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ABSTRACT 

 I explore the graphic novels Watchmen by Alan Moore and Dave Gibbons and 

Persepolis by Marjane Satrapi both in terms of the realism each presents and as sites for 

exploring gender representation. Because each approaches the critical subject of realism 

very differently, I evaluate the worldviews of each author and what each views as 

“realistic” subject matter. The authors of Watchmen view many gender stereotypes as 

fixed and as a part of their reality with a few exceptions. I analyze both their treatment of 

women and men. I argue that Gibbons and Moore represent a regressive view of women, 

as their female characters generally lack agency and use the agency they do have to snipe 

at one another. I then go on to argue that they provide a more nuanced representation of  

social “realities” for men, questioning standards of toxic masculinity. Marjane Satrapi, I 

argue, presents a “reality” tied more closely to non-fiction through history and memoir as 

subject matter. She also, I assert, presents a full and inclusive treatment of women which 

not only creates a more sensible and beneficial view of women, but holds closer to reality 

than Watchmen.
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION: PLACING WATCHMEN AND PERSEPOLIS SIDE-BY-SIDE 

         As a high school teacher, I often read with an eye toward what messages my 

students might take from a given text. Because of the sexist political views that more and 

more Americans feel comfortable espousing since the 2016 election of Donald Trump, 

my interest in the ideologies that works of literature advance has only increased. As an 

adult, I began reading graphic novels and was lucky to encounter works like Maus, 

Persepolis, and Moonshot: The Indigenous Comics Collection, works that show empathy 

toward people often denigrated by broader society, before other graphic novels that 

engage in misogyny and racism. Graphic novels can help people navigate these ideas and 

develop a sense of compassion in the midst of an engaging reading experience. I hope to 

help my students find literature that helps them become more self-possessed and helpful 

people; in fact, I hope that any literature might help its readers develop an increased sense 

of compassion for others. I realize that any text with literary complexity and interesting 

subject matter generally implies some serious moral quandaries. These quandaries need 

not become an opportunity for accepting evil or preaching simplistic morality lessons. 

Instead, I argue, graphic novels such as Alan Moore and Dave Gibbon’s Watchmen and 

Marjane Satrapi’s Persepolis provide useful sites for studying misogyny. I use Watchmen 

and Persepolis in part due to their popularity and the impact they have made on graphic 

novels as a medium, but more importantly because of the foundation that gender 

stereotypes lay in both stories. In both works, women grapple with the role society wills 

them to play. Whereas Watchmen belongs to the superhero genre (even as it questions 

genre conventions), Persepolis is a graphic memoir. The authors of both works 
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consciously address gender stereotypes, and the roles society demands that men and 

women play. Although Watchmen and Persepolis both address societal gender norms, 

they do so with different attitudes that create contrasting effects. In Watchmen, Moore 

and Gibbons portray the worst aspects of gender expectations of women, but still fail to 

treat their women characters with compassion or humanity. They render their male 

characters more critically, indicating the problems inherent to toxic masculinity; despite 

this, some readers of Watchmen embrace harmful gender stereotypes rather than realizing 

the harm they cause. Persepolis focuses almost entirely on the experiences of women, a 

marked difference from the male-centric nature of Watchmen. In her depiction of the 

experiences of women, Satrapi indicates the inner complexity and humanity of women 

without ignoring the societal pressures women face. To analyze these works, I borrow 

from current ideas that combine to serve modern feminist ideology alongside critical 

analyses of the works.  

  More significant than their connection as seminal graphic novels, the authors of  

Watchmen and Persepolis treat the concept of realism in fiction very differently. No 

author can encompass all of peoples’ lived realities within a finite work, so the decisions 

as to what to include in a given work as “realistic” always constitutes a political act. On 

its original release and only to a slightly lesser extent presently, readers laud Watchmen 

for its realism. Previous to the Watchmen, the Comics’ Code prevented authors from 

including death and other disturbing elements. Because Moore and Gibbons included 

“dark” elements like murder and rape, readers deemed Watchmen more realistic than 

previous comics. However, the realism presented by Moore and Gibbons also denigrates 

women and other minorities, presenting them often as victims without agency. The 
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“realism” in Watchmen then, sets forth a worldview that the reality of white men must 

take primacy and that other viewpoints probably do not exist. Meanwhile, Marjane 

Satrapi creates a reality that includes the viewpoints of marginalized people in  

Persepolis. Persepolis, a memoir, has a stronger tie to reality, actual events that took 

place in human history, than Watchmen and its grittiness. Satrapi recalls the actual events 

of her child- and young adulthood, as well as events of the Islamic Revolution in Iran. 

Her political view of reality includes women and non-white characters as vital and 

interesting agents. The constituent members of reality, for Satrapi, then differs from those 

in Moore and Gibbons’ reality. The focus these authors give to various characters in their 

depictions of the realistic tells audiences on what type of person might be worthy of 

attention. When authors present a work a “realistic,” they imagine who makes up reality. 

The people whom authors include and exclude, and how they treat those included 

characters, tells of how they view real people. The idea of reality presented in Watchmen 

includes parts of the human experience—like murder and rape—previously unexplored in 

comics, but at the expense of women. They fail to imagine how women might operate in 

the world. Satrapi’s representation of her lived reality, and of a particular moment in a 

nation’s history, envisions (or recalls, rather) a world wherein many different types of 

people have voices and agency worthy of reader interest.   
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CHAPTER II 

WATCHMEN AS AN EXAMPLE OF SEXISM IN GRAPHIC NOVELS 

Introduction  

Graphic novels were not always viewed as respectable literature. The transition 

from a disregarded genre to a generally accepted and respected mode was accompanied 

by many years of categorizing and theorizing what allowed graphic novels to qualify as 

literature. Now that graphic novels are accepted as literature, it is reasonable to return to 

one of the works which solidified the genre as credible to explore gender dynamics 

represented therein.  I will examine Watchmen through the lens of gender in part because 

of its position in the canon as the graphic novels which made critics and readers realize 

that graphic novels are worthy literature. I also find Watchmen an appropriate text to 

examine in terms of gender because despite all of the incredibly intricate and trope 

breaking features, Watchmen often accepts issues surrounding gender without question 

and in many ways represents societal ideas surrounding gender as fundamental, not 

worthy of interrogation. Because Watchmen was and remains highly acclaimed because 

of the realism which it brought to graphic novels, I wish to explore what Watchmen 

considers to be real about gender, and what we might do well to question. I will argue 

that Watchmen treats its women characters more as supports for the narrative arcs of male 

characters than as whole people in their own right. I will further argue that Moore and 

Gibbons successfully illustrate negative outcomes surrounding gender stereotypes for 

men, but that the embrace of negative male characters by some readers highlights the 

pervasive hold that gender stereotypes have in society. The disparity between the 
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treatment of women and men creates a sense of forced conventionalism in regards to 

gender in an otherwise innovative graphic novel.  

Watchmen remains highly acclaimed to due to its realism; therefore, I wish to 

explore the dual nature of realism within Watchmen and how said realism affects 

presentation of gender within the work. Watchmen gained notoriety due to its realism and 

grittiness, rather than childish fantasy that had been associated with comics previously; 

however, the nature of the realism within Watchmen is often presented at the expense of 

women. Watchmen’s fame for its realism and juxtaposes with its decidedly unrealistic 

approach to women. I question, then, whether realism might be an excuse for misogyny. 

In an introduction to a 2012 interview with Alan Moore, Tom Lamot describes Watchmen 

phenomenon, “On the surface Watchmen was superhero fiction – powers, cloaks, chins – 

but it was set in something more like the real world, noir-like and patently intended for 

grownups. It was groundbreaking, still imitated to this day” (Lamont).  Beginning in the 

1950’s comics had been censored through the comics code; the limits on representations 

of drugs, sex, and violence often had the effect of making the content of comics overly 

simplified and childish (Bongco 4). When creating Watchmen authors Alan Moore and 

artist Dave Gibbons approached their subject matter with the purpose of exploring how a 

super person would realistically affect the world. Realism, then, in this context refers to 

gritty subject matter like war, violence, sexuality explicit material, and substance abuse. I 

will argue that in terms of gender, the realism as grittiness comes at the expense of 

portraying the lived experiences of women accurately. Famed for bringing a grown-up 

flair to comics, Watchmen brought a new respect to graphic novels in large part because it 

refused to side skirt these issues. Rather than sugarcoating their plot, Moore and Gibbons 
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focused on darkness, grit, and otherwise adult subject matter as integral to their story 

world. While a refusal to bend to censors may be admiral, the violence in Watchmen is 

often portrayed with women as victims in such a way as to normalize misogyny rather 

than challenge such societal expectations.  

Watchmen’s brand of realism celebrates violent subject matter as a primary 

distinction between childish and mature literature. According to Andew Hoberek, 

“Watchmen and Dark Knight are jointly famous for bringing a darker, putatively more 

realistic tone to the superhero genre: unlike previous superheroes the protagonists of this 

series age, have sex, and commit morally questionable acts” (Hoberek 14). Many readers 

acclaim Watchmen because of its adult approach and realism. The dismissive 

representation of women and portrayal of toxic masculinity, then, represents a lack of 

distinction between truthfully exposing the upsetting parts of life for women and 

portraying negative gender stereotypes as a natural and fixed feature of reality. Moore 

and Gibbons’ intent in creating a realistic graphic novel is to include the violence and sex 

that might be found in the real world. However, if this idea fails to differentiate between 

realistic and acceptable, and often extends to violence against women as a realistic norm.  

The line between realistic, meaning gritty, and realistic, meaning fixed, within 

Watchmen becomes blurry, thus obscuring the difference between factual and acceptable. 

It’s refreshing to see heroes age or to face unsolvable problems with realistic grit, since 

previous comics lacked significant stakes. It is less refreshing to see issues facing women 

as in the actual world presented as facts of life, too much a part of the fabric of reality to 

be questioned. The world of Watchmen, like the real world, entails unsolvable problems 

which neither Superman nor Dr. Manhattan nor Ozymandias can prevent. However, it 
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also presents a world where all the women are objects to be seen or raped. Whereas the 

men face complicated, urgent challenges which absolutely must be solved, the women 

face problems that no one seems willing to solve. In Watchmen, men have engaging 

trials, but women’s challenges come off as mundane. The men, in their manifold 

representations, are tough, violent, and chaotically emotional. Watchmen uncritically 

presents a fictive universe which includes women only to the extent that they serve men. 

Similarly, Watchmen’s view of men ignores gender dynamics, placing the experiences of 

men as central and their negative socialized masculine behaviors as natural and 

acceptable, rather than dynamic, harmful, and preventable. If comic books or graphic 

novels can represent the full range of the human condition, then Watchmen fails to 

meaningfully address the condition of human women and rather reduces women into 

fantasies and stereotypes for stereotypically dangerous and narratively centered men.   

The centering of men in Watchmen includes the experiences of individual men 

and therefore ensures that readers fully understand men’s thoughts, feelings, and 

experiences. It extends the centrality of male experience more generally, though, in the 

inclusion of several male protagonists, which indicates the idiosyncrasies of the male 

experience. Men get to be particular-- they’re represented by diversity of experience. We 

learn that Rorschach glories in murder not because of unhinged psychopathy, but because 

of childhood abuse and to avenge an abused and murdered child. We also get to 

Rorschach’s well-meaning therapist, the stoic Dr. Manhattan, and the misguided 

philanthropist, Adrian Veidt. Each of these men experience different incidents and 

respond in unique and nuanced ways. Meanwhile, women literally play the same 

character and play out the similar events over and over. Mother and daughter play the 

https://www.thesaurus.com/browse/idiosyncrasy
https://www.thesaurus.com/browse/idiosyncrasy
https://www.thesaurus.com/browse/idiosyncrasy
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same vigilante role, Silk Spectre. The handful of other women included in the story lack 

defining characteristics so that women become monolithic-- they’re represented as a 

universal. The punishment for women of breaking the universal is death. In an assessment 

of high school students’ response to graphic novels as “boy” or “girl” books, Robin A. 

Moeller suggests, “...the dual notion of boy books and girl books has deep historical roots 

that continue to foster views about what is socially acceptable for girls and boys, 

particularly through the influence of one's family and teachers” (Moeller 477). Watchmen 

as an extremely popular and highly lauded graphic novel teaches women that most 

experiences are not for them, and that graphic novels in particular are not a medium for 

them. More chillingly, the contrasting treatment of women and men indicates to women 

that the broader world is not for them. Moeller goes on to say that, “...children must 

identify with characters in some fashion to find them meaningful” (Moeller 477). Of 

course, this phenomenon is not only true of children, but for adults as well. Watchmen 

fails to offer women characters with whom to identify; it is as if women do not make 

enough meaning for anyone to identify with them. Watchmen presents violent and 

hypermasculine men, and few women at all. Watchmen indeed presents a complicated 

narrative, rendered in an engaging format. The novel, though, celebrates moral darkness 

and perpetuates negative gender stereotypes, including violent punishment for breaking 

said stereotypes.  

Bury Your Gays.  

         Admirably, when in the 1980s Margaret Thatcher implemented anti-gay laws, Alan  

Moore, his wife, and their partner spoke out against government homophobia. However, 

within Watchmen, the treatment of the gay character Ursula Zandt indicates a patriarchal 
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foundation to attitudes surrounding gay people. Gay characters within the Watchmen 

possess little agency, and in once case, is killed for her sexual orientation, implying that 

women only have narrative value insofar as they advance the stories of men. 

Homophobia, then, also serves patriarchal standards with regards to character 

development. Moore and his wife published a comics anthology called Artist Against 

Rampant Government Homophobia, or AARGH! Dave Gibbons, Art Spiegelman, and 

Frank Miller contributed to the project, among others (Kirshenblatt). Moore and 

Gibbons’ active role fighting homophobia indicates their allyship of LGBTQ rights. In 

some ways their depiction of gay and lesbian couples in Watchmen fights homophobia, 

but in their work also presents an ambiguity that obscures their positive intentions.  

         Haley Hulan, explains that beginning in the late nineteenth century the trope was 

enforced by law, “decency acts” which meant “that gay characters were required to be 

framed in a negative manner” (Hulan 19). Over the course of time, the trope has outlived 

its usefulness. In the present, authors are free to write and illustrate LGBTQ characters 

living full, fulfilled lives, yet these characters often die, suffer, or are otherwise punished. 

Such is the case for Watchmen’s Urusla Zandt. She was the first crime fighter to turn her 

vigilante activities into a career; later, upon the public’s discovery of her sexual 

orientation, the other Minutemen vote to oust her from the group (Moore and Gibbons 

74). In fact, the reader mostly gets to know Zandt through others’  

comments about her death.  

Shortly after the other Minutemen oust her, she dies, murdered, with her girlfriend 

in their apartment. The movie adaptation makes explicit that Zandt was killed because she 

was a lesbian, though the graphic novel is more ambiguous. The reader knows relatively 
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little about Zandt, a minor character. The report of her ousting from the Minutemen and 

her death are reported with regret by her contemporary Hollis Mason’s autobiography. He 

says of her, “Everybody knows what eventually became of Silhouette and although it 

would be tasteless to rehash the events surrounding her death un this current volume, it 

provides proof for those who need it that some people dressing up in a costume did have 

its libidinous moments” (Moore, Gibbons 74). Later he briefly describes voting to cast 

Zandt out of the Minutemen. Despite his discomfort with having voted Zandt out of the 

group for no more reason than publicity, his report of the event is unceremonious. Later, 

in a newspaper interview Sally comments on Zandt, “First off, I didn’t like her as a 

person...But, when the papers got a hold of it, her being a -- what is it -- a gay woman 

they say nowadays, when that happened, I thought it was wrong…I mean, I voted along 

with everybody else, but well...it wasn’t fair...When she got murdered like that...I mean, I 

never really liked her” (Moore, Gibbons 312). The limited reaction of her former partners 

to her death indicates a significant flaw in the presentation of the life and death of Ursula 

Zandt. Sally feels ambivalence toward Zandt rather than concern or compassion over her 

murder. We might hope that though the women never developed a friendship, Sally might 

denounce a hate-crime against a former partner; instead, Sally expresses discomfort even 

with the term “gay”. Zandt’s murder shows Moor and Gibbons’ dedication to gritty 

reality—they could have ignored violence against LGBTQ people, but chose to include 

this detail. Both of these main references to Zandt exist outside the main narrative, in 

Mason’s biography and a newspaper article, which serve to bring a sense of non-fiction to 

Zandt’s plot. Rather than including her story in the main narrative, her story is presented 

through the frame of reality in types of writing considered to be more factual than comics. 
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In her story, reality meaning “fact” and reality meaning “gritty” intermingle, but fail to 

gesture toward the tragedy of the situation.  

Although the inclusion of a gay character and acknowledgement of violence 

against gay people is helpful, the limited reaction of her former partners to her death 

indicates a flaw in the presentation of the life and death of Ursula Zandt. The “non-

fiction” autobiography and the newspaper article center other Minutemen, Hollis Mason 

and Sally Jupiter over Zandt. We never get to know Zandt beyond her lesbianism, her 

murder, and her racist attitude against Sally. Mason’s autobiography allows readers to 

understand the history of the Minutemen, the official story juxtaposed against the 

experience of characters depicted through the main plot. The newspaper clippings of 

Sally Jupiter allow readers to understand Sally more deeply, understanding her 

motivations and her personal history. Unfortunately, the effect of conveying  

Zandt’s life and death primarily through the memories of other characters centers others’ 

view of Zandt above Zandt’s own experiences. Readers are not necessarily meant to 

identify with Hollis or Jupiter, especially as both show their own discomfort with their 

part in casting her out from the Minutemen. Readers are meant to understand other 

characters through their response to the death of Zandt. The result of rendering of Ursula 

Zandt’s experiences, including her murder, primarily through others memories is that she 

becomes less of a person than a prop for understanding others.   

