). In one way, this establishes a 

common ground between reader and author because they area utilizing 

something they already find familiar. 

Comics are, in visual form, an example of how Aristotle (1960) defines 

rhetoric: “the faculty [power] of discovering in the particular case what are the 

available means of persuasion” (p. 7). For him, rhetoricians (artists/writers) 

choose the appropriate tactics to persuade readers (visual form, imagery, 

etc.); in turn, consumers assess the piece against the visual tactics employed 

in order to judge the overall piece’s believability, consciously or not. It is a co-
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constructed process that relies on visual techniques and the assessment of 

these techniques for rhetorical effectiveness. In so far as the artist provides 

fragments of realism through a reductionist process, readers approach it as an 

additive process–one where if given enough visual clues, they supplement 

what is missing in order to complete the story.  

In other words, the co-constructed process of determining a rhetor’s 

rhetorical strategy puts readers in a position to assess plausibility using their 

own experiences. They may ask if the rhetor utilizing the topoi properly? Do 

they rely on inartistic or artistic proofs? Are they tempering pathos with logos? 

How does this affect its ethos? In other words, audiences respond to the 

rhetorical variables in order to determine whether they accept or deny what is 

presented.  

Based on the results of the data, I believe consumers of graphic 

narratives do this too but indirectly. For instance, consumers of the superhero 

genre know (hopefully) that super-human powers are not logically possible 

(e.g., lasers coming out of a person’s eyes, human flight, etc.). Rather, they 

look to the artifact-creating codes in order to determine plausibility, like the 

script, plot, dialogue, artwork, lettering, character development, and so forth. 

For instance, if the script treats the characters in a similar way as people 

would in a real, physical world, then the graphic narrative is perceived as more 

plausible. Lasers coming out of a person’s eyes appear to be a means to an 

end, especially in superhero comics. 

In communication practice, technical writers “draw on complex technical 

information to construct […] materials that help readers use, learn, repair, or 

build equipment or systems” (Alred, Oliu, & Brusaw, 1992, p. 2). These 

specialized writers act as bridges between technology and users, often times 

helping to make complex material clear. The process is fairly linear: the writer 
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(re)invents the text and the audience consumes it. However, Johnson (2004) 

argues that: “Refashioning our concept of audience calls for a radical 

rethinking of what audience is” (p. 93). For him, reconceptualizing the 

audience means including them as part of the writing process thereby creating 

a co-constructed rhetorical event. After all, audiences determine much of how 

the content will be presented in a particular document. In some ways, this is 

how readers validating a text’s plausibility: judging veracity by juxtaposing it 

against their own life experiences. The difference being receivers of technical 

documents are not only assessing it against theory but whether it can actually 

be used in “real life.” The former is assessment for depth of knowledge; the 

latter is assessment for skill and ability.  

3. Readers find characters more relatable if they embody a range of 

emotions. As author Ron Burnett (2004) writes: “Visualization takes many 

forms. In particular, the activity of engaging with image-worlds means that 

viewers, at a minimum, share the psychology of viewing with each other even 

if they have very different experiences” (p. 203). In visualizing the emotional 

connection with content of images and image-worlds, viewers challenge the 

plausibility of these rhetorical events. Common ground manifests itself where it 

didn’t exist before, or if present, it extends into (hopefully) new ways of 

thinking and communicating about the content’s veracity.  

The Google Chrome comic exemplifies this characteristic of emotional 

relatability. The comic conveys technical information in a humanistic way, 

putting a face (literally) on the programmers and designers. The faces, though, 

were not far from what one might see in real life: they look like an everyday 

person that might resonate with audiences in some way (Figure 55). They are 

young people that embody the type of person that might be using Google 

Chrome. Likewise, the language is more realistic and life like than technical 
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jargon. All of this speaks to the consubstantial nature of the text to journalists, 

bloggers, general audiences, and even technical professionals.  

What might this say about the pathos of comics art? Perhaps it exists 

as a way to not only embody realness, but also to help create that relationship 

between reader and text. Like an actor playing a role, the pathos of characters 

help authenticate texts and make them relatable–even ones that are 

illustrated. The more the characters embody the characteristics of realistic 

individuals, the more plausible the reality the illustrator creates. 

 
Figure 55. Panels from Google Chrome comic (2010) by McCloud. 
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4. The reading experience sits with readers after finishing the book and 

it influences their future purchases or beliefs about a particular comics. Here 

the text resonates with readers in some way. Readers may identify with the 

characters, storylines, or visual stylings in some way, but regardless they 

develop a connection with what they are reading. As a result, the connection 

begets more purchases–a manufacturing of brand loyalty in a way. 

Consumers become part of the fan culture surrounding that particular title 

(Duncan & Smith, 2009). Consumers will tend to purchase items that are 

similar in scope and appeal, thus the marketability of the pieces purchased.  

