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T

his special issue on Perpetrators in Comics departs from
the conviction that comics are able to address complex
questions around perpetration and complicity, and that
they utilize a range of noteworthy strategies in dealing with
perpetrator figures and the problem of their representation.1 There is
a growing corpus of comics that deal with genocide and mass violence
and many of these works include increasingly nuanced and complex
depictions of the figure of the perpetrator. For instance, the eponymous
protagonist in Jean-Philippe Stassen’s graphic novel Deogratias: A Tale
of Rwanda (2006, originally published in French in 2000) is a Hutu boy
who, under duress, commits atrocities against his loved ones during
the Rwandan genocide. In colourful panels, Stassen interweaves the
past and the present to slowly unfold Deogratias’s traumatic story,
using the visual metaphor of the dog to bring forward issues around
guilt, responsibility, and perpetrator trauma. Comics journalist Joe
Sacco explores the events of the Bosnian War through detailed blackand-white drawings in Safe Area Goražde (2000). Throughout the work,
Sacco juxtaposes stereotypical portrayals of Serbian perpetrators as
one-dimensionally evil and sadistic with panels and storylines that
focus on broken bonds and friendships and, therefore, offer a more
complex view on perpetration and complicity. Eric Heuvel’s The
Search (2009, originally published in Dutch as De Zoektocht in 2007),
an educational graphic novel about World War II and the Holocaust
which was made in cooperation with the Anne Frank House,
poignantly includes panels that show different perpetrator positions
and explores a variety of reasons for participation in genocide. It
features representations that range from higher-order architects of
the genocide to soldiers of the Einsatzgruppen, to the men shoveling

I would like to thank the contributors to this special issue, who have all been an absolute joy to work with.
Thanks also to Susanne Knittel, Bilyana Manolova and Sofía Forchieri for their excellent editorial assistance.
1 Throughout this special issue, contributors – including myself – will use a variety of terms when
referring to the corpus: comics, comic books, graphic novels, graphic narratives, and graphic
memoirs. These terms all point to works that are recognized as being part of the medium of comics
because they use the combination of words and images to present a narrative and often, though not
always, include medium-specific features like panels, text balloons, and gutters to combine these
words and the images on the page.
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coal on the train that deports Jews to Westerbork. Reinhard Kleist’s
The Boxer (2014, originally published in German as Der Boxer in 2011)
challenges comfortable notions of right and wrong through its morally
complex survivor character and presents a nuanced view of the main
perpetrator figure, who is characterized as an opportunist rather than
an evil sadist.2 Finally, Tian Veasna’s Year of the Rabbit (2020, originally
published in French as L’Année du Lièvre in 2011), which details the story
of Veasna’s own family—Veasna was born three days after the Khmer
Rouge took power—as they struggle to live through the horrors of the
Cambodian genocide. Veasna’s work shows the unraveling of societal
and family bonds, as the regime fosters suspicion and snitching,
and destroys identities through its re-education camps. Comics
thus constitute an important site of cultural representation of mass
violence and its difficult legacy and they participate in the broader
turn in culture, one we have observed in literature and fiction, towards
critically exploring the figure of the perpetrator and addressing
questions of guilt, complicity, and implication.3 The contributions to
this issue further study the representation of perpetration in comics
across multiple geographical contexts and cover a range of historical
and contemporary topics, including the legacy of American slavery,
Serbian nationalist terrorism, the (effects of the) colonial violence
against the Dene community in Canada, and various aspects of
perpetration in relation to World War II and the Holocaust.
Although comics artists increasingly turn to more nuanced and
complex depictions of perpetrators of mass violence in their works,
comics scholarship has, until recently, shown limited interest in these
depictions. The majority of comics that deal with mass violence tend to
focus on World War II and the Holocaust, which means that the Nazi
perpetrator is, potentially, a key figure when referencing depictions
of perpetration. However, in comics scholarship, Nazi perpetrator
figures have not received much in-depth critical consideration. Many
studies focus exclusively on the representation of the victim and
the ways in which comics are capable of engaging with the personal
and collective traumas of the Holocaust. In some instances, brief
observations on the depiction of Nazi perpetrators are placed within
2 See Laurike in ‘t Veld, ‘Nuancing Gestures: Perpetrators and Victims in Reinhard Kleist’s The Boxer’,
Journal of Perpetrator Research, 3.1 (2019), 69-94.
3 See, e.g., Joanne Pettitt, Perpetrators in Holocaust Narratives: Encountering the Nazi Beast (Cham:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2017); Erin McGlothlin, The Mind of the Holocaust Perpetrator in Fiction and Nonfiction
(Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2021).