Patriarchal structures often regard women as valuable only to the extent that they 

serve men. Similarly, Zandt does not serve men sexually, so Watchmen takes little 

interest in her as a potentially complex character, instead favoring her service to others’ 

stories. In her article, Hulan notes that some more modern stories which use the Bury 
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Your Gays trope do so to reflect the tragic realities of life for people in the LGBTQ 

community. She uses RENT as an example, explaining, “RENT answers that homophobia 

itself; it cries out in agony at the real pain caused by violence and neglect endured by the 

LGBTQ+ community during the AIDS crisis. RENT’s characters are not props meant to 

make audience members sad because of a sad queer existence” (Hulan 22). The 

difference, then between Watchmen’s use of the Bury Your Gays trope and its use in 

RENT lies in Watchmen’s refusal to cry out in agony. Zandt’s death is rooted in reality-- 

LGBTQ people are often targets of bigoted violence-- but the text does not hold the 

tragedy of this reality in its heart. The characters feel discomfited, but not anguished. 

That Watchmen was published in the midst of the AIDS crisis and that both Moore and 

Gibbons knew of the harm that homophobia caused/causes in the real world makes the 

dismissal of Ursula Zandt more concerning, not less. Whatever their intentions were 

(perhaps to acknowledge violence against queer people) their treatment of Zandt indicates 

a cavalier attitude toward violence against marginalized people that uses tragedy only to 

illustrate ideas central to others’ narratives.  

Ursula’s queerness is her main known attribute. Her flatness indicates, perhaps, 

that her casual dismissal by other characters indicate a lack of ability to recognize queer 

people as wholly human. For Moore and Gibbons, Zandt (and by extension gay people as 

a group) lacks complexity beyond the definition of her queerness. Their failure in 

imagination of the humanity of gay people creates a situation wherein their straight 

characters disregard a human life more easily than if she were portrayed with more 

empathy. In his memoir “Under the Hood” in which the character Hollis Mason recalls 

his Minutemen days, he sandwiches a note on Ursula’s sexual orientation between two 
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paragraphs about Minutemen who were Nazis and others who were “unstable or neurotic” 

(Moore, Gibbons 72). This grouping indicates a false equivalency with Nazis, lesbians, 

and then people with mental illness. It seems possible that the character Hollis Mason 

means to indicate that the lives of the Minutemen were varied and open to criticism, but 

the effect is his criticizing Ursula Vandt for having sex with other women. Other gay 

characters exist within the Minutemen, but they receive little attention. They are given 

even less time and attention than Ursula because they were men and remained 

unmurdered. The fact that they were men kept them in the Minutemen, but Watchmen 

treats both Ursula, Hooded Justice, and Captain Metropolis as marginalized without 

excuse or concern. Ursula’s death, and the treatment of other women indicates the 

overwhelming heteronormative attitude within Watchmen that women must be 

subservient to men, or otherwise be dead or abused. Ursula, in her queerness, rejects this 

heteronormative dictate; the standards to patriarchy taken to their extreme require that 

Zandt die because she does not conform.    

Sallly and Laurie. Mother and Daughter. Madonna Whore/Complex.  

Sally Juspeczyk’s narrative arc, coupled with the illustration of her focus on the 

past, represents a vastly limited and sexist view of women. She is first introduced on page 

43 and is shown as living in a “rest resort”, at age 65.  Of course, even in 1986 when 

Watchmen was first released, 65 was not particularly ancient age. Fried Green Tomatoes 

at the Whistle Stop Cafe, published in 1987, features Ninny Threadgoode, an 87-year-old 

in a similar position in an assisted living facility, for comparison. Situating Sally in a 

facility normally reserved for people who can no longer safely care for themselves 

successfully without supervision implies that she is incapable or disposable.  Her 
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contemporaries, the other Minutemen (the group with whom she fought crime in her 

youth), still live independently, and in fact, work together to solve a mystery which drives 

much of the plot. Sol Saporta argues that, “The sexuality of the old, and of the very 

young, seems to be particularly disconcerting to our society” (Saporta). Sally appears in a 

pink robe, thus indicating that she does not seem to get out of her house or operate in the 

world in meaningful ways. The text never offers an explanation as to why Sally needs to 

live in a rest home, while male characters with similar life experiences continue to 

meaningfully engage with the world. The only functional difference between Sally and 

her male counterparts is that she is past her sexual prime, a standard which has no bearing 

on men in the “real” and “gritty” world which Moore and Gibson invented.  

The ensuing scene between Sally and her daughter centers largely on their 

idenities as sexual beings, identities which the text derides. Sally’s age in this scene, and 

her limitations as a maker of meaning, indicate a distaste for women in general, and older 

women who view themselves as sexual beings in particular. While Sally herself is 

pictured as doddering, having passed her sexual prime, her walls are covered in photos of 

herself in her prime as Silk Spectre. Instead of acting as a subject to create her own self-

image or contribute to the world around her, she instead accepts the meaning placed on 

her in the past as a sexual object. Even in the images of herself in the Minutemen which 

hang on her wall, her capability as a crime fighter lays subservient to her sexuality. The 

pictures do not show her as physically capable so much as physically alluring. Here, in 

the reader’s introduction to Sally, the illustration does subtle work to undermine this 

woman (and women in general) as an impactful figure. Moore’s words never allow a 

character to suggest that Sally is inept, but the illustrations show the reader that this is so. 
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By illustrating Sally and her surroundings thus, Moore and Gibson make her faltering 

nature an accepted reality, rather than perhaps a trope to push back against.  

The introduction of Sally Jupiter casts her as an important secondary character, 

but not a subject in her own right. This first scene wherein the reader meets Sally takes 

place between Sally and Laurie, but is intercut with the funeral of Edward Blake “The 

Comedian”, one of the original Minutemen who was mysteriously murdered. Sally had 

been the first Silk Spectre; she loved being sexy, and a celebrity, and her job. Page 50 

provides a sequence wherein the mother and daughter share the most space on the page. 

Otherwise, Sally is in her memory or they’re intercut with the funeral; they’re bookended 

with Sally alone and bleeding on the floor after an attempted rape and with the umbrella 

of Adrian Veidt at the funeral; again, they provide context to show that the men are 

morally compromised. Text boxes between the women overlay the beginning of the 

funeral, but the chapter as a whole focuses on the mens’ backgrounds more than the 

women. They only provide context for the funeral. The first panel of the chapter shows 

the inside of a cemetery, signaling to readers the main subject of the chapter, but with 

Sally Jupiter’s in the panel. The following panel illustrates Laurie taking up the center of 

the panel, with Sally’s arms reaching toward Laurie from out of frame. The jump between 

funeral and Sally and Laurie implies a connection between the funeral and Sally, to be 

expanded upon in the rest of the chapter.  

The page layout on the first two pages include three rows of panels teach, with 

every other panel alternating between Edward Blake’s funeral and Sally’s room at the rest 

home. The panel layout at the beginning of the chapter gives equal space on the page to 

the women’s conversation and the funeral, highlighting the importance of the women’s 
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conversation. As the chapter progresses, though, the women’s conversation gives way 

entirely to Edward Blake’s background and the memories of the men at the funeral, not to 

return to Laurie and Sally. Their importance, then, lies not in its their own narrative 

power, but in their function as a gateway for understanding the men. For example, as 

Laurie and Sally begin arguing, Sally looks at a photograph of herself and the other 

Minutemen. In a three panel transition, a glare on the picture frame in one panel becomes 

a flash of a camera in the second, and the third panel depicts the moment the picture in 

the first panel was taken. Readers learn that the picture was taken shortly before Edward 

Blake attempted to rape Sally. The women share a tense moment as Sally recalls the 

sexual assault and Laurie chides her mother for her image as Silk Spectre. The remainder 

of the chapter shows various other Minutemen’s interactions with Edward Blake. These 

vignettes build on the foundation laid in the conversation between Laurie and Sally—

readers understand that vigilantes are complicated figures, not morally incorruptible 

because of their status as crime fighters. The nefarious behaviors Blake exhibits speak to 

the grit and moral decay for which Watchmen is famous. Rather than pretend leaders (i.e. 

superheroes) to be completely upright, Gibbons and Moore show that anyone can commit 

reprehensible acts. The use of Sally’s trauma as a means for understanding Blake implies 

that the aggressor holds the most narrative value and interest for readers. The chapter 

ends with Blake’s funeral, but Moore and Gibbons do not include the voice of Sally or 

Laurie in the latter half of the chapter. The women’s lack of presence as the chapter 

proceeds insinuates that Sally’s contribution to the narrative overall lie only in her role as 

a victim. Gibbons and Moore recognize sexual assault to be a real-world problem, but not 
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so much so that they devote space for the women characters to explore the experience 

with one another.  

Therefore, not only does the text begin with the assumption that women past their 

sexual prime cannot be makers of meaning in the world, but also that women cannot even 

hold a short conversation worthy of a reading audience’s full attention. Moore and 

Gibbons begin to engage the worthwhile topic of two women explore with one another 

the complicated nature of the ways they do and do not enjoy their sexuality, the ways 

they have used their sexuality and the ways that they have been used. If these paged 

focused sincerely on this conversation as a worthy subject in its own right, then this 

aspect of the overall narrative might represent a significant shift in graphic novels as a 

genre to focus on women as interesting and vital subjects, but this is not the case. The 

lack of attention for women’s inner lives becomes clear not only in Sally and  

Laurie’s conversation, but also with the inclusion of another of Blake’s victims later in 

the chapter. A few pages after Sally and Laurie’s conversation, Jon Osterman at the 

funeral recalls having seen Edward Blake shoot a pregnant woman. The woman sought to 

hold Blake accountable for getting her pregnant. After shouting at one another, the 

woman cut Blake’s face with a broken beer bottle. Blake shoots her, and Jon recalls that 

he and Blake argued over the incident. Both men blamed one another, but we never find 

out what happened to the woman. Presumably, she died. Moore and Gibbons 

acknowledge the violence women face both in the conversation between Sally and Laurie 

and in their depiction of the woman Blake shot. The detailed images, including facial 

expressions, illustrate that the women do have internal states, but the authors devote few 

panels and less dialogue to delve into the way the women deal with their experiences. 
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Their interest in these unsettling realities does not extend, then, to the women as subjects 

in these events. The work does not have the attention span for two women.  

The scene between Sally and Laurie is all pinks and reds and yellows-- warm 

colors; it’s an incredibly detailed and colorful graphic novel. The warm reds and pinks 

stereotypically associated with the feminine serve perhaps to show the high level of 

emotion the two women feel, but it’s just as likely to represent that it’s a “girly” scene-- 

two women discussing their feminine affairs. In the second panel on the top row, Laurie’s 

voice interrupts her mother looking at a “Tijuana Bible” (a short pornographic comic 

pamphlet; this one in particular features Sally). The image of Sally in the picture features 

her cartoon self saying to a man “Treat me rough, baby”; thus indicating that in the 

imaginations of others, and herself, Sally is consistently “asking for it”; the text offers no 

alternative point of view. The scene between Sally and Laurie is intercut with Edward 

Blake’s funeral but is also suspended for a flashback to when Edward Blake attempted to 

rape Sally when they were both Minutemen. Pages 47 through 50 show Edward Blake 

coming into a changing room uninvited and aggressing Sally; she fights back, at which 

point he violently assaults her by punching her several times and finally knocking her to 

the floor face down to rape her. He is interrupted by another of the Minutemen, who stops 

Edward but tells Sally, “For God’s sake, put some clothes on” (Moore, Gibson 50). Sally 

receives the message that although Blake assaulted her, she was to blame for her assault. 

Moore and Gibbons do not seem to authorize this victim-blaming, as the focus of the 

panel wherein the line is uttered focuses on Sally’s face, not the speaker’s. Sally 

internalizes the message nonetheless, as she later expresses her feeling of responsibility in 

the incident. Between the slut-shaming from Laurie and victim blaming from the other 
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Minuteman, Sally receives incredibly negative messages. By cutting off the conversation 

between Sally and Laurie, and by casting the conversation as adversarial, Moore and 

Gibbons create a sense of ambiguity as to acceptability of slut-shaming or victim-

blaming. Readers get the sense that these ideas harm women, but the brevity of Sally and 

Laurie’s conversation preclude full consideration of the impact of these misogynistic 

ideas.  

The flashback remains almost entirely in the third person, though it clearly 

functions as Sally’s memory. Some individual panels in other sections of the work switch 

to the first person, as when Laurie realizes that Edward Blake was, in fact, her father (the 

result of a later consensual encounter, which I will explore later). In the scene between 

Laurie and Blake, two side by side panels at the top of the page show a close up on 

Laurie, then a close up on Edward, as from the perspective of the other. In the latter scene 

(also a flashback) between Laurie and Edward, Laurie confronts him about his attempted 

rape of her mother, then realizes (as she recalls the scene) that Edward Blake is her 

father. The close-ups on Laurie’s and Edward’s faces do not look out of the page to make 

eye-contact with the imagined conversation partner/reader, but the moment is understood 

to be from the first-person perspective of Laurie and Edward, respectively. If Moore and 

Gibson felt comfortable using the first-person panel in a flashback later, it seems 

reasonable that they might do so in this earlier scene as Sally recalls her attempted rape. 

Sally recalling the attempted rape through a first -person point of view would have both 

made logical sense, but also provided a sense of agency over her memory. Though many 

characters recall traumatic events which are not illustrated in the first person, this 
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example, paired with the graphic nature of the scene itself, contributes to a lack of regard 

for or agency ascribed to Sally Jupiter.    

When the voice of Laurie is shown to interrupt her mother’s memory/reverie, it is 

to slutshame her mother for enjoying the representation of herself in the Tijuana Bible. In 

the second panel of the top row Laurie says, “This is vile!” and continues in the next, “I 

just, jeez, I just don’t know how you can stand being degraded like this. I mean, don’t 

you care how people see you?” (Moore, Gibbons 50). Sally must have been lost in 

thought because Laurie has to refocus her attention in the next two panels. Sally’s 

daughter, Laurie, finds the depictions of her mother as a sexual object disturbing. Laurie 

lashes out at her mother for not outright rejecting these overly sexualized depictions, but 

Sally turns this back on Laurie, suggesting that Laurie is wrong for her relationship with 

Jon. Sally says, “Anyway, what about your image? At least I don’t sleep with an H-

bomb” (Moore, Gibson 50). Moore and Gibbons only show the women making eye 

contact once during this conversation at the climax when Sally tells her daughter that the 

only difference between Dr. Manhattan and an H-bomb is that the H-bomb did not 

require sex. Otherwise, the women are depicted as facing different directions. Thus, the 

height of their connection occurs as they accuse one another of accepting others’ views of 

their sexuality inappropriately. The work disallows the women, in image and in word, 

from connecting to one another in support or understanding, but only in opposition and 

judgment. Sally implies that Laurie’s relationship with Jon amounts to sex work and that 

Laurie’s judgments as to her mother’s enjoyment of the Tijuana Bibles are therefore 

hypocritical.  
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Sarah Donovan and Nick Richardson, in their article exploring the possible 

feminist perspectives of the two Silk Spectres, assert that the “...original Silk Spectre 

clearly uses her sexuality and her sexy costume to advance her career” (Donovan, 

Richardson 175). They suggest that Sally represents many of the outward trappings of 

liberal feminism in that she took the opportunity for meaningful work and succeeded in it. 

They question, however, whether or not her exploitation of her own sexuality for career 

gain might limit the extent to which readers might consider her attitudes aligned with 

liberal feminism. Sally’s attitudes regarding her own sexuality are complicated and most 

probably have significant ties to her sexual development much earilier in life. A 2012 

study on adolescent sexual development advances the idea that, “early messages received 

about sexuality may have salient effects on the sexual behaviors of adolescents and 

emerging adults” and that “These effects may in turn shape experiences and attitudes for 

a lifetime” (Levin et al 487). Sally may very likely have internalized misogyny from her 

would-be rapist and defender, both of whom heavily insinuate that Sally was to blame 

because of her clothing. She both enjoys her sexuality, and believes that she is guilty and 

worthy of punishment as a direct result of this enjoyment. Liberal feminism might prefer 

that she not have used her sexuality as a tool for career advancement, but no reasonable 

feminist in the present could credibly suggest that she should rightly feel guilty for a 

near-rape or her own sexual pleasure. The text presents both women in such a way as to 

suggest that they have behaved badly; it does not offer an alternative which it would have 

found to be more palatable behavior from the Silk Spectres. Because of the relative lack 

of female representation in Watchmen overall, the text which imagines almost exclusively 

women whom the authors believe to be badly behaved. There may be women who 
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comport themselves “properly”, but readers never see such an example. With no 

alternatives, the message is that women might be put in some terrible situations but, as a 

category of people, are fundamentally bad and wrongheaded. The wrongheadedness that 

Moore and Gibbons describe originates not with any particular moral failure, but rather in 

a refusal to operate solely as sex objects for men. The male characters imagine that 

women’s power lies mainly in their sexuality, so when men cannot control women’s 

sexuality they feel angry and out of control. By allowing women to express discomfort 

with enjoying their own sexuality, Moore and Gibbons create a fantasy wherein both men 

and women more or less agree that women cannot be trusted with their own sexuality.  

In this passage, the women give voice to ideas central to the work as a whole 

through internalized misogyny. Sally’s enjoyment/encouragement that others view her as 

a sex object is entirely her own affair, and not necessarily an appropriate subject for 

Laurie to criticize her over. Neither is Sally’s outburst at her daughter helpful or 

appropriate. Rather, both women assert beliefs about the other which affirm the 

Madonna-Whore Dichotomy. The dichotomy describes the way society expects that 

women must either be angelic caretakers or dirtily sexual, with absolutely no middle 

ground. The Madonna-Whore Dichotomy favors mothering as the proper way for women 

to operate in the world, and any deviation as a great sin. Watchmen perpetuates this 

harmful outlook through the way Sally and Laurie feel about one another.  