What resonates with comics art fans to prompt them to consume more? 

When a connection is made between the text and the self. This connection is 

consubstantiated through the interaction between reader and content and 

furthered by their desire to know more. The text–the comic in its entirety–

draws in readers and forces them (for the lack of a better way of putting it) to 

engage in the communication act. Like other mediated artifacts, readers 

identify with characters, the plots, the themes, or any other aspect they deem 

important. They also identify with particular artists or writers, following them 

through various titles and storylines. Regardless, through identification, 

readers become fans that become followers and so forth.  

Figure 55 shows one panel from Scott McCloud’s (2010) Google 

Chrome comic. Showing the technicians and designers as younger individuals, 

as using Google for common, everyday uses like watching videos, invokes a 

sense of identification with the consumer. This visual approach is counter to 

what might be considered traditional technical information manuals. In this, the 

reader sees the characters not only relaying information to the reader, but also 

talking directly to the reader both textually and visually, something not 

generally found in other manuals. Here the reading experience is presented on 
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a much more personal, intimate level, thereby engendering a sense of 

identification. 

5. The key to believability lay in carefully constructed details. These 

details manifest themselves in four areas: characters, visual stylings, plot, and 

language/dialogue. Each of these four areas encompasses part of the creative 

process. Characters are the protagonists in the graphic narrative. They are 

developed between writers, producers, and artists. Visual stylings are the 

myriad of ways the graphic narrative is depicted in the panels and pages. 

Visuals can be simple line drawings like those of Jeffrey Brown, highly detailed 

photorealistic paintings like Alex Ross creates, or anywhere in between. The 

plot is the storyline that gives purpose to the images on the page. And finally, 

the language and dialogue spoken by the characters, narrator, or the like is 

the result of writers and artists collaborating on visualizing the aural. Brought 

together it is the perfect storm of intensity, emotion, visual excitement, and 

compelling narratives that create a hyperrealistic experience for consumers.  

Details are also a result of collaboration between multiple parties. Even 

if the graphic narrative is written and drawn by the same person, they must 

interact with editors and publishers who inevitably influence the final outcome. 

And much like the collaborative writing experience, details are a product of the 

participants engaged in rhetorical invention–one of the “contracts” that is 

unwritten between tellers and readers: “The teller expects that the audience 

will comprehend, while the audience expects the author will deliver something 

that is comprehensible” (Eisner, 1996, p. 49). The reductive nature of comics 

allows for participants to engage the comics with their own body of knowledge. 

From there, readers begin to coalesce into fandom and rely on one another for 

input and ideas, backstory, and critiques. For fan discussions, that which is 

stated or implied is an important aspect to the comics experience (Pustz, 

1999).  
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Carefully constructed visual details are integral to technical 

communicators creating user-centered artifacts. For instance, an illustrator 

creating a document about using a particular piece of equipment must 

understand how the machinery works, how it is put together, and so forth. 

Replicating the actual equipment in illustrated format visually remediates it, but 

the process also must be accurate in order to be accepted by the consumer. 

Similarly, those technical communicators that design interactive websites, 

training materials, or smart phone applications must understand not only the 

technical data, but also the basics of visual stylings (e.g., composition, white 

space, color theory, typography, etc.) in order for the artifact to be understood 

as user-friendly. 

 Further Thoughts. 
Taken separately, each of the statements from the Phase 1 and Phase 

2 conceptualizations are characteristics that provide further insight into the 

hyperreal. They are descriptive in so far as they synthesize the results of the 

surveys into something meaningful, but they are also limiting because some of 

the statements are seemingly disparate from Baudrillard’s original use of the 

concept. Wherein Baudrillard’s work focuses on the hyperreal as a way of 

understanding media and power, this study has developed a more materialstic 

view of hyperreality as something embodied in objects that can affect 

perceptual processes.  

Also, Baudrillard’s notion of hyperreality was based upon the idea of 

symbolic exchange in relation to control, power. However, none of the 

statements referenced “power” or anything similar as the output of a hyperreal 

experience. I hypothesize this could be for one of several reasons. First, it 

could imply that symbolic exchange has been accepted (consciously or 

unconsciously) as the norm for a society to function, whether participants 
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understand its origin or not. Acceptance does not mean capitulation, but rather 

an understanding of the role power plays in society as a means to achieve a 

particular end.  

Second, it might imply that hyperreality has potentially expanded 

beyond its original meaning to include new facets of our digitized, 

contemporary society that remediate symbolic exchange into something more 

than its original thesis. Perhaps such things as the digital realm have impacted 

our way of knowing and understanding the world and our relationship to what 

is real and what is not. Finally, symbolic exchange, in and of itself, has 

become a non-factor for scholars of the hyperreal; believability and simulation 

has taken precedent in academic circles. The pessimistic outlook that 

Baudrillard once had has turned into a more optimistic view of the hyperreal – 

one that has the ability to bring about social change (as hypothesized earlier 

with comics that reflect culture and society).  