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a larger framework and discussion of the medium of comics—or of
specific titles— and their status as historical narratives, trauma
narratives, or (auto)biographical works. 4
This absence of an in-depth engagement with Nazi perpetrator
figures is especially surprising when considering comics in which the
perpetrator is clearly a principal character. For instance, the early postwar short Holocaust comic Master Race (1955) written by Al Feldstein and
drawn by Bernard Krigstein, which centrally features a character who
is revealed to be a Nazi perpetrator, is often discussed for its innovative
graphic storytelling rather than its inclusion of a perpetrator character.5
In the same vein, the large body of scholarship on Art Spiegelman’s Maus
(1986 & 1991) generally does not move beyond a short consideration of
the implications of drawing the Nazi perpetrator as an animal figure.6
In Maus, Art Spiegelman shows his father’s experiences during the
Holocaust and famously draws the various ethnic groups as different
animals: the Jews are depicted as mice, the Nazi/German characters as
cats, the Poles are drawn as pigs, and the Americans appear as dogs. In
the case of scholarship that addresses Spiegelman’s Nazi/cat metaphor,
this lack of in-depth engagement could also be motivated by the fact
that ‘Germans tend to remain the categorical perpetrators, and the
cats undergo little modulation either graphically or conceptually’.7
Throughout Maus, the Nazi cats largely remain anonymous, onedimensional, and menacing figures that are presented as uniformly
evil. However, there is a similar dearth of critical and comprehensive
engagement with the depiction of complicity and bystandership of
the Polish/pig characters. This is surprising because in contrast to the
Nazi cat figures, Spiegelman offers much more graphic and conceptual
4 See, e.g., Joseph Witek, Comic Books as History: The Narrative Art of Jack Jackson, Art Spiegelman, and
Harvey Pekar (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 1989); Markus Streb, ‘Early Representations
of Concentration Camps in Golden Age Comic Books: Graphic Narratives, American Society, and the
Holocaust’, Scandinavian Journal of Comic Art, 3.1 (2016), 28-63; Victoria Aarons, Holocaust Graphic
Narratives: Generation, Trauma, and Memory (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 2020).
5 John Benson, David Kasakove and Art Spiegelman, ‘An Examination of “Master Race”’, in A Comics
Studies Reader, ed. by Jeet Heer and Kent Worcester (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 2009),
pp. 288-305; Victoria Aarons, ‘“Master Race”: Graphic Storytelling in the Aftermath of the Holocaust’,
in The Palgrave Handbook of Holocaust Literature and Culture, ed. by Victoria Aarons and Phyllis
Lassner (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2020), pp. 493-510.
6 See, e.g., Considering ‘Maus’: Approaches to Art Spiegelman’s “Survivor’s Tale” of the Holocaust, ed.
by Deborah R. Geis (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 2003); Alison Mandaville, ‘Tailing
Violence: Comics Narrative, Gender, and the Father-Tale in Art Spiegelman’s Maus’, Pacific Coast
Philology, 44.2 (2009), 216-248.
7 Dominick LaCapra, History and Memory After Auschwitz (New York: Cornell University Press), p. 161.
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modulation of the Polish/pig characters in Maus, and he pays more
attention to the different positions taken by ordinary Poles in actively
(or not) helping his parents navigate a perilous situation. More
broadly speaking, comics scholars observe that Holocaust comics
often narrow down the genocidal events to the binary categories of
perpetrators and victims without much attention for the complex inbetween positions or grey zones—a tendency that can be seen from
early post-war comics to more contemporary works.8 While the good/
evil binary thus returns as a narrative trope in Holocaust comics
running from early post-war comic books to more recent works (see,
for instance Pascal Croci’s Auschwitz (2003, originally published in
French in 2000)), the past two decades have also seen a noticeable shift
to more nuanced understandings of perpetrator positions and issues of
complicity, for instance in graphic narratives like Peter Pontiac’s Kraut
(2000), Reinhard Kleist’s The Boxer (2014), Barbara Yelin’ Irmina (2016,
originally published in German in 2014), Nora Krug’s Belonging (2018)
and Serena Katt’s Sunday’s Child (2019).