By using women as mouthpieces for the Madonna-Whore Dichotomy, Watchmen 

attempts to rhetorically sidestep misogyny. In a study about the social effects of the 

Madonna-Whore Dichotomy researchers found that, “a polarized perception of women in 

general as either chaste or promiscuous—correlates with ideologies that reinforce gender 
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inequality, objectify women, and restrict their sexuality” (Bareket et al). Sally and 

Laurie’s attitudes about one another’s sexuality hint toward the reality that each believes 

the other chose the wrong path. Each believes the other to be a “whore”, not a mother; 

both refuse to envision or inquire as to other possibilities. The broader text reflects the 

findings of the aforementioned study insofar as Sally and Laurie objectify one another 

through ideas reflective of the Madonna-Whore Complex only to be treated unequally 

and restricted in other areas of their lives. Watchmen seems to seek to justify positioning 

women in opposing and impossible standards of being overly promiscuous or purely 

nurturing by using women as mouthpieces for these ideas. Of course, there is no 

justification for this dichotomy, but the text offers no range of representation for women’s 

experiences. That Watchmen gained fame for providing a “realistic” storyworld only 

emphasizes the sexist attitudes endemic to the work as a whole. Moore and Gibbons 

certainly portray some of the factual abuses and misogyny that women face, but in 

seeking to create a gritty world, they overlook women’s power in favor of victimhood. Its 

realism and its sexism connect intrinsically; rather than focusing on women’s strengths 

and accomplishments in the real world, Watchmen insists that the Madonna-Whore 

Dichotomy (a harmful cultural construct) is a reasonable way to view women. Because 

Laurie and Sally espouse ideas connected to the Madonna-Whore Dichotomy, readers 

may be led to embrace this impossible standard.  

Just as Sally finds herself discarded as irrelevant while her contemporaries 

continue to affect the broader world meaningfully, so Laurie finds her life heavily 

circumscribed by the men who surround her. If Sally’s position in a rest home indicates 
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her lack of relevance as a woman past her sexual prime, then the way the other 

Watchmen treat Laurie indicates the societal tendency to sexualize girls prematurely.  

Ignored Sexual Abuse  

Laurie and Jon take up together when Laurie is only sixteen and Jon is 

ageless/stuck at thirty. Of course, children cannot consent to sexual relationships with 

adults, thus making their relationship statutory rape. The reader comes to learn that Jon 

and Laurie had a romantic/sexual relationship. Because the narrative of Watchmen is told 

out of chronological order, the reader must piece together a timeline based on various 

characters’ comments and on visual clues of the same event. All of the events which 

readers put together, in the case of Laurie’s relationship with Jon, are mediated by people 

other than Laurie. The reader receives very little of their relationship, if any, from her 

memories or perspective. Rather, Jon and his former girlfriend Janey remember the 

details of Laurie and Jon’s relationship, with some bits rendered in third person.  

The issue with this rendering of their relationship (beyond the simple disturbing 

facts of their relationship), is that it sidesteps Laurie’s view of the development of her and 

Jon’s relationship. The reader is made to understand how everyone else interprets Jon and 

Laurie’s relationship, but the text fails to give voice to Laurie herself. The perspectives 

that the text does privilege deride Laurie, or worse, in Jon’s case, privilege Jon’s 

suffering. His own feelings and perspective provide the narrative focalization for most of 

their relationship history, refusing to allow her the benefit of being a maker of meaning. 

For instance, when Jon panics, retreats to Mars, and recalls his past relationships on 

Earth, he remembers telling Janey of the Kennedy assassination, “I can’t prevent the 

future. To me, its already happening” (Moore, Gibbons 126). Jon takes up about three 



Texas Tech University, Amie Hunter, May 2019  

25 

 

quarters of the panel, looking away from Janey and out of the panel, in a reverie. His 

pronouncement, along with his placement centers his experience. Jon’s prescient 

assertion serves as a scapegoat on the following page, when he recalls first meeting and 

taking up with Laurie. He claims that because he experiences all moments 

simultaneously, he has no control over individual events, thus dismissing himself from 

responsibility for having a sexual relationship with a teenager. On the following page, Jon 

recalls kissing a teenage Laurie, saying, “She’s beautiful. After each long kiss, she plants 

a smaller, gentler one upon my lips, like a signature” (Moore, Gibbons 127). Jon ascribes 

intent to Laurie, but we have no way of knowing whether his assumptions are correct or 

not, because we never see the scene from her perspective. The scene shows the distance 

Jon feels from humanity and the attraction he felt toward Laurie. The final panel on the 

spread pictures Jon alone on Mars, suggesting a sense of loneliness. We learn that Jon 

feels isolated and distanced from humanity due to his experience of time, but we learn 

nothing about Laurie’s conception of the beginning of their relationship. Laurie’s plays a 

crucial in their relationship, as her presence kept Jon soothed and safe. The meaning she 

constructed for herself around their relationship might thus be important. Furthermore, 

giving her character an opportunity to sort through the nature of her relationship with Jon 

might clarify a disturbing scenario. Unfortunately, readers never learn Laurie’s 

perspective, as the text mainly focuses on Jon and Janey’s perspectives. The duration of 

the narrative and visual representation of that narrative dismiss or deride Laurie, thus 

reinforcing wildly inappropriate societal ideas surrounding the sexualization of girls and 

blaming girls and women for the complicated lose-lose positions which society often 

forces on girls and women in regards to romantic and sexual relationships.  
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Moore and Gibbons focus on Jon’s experience over Laurie’s, but also use Janey to 

set a pattern of women’s weakness in the face of rejection from men. In the process, they 

paint Janey as a shrew and deny Laurie agency altogether. Janey displays bitterness that 

Jon rejected her when he no longer found her attractive, but lays some of the blame for 

the deterioration of her relationship with Jon at Laurie’s feet, again placing women in 

opposition to one another. In recalling her relationship with Jon to a reporter she asserts, 

“He couldn’t relate to me. Not emotionally. Certainly not sexually...Within three years 

[of his becoming Dr. Manhattan] he’d dumped me for some sixteen-year-old who ran 

around in her underwear” (Moore, Gibbons 82). The layout of the page wherein Janey 

explains her bitterness toward Jon includes six panels. The three left-most panels take up 

about a third of the horizontal plane of the page and depicts Janey giving her interview. 

The right three panels show Laurie leaving Jon in fear and frustration of his splitting 

himself to meet up with her friend and soon-to-be boyfriend Dan Dreiberg (who is also 

much older than Laurie). The parallel page layout showing Janey frustrated at Jon’s 

betrayal on the left and Laurie hurt by Jon’s emotional unavailability on the right 

accentuates Jon’s repetitive propensity for undervaluing his romantic/sexual partners. On 

the same page, we see a similar situation playing out for both Janey and Laurie—despair 

in the face of rejection. Without Jon’s attention, they lose their bearings. The page layout 

emphasizes the reader with two women’s powerlessness against rejection by placing the 

women side by side. Janey has become bitter, while Laurie runs to the arms of another 

man. The relative proportions of the individual panels which give more space to Laurie 

than Janey suggest an eclipse of the old by the young and lends support to Janey’s 
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frustration. Readers can understand that Jon behaves cruelly and understand Janey’s, but 

the women’s helplessness casts both of them as dependent on men for security.  

Were Janey solely angry at Jon’s betrayal, it might suggest that Jon’s behavior 

with both women was unacceptable and thus provide a counterbalance to the shame and 

disregard which Laurie experiences. This simple does not happen. Janey’s description of 

Laurie as a “teenager who ran around in her underwear” charges Laurie with the 

responsibility for the deterioration of Janey and Jon’s relationship. Janey certainly blames 

Jon for his part in leaving her, but seems to believe that Laurie shares that burden because 

she was young and dressed like the adolescent she was. Internalized misogyny rears its 

head again in this instance, as Janey blames Laurie for problems that Jon is ultimately 

responsible for. Because of her relationship with Jon, the character of Janey held an 

excellent position from which to defend a younger woman who was in a similarly 

unhealthy relationship with Jon. Instead, Moore and Gibbons chose to use Janey to 

reinforce ideas of bitter older women, and highly sexualized young women. Just as Sally 

and Laurie’s interaction serves the idea that women cannot get along, so Janey’s memory 

of Jon and Laurie suggests that older and younger women must always be rivals.  

Laurie’s marginalization begins with her own mother, extends to Janey, and 

continues in Jon’s memories. While on Mars Jon recalls various points in his relationship 

with the two women. He remembers, “It’s 1966. I’m in a room of people wearing 

disguises...A very young girl sits to me right. She looks at me and smiles” (Moore, 

Gibbons 127). The very next panel shows Jon’s hands encircling Laurie’s face (in 1985) 

and the reader is clearly meant to understand that they are sexual partners. Two panels 

later, Jon takes the reader back to 1966, where Jon and Laurie are shown to be kissing. 
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These two panels of Jon and Laurie having sex are broken up by a center panel picturing 

Janey. In this middle panel Janey shouts, “You were staring at that girl is what’s the 

matter!” (Moore, Gibbons 127). Fortunately, Janey reminds the reader that Jon’s 

relationship with Laurie was inappropriate. As the text continues, Jon remembers Laurie 

in such a way as to suggest that she pursued him as much as he pursued her. The text 

emphasizes this distinction in the first panel on the last row of this page, in which Laurie 

smiles in the background at Jon as the couple leaves the party in which all three were in 

attendance. The illustrations suggest Laurie to be highly complicit in her and Jon’s 

relationship (an impossibility given the aforementioned ethics which indicate that 

children cannot consent to romantic or sexual relationships with adults). Hillary Chute, in 

her 2018 “Feminist Graphic Art” says, “How comics’ textuality takes the body seriously, 

both within its diegetic frames, as presentation, and outside of them, as inscription, is one 

of the central reasons it can be linked so strongly to feminist inquiry and strategy. This is 

not only a matter of what or which bodies appear in comics form, but also a matter of 

how” (Chute 157). Her article does not address Watchmen, instead favoring more recent 

comics and graphic novels which focus more clearly on Othered people. Her point, 

though, that the ability of comics to take bodies seriously makes the format rife for 

feminist analysis, is the same idea which makes the treatment of Laurie so very troubling. 

Laurie’s embodied experience as a very capable crime fighter who despite her strengths 

was sexually used and manipulated held great opportunity to show the incredibly difficult 

experience of the corporeal experience of womanhood. Instead, the text notes ills 

experienced by women and girls (particularly oversexualizing of girls and dismissal of 

grown women) then places that trauma to the side to to focus on the trauma of men.  
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The text does not note her objectification as trauma which allows for the dismissal 

of her bodily experience. At her height of relevance to the plot, Laurie works in service of 

Jon; at her most vulnerable she is figured only in Jon’s memories, not her own. As a girl 

of sixteen Laurie was a capable crime fighter, despite her mother’s attempts to make 

Laurie a sex object. Though the reader knows that Laurie did not believe herself to be 

merely as an object of men’s sexual desire (she later ridicules her Silk Spectre outfit to 

Dan Dreiberg), the text clearly believes that she is so: The great event of her girlhood is 

not any accomplishment, but appealing to a much older man sexually, and being available 

to him. For a work of fiction which gained popularity for its gritty realism, it myopically 

refuses to acknowledge the reality that girls might have a perspective on the events of 

their lives outside of the men in their periphery. Watchmen never addresses the reality 

that a relationship with a grown man which began when Laurie was a teenager constitutes 

its own trauma. It further insists that while women may feel hurt at the hands of men, that 

the real trauma is aging. Janey and Laurie both despair as a result of Jon becoming bored 

with them, mostly as a result of aging. Laurie’s relationship with Jon is wildly 

inappropriate and abusive, yet the text insists that Jon is the one who truly feels pain. 

Laurie’s experience is port of entry to explain Jon’s experience.  

Gail Simone, a comics author for DC and creator of the Women in Refrigerators 

website and list of the same name, created he WIR list after having noticed that many 

female comics characters are mistreated or killed at high rates. The title “Women in 

Refrigerators” is named after an issue of Green Lantern in which the Green Lantern finds 

his girlfriend’s body in a refrigerator.  In a 2014 interview she commented on her purpose 

creating the list. As a part of her answer she noted, “And I kept seeing guys ask, ‘Why 
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don't women read comics?’ And for me, it felt that there was a connection between that 

and the fact that if you loved female superheroes, you had this endless parade of stories 

where the women were killed or de-powered, and they were never the focus of the story” 

(Asselin). The deaths of lesbians, the Madonna/Whore Dichotomy, the dismissal of older 

women, and the abuse of young women and girls in Watchmen all serve the larger 

problem with Simone noticed when she created the WIR list. An issue with many comics, 

graphic novels, and Watchmen in particular is the net dismissal of women. If girls and 

women are constantly killed off or abused or shown to be ineffectual in their own lives, 

an ethos around real women becomes evident. It is impossible to stress strongly enough 

the extent to which Watchmen has been heralded for realism. The realism which it 

presents includes the grim reality of adult relationships with underage teenagers. 

However, it actively prefers women abused and sidelined and without thought about their 

major life events except to the extent that they are sexually accepted or rejected. This is 

not realistic in terms of accuracy to lived experiences of women; it’s just bleak. Women 

and girls have a very broad range or thoughts, feelings, and emotional reactions to the 

events in their lives. Much of the realism in Watchmen exists as a construct that includes 

the abuse of women that happens in the real world, but focuses on the experiences of 

men. This type of realism dismisses women as sexual objects without interrogating their 

interior lives.  

Toxic Masculinity  

         In 2018, the American Psychological Association released guidelines for 

psychological practice with boys and men which recognized that men and boys might 

need to be treated as gendered, not neutral, beings. These guidelines, along with Laura 
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Mulvey’s ideas about the male gaze serve as useful frameworks for understanding some 

of the objectionable behaviors from male characters in Watchmen. Part of the guidelines 

released by the APA include a concern about masculine gender roles which affect men 

insofar as that, “men who accept sexist constructions of masculinity are often restricted 

by codes of conduct that inhibit their ability to be emotionally vulnerable and form deep 

connections in adult relationships” (Rabinowitz 10). The lack of capacity for motional 

vulnerability (and frankly, range of accessible emotions) for the male characters in 

Watchmen represents the root of hazardous behavior.  

         Jon Osterman perhaps represents a clear example of how enforced gender norms in 

general, and lack of emotional intelligence specifically, negatively affects men and the 

women with whom they come into contact. Before addressing the impact of Jon’s 

adherence to gender norms, I must note the masterful way Moore and Gibbons render 

Osterman’s experiences. Brandy Ball Blake’s article “Watchmen: The Graphic Novel as 

Trauma Fiction” argues that the way Osterman’s story unfolds reflects the experience of 

trauma victims. She asserts, “Several features of graphic novels enable them to replicate 

these symptoms. First, graphic novels, or sequential art, are by definition fragmented 

narratives...Emotional impact, repetition compulsion, states of helplessness, and other 

symptoms of trauma can all be delivered through visual clues, such as color, panel size, 

and repetitive imagery. The combination of words and images provide many 

opportunities for illustrating the impact of traumatic experience” (Blake).  Blake goes on 

to explain how these elements are executed to show the trauma experienced by Jon 

Osterman. That is, readers get a sense of what it is like to experience trauma in the 

reading of Watchmen. The rendering of his trauma and the revelation of how toxic 
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masculinity negatively affects himself and those around him is both remarkable and 

moving. Nonetheless, because of Jon’s inability to appropriately process his emotions he 

also lacks the capacity to see or care about women’s suffering.  

         Other parts of Jon Osterman’s story offer objectionable examples of standards for 

male behavior harming not only women, but also the men who enact such norms. Readers 

do not receive much information about Jon Osterman before his transformation, except 

that he has a girlfriend and friends and a PhD. His father pushed him into studying atomic 

physics, rather than the family trade watchmaking. Beyond this, we know little of Jon 

Osterman before his transformation into Dr. Manhattan. Watchmen tells the order of the 

events of Jon’s life all out of order, which as I mentioned earlier, serves to replicate the 

experience of PTSD and of Jon experiencing all things at all times. I will examine a brief 

scene that represents Jon’s character overall, focused mainly on his distancing himself 

from human emotion. Moore and Gibbons disguise Osterman’s rejection of vulnerability 

as a result of his Dr. Manhattanization, but this flaw is reminiscent of everyday 

expectations of men in society.  

         A significant challenge in supporting men to engage in healthy behaviors (which 

help men and women) is acknowledging the socialization of men to avoid emotional 

vulnerability. Andrew Reiner discusses men’s socialized connection with their emotions 

saying, “boys are taught, sometimes with the best of intentions, to mutate their emotional 

suffering into anger. More immediately, it captured, in profound concision, the earliest 

stirrings of a male identity at war with itself” (Reiner). This concept, in connection with 

the APA’s idea that men are taught to evade emotional vulnerability, explains (but does 

not excuse) Jon Osterman’s violent outbursts.  In our society, and certainly in the world 
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of Watchmen, men learn to avoid negative emotions and reject emotional vulnerability. 

When life forces men to be vulnerable, they reach for the only inner resource they have 

fully developed. Such is the case for Jon Osterman. Too often, the emotion men find is 

rage or anger. The nearest object of this rage is often women, or in Jon’s case, Laurie.  