 Research question 2. 
With regard to the second research question (re: to what extent is 

realism a factor in the hyperreal), several implications emerged. First, yes 

realism is a factor in the hyperreal. There exists to some extent a relationship 

between the realistic portrayal of certain aspects of the comic (e.g., visual 

stylings, plot, dialogue, etc.) and the way consumers assess the text’s overall 

plausibility. This particular aspect establishes a relationship between text and 

consumer in some way. But realism, as a concept, is difficult to separate from 

believability; there appears to be a connection between the two in the mind of 

the consumer, which leads to several more conclusions. 

Second, the data suggests there is a distinct difference between 

hyperreality and the idea of believability and realism in the minds of the 

respondents. This is important because it might suggest Baudrillard’s theory of 
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the hyperreal is a uniquely independent concept from that of how consumers 

understand believability and/or reality to function in texts. If there exists a 

continuum with two opposite poles, these could be the extremes: on one 

extreme, the language used to describe Baudrillard’s hyperreality may not be 

sufficient enough to bring about a full understanding of the concept. On the 

other end, it might mean that hyperreality has grown in understanding to 

include new facets that include more inclusive notions of believability and 

realism as they relate to comics art. If this is the case, then what accounts for 

this growth? Is it rhetorically significant to understand hyperreality as simply 

just the hyperreal rather than understand it in relation to concepts like 

believability/realism? 

A corollary to this first implication is the idea that there is an even bigger 

chasm between believability and realism than first thought. The choice of 

using believability and realism to represent hyperreality was based on the 

varying connotations that surfaced through the review of the literature. 

However, results from the surveys indicate that believability and realism were 

not entirely accurate counterparts to hyperreality as originally thought. This 

isn’t to say that they are not related in some way, but rather the relationship 

between understanding hyperreality and believability/realism is farther apart 

than what originally appeared to be. The implication is that the literature is 

disparate in some way from practical usage. Naturally, further research on 

differentiating realism and believability is needed in order to verify this 

assumption. 

 Research question 3. 
With regard to the third research question (re: how the characteristics of 

hyperreality manifest themselves in graphic narratives), once 

conceptualizations were created I found examples of each characteristic (see 
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Chapter 4) that could be illustrated with examples from graphic narratives. The 

first eight statements used individual panels or pages from graphic narratives, 

a short description of the piece to provide context, and a short discussion on 

the connection between the characteristic and what was shown. The ninth 

statement was more difficult given phrasing: levels of complexity to the 

hyperreal. As such, a series of books was utilized to illustrate the concept 

rather than just one individual work. The same was done to the five statements 

elicited from Phase 2. 

Overall, the results produced highly divergent conceptualizations. The 

analysis of the texts provided insight into the ways scholars interpret 

Baudrillard’s concepts. However, the questionnaire was designed to elicit 

responses the visual characteristics that make a comic and/or a graphic 

narrative real/believable (hyperreal). The first grounded hyperreality in theory 

while the second understood it in relation to a connection between themselves 

and an object. This idea better informs the answers to the fourth research 

question. 

 Research question 4. 
With regard to the fourth research question (re: how does realism affect 

production and consumption of graphic narratives for general and niche 

publics), the results from this project offer several implications.  

The first implication from analyzing the data finds that the Phase 1 and 

Phase 2 conceptualizations appear to serve separate purposes and niches. 

The Phase 1 conceptualization serves to better understand hyperreality from a 

theoretical perspective. The statements are more descriptive of a scholar’s 

interpretation of hyperreality in idea and form than they are predictive in action. 

For instance, Phase 1 statement #3 reads “Hyperreality is an intricate, cultural 

system of signs that construct a particular worldview.” This characteristic 
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describes the semiotic, ideological, and cultural processes that take place in 

understanding a hyperreal event or object in relation to something tangible. 

They moreover serve communicators to help understand an image event’s 

inception and effect rather than accurately predict what will happen in the 

future. This doesn’t preclude the results from having much practical value, far 

from it actually. As Purves (1998) remarks, people often search to “apprehend 

reality and to attempt to comprehend the totality because it is part of our 

nature. Although as creatures of our culture, we can never attain that 

comprehension that we seek more than momentarily, we must keep trying” (p. 

219). The research question concerned with what constitutes hyperreality in 

relation to our ever-changing mediated world, might not be answered fully. 

However, the information synthesized and interpreted here lends itself to the 

larger argument and body of knowledge surrounding hyperreality, rhetoric, 

semiotics, and inevitably the power that governs the production and 

consumption of imagery. 