In scholarship that engages with comics that deal with instances
of mass violence and genocide beyond the Holocaust, we can also
find discussions of perpetrator figures. For instance, scholars have
discussed the use of animal figures as a means to comment on
victims and perpetrators in different events of genocidal violence,
including the Rwandan genocide.9 In this context, Deborah Mayersen
notes how animal figures can be used to provide insight into the
human condition and provide important emotional cues: ‘[a]cross
numerous graphic novels, images of vicious dogs serve as a trope that
8 See, e.g. Kees Ribbens, ‘The Invisible Jews in August Froehlich’s “Nazi Death Parade” (1944). An
Early American Sequential Narrative Attempt to Visualize the Final Stages of the Holocaust’,
in Beyond ‘Maus’: The Legacy of Holocaust Comics, ed. by Ole Frahm, Hans-Joachim Hahn and
Markus Streb (Vienna: Böhlau Verlag, 2021), pp. 133-168; Christine Gundermann, ‘Real Imagination?
Holocaust Comics in Europe’, in Revisiting Holocaust Representation in the Post-Witness Era, ed. by
Diana I. Popescu and Tanja Schult (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), pp. 231-250; Joanne Pettitt,
‘Memory and Genocide in Graphic Novels: The Holocaust as Paradigm’, Journal of Graphic Novels
and Comics, 9.2 (2017), 173-186; Joanne Pettitt, ‘Remembering the Holocaust in American Superhero
Comics’, Journal of Graphic Novels and Comics, 10.1 (2019), 155-166. A more comprehensive analysis
of the depiction of Nazi perpetrator figures can be found in Markus Streb, ‘Die Darstellung von
Deutschen Tätern in Comics über Anne Frank: einige Beobachtungen’, in Anne Frank im Comic, ed.
by Ralf Palandt (Berlin: Christian A. Bachmann Verlag, 2021), pp. 193-216.
9 Deborah Mayersen, ‘Cockroaches, Cows and “Canines of the Hebrew Faith”: Exploring Animal Imagery
in Graphic Novels about Genocide’, Genocide Studies and Prevention: An International Journal, 2.11
(2018), 165-178; Laurike in ‘t Veld, ‘Introducing the Rwandan Genocide from a Distance: American Noir
and the Animal Metaphor in 99 Days’, Journal of Graphic Novels and Comics, 6.2 (2015), 138-153.
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symbolizes perpetrator violence’.10 I similarly analyze a connection
between perpetrator violence and animal metaphors in my article
on 99 Days (2011), an American detective graphic novel that uses the
Rwandan genocide as a backstory for the protagonist. Here, I argue
that the animal figure, in this case a hyena, functions as a distancing
device that allows readers to consider where the protagonist—who is
both perpetrator and victim—and the animal meet, and where they
diverge.11 Comics scholars also broach the issue of perpetration and
its representation in graphic narratives in connection to other topics
(though not often as the main focus), including violence, child soldiers,
wartime rape, trauma, and human rights.12 In these publications,
scholars offer some reflections on the narrative role of perpetrator
characters and consider the ethical considerations these characters
bring to the story. Pramod K. Nayar, for example, points out that in
many graphic novels that focus on human rights themes, including
works on genocide, perpetrators are anonymized as a way to show a
social order in which ‘the perpetrators do not have a “self” but simply a
role’,13 which, he argues, offers a commentary on how dehumanization
also affects perpetrators.14 Tatiana Prorokova-Konrad analyses two
graphic novels about child soldiers and shows how they engage with
the ethics of these characters, who are ‘at once an innocent child, a
fearless fighter, a dangerous enemy to some, and a pawn controlled
by criminals’.15 She notes that the graphic novels actively engage with
these contradictions and with the child soldiers’ in-between positions.
In contrast to scholarly works that analyze the depiction of genocide
in comics mostly through the lens of victimhood and trauma, some
recent discussions have moved the perpetrator figure to a more central
position. In The Representation of Genocide in Graphic Novels: Considering
the Role of Kitsch (2019), I employ the concept of kitsch to investigate
10 Mayersen, p. 168.
11 in ‘t Veld, ‘Introducing the Rwandan Genocide from a Distance’, p. 149.
12 See, e.g., Representing Acts of Violence in Comics (New York: Routledge, 2019), ed. by Nina Mickwitz,
Ian Horton and Ian Hague; Contexts of Violence in Comics, ed. by Nina Mickwitz, Ian Horton and
Ian Hague (New York: Routledge, 2019); Tatiana Prorokova-Konrad, ‘Child Soldiers in Transatlantic
Graphic Narratives of War’, Journal of Graphic Novels and Comics, 12.5 (2020), 719-736; Pramod K.
Nayar, The Human Rights Graphic Novel: Drawing it Just Right (London: Routledge, 2021).