Watchmen, in a climactic scene wherein Jon leaves Earth, displays an extreme 

example of the centrality of male perspectives to the work as a whole and of the negative 

effects of men distancing themselves from their own emotions. In a transition from Laurie 

to Janey Slater and back to Jon, beginning on page 81, Janey’s narration overlays events 

happening between Jon and Laurie. In the last panel of the third and last row on 81 and 

two Jons stand and put back together a glass Laurie had broken, Janey’s narration reads “I 

remember soon after he failed to prevent J.F.K.’s assassination we argued. I said ‘Jon, 

you know how every damn thing in this world fits together except people’” (Moore, 

Gibbons 81). Her narration shows us that Jon lacks sufficient connection with human 

emotions to be present in his relationships. He values scientific achievements and should 

be able to access emotional information given his godlike abilities, but either cannot or 

will not. At some point, the difference between an inability to access emotions and refusal 

to do so becomes a moot point. Jon’s emotional distance from himself, Janey, and later 

Laurie illustrate a dedication to masculine norms of toughness and strength, at the 

expense of understanding or reaching out to the people he purports to care about. Not 

only do Janey and Laurie pay the price for his emotional dissociation, but he ultimately 

ends up without a support system due to his refusal to connect with other people. In the 

same scene Janey says, “One day, he’ll find out. He’ll find out what it feels like ” 

(Moore, Gibbons 82). The narration serves the dual function of showing Janey’s 
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bitterness and Jon’s inner turbulence. Laurie can only see Jon as detached and careless, 

given his actions. Janey’s narration suggests that Laurie has hurt him the way he hurt 

Janey, and that he might feel tremendous pain at this abandonment. Jon’s refusal and/or 

inability to express his agitation at Laurie leaving leads to a much larger, less healthy 

outburst. Men who subscribe to ideals of toxic masculinity learn to repress emotion to the 

extent that they can no longer express themselves in a healthy way. When Laurie 

becomes upset with Jon’s behavior and leaves, he asks if she is okay, with his eyebrows 

raised, then in another panel furrows his eyebrows as she leaves. His facial expressions 

hint at emotions he may be feeling, but because he cannot or will not express them, their 

relationship becomes more and more fractured, hurting both himself and Laurie.  

Jon’s inability to handle emotional relationship problems mirrors broader 

problems related to toxic masculinity as he turns to a violent outburst as an unhealthy 

coping mechanism. Immediately after Laurie left, Jon got ready for a t.v. interview 

wherein Jon was ambushed by news of Janey’s and others’ cancer, thought to be caused 

by contact with him. His interview is intercut with panels of Laurie and Dan Dreiberg 

fighting off a mugging. Each time a panel returns to Jon, it cuts closer to his face so that 

over the course of six panels across two pages, the scene changes from a broad 

establishing shot of the news studio to a close up of Jon’s face. His face takes up about 

three-quarters of the panel; the remainder of the panel shows would-be interviewers and 

their microphones. The effect of ever infringing on Jon’s face is to reflect his own 

emotions coming more and more to the surface. Previously, he may have been able to 

distance himself from his own emotions; he certainly remained emotionally distant from 

both Janey and Laurie. Jon felt overwhelmed by Laurie leaving and learning that and 
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many former friends died of cancer, apparently from interaction with him. His emotional 

devastation, of course, is appropriate. Anyone would feel wrecked at the knowledge of 

having caused tremendous harm to a great many loved ones. The issue is not with the 

emotions Jon felt, but at the way he dealt with them.  

Toxic masculinity does not allow Jon the solace of strength, but only serves to 

isolate him further from his own humanity. The scene continues on page 82 with an 

extreme close up panel on just Jon’s face; his was screaming. The panels cut to Jon alone 

in the studio. He then teleports the others from the studio, goes briefly to his and Laurie’s 

apartment, then to his and Janey’s old apartment to pick up a picture, and then to Mars, 

leaving Earth on the brink of nuclear war. The reaction of going to Mars reflects Jon’s 

profound lack of ability to process his emotions. His decision to abandon Earth indicates 

his prioritizing himself over the sum total of the rest of humanity, and in itself represents 

a violent act in the face of intense emotions. The final chapter panel in the chapter is a 

half-page depicting Jon sitting on a rock, alone on Mars. A black text box at the bottom 

of the panel reads, “Shall not the Judge of all the earth do right? -- Genesis chapter 18, 

verse 25” (Moore, Gibbons 104). The verse and the image work together to place Jon in 

the position of judgment over the Earth. Rather than realizing that he may be feeling pain 

over hurting those he cares about, or feeling that they hurt him, Jon instead digs more 

deeply into toxically masculine ideals of strength. As a godlike figure, he need not 

understand his own emotions so much as decide “objectively” whether life on Earth 

deserves to go on. Jon’s trips back to the places where he spent time with the women 

suggest that he must decide whether to let Earth be destroyed in a nuclear war because his 

girlfriends left him. Jon’s inability to deal with his emotions in an appropriate way reflect 
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a broader social expectation that all men ignore their emotions, then lash out violently 

when they can no longer do so. Jon’s image in this last image of the chapter is rather 

small, he seems slight between the field of space and the ground on Mars. The 

illustration, in connection with the question in the Bible verse allows readers to note that 

Jon’s conscious or unconscious dedication to toxic masculinity has not worked out the 

way one might hope. He sought to avoid vulnerability, but wound up isolating himself.  

Later, when Jon decides to show mercy and preserve life on Earth, his the effects 

of toxic masculinity still taint his interactions with others. His lack of practice in showing 

vulnerability and empathizing with others leave an emotional skill gap. Even when he 

wants to connect with others, years of selfishness disguised as “strength” leave him inept. 

Several chapters after his initial transportation to Mars, Jon brings Laurie to join him. 

Even though he finally finds the willingness to reach out to another person, he brings her 

to him without asking her permission. He accesses his emotions, only to value his own 

feelings at the expense of her wellbeing. Laurie almost dies when Jon forgets to provide 

her with oxygen on Mars. Once he provides oxygen, she immediately throws up, as being 

teleported makes her ill. Although he did not deprive her of oxygen maliciously, he 

nevertheless did not consider even her most basic human need. Jon Osterman positions 

himself as the savior of humanity by returning to Earth, but it’s important to note that he 

put Earth in need of saving when he decided to leave. Similarly, he shows himself 

capable of romantic love just after his girlfriend collapses into Martian sand without air to 

breathe; his love does benefits her little, since he ultimately uses her as a way to access 

his own emotions. Jon centers his own experiences over Laurie’s, even going so far as to 

bait her into realizing that her mother eventually had consensual sex with Edward Blake, 
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who was actually Laurie’s father. He says that she is, “…deliberately shutting out 

understanding, as if you’re afraid; as if you’re too delicate” (Moore, Gibbons 303). This 

comment on Laurie’s emotions indicates his aversion to uncomfortable emotions and his 

belief that his dedication to objective science represents a higher way of being. Jon 

decides to save Earth, claiming that Laurie is “…life, rarer than a quark…” (Moore, 

Gibbons 308). His eventual willingness to save humanity is admirable. However, Jon’s 

insistence that Laurie relive trauma to convince him to let humanity live strikes me not so 

much as a humanitarian gesture as a the manipulative gesture than an act of heroism. It is 

not okay for boyfriends to deprive their girlfriends of air. Even if it’s only once, and even 

if it’s by accident, and even though he apologizes, keeping Laurie from actual oxygen 

represents a clearly abusive behavior. Jon’s eventual departure from Earth to a  

“less complicated” galaxy allows readers to recognize that men rejecting emotions does 

not save them from consequences of feelings, but rather further isolates them and harms 

loved ones (Moore, Gibbons 409).  

Benevolent Sexism.  

         The most famous character in Watchmen also serves as the most divisive. 

Rorschach, or Walter  Kovacs, the morally draconian and violent vigilante, functions like 

the proverbial train wreck from which onlookers cannot turn away. Walter Kovacs 

endured a brutal childhood at the hands of an abusive mother and bullies. The murder of 

Kitty Genovese inspired Kovacs to take on his vigilante identity of Rorschach. As both 

Kovacs and Rorschach, the man was shockingly violent. He famously held contempt for 

humanity as a whole, but especially for women. On the other hand, he figured out Veidt’s 

plan to kill millions and was the only person willing to expose him.  
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         Because of a societal bent toward toxic masculinity and benevolent sexism, some 

readers come to identify with Rorschach rather than recognize him as an example of the 

evils of benevolent sexism. Rorschach’s blended violence and sense of right and wrong 

makes for a character who some readers have used as an example of heroism. In 2015, 

Ted Cruz infamously listed Rorschach among his top five favorite superheroes. In 

response, comics editor Susana Polo wrote for Polygon, “Moore—and, most people 

would argue, Watchmen itself—has established that Rorschach is a man who gives plenty 

of lip service to living by a morally unassailable, black and white code, but who 

nevertheless picks and chooses much of what he considers to be right and wrong entirely 

according to his own personal prejudices” (Polo). She goes on to explain her belief that 

when people describe Rorschach as their favorite of the Watchmen characters, they have 

seriously misunderstood the text. She also explains that she has met many such people, 

mostly men, who admire Rorschach for his “moral code”. Although discerning readers 

can understand Rorschach’s attitudes and actions to be immoral, some readers maintain 

Rorschach as an actual hero, rather than as an example of the type of “Flawed, violent 

and damaged people” found throughout Watchmen (Polo).  

Although Rorschach engages in misogynistic thoughts and actions, readers also 

learn his background and come to understand, if not support, why he behaves as he does. 

Much academic debate has been dedicated to whether Rorschach is a hero or villain and 

why he might be misunderstood as either. Mervi Meittinen, for example, reads Rorschach 

as an attempt to deconstruct masculine stereotypes found in other comics (Meittinen). 

Similarly, in her book Watchmen as Literature: A Critical Study of the Graphic Novel, 

Sara Van Ness argues that after the reader understands Kovac’s background, 
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“Rorschach’s harsh crime-fighting tactics and his adamant adherence to honor and justice 

become, in the very least, understandable” (Van Ness 140). The tendency to understand 

Rorschach’s most violent and misogynistic tendencies makes sense given the graphic 

depiction of Rorschach’s background. Critics’ understanding of how Rorschach 

represents the problems with strict gender stereotypes as opposed to popular misreadings 

of Rorschach as a hero nevertheless reveals the insidious nature of benevolent sexism 

which allows some readers to identify with even the most violent and cruel characters in  

Watchmen.    

         While Dave Gibbons is quieter in terms of providing Watchmen commentary, Alan 

Moore has consistently expressed disappointment in the aspects of Watchmen which 

audiences have embraced. For the BBC he commented, “what I’d hoped that people 

would take from it was the approach to storytelling, the worldview, the approach to 

reality as a web of coincidences and chance remarks. But I think what they took from it 

was ... Rorschach. What they took from it was, ‘This guy’s really violent, and he’s 

psychopathic, therefore let’s make all the characters violent psychopaths” (Barber). 

Moore’s apparent intent in writing Rorschach as he did was to reveal the darkness and 

depravity of human nature, not celebrate these negative elements. He did not achieve his 

goal due to deeply held beliefs about gender stereotypes on the part of some readers. For 

many readers who identify with, rather than merely understand, Rorschach. In an article 

for Esquire, Dom Nero describes the same claim by Ted Cruz that Rorschach was one of 

his favorite heroes. Nero goes on to say, “that’s just the tip of the iceberg for a 

community of farright, red-pill dudes who look to the deplorable detective as an icon for 

morality and patriotism” (Nero). This popular misreading for Rorschach in the face of 

https://newrepublic.com/article/122377/ted-cruz-isnt-wrong-call-watchmens-rorschach-hero
https://newrepublic.com/article/122377/ted-cruz-isnt-wrong-call-watchmens-rorschach-hero
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open misogyny and extreme violence reveals a propensity in modern culture to see any 

perceived injustice against men as punishable to any extent. Rorschach’s sordid heroism 

serves as an ineffective excuse for violence and misogyny.  

         A lack of acknowledgment of women’s agency outside the Madonna/Whore 

dichotomy allows Rorschach to both revile women and act as a savior. Benevolent 

sexism, the idea that some sexist beliefs might benefit a marginalized group (generally 

women) is incorrect, but might explain some of the appeal of Rorschach. In her article 

assessing benevelent sexism’s role in perpetuating rape culture Courtney Fraser asserts 

“that benevolent-sexist ideologies construct women as creatures devoid of agency, 

leading men to routinely presume women's consent to sexual activity whether or not such 

consent in fact exists” (Fraser 141).  

         The transition from the abused and pitiful Kovacs to the strong and violent 

Rorschach occurs when he avenges the rape and murder of a child, an event that some 

readers use to celebrate the character. He recalls the beginning of this episode of revenge 

saying, “We do not do this thing because it is permitted. We do it because we have to. 

We do it because we are compelled” (Moore, Gibbons 193). Two pages later, a 

psychological Rorschach test in one panel becomes his mask in the next, which two 

pages later becomes the open skull of a German shepherd which had eaten the murdered 

girl. The plot uses the violence of a child’s death as a connection to Rorschach’s violence. 

The text begs the question “Who would not want to kill a pedophile in a fire? His most 

violent impulses represent the most just inclinations in us all.” The implied rhetoric 

works effectively because, of course, the rape of children represents one of the very worst 

aspects of humanity. The issue with Rorschach’s morality is that his acknowledgement of 
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humanity ends with actual children. The girl was worthy of defense because she was as 

pure as humanly possible, only six years old. Any girls or women beyond the simple 

purity of a child, though, he reviles. Later, Rorschach breaks the fingers of a man in a bar 

while seeking information. The man never had information to begin with, yet Rorschach 

tortured him. In an article discussing contemporary politics, author Kayla Chadwick says, 

“I don’t know how to explain to someone why they should care about other people” 

(Chadwick). The same might be said of readers who lionize Rorschach’s violence rather 

than wrestling with the gaping distance between his goals of justice and his literal and 

figurative enactment thereof. I am tempted to blame the text for failing to make it more 

clear to readers that Rorschach does not represent a heroic ideal, but people should 

ideally have the reading capacity necessary to realize that Rorschach’s sadistic nature is a 

flaw, not a feature. Some readers, like Ted Cruz, interpret Rorschach’s revulsion of 

human beings as the imposition of justice. The inclination to rescue the most innocent 

and reject all others indicates a belief that Rorschach possesses the moral high ground 

from which to deal “justice”. The text offers a valid viewpoint that humans are 

complicated, but less critical readers reject the complicated nature of Rorschach and 

embrace him as a moral hero.  

While Rorschach endured a horrific ordeal of a childhood, he earned no 

qualification for deciding who deserves compassion or cruelty. Instead, he gives himself 

permission to judge and harm others based on his own sense of pain and revenge. 

Watchmen famously opens with Rorschach’s journal which reads, “Dog carcass in alley 

this morning, tire tread on burst stomach. This city is afraid of me. I have seen its true 

face. The streets are extended gutters and the gutters are full of blood and when the drains 
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finally scab over, all the vermin will drown. The accumulated filth of all their sex and 

murder will foam up about their waists and all the whores and politicians will look up and 

shout ‘save us!’... ...and I’ll look down and answer ‘No’” (Moore, Gibbons 9). His 

association of “whores” with vermin and dead dogs indicates a loathing of women which 

does not discriminate individuals from one another. While the impulse to protect children 

from criminals is noble, this is no excuse for treating all but the most virginal women as 

degenerates. Furthermore, his view of sex workers as degenerate views them in a 

vacuum, and fails to take into account the myriad situations which may have led them to 

their profession. He lacks compassion and thoughtfulness in his judgments. Rorschach 

views himself as godlike and understanding of the people on the street, perhaps because 

he feels that he experienced the worst of what the “vermin” could offer. His vie for power 

over pain the form of vigilante justice lacks discernment. The propensity for some readers 

to identify with Rorschach, rather than understand him as the cautionary figure Moore 

intended, illustrates the power of benevolent sexism in many men’s imaginations. 

Readers with a predilection for sexism see in Rorschach a hero who defends the 

“Madonna” and punishes the “whore” whom they view to be behaving improperly. For 

these readers, Rorschach enacts the types of punishment of women who fail to meet 

arbitrary gender norms which place men in positions of power. They believe that if 

women owe them both sex and power; when women relinquish neither, this type of 

reader becomes incensed.  Rorschach’s defense of the innocent, for these readers, 

provides justification for other instances of violence.    

         In an article for Esquire defending the gore of Watchmen generally and Rorschach 

specifically, Dom Nero says, “The brutality of Watchmen is meant to be seen from a lens 
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of empathy, not aggression” (Nero). Readers can choose to empathize with a vicious 

murderer who reviles women because he is a round character who also has a sense of 

justice. Readers may engage the benevolent sexism which says that women must have a 

childlike lack of agency to deserve empathy, and otherwise be dismissed as “whores”. 

Moore and Gibbons sought to presentation Rorschach in such a way as to highlight the 

societal issue of sexual violence. They achieve this goal, but tragically, part of the 

revelation lies with readers who embrace Rorschach rather than reading critically to reject 

his overbearing judgment of others and resultant violence.    

Conclusion.  

Alan Moore is of the opinion that comics are juvenile and regrets that Watchmen 

reinvigorated the superhero genre (Marchese). He also contends that authors can write on 

sexual violence as an issue they find to be worthy to be addressed (Ó Méalóid). Despite 

his authorial genius, I respectfully disagree with both these opinions. Comics and graphic 

novels are mature genres budding with opportunity for complexity and wild variation in 

subject matter. Despite the complexity available for (or perhaps inherent to) graphic 

novels, deep sensitivity must abide as authors broach any sensitive subject. 