On opposite ground, technical communication focuses on bridging 

theory with praxis, what Aristotle thought of as a practical application 

designated for a particular outcome, rather than serving multiple contexts 

(Coppola, 2004). As such, the Phase 2 conceptualization is better suited to act 

as a guide for helping develop more believable and realistic rhetorical artifacts. 

For instance, Phase 2 statement #2 reads “Plausibility can be linked to being 

‘true to life, with ‘life’ being situated as the physical, actualized world in which 

the readers live.” This characteristic gives readers something to consider when 

potentially creating a text: the notion of plausibility and how readers might use 

that to judge the effectiveness or usefulness of a document. Technical 

communicators, for instance, could utilize this knowledge to create realistic 

situations for their contexts, much like Scott McCloud did with the Google 

Chrome comic.  
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Another example is statement #5: “The key to believability lay in 

carefully constructed details. These details manifest themselves in four areas: 

characters, visual stylings, plot, and language/dialogue.” This statement can 

utilize several rhetorical concepts. Initially it is linked with the Burkian idea of 

identification: creating common ground for reasons of persuasion. Further, it 

identifies ways in which that identification can manifest itself in the use of 

fictional characters. Will Eisner did this when he wrote and illustrated the 

pocket maintenance manuals for the U.S. Army. His characters were 

expressive and relatable soldiers even though they did not represent any one 

person in particular (Figure 56).  

 
Figure 56. Cover of Preventive Maintenance Monthly: The M16A1 Rifle (1969) by Eisner. 

More recently, Jorge Cham, the cartoonist of the popular web comic 

PhD Comics, was contacted by the United States White House to develop a 
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cartoon that would explain how the 2013 financial “sequester” would 

potentially impact academic research. In so far as the characters are merely 

generic representations, they are similar in scope and feel to what we know as 

people, academics, and the like (Figure 57). The comic’s purpose is to explain 

sequestration in terms familiar to the reader. He could have chosen the 

prototypical superhero to make his point, like the Duke Center for the Study of 

the Public Domain did with Bound By Law (it uses stylized superheroes as the 

main characters), but the aim of that piece (producers of pop culture) is 

different than the aim of Cham’s comic (the general public). 

 
Figure 57. Comic from PhD Comics (2013) by Cham. 
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Jorge Cham, himself a Ph.D. in robotics, uses his art to bridge the gap 

between science and the arts. In a 2012 TEDxUCLA talk 

(http://youtu.be/AzcMEwAxSP8), Cham discusses how he uses cartoons to 

communicate scientific discourse to the general public, specifically explaining 

how and why he was commissioned to do a comic about the discovery of the 

Higgs Boson comet. In this very practical way, Cham uses the symbolic nature 

of animated comics to explain the comet and what scientists are doing 

researching it. The goal of that digital cartoon was to close the knowledge gap 

between scientists and the general public.  

This is the praxis of technical communication in concert with the 

rhetorical principles in persuading readers to do something more effectively, 

correctly, etc. As Burke (1969) writes about rhetoric: “the use of words by 

human agents to form attitudes or to induce action in other human agents” (p. 

41). Similar, he asserts that it is “the use of language as a symbolic means of 

inducing cooperation in beings that by nature respond to symbols (p. 43). In 

inducing cooperation, Burke is identifying one object (the visual illustration) 

with another object (the object the illustration is representing). It is this 

rhetorical process that induces identification (persuasion). And the goal of any 

technical manual or guide is to gain acceptance and action based upon a 

particular set of principles (e.g., the proper way to do something). An example 

of this can be found in medical documents. Green and Myers (2010) explored 

the use of graphic stories in medical education and patient care 

documentation. Integrating text with comics art visuals (called graphic 

pathographies) enhances understanding and fosters connections between 

new information and existing knowledge. The challenge, then, becomes taking 

highly technical medical literature and making it accessible to the patient or lay 

reader–a challenge undertaken by comics art. 
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With the Phase 1 conceptualization serving to extend the academic 

knowledge of a particular discipline, its usage may be found in areas like 

rhetorical theory, cultural studies, sociology, and media studies. This 

information provides insight into any one of these areas and can be used to 

extend various arguments about how hyperreality functions or its theoretical 

parameters. And because the Phase 2 conceptualization serves to better 

understand and apply the praxis of believability/realism functions within texts, 

this piece could work to further the body of knowledge in fields of applied 

communication: technical communication, comics/illustration, psychology, or 

those in human communication studies. 

 Research question 5. 
With regard to the final research question (re: how a co-constructed, 

transactional rhetoric affects the production and consumption of graphic 

narratives), there is strong evidence to show that graphic narratives are viable 

outlets for co-constructed rhetoric that engages in, and proliferates, especially 

in niche publics. To illustrate this, let me return to my definition of rhetoric. 