13 Nayar, p. 40.
14 For more on the anonymization of perpetrators, also see Streb, ‘Die Darstellung von Deutschen
Tätern in Comics über Anne Frank’, and in ‘t Veld, The Representation of Genocide in Graphic Novels:
Considering the Role of Kitsch (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2019), pp. 88-90.
15 Prorokova-Konrad, p. 4.
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the tensions around the representation of genocide in graphic novels. I
mobilize kitsch as a concept that points both to a ‘too much’ (an excess of
visuals, melodramatic narrative techniques, and moral transgressions)
and a ‘too little’ (a simplification of politically and morally complex
situations). I argue that certain kitsch strategies can produce meaning
and facilitate an affective interaction with the genocide narrative, while
also mapping where kitsch strategies produce problems.16 I include a
chapter on the ‘moralisation of perpetrators’, exploring ordinary and
extraordinary depictions of perpetrators in a range of comics that deal
with genocide.17 I demonstrate that many of the excessive and grotesque
perpetrator figures in comics about the genocides in Armenia and
Rwanda (excessive both in action and visual appearance) hark back to
the cultural figure of the ‘evil Nazi’. This cultural figure is characterized
by a sense of otherness through its sadistic and monstrous behaviour
which ‘allows for a psychological distance that minimizes a more
complex and morally uncomfortable interaction with the ambiguous
elements of genocide perpetration’ while also closing off ‘any further
investigation of the premise that perpetrators are humans, rather than
monsters’.18 In contrast, other comics include ‘nuancing gestures’: visual
and verbal strategies that are aimed at presenting a more complex and
morally ambiguous representation of perpetrator characters. I argue
that in these comics, artists draw the perpetrators as looking similar
to the victims, which offers a visual uniformity that ‘contributes to
the premise that perpetrators are not inherently different from other
humans’.19 Furthermore, these comics explore a variety of reasons for
participation in genocide, offering a diversity that ‘ultimately implies
that perpetrators cannot be seen as a single-minded group’.20
Other scholars approach the perpetrator figure by viewing it in
relation to the ethical and affective relationships that comics can
facilitate with events of the past. They explore what happens when
comics complicate these affective relationships through a focus on the
perpetrator figure.21 An example of this is the previously mentioned
16
17
18
19
20
21

in ‘t Veld, The Representation of Genocide in Graphic Novels, pp. 1-4.
Ibid., pp. 83-126.
Ibid., p. 86.
Ibid., p. 119.
Ibid.
See, e.g., Suzanne Keen, ‘Fast Tracks to Narrative Empathy: Anthropomorphism and Dehumanization
in Graphic Narratives’, SubStance, 40.1 (2011), 135-155; Kate Polak, Ethics in the Gutter: Empathy and
Historical Fiction in Comics (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 2017).
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Deogratias, a comic on the Rwandan genocide that offers a complex
view on perpetration and complicity. In the comic, the eponymous
protagonist is so traumatized by his role in the genocidal events that
he dissociates, turning into a dog. The dog is a loaded figure within
the context of the genocide: dogs were shot en masse by the Rwandan
Patriotic Front because they were eating the Tutsi corpses during
and after the genocide. Visually, Jean-Philippe Stassen establishes
this transformation on the comics page by adding canine features
to Deogratias’s appearance at certain points in the narrative, and
finally completing the transformation when Deogratias becomes
too overwhelmed with guilt. Several scholars have discussed this
more-than-human iconography in Deogratias, in which the dog plays
an ambiguous role, along with other (symbolic) animal figures, such
as the cockroach (used in Hutu rhetoric to designate the Tutsi), and
the gorilla (Rwanda’s tourist attraction).22 In her article, Suzanne
Keen explores the ways in which such ambiguous representations
of the figure of the dog, ‘oscillating between sympathy and horror’,23
ultimately complicate narrative empathy. Kate Polak similarly argues
that the comic takes a radical stance on narrative empathy as the
perpetrator protagonist presents ‘an uneasy readerly position because
it highlights Stassen’s choice to deny the reader the familiar stance in
receiving a survivor’s story about atrocity’.24 However, Polak extends
the argument and posits that the complication of the empathetic
response through the perpetrator protagonist also ‘illuminates the
situation of the bystander’.25 Not only is the traumatized Deogratias
revealed as a bystander to his own memories, but the fact that he is
also a participant in the genocide, she argues, triggers an awareness
of, and a sense of shame about, our own role as Western onlookers
and bystanders;26 a complicity which is further explored in the work
through the insertion of various Western characters.