Representation of sexual violence or gender issues simply does not suffice. Rather, the 

text must provide a viewpoint which acknowledges the complexities of sensitive issues 

which empathize with traditionally marginalized groups. Moreover, even when 

addressing commonplace events without any hint of controversy or sensitivity, the best 

graphic novels treat all characters as complete human beings, rather than tropes or props 

for others. Watchmen succeeds on a great many counts, but fails to represent gender and 

gender issues with compassion or equality. Persepolis, at least as equally as rich and 



Texas Tech University, Amie Hunter, May 2019  

44 

 

complex, represents a work wherein equality, celebration of women and girls, and point 

of view work as strengths to the work, rather than features readers must learn to 

disregard.  
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CHAPTER III 

PERSEPOLIS AS AN EXAMPLE OF TREATING WOMEN LIKE PEOPLE IN 

GRAPHIC NOVELS 

Introduction  

Women and girls experience an incredibly wide breadth of experience during 

teenage and young adult years that literature often ignores of dismisses. Girls’ and 

women’s responses to life experiences are even more expansive. The variety of women’s 

experiences compared to the representation thereof in literature illustrates a lack of 

interest in how women understand and operate in the world. As I explored in my 

examination of gender representation in Watchmen, even when authors depict common 

difficult experiences of women, they often do so in a way that degrades or objectifies 

women. Graphic novels, as a medium, have the same possibilities as any other medium 

for representing girls and women in great variation, rather than as a monolith, so when a 

graphic novel, like Marjane Satrapi’s Persepolis addresses women’s experiences in an 

honest, interested manner, they shine as an example of literature that challenges 

patriarchal standards. Satrapi’s bildungsroman traces the story of her own childhood, 

teenage, and young adult years as an Iranian expatriate to Europe during and following 

the Islamic Revolution of the 1970s in Iran. While Watchmen and Persepolis belong to 

different subgenres of graphic novel, both prominently include the challenges that women 

encounter. The authors of both hold an awareness of how standards for gender impact the 

way men and women operate in the world. Despite their difference in genre, both works 

share a vested in gender expectations. Satrapi honors the representation of many 

experiences of womanhood, as well as addressing racism. Whereas Watchmen observes 

negative gender stereotypes without always challenging them, Persepolis celebrates 
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women who defy gender stereotypes and expectations to make their own meaning in the 

world. The intersectionality of Persepolis in portraying the coming of age experiences of 

a girl who must travel from Iran to Europe in the midst of political upheaval indicates 

compelling potentialities for understanding how patriarchy affects girls and women. 

Persepolis, using word and picture, shows how women can be represented as complex 

agents in amidst oppressive environments, rather than helpless victims in a cruel world.    

Satrapi originally wrote Persepolis in French as it was first released in four parts 

in France. It would later be released in two parts in the U.S. and then as The Complete 

Persepolis later in 2003 and 3004.  It follows a fictionalized Marjane as she grows up in 

Iran during and after the Islamic Revolution. She tells about her mother, father, 

grandmother, and uncle and their activities working against the repressive regime. She is 

eventually sent to live in a boarding school in Austria when her speaking out against the 

regime at school places her in danger. Marjane makes friends, has boyfriends but also 

struggles tremendously in Europe both because of personal, individual struggles and due 

to the issues surrounding racism she experienced. Persepolis’s  almost immediate popular 

and critical praise in the countries in which it was published indicates the need and 

readiness for stories that challenge patriarchal ideals.Its positive reception speaks to its 

strength as it depicts the journey of a Middle Eastern woman, despite its publication date 

in the United States closely following the September 11th attacks of 2001. Much of the 

plot follows the political unrest of Satrapi’s childhood and coming of age. Having come 

from a political family, and having lived in a large city, the Islamic Revolution affected 

her significantly. The effect of political upheaval directly influenced Satrapi. In turn, she 

created a work which displays events which were personal to many women who came of 
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age at the same time in her country, and who experienced similar challenges in their lives 

as Satrapi. The film version of Persepolis premiered more recently and to such success, 

more responses from Iranian women are available to the movie than the novel. Responses 

to Satrapi’s original writing and the film that followed note the striking and lovely art, as 

well as the profound insights to complicated issues surrounding the political events which 

informed Satrapi’s childhood. According to Emily Dixon, “Too often, graphic novels are 

perceived as exclusively the domain of homogeneous white men; in reality, women, 

people of colour, LGBTQIA+ people, and members of other marginalised groups are 

responsible for some of the most innovative, enchanting books in the comic scene” 

(Dixon). Many publishers and readers believe that if men comprise most of the readership 

of graphic novels, then no one would be interested in stories about women. Persepolis’s 

success proves that many readers do want stories about the ways women form their own 

identities and build meaning in the face of oppression and patriarchal standards.  

The movie Persepolis was released in 2007 and debuted at Cannes and has been 

critically extolled since. A review from Slant from the year of the film’s release called it, 

“...gorgeous, accomplished, stirring…” (Schager). A 2008 review from The Guardian 

said Persepolis was “so inspired, so simple and so frictionless... it's almost a miracle” 

(Bradshaw). Few critics take any umbrage with any aspect of the film, though a small 

minority assert that the film portrays Islam as wholly evil and oppressive, a claim that an 

attentive viewer of the film might easily dispute. Meanwhile, in an interview with several 

Iranian women in similar positions with Satrapi as expatriates of Iran, the interviewees 

asserted that much of the experiences depicted in the film Persepolis rang true to their 

own lives. Interviewees suggested that the film represented their feelings and 
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experiences, at least to some extent. They reported that like Marjane, they sometimes lied 

about being Iranian, despite feeling pride in the culture, due to fear of ignorant 

questioning or overt racism (Goodman). The production of the film is in large part due to 

the auteurship of Marjane Satrapi, who co-directed the film alongside Paronnaud. Satrapi 

insisted that the film be hand drawn, than computer animated, thus rendering a lovely and 

beautiful style similar to that in her original work. The graphic novel itself had an almost 

immeasurable effect on other graphic novels coming out of the Middle East. Its iconic 

style, the focus of the narrative, and its popularity all impacted the works which would 

follow. According to  Chris Reyns- Chikuma and Houssem Ben Lazreg, “Since 

Persepolis could be considered the first complete and popular graphic novel about the 

Middle East, no one artist after could avoid its presence, reject it, or ignore it. Moreover, 

it clearly helped put the Middle Eastern graphic narrative on the map in the Middle East 

and in the West” (Reyns-Chikuma and Lazreg 760). The very notion that readers all over 

the world would be interested in the story of an Iranian girl bolstered similar stories and 

opened up readers to possibilities of ever-increasingly varied stories where previously 

there had mostly existed vague (and inaccurate) stereotypes.  

Satrapi’s experience as a woman in her particular context naturally lends itself to 

issues or sexism and racism, issues which (sadly) remained prominent at the time of 

publication and in the present day. Persepolis has been banned in Iran (though it can be 

found on black markets) but has served an important function for Western readers 

(Reyns-Chikuma and Lazreg 764). Two professors who use Persepolis as a teaching text 

in an undergraduate class describe the influence Persepolis has wielded for Western 

readers thus: “By offering students a more complex and less dualistic perspective on 
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Iranian society and women, in particular, Persepolis encourages students to question the 

source of their (perceived) national insecurity and offers models of agency rooted in the 

homeland (Iran) they have been encouraged to fear” (Botshon, Plastas 2). Western 

readers may gain a viewpoint on Middle Eastern culture that challenges a monolithic 

viewpoint. In fact, Persepolis precludes readers from believing Iranian women to be 

stereotypically oppressed or helpless, rather indicating the ways in which Marjane’s 

family fought against these stereotypes. Marjane’s travels to Europe highlight the 

problems of sexism and racism so endemic to the West, so that readers may not leave the 

work with any condescending sense of progressiveness.  Rather than fear the Other, 

readers learn to recognize our own prejudices and work to understand people with 

different backgrounds and experiences than our own. Both the form and content of  

Persepolis invites readers to view women with an intersectional lens, helping viewers 

“read” women as whole, complex individuals.  

The verbal and artistic style of Persepolis sync to create a complex narrative 

through the outward trappings of simplicity. In describing Satrapi’s artistic style, Laura 

Sneddon asserts that “The portrayal of events are not filtered through a collaborative 

artist, yet it’s still hard to remain certain whether everything in the comic actually 

happened. This is particularly true when the real combines with the unreal, such as Marji 

speaking with God and Karl Marx” (Sneddon). One might even say it’s inviting. In 

Understanding Comics Scott McCloud describes “amplification through simplification” 

as a poignant feature in comics (McCloud). In Persepolis, simplification comes through a 

mostly chronological plot and stark black and white images, which appear visually simple 

(unlike the ostentation of Watchmen). It is possible for readers to remain unaware of the 
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extent to which we must interpret the events of the text or, more significantly, the 

emotional weight that apparently simple images and text can exert. In her article on 

Persepolis and Fun Home, Laura Sneddon argues that “...the use of art to suggest and 

provoke feelings and responses rather than demand them leaves the work far more open 

to interpretation by the reader. The reader plays an active role, which results (sometimes!) 

in a far less judgmental reaction” (Sneddon). She suggests that visual art’s requirement 

that readers do some interpretive work to understand the ideology presented allows 

readers a sense of ownership that can abate judgment. Because some readers disregard 

stories centering on women out of hand, the allowance for readers to feel involved and 

suspend judgment provides an opportunity for readers who might reject a woman’s 

memoir to engage with Persepolis. Mixing media so that words and images 

codependently create a narrative increases the emotional weight of Marjane’s story. The 

ostensibly simple visual style, coupled with a straightforward plot invites readers to co-

create an emotional narrative alongside Satrapi. The reader’s work in making meaning 

with the author lessens the propensity to build defenses as a reader. Similarly, in 

Watchmen, readers must place the main narrative, Hollis’s autobiography, newspaper 

clippings, the pirate comic, and other inserted texts to create meaning. In the case of 

Watchmen, many readers misread the texts to create an ideal of patriarchal standards as 

positive, suspending judgment to the point of appreciating characters intended to caution 

against oppressive gender standards. In Persepolis, readers can collaborate with Satrapi to 

understand the story and Marjane’s emotional landscape and her circumstances without 

judging her. By understanding Marjane and the particulars of her own circumstances, 

readers can then extrapolate the intersectional experiences of women at large.  
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Positive Female Relationships  

Graphic novels’ ability to show the relationships between women as celebratory 

may be observed in the relationship between Marjane and her grandmother. Watchmen 

represents adversarial relationships between mothers and daughters, incorporating 

unhealthy conflict into a concept of “realism” Satrapi presents familial relationships 

between women as positive and supportive despite disagreements. Marjane’s 

relationships with her mother and grandmother help her ground her identity through her 

childhood and young adult years, eventually allowing her to find her own voice. It is, of 

course, common for mothers and daughters to have incredibly difficult or unhealthy 

relationships. Satrapi’s representation of healthy family relationships between women, 

though, provides a rhetorical framework that sets up women as people who understand 

the world and one another.  

         If readers only see women as objects manipulated by or subservient to men, or 

alternately at odds with other women, women come to be viewed as irrational, angry 

objects, as in Watchmen. Satrapi interrupts a negative societal view of women by 

revealing the reality and importance of female relationships. Marjane’s relationship with 

her mother and grandmother entails respect, love, and incredibly challenging moments. 

Their representation allows viewers to imagine women as whole people with outward 

capabilities and rich inner lives. According to Hillary Chute in her article on the narrative 

framework within Persepolis as a graphic novel, “The medium of comics can perform the 

enabling political and aesthetic work of bearing witness powerfully because of its rich 

narrative texture: its flexible page architecture; its sometimes consonant, sometimes 

dissonant visual and verbal narratives; and its structural threading of absence and 
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presence” (Chute 94). In no small part, the “bearing witness” to positive female 

relationships in Persepolis serves as a powerful political act. Marjane’s affirming and 

beneficial relationships with women, rendered in word and image, disallow a view of 

women as weak, onedimensional, or irrational objects. Instead, Satrapi encourages 

readers to understand the value and complexity of female relationships.  

Supportive Non-familial Women  

Her relationship with her mother and grandmother gives Marjane strength and 

confidence. When she flees to Europe and does not have the support of these family 

members, she struggles to find security in herself or ease in her surroundings. Help from 

another woman in a time of need connects her to her parents literally and metaphorically. 

Her encounter with a woman not in her family serves also to ground her emotionally 

when feeling very vulnerable. Marjane appreciates her own culture when seeing how her 

friend, Julie, disrespects Julie’s mother. Despite having had spats with her own mother 

when living with her parents, seeing another daughter blatantly ignore her mother makes 

Marjane indignant. Satrapi connects relationships even with non-familial women, like 

Julie’s mother, Armelle, as a way to connect to a home culture.  

After having been kicked out of a boarding school, Marjane makes friends with an  

Austrian girl, Julie, with whom she goes home on the holidays. Julie’s mother was 

cultured and had traveled often. She knew some of the places familiar to Marjane and 

thus connected with some of Marjane’s experiences. She shows understanding of 

Marjane by recalling that Marjane could make a proper pot of tea given her home culture. 

On the final panel of the page, Marjane imagines them not in a sitting room in Austria, 

but instead by the Caspian Sea. The panel shows three people sitting at a dining room 
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table by the Caspian Sea. Armelle was speaking about psychoanalytical theory when in 

the captions on the final two panels read, “I listened out of politeness...And also because 

she was the only one who knew Iran. She understood my nostalgia for the Caspian 

Sea...And then, she was also the only one who had called my parents to reassure them” 

(Satrapi 181). We can infer that the three people in the panel represent Marjane with her 

parents, by the sea. Although Marjane and her parents live far away from one another, 

she feels confident in their support. She knows that they support her from afar just as they 

did when they lived together.  An understanding parental figure provides safety for 

Marjane, and provides a connection to her actual parents, when Marjane felt most 

vulnerable after difficult social struggles at school. Marjane finds comfort in the thought 

of her parents’ support and the solace of the care of another adult. If Watchmen illustrated 

women forever at odd, Persepolis shows how women create networks of support.  

The use of a straightforward linear narrative in conjunction with an imaginary 

image shows the type of work graphic novels can do to support positive images of 

women. The narrative and the image create an avenue for readers to understand the plight 

of a young girl, both understanding the facts of her life and commiserating with her 

emotional life. The connection of Armelle as a surrogate mother figure allows the reader 

to apply the empathy with Marjane’s struggle to a helping figure. Readers not only 

empathize with Marjane but also see how empathy can take action. Armelle does not 

merely understand Marjane’s culture; rather, Armelle acts to protect her  through 

reaching out to her parents and providing a home when Marjane left school. Thus, the 

form of the graphic novel in Persepolis encourages readers to process how women (even 

those without family ties) can help girls in times of distress.  



Texas Tech University, Amie Hunter, May 2019  

57 

 

Persepolis’s model for women finding a way to support one another across cultures is not 

only theoretical, but impacts real readers. A first-year writing course at the University of 

Cincinnati used Persepolis 2 as a primary text. A student wrote a poem about her own 

mother cooking as a “metacommentary” on an event from Persepolis as an inspiration 

(Bernstein 93-94). Isobel’s poem about her own mother illustrates the impact of 

representation of healthy female relationships in popular culture. Female readers often 

see themselves represented in painful scenarios and thus do not feel free to express 

themselves or believe that they should express their pain. Seeing how Marjane found 

camaraderie with her friend’s mother, Isobel was able to express her own happy 

memories with her mother. Sharing stories about women in relationships with other 

women validates readers’ own experiences.  

Healthy Mother/Daughter Relationships  

Marjane’s memories with her mother inform the way she remembers the politics 

of Iran when she was a child. The safety of her mother’s love contrasts with the 

surrounding political violence. She pushes boundaries as a political agent because of the 

security provided by her parents. When later, as a teenager, the threats to her identity and 

personal safety become too strong she can return to her parents. In her article describing 

survival and narration in Persepolis Golnar Nabiszadeh states that “...Satrapi uses the 

comic form to explore the relationship between personal memories and cultural history” 

(Nabizadeh 152- 153). Her relationship with her mother specifically illustrates the 

connection between the personal and the political. In Understanding Comics McCloud 

argues that because lines are symbols for ideas, they may be viewed as akin to language. 

He explores at length how lines can convey inner states of characters, emotions 
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(McCloud 118-137).  The relationship between Marjane and Mrs. Satrapi represents a 

deeply personal aspect of Marjane’s life. Yet their bond affects the very public ways that 

Marjane expresses her politics. Because of the depth and strength of their relationship, 

Satrapi’s lines in the panels containing the two often entail the use of compelling lines. 

These lines convey Marjane’s and Mrs. Satrapi’s emotions and add meaning to the events 

of Marjane’s life and the political events surrounding her.  

Because graphic novels use drawings as well as well as text, they can indicate 

situations through the framing of images as well as through language. Such is the case 

when Satrapi depicts the relationship between her younger self and her mother through 

their spatial arrangement in the panels. Mrs. Satrapi is her own person and Satrapi models 

her mother’s full personhood by showing her interests and relationships outside of 

Marjane, as well as illustrating her rich inner life. She sometimes covers for Marjane, 

allowing Marjane to break rules and other times chastises Marjane for behaving 

improperly. An early example connecting Marjane’s personal relationship with her 

mother, politics, and the representation of these ideas through line comes as Marjane 

enters her early adolescence. She skips school one day and has a very fun time with her 

friends. When she returned home, though, her mother has spoken with the school and 

knows Marjane cut class. To make matters worse, Marjane lies to Mrs. Satrapi, telling her 

mother first that she had attended school and then that she had only skipped religion 

class. She believes that her mother will be lenient, given Mrs. Satrapi’s general 

ambivalence toward religion. Mrs. Satrapi does not grant the clemency for which little 

Marjane hopes. Instead, Mrs. Satrapi becomes angry, having caught Marjane in another 

lie. The first row of panels on this page change only minutely. Marjane faces her mother, 
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as Mrs. Satrapi faces forward. On the next row, though, as their argument intensifies, the 

first panel shows a close-up on Mrs. Satrapi’s angry face. Next, the middle panel depicts 

Mrs. Satrapi at an angle, hand raised in a lecturing motion, above Marjane. This middle 

panel expresses the mother’s frustration in a realistic way; people could reasonably be 

standing at such angles as are shown. In the next panel, Mrs. Satrapi stands at an 

exaggerated diagonal angle hovering over Marjane, dominating the panel and her 

daughter. Her speech bubble turns from a smooth line in the middle panel to a jagged line 

in this more intense panel. Scott McCloud argues that line can represent inner states such 

as madness and anxiety (McCloud 119-120). His examples lines for these inner states 

match closely with those that of the speech bubbles meant to represent shouting. Anger 

that Marjane lied, on some level, informs Mrs. Satrapi’s shouting, as revealed in her 

posture. The angle at which Satrapi draws her mother reveals both Mrs. Satrapi’s 

frustration at her daughter, but also her attempt at protection. The angle of Mrs. Satrapi’s 

stance suggests the aggression that can come with anger as she leans toward her daughter; 

at the same time, her body looms in such a way as to shield Marjane from metaphorical or 

literal threats.  