Chapter 1 established rhetoric as a co-constructed reality wherein 

participants utilize symbols to create a common ground of shared meaning 

and understanding. This definition positions rhetoric as seeking to construct a 

mutually shared place of common understanding and knowledge for 

participants. In a co-constructed rhetoric, both rhetor and audience are active 

participants in manifesting this common ground. The audience responds to the 

rhetor and the rhetor to the audience. With this, the transactional nature of 

rhetoric emerges: a give and take between participants for the benefit of the 

communicative act. The rhetor has as much responsibility in the act’s veracity 

as does the audience. But in so far as the rhetor is the originator of the 

message, so is their desire to bring the audience (reader) into the fold: to 
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persuade them on some level of its relevance to their lives. And finally, the co-

construction enables a new level of reality to emerge–one that can be thought 

of through place, time, medium, location, and so forth. Reading a book creates 

a new reality between reader and text. So does looking at a photograph, 

watching a movie, or tuning in every week to watch a television show. The 

reality, then, is the relationship developed between the variables and the 

overall impact it has on (mainly) receivers. There is persuasiveness to the 

rhetorical act. 

Burke believed mystery was one resource of persuasion. Foss, Foss, 

and Trapp (2002) summarize Burke’s approach this way: “Mystery allows for 

the transcendence of differences among members–whether real or imagined–

by hiding some of the differences that do exist and allowing beliefs to be held 

about substances they share” (p. 209). Mystery empowers rhetors and 

audiences in sharing a belief system. The previous example illustrates this 

idea: challenging the reader of an illustrated technical manual to do a 

procedure “correctly” or perform a sequence of steps “in order.” The 

persuasiveness when it is written in such a way that the proverbial “because I 

said so” doesn’t become the reason, rather “because it is the most effective 

way,” “because it is most efficient,” or “because it sets up…” is understood as 

far more logical. The mystery surrounding the words “effective” or “efficient” 

provide a more logical inducement to action even though they are, in their own 

rights, mysterious and full of ambiguity (what exactly constitutes “effective”?). 

As Burke (1969) remarks: “our task is to study and clarify the resources of 

ambiguity” (p. xix). In as much as both “because I said so” and “because it is 

the most effective” are reasons, the latter is understood as having more 

substance than the former (substance being common ground).  

In Chapter 3, I argued that the specific message a graphic narrative 

held–whether it is fiction or non-fiction–was akin to Bitzer (1968) and Vatz’s 
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(1968) notion of the rhetorical situation. While Vatz believed that rhetoric 

discourse cannot be separated from a rhetorical situation, Bitzer believed 

rhetorical discourse was created in response to situations. Bitzer claimed a 

situation holds three components: an exigency (something that needs to be 

done or modified); an audience (those capable of being agents of change, or 

of being changed); and constraints (that which has the power to limit decision-

making or action). As readers become part of the communication act by 

interpreting what they see, developing relationships with characters, adding in 

what happens within the gutters, etc., then it stands to reason that readers are 

part of the transactional, co-constructed process developed in the comics. This 

research shows that it potentially goes further than just these factors. Rather, it 

appears that they assess plausible through grounds that relate it to being 

true(er) to life, through emotional connections, identifiable traits (plots, 

characters, etc.), and details, all affects their ability to create common ground 

with the text in some way.  

Conversely, some creators take these concepts into the creation 

process. As one producer (a creator) put it: “Nonfiction comics have as a goal 

communicating information that the reader believes suitable for incorporating 

as part of his or her understanding of the real (intersubjective) world. When it 

comes to fictional worlds, such worlds can exist at various distances from the 

real one.” These various distances are made possible by through different 

techniques: in plausibility, identification, characters, visual stylings, plot, and 

language/dialogue. In other words, the reader doesn’t need to perceive a 

realistic character per se, rather they just need to be presented as believable. 

A superhero that flies is believable if given the right circumstances, context, 

dialogue, and so forth. The results show that the reader (audience) passes 

judgment on veracity in so far as they recommend it to others, purchase more 

in the series, purchase more from the same author/artist, and so forth. And 
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even though many of the responses from the producers claimed they did not 

take believability into consideration as a primary mode of communicating their 

message (exigency)–rather they drew/wrote what the “felt”–it is still a factor on 

for readers in so far as they are the ones who engage this concept either 

consciously or unconsciously. Likewise, producers can also be consumers in 

some way, some form. So is it really possible to truly divorce oneself from 

knowing if believability is a factor? These constraints give credence to the idea 

that both consumer and producer are part of the same transactional process 

and thereby develop a co-constructed rhetoric. Just as technical 

communicators must take into consideration audiences when developing 

effective texts, comics producers must consider believability a factor in 

developing storylines and visual stylings that appeal to consumers. 