Recently, scholars have also begun to explore the representation of
perpetrator figures in genres that are less concerned with establishing
a firm historical grounding, including fantasy and horror. Mihaela
22 These animal constellations are also explored in other graphic novels about Rwanda, including
Ruper Bazambanza’s Smile Through the Tears (2005, translated in 2007). Also see: Jesse Arseneault,
‘On Canicide and Concern: Species Sovereignty in Western Accounts of Rwanda’s Genocide’, English
Studies in Canada, 39.1 (2013), 125-147.
23 Keen, p. 152.
24 Polak, p. 59.
25 Ibid., p. 43.
26 Ibid., p. 73.
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Precup and Dragoş Manea analyze the representation of the figure of
the female perpetrator and accomplice in Nina Bunjevac’s 2018 graphic
narrative Bezimena.27 In Bezimena, Bunjevac explores the mind of a
perpetrator of sexual violence and shows the protagonist’s traumatic
backstory while detailing his faltering grip on reality. Manea and
Precup argue that Bezimena’s combination of a story of sexual violence
with elements from classical mythology offers a more complex and
nuanced view on perpetration that moves beyond the single, fixed
category of ‘the perpetrator’ to also consider related positions such
as the accomplice.28 Furthermore, in his monograph Reframing the
Perpetrator in Contemporary Comics: On the Importance of the Strange
(2022), Manea focuses on British, American, and Canadian comics that
consciously estrange the figure of the perpetrator through a variety
of visual and verbal strategies. Manea discusses the position of the
genocide perpetrator in alternative histories of World War II and the
Holocaust in comics such as The New Adventures of Hitler (1989) by Grant
Morrison and Steve Yeowell and Kieron Gillen’s series Über (2013-), as
well as in the context of American colonial expansionism in Manifest
Destiny by Chris Dingess and Matthew Roberts (2013-). Furthermore,
he also investigates the traumatized perpetrator in the story of
Christian missionaries in China and the 1899-1901 Boxer Rebellion as
it is presented in the two-part comic Boxers & Saints (2013) by Gene
Luen Yang. Manea demonstrates that these comics, many of which
merge historical fiction with elements of satire, fantasy, and horror,
can engage readers with histories of mass violence in new ways.29
The articles collected in this special issue contribute to this
growing body of scholarship and engage in the much-needed task
of exploring depictions of perpetrator characters in detail and as a
main focus of analysis. The contributions in this special issue engage
with portrayals of the figure of the perpetrator and perpetration in
the medium of comics through comprehensive and nuanced analyses
that recognize the ambivalences and complexities that are, at times,
brought forward by the graphic narratives under discussion. The
contributors draw on perpetrator studies scholarship, comics
27 Bunjevac’s graphic narrative Fatherland (2014) offers another angle on perpetration and is analyzed
by Olga Michael in this special issue.
28 Dragoș Manea and Mihaela Precup, ‘“Who Were You Crying for?” Empathy, Fantasy, and the
Framing of the Perpetrator in Nina Bunjevac’s Bezimena’, Studies in Comics, 11.2 (2020), 373-386.
29 Dragoș Manea, Reframing the Perpetrator in Contemporary Comics: On the Importance of the
Strange (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2022).
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scholarship, and publications in other related areas, including African
American studies, genocide studies, and Indigenous studies, to present
their arguments, thereby offering a multidisciplinary approach to the
topic of the representation of perpetrators in comics.
The special issue consists of five research articles and one roundtable
conversation between three comics scholars. Two of the articles and
the roundtable conversation explore, in detail, the figure of the Nazi
perpetrator and the topic of Nazi complicity across a range of comics
that deal with World War II and the Holocaust. The other three articles extend the scope, focusing on depictions of perpetrator figures
across other geographical and historical contexts.
My article, ‘Familial Complicity in Peter Pontiac’s Kraut, Nora
Krug’s Belonging, and Serena Katt’s Sunday’s Child’, explores how these
three graphic narratives offer a visual and textual collage of sources
to explore familial complicity during World War II. I argue that the
artists are aligned in their efforts to question, prod, and hypothesize
to uncover the historical facts of their family members’ complicit pasts
while also addressing their own emotional involvement. By making
the readers privy to the process of meaning-making, the artists eschew
a single, definitive narrative, offering a more nuanced and complicated
view of Nazi involvement instead.