In this passage, word and image work together to represent Mrs. Satrapi’s 

multiple emotions. As the images reveal anger, Mrs. Satrapi’s words reveal fear. Mrs. 

Satrapi’s anger shows in her body language, and volume. The following panel, on the last 

row of the page, divulges her fears. Marjane stands in the foreground and with shadow of 

Mrs. Satrapi in the background. Mrs. Satrapi’s speech bubble uses tiny font; nevertheless, 

it takes up almost the entire panel. She says, “This time I covered for you, but it’s the last 

time! Now is the time for learning. You have your whole life to have fun! What are you 
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going to be when you grow up?? In this country you have to know everything better than 

anyone else if you’re going to survive!!” (Satrapi 113). Her fear for her daughter’s 

success and security drives the anger shown in the previous panel. For little Marjane, as 

depicted by her mother’s figure in the distance, the anxieties her mother feels do not yet 

haunt her. Mrs. Satrapi knows that women’s status during the Islamic Revolution was 

always tentative and under threat. She wants her daughter to find fulfillment, but also 

realizes that any faltering step or infringement on expectations could threaten Marjane’s 

life. The panel directly below the one of Mrs. Satrapi shouting at an angle over Marjane 

presents Marjane in a similar position to that of her mother in the panel above. Marjane 

faces forward, finger pointing in the air, a jagged speech bubble reading, “Dictator! You 

are the guardian of the revolution in this house!” Her mother’s shadowed figure, now 

even further in the background, has only a question mark in the speech bubble. Mother 

and daughter, at this moment, do not understand one another. Mrs. Satrapi feels angry and 

afraid for her daughter, and Marjane feels burdened by her mother’s rules and by the 

emotional way she enforces said rules. Satrapi represents the connection between mother 

and daughter, then, in similar rendering. Their angry, jagged speech bubbles, both with 

their finger pointing in the air feel a similar level of emotion. Although they find 

themselves in a moment of opposition their images show that they are ultimately very 

much alike in spirit. In the following pages, Satrapi shows us exactly what her mother 

sought to protect her from. The lines and angles on this page, and in the following 

passage reinforce the emotions driving the plot described in Marjane’s and her mother’s 

words.  
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The moment of confrontation after Marjane skips school follows a scene wherein 

a party the Satrapis attended was raided, so Mrs. Satrapi’s fears were in no way 

unfounded. Little Marjane makes the connection with her present moment most clearly, 

though. Marjane and her mother remain upset with one another on the next page. The t.v. 

announces what could have meant the end of the war. Marjane asks to be dismissed to 

spend time in her “hideaway,” the basement. As Marjane descends the stairs into the 

basement, she describes how the country refused a peace deal and executed those in the 

opposition party. The panels are rendered such that it appears that Marjane walks down 

directly into the conflict of war. In one panel, when the stairs extend furthest across the 

panel, giving a sense of great depth, Marjane notes, “So we plunged deeper into war…” 

In her hideaway, apart from her mother, little Marjane narrates the present of the image in 

the past tense of memory. That is to say, we are to understand that the grown-up author 

Satrapi has entered her childhood memory and speaks both as an adult author and from 

the memory of a child. In this moment, out of time, she is physically separated from her 

mother in the basement. In the moment of her separation from her mother, she mentally 

travels to incredibly frightening aspects of the war. Thus, the images indicate what words 

do not- Mrs. Satrapi sought to protect her daughter, but Marjane cannot be protected all 

the time. Her knowledge of the violent political situation in her country threatens her 

childhood innocence. Marjane (the character) associates her mother’s rules with the 

governmental oppression and seeks to resist both. Satrapi (the author) associates her 

mother with a sense of order and security and separation from her mother with the chaos 

and danger of adulthood. On the final page of the chapter, Marjane has her first cigarette. 

In the final panels she says, “As for me, I sealed my act of rebellion against my mother’s 
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dictatorship by smoking the cigarette I’d stolen from my uncle two weeks earlier...It was 

awful, but this was not the moment to give in...With this first cigarette, I kissed my 

childhood goodbye...Now I was a grown-up” (Satrapi 117). Satrapi portrays her journey 

from childhood toward adulthood as interwoven with political conflict. As Marjane 

embraces adulthood and comes to understand the political landscape more fully, she 

relies on other women to help her make sense of the world around her. Marjane’s 

initiation Her relationship with her mother is central to her ability to navigate her world 

both as a girl approaching the normal milestones of the teenage years and as a female 

person in the midst of a sexist culture. Her first major clash with her mother over 

skipping school demonstrates Mrs. Satrapi’s desire and ultimate inability to shield her 

daughter from the dangers of the world around her. As further episodes demonstrate, 

though, her mother finds a way to transform her anxiety into support.  

This chapter expresses the importance of positive female relationships, even in 

moments of confusion, fear, and hostility. In Watchmen, mothers and daughters perform 

negative stereotypes regarding women never getting along and always completing. In 

Persepolis, in this particular instance, a mother and daughter fighting illustrates a natural 

part of development where a child seeks individuality and tests boundaries, and a parent 

seeks to enforce boundaries and protect the child. The realism in Watchmen seeks to 

authentically display the most troubling aspects of human relationships, but often ignores 

women’s strengths in the midst of upsetting situations. On the other hand, Persepolis 

shows the reality of parent-child relationships to be complicated, but often affirming and 

positive. As Marjane grows older, Mrs. Satrapi protects Marjane by giving her the 

confidence and skills to navigate a patriarchal society, and later to escape. The confidence 
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and skills her mother seek to impart take many years, into Marjane’s adulthood, to be 

fully realized. The tottering development of Marjane’s sense of self and self-reliance, and 

her reliance on her mother and grandmother as she develops these skills highlight the 

reality and importance of positive female relationships.  

Marjane’s parents support her rejection of oppressive patriarchal standards, 

simultaneously encouraging Marjane to resist oppression and encouraging readers to 

empathize with her development. As she gets older, Marjane’s parents buy her 

contraband to support her individuality (for which she barely escapes punishment by the 

Guardians of the Revolution; her mother never finds out). Although they risk their own 

punishment and perhaps hers in bringing her banned music memorabilia and clothing 

counter to expectations for women, they reject the notion that others should control 

Marjane’s mind or body. Soon after her parents bring her these gifts, a close friend of 

hers dies in a bombing. These events, combined with her family history of revolutionaries 

and the coincidence with her teenage years, make it so that Marjane “was fourteen and a 

rebel. Nothing scared me anymore” (Satrapi 143). Just as when she was younger, her 

fearlessness and individuality put Marjane at risk for danger, as Mrs. Satrapi recognizes. 

Mrs. Satrapi wants to keep her daughter safe both physically and emotionally; for Mrs. 

Satrapi, Marjane must not get herself into trouble with the regime, nor can she repress 

herself entirely. Marjane finds great freedom in these symbols of resistance. Marjane 

must walk a thin line between staying true to her beliefs and staying out of trouble. Her 

parents’ balanced caution, support, and encouragement allow Marjane to experiment with 

challenging unjust authority over her autonomy. Readers get to see that although political 

forces may try to stifle girls’ and women’s agency, they nevertheless lead rich inner lives 
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that inevitably have an effect on the world around them. Despite Marjane’s parents’ 

attempts to both encourage Marjane’s independence and protect her safety, Marjane’s 

refusal to accept oppressive norms results in danger for Marjane. After hitting a principal 

at her school, being expelled, and enrolling in a new school, Marjane almost immediately 

begins to challenge the status quo.  

As she gets older, Marjane learns to protest oppressive political propaganda rather 

than directing her frustration at her mother over trivial matters. Marjane objects to her 

teacher’s assertion that the Islamic Republic no longer took political prisoners instead. 

Marjane stands and argues that this is a lie. As she challenges her teacher, she appears in 

a very similar posture as when she confronted her mother earlier. She stands face forward 

with a hand pointing in the air. Her speech bubble has a smooth edge to indicate that she 

spoke without shouting, but otherwise, her position is quite alike. The passion she showed 

at home she now uses to fight true injustice. She has the confidence in herself as a maker 

of meaning to reject patriarchal standards propped up by her teacher’s propaganda. Her 

classmates clap when Marjane confronts her teacher’s lies. Marjane’s reception at home 

is similar to that of when she skipped school, but now all the more heightened.  

Her parents’ empathy with and fear for Marjane as she challenges oppressive 

ideals represents for readers a helpful attitude to adopt when contemplating the challenges 

girls and women face in patriarchal societies. Readers, through Marjane, need not ignore 

the struggles that women face and instead can acknowledge and support women’s 

agency, while seeking to protect against the forces that would punish women who “step 

out of line”. When the school calls to report Marjane’s insubordination at school, Mr. 

Satrapi’s reaction is pride-- he says that she gets it gets it from her uncle. Mr. Satrapi 
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celebrates his daughter’s selfhood and ability to act according to her beliefs, setting an 

example for how readers might react to women’s assertion of agency. As Mr. Satrapi 

expresses his pride, Mrs. Satrapi has four stark white lines around her head like a halo, 

but which indicate her intense emotions. In the next frame, Mrs. Satrapi responds, 

“Maybe you’d like her to end up like him too? Executed?” (Satrapi 145). Her speech 

bubble has a jagged line as it comes away from her mouth; we are to understand that 

though she chooses not to shout, she feels extreme frustration. Where Mr. Satrapi praises 

Marjane’s independence, Mrs. Satrapi recognizes the precarity of Marjane’s safety as a 

girl in a patriarchal society. Together, the Satrapi parents present a balanced attitude on 

women’s positions—they model an appreciation and respect for women as whole people 

while acknowledging society’s threat to women’s independence, but moreover, their 

lives. The next few panels appear a before when Mrs. Satrapi and Marjane fought over 

her school attendance. As before, Marjane and her mother face one another, with Marjane 

on the left and her mother on the right. Mrs. Satrapi stands at an angle so as to loom over 

Marjane, but now that Marjane is older, her mother cannot dominate the frame (or the 

situation) as she did earlier. Marjane has her parents’ support, but also must learn to make 

her own way in the world.  

The difference in the panels’ structure and the narration connote the altering 

nature of their relationship and situation. Rather than standing over her daughter, Mrs. 

Satrapi places her hands on her daughter’s shoulders. In part, her altered posture 

represents their developing equality, brought on by Marjane’s age and maturity. These 

panels show Mrs. Satrapi both shaking and hugging her daughter. She wishes to 

emphasize the root of her concerns and guard her daughter against danger. Whereas 
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before, her speech bubbles were jagged and indicated anger, here she has smooth speech 

bubbles. Mrs. Satrapi directs her upset not so much at Marjane as the systems that would 

harm Marjane because of her outspokenness. Satrapi uses ellipses to demonstrate her 

mother’s racing thoughts. Mrs. Satrapi explains that because it is illegal to execute a 

virgin, the Guardians of the Revolution will marry and rape arrested girls before 

executing them. In the final panel on the page, Mrs. Satrapi holds Marjane close as she 

says, “If someone so much as touches a hair on your head, I’ll kill him!” (Satrapi 145). 

Mrs. Satrapi feels distraught at the danger her daughter faces as she indicates to her 

daughter and the reader the consequences women face who reject the patriarchal standard 

that women remain quiet in the face of oppression. Marjane’s eyes, in this panel, appear 

larger as she stares over her mother’s shoulder. Finally, the fears her mother felt for her 

become clear. Watchmen acknowledge violence against women as a problem, but 

Persepolis takes the next step in illustrating the breadth of the problem and gives insight 

into the particulars of how oppression affects women.  

Satrapi emphasizes the solemnity of the situation through the black background 

on these panels. Whereas when Marjane and her mother fought over her skipping school 

the background of the panels was white, now they are entirely black for four solid pages 

as her parents find a solution to the danger Marjane has inadvertently put herself in. 

Satrapi uses the format of a graphic novel to clarify the weight of the position she was in 

as a young teenager. Rather than having to explain the emotions she and her parents felt 

in deep detail, she uses line and shading and repetitive panel structure to show us the 

essence of her circumstances. When her friend dies in a bombing, the caption on an 

otherwise completely blacked out panel reads, “No scream in the world could have 
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relieved my suffering and my anger” (Satrapi 142). Images, then, in concert with 

narrative captions and speech bubbles convey what words cannot as Satrapi recalls the 

most unspeakable of her memories. The graphic novel format reveals the bond between 

daughter and mother during a deeply complex moment in Satrapi’s life. Together, the 

family must figure out how best to keep Marjane safe. The black background as her 

parents decide that Marjane must go to Europe contrasts with other pages as it envelops 

the whole family in the same heavy visual field.  

The relationship between Marjane and Mrs. Satrapi reveals that even when 

women cannot be near one another, they nevertheless draw on one another as a source of 

strength. Mrs. Satrapi’s impulse to protect her daughter remains; her method of doing so 

must change as Marjane gets older and the stakes are raised. When Marjane defies her 

school teacher after having been expelled from a previous school, her parents decide that 

the best way to protect their daughter is to send her to a French-language boarding school 

in Austria. According to Mehrangiz Kar in her essay on the forced veiling of women in 

Iran after the Islamic Revolution, “Iranian feminism has grown from the scars of these 

lashes on women’s bodies. It is deeply rooted in the suffocated screams of Iranian women 

throughout the years” (Kar 33). Mr. and Mrs. Satrapi do not want Marjane to pay for her 

outspokenness with her life. The violence she se es, and the education her parents have 

given her serve as fuel as Marjane navigates patriarchal structures and racism in Europe. 

When she later returns to Iran, the violence that threatened her in her early youth remains 

a powerful motivator to fight for change. The relationship between Marjane and her 

mother allows her to maintain a strong sense of self amid the extremities of her 

adolescent experiences. As Marjane approaches her adolescent years readers can make an 
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empathetic connection with characters with whom we may have little in common because 

we understand Marjane’s and her mother’s emotional drives.  

Intersectionality and Intergenerational Support  

         When Marjane moves to Austria, she experiences troubles related to both sexism 

and racism. In an article assessing health outcomes for immigrants, the authors briefly 

describe the history of the idea of intersectionality. They say, “Intersectionality theory 

has its roots in the writings of U.S. Black feminists who challenged the notion of a 

universal gendered experience and argued that Black women’s experiences were also 

shaped by race and class (Collins, 1990; Davis, 1981). Contrary to articulating gender, 

race, and class as distinct social categories, intersectionality postulates that these systems 

of oppression are mutually constituted and work together to produce inequality (Cole, 

2009; Collins, 1990; Crenshaw, 1991; Schulz & Mullings, 2006)” (Viruelle-Fuentes, et al 

2100).  

Similarly, the struggles Marjane faces in Europe originate not only in patriarchal 

struggles in Europe or in racism but in these forces combined. Her joined identities as an 

adolescent girl and an immigrant of color make her journey in Europe all the more 

difficult than if she were only facing the complex challenges of a child making her way in 

a new country alone. Amidst sexism and racism in Europe, Marjane draws strength from 

the values and support her mother and grandmother have taught her.  

Marjane’s grandmother, in particular, imparts values that allow Marjane to 

establish a self-image as a maker of meaning. For her own safety, Marjane’s parents send 

her to Austria when she is only fourteen. Her teachers and schoolmates hold limited 

views of Iranians and regard Marjane somewhat like a caricature. Marjane feels tempted 
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to deny her heritage to fit in; she finds disavowing her background to be ineffective and 

dispiriting. On her return to Iran, gender expectations which she found oppressive during 

her childhood remain; she is forced to navigate sexism now as an adult. During her time 

in Europe and on her return to Iran, Marjane experiences moments where she passively 

accepts the ideas others have of her and suffers negative consequences for when she 

pushes back against sexist and racist treatment; for all that, her grandmother’s wisdom 

allows her to develop a strong sense of self.  

         Marjane’s grandmother’s own sense of self provides an example for rejecting 

internalized misogyny and internalized racism for Marjane. The evening before Marjane 

leaves for Austria her grandmother stays the night at her house. In a panel that occupies a 

little less than a quarter of the page, Marjane notices as her grandmother changes clothes 

for bed. As she observes her grandmother, Marjane lies in bed in the bottom left corner of 

the panel and looks on at her grandmother who takes up the top right corner. Marjane, as 

is typical in most of the panels, is mostly white with black outlines. Her grandmother, 

meanwhile, is a mere outline rendered by a white line in a black field. The illustration of 

her grandmother as a kind of ghostly figure, who is yet in the room with her, represents 

her grandmother’s presence later. A few panels later her grandmother gives Marjane 

guiding advice: “In life you’ll meet many jerks. If they hurt you, tell yourself that it’s 

because they’re stupid. That will help keep you from reacting to their cruelty. Because 

there is nothing worse than bitterness and vengeance...Always keep your dignity and be 

true to yourself” (Satrapi 150). Before she ever leaves home, her grandmother anticipates 

some of the challenges that Marjane might face as an immigrant and as a girl. Her advice 

might follow any number of paths to a child leaving home, but she chooses to focus on 
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the way others might treat Marjane. Her focus on Marjane’s reaction to negative people 

allows Marjane, and the reader, to consider Marjane as a subject rather than an object.  