Limitations and Future Research 
As with any complex project, gaps and limitations have emerged in this 

research process. Although these limitations did not affect the reliability of the 

process and the veracity of the results, they should be accounted for in future 

experiential iterations.  

Mark Twain once wrote, “the difference between the almost right word 

and the right word is really a large matter–it’s the difference between the 

lightning bug and lightning” (Twain Quotes). This first limitation concerns the 

terms “believability” and “realism” as accurate synonyms for “hyperreality.” In 

analyzing survey responses, a common theme emerged: respondents 

conflated the meaning for the terms “believability” and “realism” even though I 

provided contextualized definitions. Respondents appeared to understand 

them as one-in-the-same or provided their own understanding of the two on 

occasion. This misinterpretation could have led to varying responses in the 

surveys that might have impacted the survey questions. Future scholars might 
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approach this with a pre-study, asking respondents what they think 

“hyperreality” implies or what they know about the term itself. From these 

responses, something other than “believability” or “realism” might be discerned 

to better describe hyperreality. 

A second limitation was in the use of a survey. In so far as surveys are 

tools that allow respondents to provide extended thoughts about a topic, it is 

also limiting by the very nature of relying on the respondent’s desire to provide 

information. For instance, the only guidance the respondents had was the 

instructions provided in the beginning of the survey and the wording of the 

actual questions. There were several places respondents answered with an 

“n/a” or “limited information” comment. Conversely, some answers lent 

themselves to needing more information. I would like to have had extended 

answers or more information to clarify a respondent’s position but couldn’t due 

to the nature of the tool. A simple solution to this dilemma might be to employ 

both surveys and focus groups or one-on-one interviews. In asking for 

descriptions or thoughts on a subject, some respondents are better at 

vocalizing their opinions in greater detail than they are writing them. In utilizing 

both surveys and one-on-one interviews (or focus groups), this might allow the 

researcher to account for as much ambiguity as possible. 

Dovetailing this idea, the use of surveys as a means to triangulate the 

results of discourse analysis is not as an effective method as originally 

thought. The textual analysis was based upon an analysis of scholars’ 

interpretation of writings about hyperreality; the survey respondents were 

answering questions based upon their experiences reading comics and/or 

graphic novels. The answers found by the latter were difficult to correlate with 

those in the former. In hindsight, the two modes seemingly serve different 

purposes when brought together. Perhaps separating these two would 

strengthen the search for a realistic reading experience in comics art. 
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Likewise, this could lead to several different approaches to studying 

hyperreality: rhetorical analysis, discourse analysis, surveys, ethnographically, 

and so forth. A comprehensive literature review could be performed after to 

see if any common themes emerged within the studies to better inform 

hyperreality as a concept. Finally, studying particular graphic narratives or 

comics series using the conceptualizations would offer more validation. 

Another potential limitation was the exclusion of visual examples in the 

survey. The survey asked respondents to think of a comic they feel was 

believable and one that was unbelievable. Some answers provided specific 

artifacts I could research; however, some did not. Not having access to those 

images at the time the respondents answered the questions, I was left to 

understand their interpretations of the comic through their answers. Rather 

than allowing respondents to think of a comic independently, future research 

might provide examples of one that is considered “realistic” and one that is 

considered “non-realistic” (albeit this could be difficult to establish given the 

previous discussions). Although doing this might be seen as problematic at 

first–especially since the visual image is open to interpretation–it would allow 

for a more uniform understanding of the imagery, from both researchers’ and 

respondents’ perspectives. As mentioned with the terms, a pre-study might be 

employed in order to determine what would be considered realistic and non-

realistic comics. 

The number of responses from producers could also a limitation. The 

consumers outnumbered the producers, 61 to 8. Admittedly, access to 

consumers was easier to establish and thus, it was a higher number. More 

responses from producers might have provided a balanced view for this 

dissertation. This can easily be resolved by targeting more producers, either 

through industry contacts or various agencies. Likewise, tracking the amount 
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of experience each person had more closely might provide more data to 

analyze. 

Finally, there are many other ways in which to explore both hyperreality 

and comics art. This analysis did not rely heavily on existing visual rhetoric 

methodologies. Rather, it utilized discourse analysis to analyze the definitions 

of hyperreality and the surveys from consumers and producers of graphic 

narratives. Other visual rhetoric methods would provide new insight to add to 

the existing body of knowledge. For instance, Rose’s (2007) discussion of 

psychoanalysis into visual culture, visual pleasure, and visual disruption would 

make for an interesting analysis of the visual context of comics’ panels as it 

relates to believability. Similarly, Kress and van Leeuwen (1996) discussion of 

representation and interaction with the position of the viewer might lend itself 

to understanding the pivotal role of the reader/viewer in the hyperrealistic 

experience.  