In her article ‘The Legacy of American Slavery: Contesting
Blackness and Re-envisioning Nationhood in Kindred: A Graphic
Novel Adaptation’, Tatiana Konrad demonstrates how the graphic novel
adaptation of Octavia E. Butler’s Kindred (1979) explores the legacy of
slavery by connecting the American past and present through its use of
medium-specific features, including its colours and the arrangement of
narrated episodes. In addition, Konrad analyses how the graphic novel
explores relationships between perpetrators and victims of slavery by
making race visible on the page and by raising questions about more
indirect forms of participation in racism, and how these forms connect
to Michael Rothberg’s notion of ‘implication’.
Olga Michael’s article ‘Looking at the Perpetrator in Nina Bunjevac’s
Fatherland’ explores how this graphic memoir (2014) uses mediumspecific elements like braiding and visual motifs, including visual and
narrative circles and bird-related imagery, to foreground the effects of
intergenerational trauma. Furthermore, Michael demonstrates that
Bunjevac’s intertwinement of public and private histories complicates
straightforward notions of how her Serbian nationalist father functions
as a ‘monstrous’ perpetrator. Michael argues that the work asks its
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readers to rethink the perpetrator figure as an individual who is placed
within a relational web of familial, historical, and national contexts.
Johannes Schmid also focuses on intergenerational trauma in
his discussion of Joe Sacco’s representation of the cultural genocide
of Canada’s Indigenous peoples in his article ‘Cultural Genocide in
Joe Sacco’s Paying the Land’. Schmid argues that Sacco’s work (2020)
draws a clear distinction between the colonial violence of the Indian
Residential School System (IRSS) and the intracommunal Indigenous
violence, presenting the latter form of violence as a direct effect of the
former. Schmid explores Sacco’s framing strategies, including a focus
on the victims’ stories and anonymous and unnamed bottom-level
perpetrators, as a means to emphasize the systemic violence of the
IRSS. Furthermore, Schmid demonstrates that Sacco also explicitly
addresses the reader as an implicated subject who is invited to consider
their own entanglement in violent colonial histories.
In their article ‘The Perpetrator as Punch-line: Hipster Hitler and
the Ambiguity of Controversial Humor’, Mihaela Precup and Dragoş
Manea focus on the webcomic Hipster Hitler and explore what is at
stake when a historical perpetrator is displaced for comedic effect.
They analyze the layers of humor that emerge when the figure of Hitler
is merged with the figure of the hipster, and in doing so investigate
the affordances, limitations, and omissions that the webcomic brings
to the figure of the familiar perpetrator, paying particular attention
to the shallowness and vacuity emphasized by the connections drawn
between hipsters and Hitler. They argue that, as a layered text, this
webcomic occupies an ambiguous cultural space that does not allow
for easy moral categorizations.
The issue concludes with a roundtable discussion between Christine
Gundermann, Ewa Stańczyk, and Kees Ribbens, that addresses various
aspects of the representation of World War II and the Holocaust in
comics. These include the depiction of perpetrators, the use of comics
in education, and the ways in which national contexts have affected
the content and reception of these comics. Offering a rich historical
overview of World War II and Holocaust comics, the three scholars
highlight the predominant focus on victim figures in graphic narratives
and discuss its implications for the representation of perpetrator
figures. Furthermore, the participants explore the memorial and
commemorative frameworks in which the World War II and Holocaust
graphic narratives are situated.
Journal of Perpetrator Research 4.2 (2022)
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Krug’s Belonging, and Serena Katt’s Sunday’s Child
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Abstract: This article explores the stylistic possibilities of the comics medium
to address questions of familial complicity during World War II. Focusing on Peter
Pontiac’s Kraut: Biografiek (2000), Nora Krug’s Belonging: A German Reckons with
History and Home (2018), and Serena Katt’s Sunday’s Child (2019), it argues that these
auto/biographical comics move away from traditional formats and instead offer
postmemorial visual and textual collages that bring together different (archival,
documentary) sources with more imaginative scenes, which allows for a nuanced and
critical exploration of the involvement of their families in the Nazi system. The article
explores how these artists question, prod, and hypothesize to uncover the historical
facts of their family’s complicit pasts, while also reflecting on their own emotional
investment in the family (hi)story. In presenting an assemblage of sources and voices
alongside each other, these comics offer no final, fixed narrative. Instead, they highlight
the process of meaning-making—an act that counters a definitive reading and leaves
space for interpretation. The article shows that this interpretative dimension is also
made possible through the absence of a ‘major offender’, which offers more potential
to approach the issue of perpetration with nuance and complexity.