Marjane’s grandmother found a way to value and assert her own dignity, and 

therefore seeks to encourage these skills in Marjane. Marjane’s teary-eyed face takes up 

the vast majority of the following panel, as she recalls her grandmother’s smell. Readers 

can understand her grandmother’s words to carry great import. By wedding this verbal 

wisdom to Marjane’s emotionality in the moment, Satrapi emphasizes both the 

universality of her grandmother’s advice and her own unique experiences. On the 

following page, Marjane looks into a mirror and repeats her grandmother’s advice to 

herself. In his article studying the use of mirrors in Persepolis, Bebak Elahi notes that 

“The drama of the mirror stage moves the individual subject from a sense of insufficiency 

to that of anticipation. The sense of not being whole is replaced by a sense of 

completeness” (Elahi 319). I would add to this assertion that the encouragement from her 

grandmother represents an essential component of the inner skills that allow a young 

Marjane to view herself as a complete subject. She feels nervous anticipation, will face 

adversity, and in some ways will lose her grip on her sense of self along the way. The 

strength of the support from her grandmother which enables her to view herself as a 

whole, capable person before she leaves home also empowers her to find herself again 

even in the midst of great difficulty.  

When Marjane does reach Austria, she finds that she both feels a sense of survivor 

guilt and simultaneously finds her nationality a heavy burden to bear, given the “axis of 

evil” label placed on Iran and by extension, Iranians. In a chapter titled “The Vegetable” 

Satrapi recalls, “I wanted to forget everything, to make my past disappear, but my 
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unconscious caught up with me” (Satrapi 194). The image accompanying this caption, 

like the earlier image before Marjane left Iran, shows Marjane in bed. This time, she is 

asleep and dreams of her childhood with her family-- her parents, her beloved uncle, and 

her grandmother. One of the images nearest her is a duplicate of her grandmother’s 

outline in white, recalling for the reader her grandmother’s huge importance in Marjane’s 

life as well as her counsel to stay true to herself. On the following page, Marjane tells a 

new acquaintance at a party that she is French. He notes that her accent is not the usual 

French accent, and she excuses herself. In the last panel on the page, Marjane again lies 

in bed. Her speech bubble reads, “Oh Grandma…” and the concomitant caption says, 

“And when I got back that night I remembered that line my grandmother had told me: 

‘Always keep your dignity and be true to yourself’” (Satrapi 195). In the moment at the 

party, Marjane became overwhelmed by the pressure to assimilate. Marjane recalls her 

grandmother’s words and feels an adjoining sense of disappointment in failing to live up 

to her guidance, she begins to return to her true identity.  

Marjane’s struggle and eventual success in forming her own identity shows both 

the way society would have girls and women remain insecure and the ways women find 

conviction in their beliefs and actions. Marjane already felt saddened at her betrayal of 

herself and her culture. When others ridicule her she reclaims her identity and sticks up 

for herself. The next day at a diner, several of the girls from the party gossip and make 

fun of the idea that Marjane could be French. They deride her looks and claim that 

Marjane claimed to witness war to make herself seem interesting. Unbeknownst to the 

gossipers, Marjane sits in the booth behind them. The final comment the girls make reads, 

“Anyway, her parents don’t really care about her, or they wouldn’t have sent her alone” 
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(Satrapi 196). The girls’ dismissal of Marjane’s family seeks to erase her identity in the 

same way that some people claim to be colorblind. They believe that if they reject an 

essential part of Marjane’s identity, like her family, they can credibly ignore her 

altogether. The panel at the top of the next page shows Marjane’s face and text taking up 

solidly half of the panel. Marjane’s face reaches from top to bottom. She screams at the 

girls, “You are going to shut up or I am going to make you! I am Iranian and I am proud 

of it!” (Satrapi 197). This last sentence is in an even larger, bolded hand-lettering. The 

fire that fueled Marjane to fight injustice as a little girl returned as she claims her identity 

for herself again. She storms out crying, but a few panels later show Marjane facing 

forward, a small smile that reveals pride and mischief on her face. The caption reads, 

“For the first time in a year, I felt proud. I finally understood what my grandmother 

meant. If I wasn’t comfortable with myself, I would never be comfortable” (Satrapi 197). 

Marjane’s realization comes as the illustration centers only on her face--nothing else 

occupies the panel. The illustration underscores the message that Marjane learns about 

finding contentment in herself.  

Marjane’s hard-won self-assurance signals a moment of intersectionality as a girl 

and a non-white person in Europe. In an essay entitled “How Can One Be Persian?” 

Satrapi comments, “Iran has an actual history, an actual history-- and above all, actual 

people, like me” (Satrapi 23). Previously in the essay, she notes how the Western world 

has mischaracterized Iran and created a pastiche of its people. She points out that these 

characterizations not only misrepresent a country and a people but treat Iranians as a 

monolith. In “The Vegetable” Marjane embraces what she had already learned as a little 

girl, that she loves her country and family; moreover, these inform her selfhood as an 
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individual, rather than negating her selfhood. A great many teenagers experience catty 

gossip, and girls are particularly judged based on their looks, as the gossipers judge 

Marjane. Her status as an immigrant intersects with the judgments made on her looks as a 

girl to make her journey as a teenager seeking security all the more difficult. The 

guidance from her grandmother lent her the confidence to stand up for herself in both 

aspects of her identity. Marjane’s experiences with sexism on her return to Iran depicts 

Marjane fighting against misogyny rather than internalizing it. Though she falters, she 

ultimately uses her experiences to develop a sense of morality outside of patriarchy. After 

several onerous years in Europe, Marjane returns home, where her survival guilt resurges 

and the sexism against which she had frequently railed again represses her. Again, she 

flails as she seeks to live up to her grandmother’s advice from when she was a girl. One 

day, having been back in Iran for some time, Marjane feared that she would be caught by 

the Guardians of the Revolution. To distract the Guardians, she accused an innocent 

bystander of harassing her; he was taken by the Guardians and almost certainly punished 

brutally for a nonexistent crime. In the moment, she Just as she had not quite known how 

to navigate life in Europe, she made a harmful decision when faced with repercussions of 

the sexism of the guards.  

Satrapi’s attention to the character of her grandmother not just support for her 

younger self, but as a vessel of wisdom in her own right illustrates for readers the 

inherent worth of women of all ages. Notably, Marjane spends the eve of an incredibly 

pivotal moment of her life observing, admiring, and learning from her grandmother. 

Satrapi indicates the influence women have in one another’s lives and how far-reaching 

women’s impact on one another can be. In this instance, unlike in Europe when she only 
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had the memory of her grandmother, her granda stands in the flesh to correct her. 

Marjane’s boyfriend finds Marjane’s duplicitous dealing with the stranger on the street to 

be funny. Her grandmother, simply put, does not. When Marjane recalls the instance as a 

humorous story to her grandmother she responds, “...I think that you’re a selfish bitch!... 

What have I taught you? Hunh??? ‘Integrity’!!! Does this word mean anything to you?... 

Shame on you!” (Satrapi 291). When her grandmother first begins to lambaste Marjane, 

they are drawn in profile, face to face, each woman taking about a third of the panel, with 

a third in between. The image represents the women as equals, juxtaposing the 

grandmother’s words, which indicates that Marjane demeaned herself through her 

behavior. The image shows that the women could be equals; her grandmother’s words tell 

Marjane how she must carry herself with dignity if she should be the equal of the woman 

to whom she so looks up. Whereas in some works, conflict between women is used to 

illustrate women as demeaning one another, Persepolis uses discord between 

grandmother and granddaughter to show the reader women challenging one another to 

become better, not to use sexist structures as a pretext for causing harm.  

Marjane’s grandmother criticism of Marjane’s behavior represents an instance of 

women calling out the best in one another. In Watchmen, when women disagree, they 

show a cattiness and a sense of betrayal. In Persepolis, women spur each other on to act 

capably and morally. After Marjane’s grandmother chides her, she says that though her 

grandmother “just yelled at me for the first time in my life...I decided it would also be the 

last” (Satrapi 291). Not long after, Marjane finds an opportunity to prove to herself and to 

her grandmother that she can comport herself with dignity and remain true to herself in 

the midst of tremendous adversity. Marjane enrolls in university, where she and her 
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fellow female classmates once again find the dress code oppressive. Just as when she was 

a child, the administrators of her school give impassioned religious speeches detailing the 

standards of modesty for women. Once again, Marjane confronts the sexist standard and 

almost faces expulsion. When she was put on academic trial for challenging the 

administration, her judge gives her a second chance and Marjane is given the opportunity 

to draft a new uniform for women that might be acceptable both to school leaders and the 

female students. Azar Nafisi, author of Reading Lolita in Tehran, in her article “The  

Stuff That Dreams Are Made Of” discusses the meaning that wearing a veil can mean for 

religious Muslim women by choice or under a mandate states, “The mandatory veil was 

an attempt to force social uniformity through an assault on individual and religious 

freedoms, not an act of respect for traditions and culture” (Nafisi 5). As Marjane spends 

much of her young adulthood navigating spaces between assimilation and staying true to 

her culture, fighting sexism and racism and staying safe, finding a burdensome dress code 

was not so much demoralizing as outrageous. Many in her own country wanted all 

women to be uniform, void of individuality. The same was true of Europeans-- they 

ignored her humanity due to her status as an Iranian. In this instance, Marjane finds a way 

to assert her individuality, and that of her friends, in such a way as to make real progress. 

Thus, she reflects the values of truth to herself and assertion of dignity that her 

grandmother always hoped that she should find.  

When her grandmother learns of Marjane’s efforts to make the dress code less 

repressive she says, “It’s fear that makes us lose our conscience. It’s also what transforms 

us into cowards. You had guts! I’m proud of you!” (Satrapi 298).  As her grandmother 

stand this, she hugs Marjane from behind so that the two women are shown cheek to 
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cheek. In the following scenes when Marjane seeks advice from her grandmother, the 

women are pictured similarly proportioned, taking about equal sizes of the frames. When 

Marjane finds a way to be true to herself in the midst of sexism and a complexly 

dangerous political climate, she becomes the equal of her grandmother in the eyes of 

herself, the author Satrapi. Her grandmother’s guidance encourages Marjane to become a 

maker of meaning and a force of good in her community. Readers can understand the 

significance of an older female role model in girls developing a sense of self. Rather than 

coming off as preachy, text and image work in concert to express the particular story of 

an individual woman and the universal feelings that can accompany many girls’ coming 

of age experiences.  

Patriarchy and Toxic Masculinity  

In an article regarding religion and violence in South Africa, author Susan 

Rakoczy states that “In patriarchy, the male is superior and women are understood to be 

inferior in every way; thus all women are inherently inferior to every man” (Rakoczy 30). 

The focus of Rakoczy’s attention is on the effects of patriarchy, Christianity, and violence 

in South Africa, but her definition of patriarchy and her assertion that patriarchy and 

violence are intertwined remain helpful for understanding the dynamics at play in the 

scenarios set forth in Persepolis. Rakoczy goes on in her article to describe the ways that 

patriarchy uses violence against women to subjugate them. She explains that patriarchy 

embeds violence against women into all social structures so that it seems that the 

oppression of women cannot be overcome (Rakoczy 31). Patriarchy and toxic masculinity 

are intrinsically linked, as toxic masculinity represents one structure which supports 

patriarchy overall. Toxic masculinity insists that all men must engage in certain beliefs or 
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behaviors, one of which is domination over and violence against women. This violence 

allows men to maintain dominance over women, whether it be physical or otherwise. 

Toxic masculinity harms both men and women; nevertheless, it operates in such a way as 

to maintain male power. Often, because of the benefits of engaging in violence associated 

with toxic masculinity men fail to understand the ways in which they work against their 

own self-interest. Women are made to feel helpless and change comes at great personal 

cost. Some graphic novels, like Watchmen, portray patriarchy unquestioningly or as 

immobile. Persepolis acknowledges the harms toxic masculinity causes to men and 

women and indicates the ways that women subvert patriarchy to support one another. The 

result is an offering of hope and solidarity with girls and women, as told through 

Marjane’s memories of her child and young adulthood.  

Marjane Satrapi represents toxic masculinity, those stereotypical features of 

masculinity which serve to bolster patriarchy and harm both men and women, explicitly.  

In the chapter “The Key” Marjane recalls the ways religious zealots attempted to 

convince the boys her age of the greatness of becoming religious martyrs. Marjane must 

cope both with the tragedy of such loss of life and with the objectification of women 

implicit to promising virgins to martyrs in the afterlife. The toxic masculinity portrayed in 

Persepolis depicts the harm in socially enforced stereotypes endemic to toxic masculinity, 

rather than accepting violent patterns as fundamental to masculinity. The first panel of the 

first page of “The Key” chapter begins with a preteen Marjane reading a newspaper, 

which, unfolded, is bigger than her. We see Marjane in profile from the back and can see 

the newspaper she reads. The newspaper has images of Iranian martyrs lined up in the 

style of school yearbooks. The caption informs the reader that in the Iraq/Iran War of her 
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childhood, Iraq had more modern materials, but Iran had more bodies to throw at the war; 

the result was many Iranian martyrs. As she looks at the newspaper, we can differentiate 

between many men who martyred themselves. The unique features of each of the men 

emphasize the blow of the loss of each of their lives while contrasting with an image on 

the following page.  

Just as patriarchy sometimes makes women pay for non-conformity with their 

lives, so Persepolis provides evidence for how toxic masculinity also cuts short the lives 

of men. A single panel comprises the entirety of the next page and depicts a group of girls 

beating their chests to mourn their dead, as the caption says they were instructed to twice 

a day in school. The girls each wear a chador and a similar expression of blank concern or 

confusion. Their eyes are large and their lips wear a frown. They are mostly 

indistinguishable from one another. The contrast between the martyrs and the girls who 

mourn them implies that boys were viewed as individual and precious, whereas girls were 

viewed mostly as unimportant duplicates of one another. The girls’ eyebrows slant at 

different angles and convey slight differences in emotion. The inclusion of some little 

uniqueness in the girls suggests that the school teachers desired conformity to strict 

gender norms, but the girls deserve as much recognition of their selfhood as the martyrs 

had. The maintenance of some semblance of uniqueness contracts with the effect of the 

girls in the same clothing performing the exact motion required. Whereas their culture 

forced them to become almost uniform, Satrapi recognizes their individuality, and thus 

highlights their humanity. This is not to say that Satrapi means to condemn the culture in 

Iran or imply that the West treats women and girls fairly. Instead, throughout Persepolis, 

Satrapi highlights misogyny across cultures.  
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 In an interview with Emma Watson, when asked whether women have more or 

less independence than when she was a child, Marjane Satrapi responded, “The enemy of 

democracy isn’t one person. The enemy of democracy is patriarchal culture” (Watson). 

Her contention in the interview reflects the idea in Persepolis-- Everyone in a community 

pays a high price for structures of toxic masculinity. The first pages of “The Key” chapter 

put readers in tension with characters. Readers can feel the emotional weight of losing so 

many boys and young men, while also identifying with the oppression the girls 

experience. Satrapi’s stark focus on the celebration of the martyrdom of boys and men 

creates a sense of unease in readers that allows us to recognize the pain of men while 

feeling for the girls and women who suffer under misogyny.  

The faces of the martyrs compared with the illustration of the girls highlights the 

destructive effects of toxic masculinity on both groups; patriarchal structures ultimately 

hurt even the people it is meant to protect. In his article on the face as a means for 

understanding ethics in graphic novels Joseph Darda asserts, “In order to be an ethical 

form that destabilizes acts of historicism and obligates the reader to attend to the other, 

the autographic must arrive as a series of scenarios that act and reenact archival structures 

of understanding, maintaining the reader's attention on and in tension with the face of the 

other” (Darda 40). In the opening of “The Key” readers might tend to explain or blame 

the encouragement of boys and young men to make martyrs of themselves on religious 

tradition and cultural history. The very intense focus on the faces of the martyrs and the 

girls left to mourn them (as both uphold patriarchal standards) allows readers to 

understand the very personal challenges that the sexist ideas underlying this scenario 

poses. The panel of Marjane reading the newspaper shows how her society valued men’s 
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lives dearly. The second and third rows of panels depict Marjane and her mother 

discussing the martyrs. Marjane feels deep concern, but Mrs. Satrapi comes off as 

dismissive. The first panel featuring Mrs. Satrapi illustrates her smiling, but by the end of 

the page she wears a frown of frustration; Marjane maintains a concerned expression 

throughout these panels. The juxtaposition of the men’s individuality with the girls’ 

uniformness is stitched together through the six panels of mother and daughter in an 

everyday scenario. By depicting Marjane and her mother in a mundane scenario (Marjane 

blow-dries her mother’s hair after reading the paper) Satrapi provides a sense of intimacy 

in their relationship and lends humanity to readers’ view of the women. Marjane and her 

mother recognize one another’s humanity even as patriarchy views them as homogenous 

and unworthy of recognition as individuals.  