Value to the Discipline 
In 1990, technical communication scholar Mary Sue MacNealy argued: 

“Those technical communicators […] interested in the development of 

technical communication as a discipline must begin to find ways to foster the 

systematic research needed to complement the earlier, impressionistic work” 

(p. 203). The systematic approach MacNealy argues for encompasses 

empirical studies in both quantitative and qualitative forms. This study echoes 

that call in the ways it systematically approached the study of hyperreality 

using discourse analysis, a qualitative research method familiar to technical 

communication scholars (Conklin & Hayhoe, 2011; Gurak & Lay, 2002; 

Hughes & Hayhoe, 2008). 

More recently, Mirel and Spilka (2008) argue that future research in 

technical communication must focus on several broad areas that include: 
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communication in context (how tools shape or constrain complex tasks), 

design choices (which media best fit audience segments in improving the 

aesthetic and cognitive experiences for users), and guidelines and 

conventions (effective rubrics for creating impactful artifacts), just to name a 

few. This study fits these suggested areas in so far as the first 

conceptualization provides insight into how hyperreality affects particular 

communication acts, visual or otherwise. In addition, the second 

conceptualization offers scholars a primer on ways in which believability and 

realism can be used to improve technical communication documents in order 

to increase effective user interaction.  

Dovetailing this is the idea that technical communication can benefit 

from comics as a medium of choice for improving information accessibility. As 

this study has shown, comics are a visual medium that has potential to 

influence readers’ perceptions and knowledge of the world around them. For 

instance, Scott McCloud uses the comics form to distill and disseminate 

technical data for journalists and bloggers writing about Google Chrome. In 

this form, comics can communicate difficult and serious concepts to larger, 

more diverse audience. Jacobson and Colón’s (2006) The 9/11 Report: A 

Graphic Adaptation provides readers a highly accessible version of a 

governmental report. Galman’s (2007) Shane, the Lone Ethnographer guides 

readers through an accessible and entertaining approach to doing field 

research. And Goodwin and Burr (2012) Economix: How Our Economy Works 

(And Doesn’t Work) in Words and Pictures is an illustrated guide for readers 

about how different economic models function throughout the world.  

Accessibility also extends to multiple primary language consumers. 

Comics can engage such cross-cultural communication topics as race, 

gender, class, sexuality, and others in visual form. The textual and visual 

language presented challenges the iconography of ethnic representations. In 
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other words, comics art allows readers to take the viewpoint of the “other” to 

better facilitate understanding for that culture. 

Apart from this, comics have the potential to manufacture and illustrate 

user interactions/scenarios that might be encountered in practice. Technical 

communicators regularly turn to the vast constants of believability and realism 

in constructing texts, from illustrations diagraming a process to training and 

development of skills-based behaviors, they ground what is being 

communicated in believable, realistic experiences. In challenging readers to 

consider hypothetical situations as plausible, communicators need to create 

common ground between text and audiences, imbuing the hypotheticals with 

believable and realistic scenarios to be taken seriously. 

With comics’ accessibility and perception of a “universal language” of 

sorts (McCloud, 1993), they act as visual metaphor for realistic and believable 

scenarios. Comics stand in for the real, with readers giving the text a sense of 

authenticity if factors like emotional connection, plot, characters, and storyline 

are presented as plausible. Returning to The 9/11 Report, terrorists are drawn 

to look like stereotypical terrorists, actions of the everyday people (characters) 

are presented as over-stylized superheroes, and the scenes depicted were 

reproduced from what we already knew as seen in the various media 

channels. But the book is more than just a visualization of the acts that day in 

September of 2001: it stands in for the actuality of the atrocious acts. The 

graphic narrative becomes an extended visual metaphor, one that provides 

readers with connections to experiences from that day as they read the 

adaptation of a technical, highly detailed government report.  

Apart from comics art, hyperreality studies can contribute to technical 

communication scholarship and practice especially when virtual reality and 

gaming are up-and-coming venues for the field. Virtual reality (VR) is 
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technology that provides a more intimate, and realistic, interface between 

humans and inanimate objects (Woolley, 1993): humans and computers, 

humans and the web, humans and other humans, etc. These visual events 

have the potential to take on meaning independent of their creators because 

the interactions are becoming more real with the technological progress of 

each passing year. Virtual reality offers several different scenarios for 

technical communication scholars to explore, all of which rely on principles of 

hyperreality discussed earlier. For instance, VR can reproduce scenarios 

based upon real events: whether it be the United States Chemical Safety 

Board’s 3D animated video on what precipitated the chain of events in the 

Texas City, Texas BP oil refinery explosion 

(http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c9JY3eT4cdM), or the 3D animated video 

of the Mutsinzi Report on the circumstances surrounding the crash of the 

plane carrying Rwandan President Habyarimanas in 1994 

(http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0bRJbPL1d3Y). Likewise, VR can develop 

courseware for education or create virtual rooms for training employees or 

holding international meetings.  