Keywords: perpetrator, complicity, comics, implicated subject, World War II

I

n Peter Pontiac’s Kraut: Biografiek (2000), Nora Krug’s Belonging:
A German Reckons with History and Home (2018)1 and Serena Katt’s
Sunday’s Child (2019), the issue of Nazi perpetration is presented
through a familial lens, as the artists explore their (grand)parents’
complicity in the Nazi system. In Kraut, Peter Pontiac (the pen name of
the Dutch comic artist Peter Pollmann, 1951-2015) investigates his late
father’s interest and involvement in National Socialism by juxtaposing
various of his father’s writings with archival sources and with his
(Pontiac’s) own (visual) interpretation of these texts. In Belonging, Krug
researches the role that various deceased family members (might have)
played during World War II. Creating a visual and textual patchwork of
archival sources, flea-market finds, and conversations, Krug attempts
to elucidate whether these family members, including her maternal
grandfather, were actively involved in wartime events. Katt similarly
1 Belonging is the title of the US edition of the book, other international editions carry the title Heimat.
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digs into her grandfather’s experiences of joining the Hitler Youth in
1938 at the age of ten. Katt attempts to understand her grandfather’s
story by juxtaposing his concise and formal life story (he has given her
a short CV) with information from her grandfather’s sister and some
photographs. Neither Pontiac, Katt, nor Krug has drawn a standardlooking comic book with a well-defined grid, panels, and text balloons.
On the contrary, the artists play with the stylistic possibilities of the
medium: Pontiac offers pages dense with his handwriting and detailed
drawings, Katt uses large sprawling drawings, and Krug creates a collage
of photographs and drawings. All three artists have a clear authorial
voice as they research their family history and infer, hypothesize, and
ask questions about the past, attempting to better grasp some of the
complexities of complicity and perpetration. These three works can
be situated in the tradition of ‘Väterliteratur’ (father literature, such as
Kraut) and the ‘Generationenroman’ (multi-generational family novel,
Belonging and Sunday’s Child) more broadly: the artists are descendants
of complicit family members and in their (auto)biographical comics, they
grapple with the question of familial involvement and (transgenerational)
guilt. Pontiac’s work scrutinizes the paternal figure and the father-son
relationship, while Katt and Krug offer a multi-generational exploration
of a fractured, and to a large extent unknown, family past.
These three graphic narratives offer some nuance to the observation
that ‘the specter of the perpetrator looms too large in popular culture
as monster, sociopath, or criminal, whose assumed primary motives
include the pleasure of inciting violence and inflicting undue suffering
on their victims’.2 Particularly Nazi perpetrators feature as an archetypal
figure in popular culture. From novels to films, games, and comics,
these perpetrators are presented as instantly recognizable figures that
offer unambiguous moral categories to the audience and function as an
‘extreme other’ – a portrayal that ultimately produces distance.3 At the
same time, when popular texts depart from this template by exploring
the motivations, the psyche, or the ordinariness of perpetrators—like
2 Kjell Anderson and Erin Jessee, ‘Introduction’, in Researching Perpetrators of Genocide, ed. by Kjell
Anderson and Erin Jessee (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2020), pp. 3-22 (p. 3).
3 Kjell Anderson, ‘The Perpetrator Imaginary: Representing Perpetrators of Genocide’, in Researching
Perpetrators of Genocide, ed. by Kjell Anderson and Erin Jessee (Madison: University of Wisconsin
Press, 2020), pp. 23-48 (p. 24). Also see my chapter ‘From Gruesome to Grey: The Moralisation of
Perpetrators’ on the depiction of perpetrators and the figure of the ‘evil Nazi’ in comics: Laurike in ‘t
Veld, The Representation of Genocide in Graphic Novels: Considering the Role of Kitsch (Cham: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2019), pp. 83-126.
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Jonathan Littell’s The Kindly Ones (2009)—controversy often ensues, as
fears arise of facilitating inappropriate empathic connections.4
Rather than depicting Nazi perpetrators as a fixed and single
category of sadistic and aberrant ideologues, or as individuals whose
minds we can inhabit, I argue that Pontiac, Krug, and Katt focus
on forms of complicity that are not easily defined or uncovered,
and therefore less morally clear-cut, and that they also thematize
the unknowability of the precise motivations behind the actions of
others. Using the visual language of the comics medium to juxtapose
sources and speculate on the events of the past, these authors explore
the histories of family members who were implicated in the Nazi
system in ways that are not as evidently transgressive as the forms
of perpetration we usually see in popular culture. In this article I
demonstrate that in these works, the artists assemble and juxtapose
different sources on the comics page, critically assessing their value,
and using the medium’s formal features to inquire into their family’s
past. Through an emotionally invested approach, these artists attempt
to uncover their family members’ complicit past without presenting
a single, closed narrative. I show that, as a result, perpetration and
complicity in these works are approached with complexity and nuance.