 The reader must connect the disjointed images of Marjane reading, to her 

conversation with her mother, to the image of the girls self-flagellating. The moment 

between little Marjane and her mother keeps us in the tension of societal misogyny 

broken by personal experiences with loved ones. Toxic masculinity celebrates men 

following their own choices and might disregard girls altogether, instead favoring only 

masculine violence and strength. By asking the reader to connect male violence to a 

female moment of tenderness to the forced uniformity of the girls, Satrapi asks us to 

recall the full humanity of all people who suffer under the ills of patriarchy. The 

contrasting images of the men’s and girls’ faces serve to keep readers in the moment in 

the narrative with little Marjane, emotionally connecting with the pain of toxic 

masculinity in this most extreme form of men proudly dying for a violent cause.  
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Little Marjane recalls more personal examples of how toxic masculinity hurt her 

friends and her, and how adults in her life responded to the enemy that is patriarchal 

culture. To give context for martyrdom as a virtue and more specific patriarchal 

examples, Satrapi recalls her first experience self-flagellating and the cultural context. On 

the second page of the “The Key” chapter, as previously described, she tells of how she 

and her classmates were made to beat their breasts to mourn the dead. On the following 

pages she describes self-flagellation as a “macho thing”, depicting in three panels the 

extremity of some instances of the practice. In the bottom three panels of page 96, she 

depicts men striking themselves, beating themselves with chains, and cutting themselves 

with knives. Most of the panels on pages 96-97, just as in the first two pages of the 

chapter, focus on women and girls. Marjane’s experience as a school child explains the 

harm of toxic masculinity most clearly. This in no way discounts the experiences of the 

boys and men who will martyr themselves, but instead holistically includes women. 

Anyone could understand the tragedy of men dying for honor in a proxy war fought in no 

small part for oil rights. Satrapi draws our attention to toxic masculinity as a community 

issue, rather than ignoring it or only expressing its effects on one or another group. 

Women and girls are, after all, a part of the society and religion for which the boys and 

men purport to be dying.  

In the same chapter, Persepolis further expresses the dangers of toxic masculinity 

for everyone in a community. On page 99 the caption reads “Girls had to make winter 

hoods for the soldiers, but the boys had to prepare to become soldiers” (Satrapi 99). The 

images on the page show their neighbor describing how her son’s school gave him a 

plastic key to represent the keys to heaven for martyrs. The people who appear on this 
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page are Marjane, her mother, and Mrs. Nasrine. The panels alternately center Marjane 

and Mrs. Nasrine, visually guiding us to understand the pain of mothers losing their sons, 

and young children facing the prospect of losing their friends to violence. The third panel 

on the second row shows Mrs. Satrapi hugging Mrs. Nasrine, and the panel directly 

below (the third panel of the third row) shows Marjane with her arm around Mrs. Nasrine 

as they sit on a couch. In Marjane’s memory then, in the midst of patriarchy oppressing 

her and killing her friends, she learns from her mother how to support other women. It is 

an easy task to expose patriarchy and toxic masculinity. Many graphic novels do so 

without intention. Watchmen does so without offering a viable alternative. In this scene, 

readers may see the pain that toxic masculinity forces on all members of a community, 

but also how women can support one another. A balm to toxic masculinity, as portrayed 

in Persepolis, is women supporting one another.  

On the following page, the adults try to convince Mrs. Narine’s son that he has 

many other options besides going to war. They tell him that he will grow up and go to 

college. Excited, he shouts that he will marry little Marjane. In the next panel, his mother 

hits him upside the head. Persepolis indicates that women are treated like objects waiting 

to be seized without endorsing this notion. It also overtly shows the challenges that girls 

and women face. While objectification can be implicit, it is sometimes explicit. Boys are 

given keys to heaven and heaven is a metonymy for virgins. Girls are pointed at and 

planned for; the planners, boys and men, do not stop to inquire about girls’ opinions.  

The voice of Mrs. Nasrine acts as the voice of reason and dissent against 

thoughtless patriarchal culture. She refuses to accept that her son should treat girls thusly, 

while Marjane’s mother says “Stop! It’s no big deal!” (Satrapi 100). Readers already 
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know from an earlier episode (in the chapter “The Letter”) that Marjane’s mother has a 

great deal of compassion and capacity for forgiveness. When Marjane’s mother says that 

her friend’s son objectifying her daughter is no big deal, the reader knows that Mrs. 

Satrapi does not mean to indicate that objectification is acceptable. Rather, Mrs. Satrapi 

trusts her friend to work against the sexism offered to her son. The scene proposes a 

community approach to sexism wherein boys and men must be made to understand that 

sexism, particularly the objectification of girls and women, is unacceptable. It also offers 

the reality that men can interrupt sexism. The burden of dismantling patriarchy need not 

rest solely on the shoulders of women. Rakoczy expresses this sentiment thus:  “Real and 

radical change begins to happen when men acknowledge their roles as perpetrators and 

change their attitudes and actions, and when women have the courage to say ‘enough’” 

(Rakoczy 34). Satrapi’s demonstration of how women disturb norms of patriarchal 

violence offers a real-world example of dissent to unjust social norms.  

   In a moment of transition in “The Key” Satrapi uses the form of the panels to 

inform readers on how boys and girl experience injustice under patriarchal violence. A 

2007 article by Benoît Peeters, “Four Conceptions of the Page” describes possible 

relationships between narratives and images in graphic novels. He describes the most 

common mode, the rhetorical use, wherein narrative dictates what occurs in the images 

and that includes narrative-composition interdependence. Panels serve what occurs in the 

narrative, but images and narrative inform one another. This style is most commonly 

typified by panels in columns and rows with each image self-contained to a panel, as is 

the case in Persepolis. The final panel on the aforementioned page showing the moment 

between Mrs. Nasrine and her son breaks with the rhetorical mode and switches, briefly, 
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to the productive mode. The productive mode occurs when “the organization of the page 

which seems to dictate the narrative” (Peeters). The final panel on the page wherein  

Mrs. Nasrine’s son proclaims that he will marry Marjane shows Marjane on the phone 

with a friend. The panel is in two halves with Marjane on the left side holding the phone 

in her right hand and a friend on the right holding a phone in his left hand. They are 

mirror images of one another, both faces framed by black hair and black shirts, with 

white backgrounds and phones in hand. The children are connected by a black line 

ordinarily occupied by gutter space.  

The black line connecting the images of Marjane and her friend Peyman produces 

meaning, rather than only working in conjunction with the plot. The line connecting the 

panels literally and figuratively demonstrates the connection and difference in Marjane 

and Peyman’s experiences. The children’s physical similarities in the connected panel put 

readers in mind of the universality of childhood-- the innocence and the pangs of growth. 

Just as the line connects the panels, it also separates the Marjane and Peyman with its 

thickness. She asks, “Tell me, at school, did they give you the keys to paradise?” to which 

Peyman answers “Keys to what?” The panel previous shows Peyman inviting Marjane to 

a party, the following panels intercut Marjane excited for the normal adolescent milestone 

of her first party with the brutalities of sending young boys to war. By materially 

expressing the fundamental barrier and culturally enforced boundaries between boys and 

girls (which become boundaries between men and women) Satrapi illustrates the earlier 

prices people pay when society upholds standards of toxic masculinity but holding this in 

tension with the fundamental connection between all people.  
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Internalized Misogyny and Solidarity  

No small part of little Marjane’s childhood dealt with the changed expectations of 

girls and women during the regime change of 1979. Having come from a political family, 

and being an autonomous thinker even as a child, the changes were difficult to accept for 

Marjane and she fought back against new, more restrictive expectations of girls. Much of 

the plot is informed by her inability to hold with the new requirements imposed on her, so 

much that her parents must send her to Europe when her refusal to comply becomes 

dangerous. A recurring theme is Marjane’s refusal to follow others’ rules for her, and 

other women seeking to force her to observe misogynistic expectations. Internalized 

misogyny refers to the process by which women accept misogynistic messages and 

incorporate them into their beliefs and habits, regardless of whether or not such behaviors 

are harmful. According an article by Szymski, et al regarding the connecting between 

internalized misogyny and psychological distress, “The personal is political posits that 

sexism is likely to contribute to women’s mental health problems directly through 

experiences of sexist events and through the internalization of negative and limiting 

messages about being a woman” (Szymanski et al 101). Women in Marjane’s life, 

particularly women at her school, enforce misogynistic rules aimed at controlling girls. 

Happily, for Marjane, her parents show solidarity with her and refuse to kowtow to the 

misogynistic messages from Marjane’s teachers. The refusal from Marjane and her 

parents to internalize misogynistic message demonstrates the importance of solidarity in 

the face of oppression.  

Much of the misogyny young Marjane faces has to do with required clothing. 

(This is largely because other ways of oppressing women-- limiting relationship, 
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employment, and higher education opportunities are not available to any children, boys or 

girls.) The practice of women wearing veils in Iran is complicated an entails a long 

cultural and religious history. The authors of “Bearers of Culture: Images of Veiling in 

Marjane Satrapi’s Persepolis” argue that veiling has been used both for patriarchal 

oppression of women, and voluntary veiling has been used as to signal anti-imperialism, 

with other culturally informed uses in no way linked to religion as well (Jelodar et al 65). 

This is to say that it is not the religion Islam or the practice of wearing a veil or not which 

is at issue in Persepolis or this paper. Rather, the contexts in which women and girls are 

forced into any behaviors against their will represent the insidious nature of patriarchy. 

For Marjane, in her childhood, misogyny so happened to manifest in forcing girls to veil 

themselves. Later, as we will see, Marjane experiences plenty of misogynistic episodes in 

Europe, revealing that patriarchy does not limit itself to one cultural practice or religion. 

Satrapi thus shows the evils of internalized misogyny at the same time showing readers 

that people can protect girls and women in their lives in the midst of injustice.  

    In “The Key” sandwiched between Satrapi’s explanation of the self-flagellation 

and Mrs. Nasrine discussing the predicament of her son being lured into martyring 

himself is a short memory of Marjane’s changing. In this moment, Marjane recognizes 

toxic masculinity not as a silly and distant idea, but as a standard that can cause personal 

harm. Her recognition of the harm toxic masculinity causes allows readers, too, to 

perceive the dangers of patriarchal standards. She recalls how she and her friends mocked 

the rituals forced on them and explains at the top of page 98, “I think that the reason we 

were so rebellious was that our generation had known secular schools” (Satrapi 98). Her 

teacher calls in the girls’ parents to reprimand them for not keeping their daughters under 
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(patriarchal) control. After berating the parents for the general unruliness of their girls, 

the teacher shouts, “Anyway, that’s how it is! Either they obey the law, or they’re 

expelled!... And make sure they wear their veils correctly!” (Satrapi 98). The teacher, an 

authority figure, chooses to impose on the girls in her care a dress code which is meant to 

shroud them and take away any sign of individuality. She also engages in sexualizing 

school girls since part of the rationale for the veil was to hide hair, which was viewed in 

their culture (by some, not all) as sexual.  

The girls’ parents did not view the girls’ hair as sexual and the girls themselves 

were of such an age and disposition that they did not intend their dress to be sexual. 

Mostly, the girls only wore their veils improperly when the veils became mussed as they 

played. Marjane’s school teacher imposed a standard of dress onto children which meant 

nothing to them and only served to limit their physical abilities and self-expression of 

individuality. The work never explored the inner workings of the life of the teacher, so it 

is as possible as not that she appreciated wearing a veil. Regardless, societally she would 

have been punished for refusing to wear a veil, just as she punished children for refusing 

to comply with a patriarchal standard. Women who internalize misogyny disregard the 

reality that they gain nothing by hurting other girls and women. Marjane’s teacher uses 

the limited power that she holds over children to exert misogynistic forces, rather than 

support the girls to the extent that she could. In an interview for Vogue with Emma 

Watson from 2017, Satrapi says, “I think that we blame lots of things on men and how 

nasty they are, but there is also the role of women. In a patriarchal culture, who are the 

ones that raise the children? It’s the women...I have seen extremely patriarchal women 

and feminist men, so I don’t think it’s a question of gender. It’s a question of 
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intelligence” (Watson). For Marjane, her teacher held great power to resist, or act as a 

neutral force, in the face of extreme patriarchy. Instead, she seeks to teach her pupils to 

be compliant, rather than thoughtful makers of meaning.  

Because women internalize misogyny to burden other women, men divesting in 

patriarchy becomes all the more significant. In a study analyzing how patriarchy 

subordinates women, author Abeda Sultana states, “all the power and authority within the 

family, the society and the state remain entirely in the hands of men” (Sultana 6-7). 

Marjane’s father takes advantage of his position as a beneficiary and power-holder in 

patriarchy to argue against his daughter’s teacher. Through the character of her father, 

Satrapi shows how men can take responsibility for patriarchy and work against its power. 

When the teacher tells the parents to ensure that their daughters’ hair is covered properly, 

Mr. Satrapi responds, “If hair is as stimulating as you say, then you need to shave your 

mustache!” (Satrapi 98). Mr. Satrapi realized that his own liberation was bound up with 

that of his wife and daughter. He applies this realization by calling out sexism, rather than 

ignoring it or forcing his wife and daughter to fend for themselves. He realizes that he, in 

a patriarchal society, held more social capital and power than the women in his life. He is, 

then, able to challenge heteropatriarchal structures with less risk and does so. The 

inclusion of this tiny moment within the larger work indicates the possibility of men in 

the real world to do so. Jelodar, describing an earlier chapter, when Marjane must first 

don the veil comments, “for young Marji wearing the veil develops in her a feeling of 

alienation from her friends and opposite sex at schools. She is fully cognizant of the fact 

that the veil, as a national symbol, separates her in copious ways, including body and 

mind” (Jelodar 71).  
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Her parents’ recognition of her as a complete person, despite her teacher’s best attempts 

to convince her otherwise, contributes to Marjane’s own ability to advocate for herself 

and maintain an image of herself as a meaning maker.  

         The illustrations of this encounter serve to support the narrative weight of Mr. 

Satrapi’s intervention on Marjane’s behalf. The bottom row of panels on the page 

wherein the teacher berates the parents first shows the teacher facing the reader. The 

parents face the teacher and appear as students in a class. We can see the teacher’s anger, 

but not the parent’s faces, thus emphasizing the teacher’s relative power. The middle 

panel shows the parents turned away from the teacher, bearing the insult of the teacher 

yelling that their daughters should be properly veiled. Marjane’s father and mother are 

pictured in the middle of a panel, with another mother and father to the right. Only half of 

the other father’s face fits in the frame. The other father’s cut off face perhaps indicates 

that he does not take full advantage of the power his gender affords him to advocate for 

his own daughter. In the final panel of the page, wherein Mr. Satrapi gives his retort to 

the teacher, the teacher remains in the background but now appears only threequarters in 

the panel. Mr. Satrapi appears in the foreground, his face taking up about a quarter of the 

panel. His wife’s eye smile in the bottom left corner, with the other woman smiling to the 

right. When Mr. Satrapi uses his social capital to resist the misogyny of the teacher, he 

appears larger, making him heroic. The panel is not completely focused on him though 

and includes the women’s happiness at being supported.  

Internalized misogyny is an incredibly common challenge in dismantling 

patriarchy. It would have been entirely possible for Satrapi to put forth an image of a 

situation where all women supported one another in large and small matters. Instead, 



Texas Tech University, Amie Hunter, May 2019  

90 

 

Satrapi gives a realistic idea of how deeply entrenched many people are in the systems of 

misogyny. She balances the catastrophe of internalized misogyny with the solidarity of 

men. Thus, the work offers realism balanced with hope in the portrayal of sexism.  

Conclusion  

Persepolis portrays an incredibly particular story-- one that only could have 

happened to Marjane Satrapi and that only Marjane Satrapi could tell. Her use of images 

to underscore the narrative told by captions and speech bubbles helps readers to identify 

with a character with whom we may think we have little in common. She seamlessly 

involves readers in her childhood and teenage experiences of sexism and racism but 

avoids making a gratuitous display of her trauma. Hillary Chute, in her article exploring 

the graphic novels as a medium for memoirs, asserts, “Graphic narratives that bear 

witness to authors' own traumas and those of others materially retrace inscriptional 

effacement; they reconstruct and repeat in order to counteract” (Chute 93). For 

Persepolis, this means allowing readers a window into her past and her pain not simply to 

reproduce the pain, but to temper its effects.  

Her inclusion of a full range of human emotion and experiences makes the trauma 

she chooses to share counteractive to the challenges she experienced growing up, rather 

than contributive. Her relationship with her mother and grandmother, the support of her 

father, and the recognition of internalized misogyny all advance a view of women and 

girls as makers of meaning. Satrapi never represents Marjane the character, her mother, or 

her grandmother as perfect or simple. Instead, she offers a much more nuanced view of 

women that encourages the recognition of women as individuals. Her portrayal of 

Marjane invites respect for the need for all members of society to advocate against racism 
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and sexism that so hampers women and girls from fully realizing their goals and 

potential.  
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CHAPTER IV 

CONCLUSION: READING TOWARD SOCIAL JUSTICE 

         Strictly enforced gender stereotypes hurt everyone, but because of the ubiquitous 

nature of patriarchy, not all everyone even recognizes that these stereotypes exist. The 

authors of both Watchmen and Persepolis do the work of exposing patriarchal affects on 

women and men. In a world where more and more people want to rescind rights for 

women, the portrayal of misogyny becomes all the more important. It is not enough to 

acknowledge that patriarchy seeks to victimize women or depict this harm when readers 

misread representation as endorsement. Works that focus on the experience of women as 

subjects rather than objects counter sexism and challenge the status quo. In Watchmen, 

Moore and Gibbons portray women in a harmful manner, but successfully highlight how 

toxic masculinity hurts men. Satrapi’s Persepolis celebrates women’s humanity and 

capabilities as makers of meaning. Because both the authors works created graphic novels 

to be “realistic”, Watchmen in its grittiness and Persepolis as a memoir, their 

representations of gender exist as portrayals of “the way things are.” In Watchmen, 

Moore and Gibbons imagine an exclusionary reality, where gender is fixed and 

unmoving, and where men have the most exciting experiences and wherein women create 

little agency for themselves. Persepolis imagines a world wherein women are whole 

people with aspirations and accomplishments outside of their connection with men. The 

construction of realism within fiction can affect how readers view their real world, so the 

empathy for women and the acknowledgement of the destructive nature of gender 
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stereotypes, rather than representing stereotypes uncritically, becomes all the more 

important.   

  