Gaming is another area that offers value to technical communication. 

With digital gaming systems offering engagement on an intimate level, for 

instance with FPS (first-person shooter), players experience what it is like to 

be in a World War II battlefield, in combat, or driving a tank. But fully 

immersive experiences–ones where participants see, hear, smell, walk, and 

feel their environment–are close to becoming a reality. The Gadget Show’s 

hosts previewed Battlefield 3 and created a fully immersive simulator in order 

to provide the “ultimate” gaming experience for their review 

(http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eg8Bh5iI2WY). The event proved almost 

too real to the hosts. This hypermediated experience is a disjuncture to the 

real that VR is providing the user. Practically speaking, gaming could then 
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offer technical communication an outlet for created simulated environments for 

training pilots in the Air Force or for airlines, simulated surgical environments 

to help train surgeons or practice new procedures. Games can also help train 

students and workers on employee procedures, help researchers understand 

gaming culture in creating identity and narratives, and understand how game 

theory and rule-based systems create and manage boundaries in social and 

professional environments. Acknowledging this new venue, in 2012 the 

Association of Teachers of Technical Writing put out a call for papers for an 

edited collection addressing computer games and technical communication 

(ATTW Bulletin Blog).  

Both virtual reality and game studies are connected to the ideas of 

hyperreality in their desire to both recreate an authentic scenario as well as 

develop new ones not previously known. The intersection between interaction 

and the visual rely on symbolic modes of communicating. And in these cases, 

the more realistic the environments are, the more likely they are to be effective 

in terms of their ability to replicate real scenarios or train someone properly on 

a procedure. Game theorist and practitioner Jane McGonigal (2011) believes 

that if gamers collectively put as much time and energy into solving world 

problems as they do playing World of Warcraft, then problems like poverty and 

sources of alternative energy could be solved.  

Finally, MacNealy (1990) argues that technical communication should 

invite scholars from other disciplines to speak about the impact of outside 

fields on the discipline. In so far as MacNealy was talking about conference 

presentations, it is readily apparent in the field’s scholarship and manifests 

itself in several areas: intercultural communication, graphic design, rhetoric, 

and so forth. As such, hyperreality is an area of study that could fit this call. 

For that matter, so are the notions of believability and realism. Blending 

traditional modes of inquiry with new areas of research offers scholars 
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potentially new lines of scholarship and areas of practice in technical 

communication.  

Overall, this research continues to affirm the complexity of relationships 

between author, text, and reader. From this research, the author can be 

understood as either an individual or a group of creators; the text contains 

both visual and textual messages; and the reader is consumer of these visual 

and textual messages. In this particular process, where visuals interact with 

text, the interaction between the tewo becomes a complex, transactional 

process that not only crosses curricular borders–from technical communication 

to media studies, composition to rhetoric–but also becomes an interactive 

reading experience drawing on previous experiences and knowledge to 

complete the process.  

Final Thoughts 
This project examines the rhetoric surrounding Baudrillard’s concept of 

the hyperreal. Specifically, it constructs two conceptualizations: scholars and 

researchers inform the first conceptualization with an analysis of 

published/written works, while the second uses surveys of producers and 

consumers of comics art. Throughout the analysis, attention is paid to the 

graphic narrative as a specific mode of visual rhetoric that illustrates the 

characteristics of hyperreality in the conceptualizations.  

In How Images Think, author Ron Burnett (2004) asks: “What points of 

entry will facilitate the creation of rich and engaging discourses that will also 

be accessible and meaningful in trying to understand the convergence of 

human experiences and images?” (p. 8). One answer is comics art. Through 

comics we see rhetorical strategy, communicative practices, image events, 

symbolic relationships, and human interaction presented through one medium. 

Comics are reductive by nature, contain multi-layered iconology, and facilitate 
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communication across cultural borders. Where words might begin a 

conversation, images extend dialogue through symbolism and unity. Comics 

are one of the oldest art forms used as a mode of communication and they 

continue to develop and refine themselves to this day.  

Today, comics are no longer just entertainment for kids. Rather, comics 

create realities that frame historical events in new perspectives, describe 

complicated processes, explicate theories, or guide persons through training 

sessions. Comics help validate the world around us and are disseminated to 

influence others. And yes, they even offer readers an escape to places only 

accessed in the nether regions of our imaginations. Through comics we 

understand the relationship between rhetoric, symbols, media, and meaning. 

Comics are material rhetorics that shape, identify, analyze, and validate our 

lived reality, hyperreal or otherwise. 
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