Complicity can be theorized as an involvement in wrongdoing
that can have legal implications and brings forward the question of
criminal guilt, and as a more complex, moral concept that encompasses
different practices— including, among others, collusion, condoning, and
conspiring— and subject positions like the accomplice, the bystander, and
the collaborator.5 Complicity is also, increasingly, theorized as an intrinsic
quality of our contemporary globalized and interconnected lives. As
posited by Debarati Sanyal ‘[c]omplicity is a word typically used to mean
participation in wrongdoing, or collaboration with evil, and yet it is also an
engagement with the complexity of the world we inhabit’.6 The second part
of Sanyal’s definition is taken forward by scholars who point to complicity
as a concept that demonstrates how we (following the etymology of the
word) are ‘folded in’ to large and complex systems like global capitalism.
This notion of being ‘folded in’ prompts us to look at complicity through
4 See Erin McGlothlin, The Mind of the Holocaust Perpetrator in Fiction and Nonfiction (Detroit: Wayne
State University Press, 2021), pp. 40-42.
5 See, e.g., Larry May, ‘Complicity and the Rwandan Genocide’, Res Publica, 16 (2010), 135-152; Chiara
Lepora and Robert E. Goodin, On Complicity and Compromise (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013).
6 Debarati Sanyal, Memory and Complicity: Migrations of Holocaust Remembrance (New York: Fordham
University Press, 2015), p. 1, emphasis in original.
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the lens of ‘larger systems that connect persons and groups in the flow
of commodities, waste, bodies, information, and finance, and through
the markets that fold them continually into new and even vaster social
formations’,7 which raises poignant moral questions about how to
recognize and address the harms we are inevitably folded into.
Tracing the developments in scholarship on complicity after
World War II, Naomi Mandel outlines two streams of thought in
writings on complicity: the first (following Hannah Arendt’s work)
investigated the level of the individual’s moral relationship to harm,
arguing that the decisions that enable harm take place on different
levels and that ordinary people can become complicit in its execution.
The second stream of thought (following Theodor W. Adorno’s writing)
has questioned the ways in which cultural texts have the capacity to
successfully address a complexity of experience when they are also
products of a certain time and place (and intertwined with regimes).8
Mandel points out that as scholarship on complicity evolved,
‘productive distinctions began to be elaborated to distinguish it from
blame, shame, and guilt, a process that enabled the expansion of the
field beyond the model of moral clarity that encouraged absolute
distinctions between persecutor and victim’.9 Aspects of these strands
of thoughts and developments are reflected in the graphic narratives
under discussion: they explore the individual’s (indirect) relationship
to harm, while the works also move beyond morally straightforward
distinctions between persecutor and victim to explore more complex,
in-between positions. And as cultural products, the graphic narratives
are actively, and self-consciously, making an intervention into the
wider cultural landscape to bring forward personal and morally
less straightforward stories about World War II and the Holocaust.
Sanyal observes that literature ‘allows new questions to come into
view: How does complicity, rather than affect-based discourses of
trauma, shame, and melancholy, open a critical engagement with the
violence of history?’.10 The graphic narratives under discussion echo
this observation through their careful and considered engagement
with family histories of complicity and larger histories of violence.
7 Adam Kelly and Will Norman, ‘Literature and Complicity: Then and Now’, Comparative Literature
Studies, 56.4 (2019), 673-692 (p. 674).
8 Naomi Mandel, ‘Toward a New Complicity for New Media’, Comparative Literature Studies, 56.4
(2019), 693-710 (pp. 694-695).
9 Ibid., p. 697.
10 Sanyal, p. 9.
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Complicity is not the only term that informs the argument in this
paper. Michael Rothberg has coined the term ‘implication’ as a response
to the perceived limitations of the term complicity. He argues that the
sense of legal wrongdoing that is connected to complicity makes it a less
fitting term for more indirect, systemic, and sometimes belated forms
of participation in injustice.11 Following the scholarly emphasis on
using the concept of complicity to further investigate our engagement
with the complexity of the world, Rothberg argues that the concept of
implication allows for a more sustained focus on forms of responsibility
and entanglement that are less straightforward and clear-cut. Rather
than focusing on direct relations between agents of harm and those
that are harmed, the notion of implication takes into account the ways
in which people ‘occupy positions aligned with power and privilege
without being themselves direct agents of harm’.12 Furthermore,
Rothberg argues that the term complicity is less fitting when analyzing
the relationships between the past and the present and forms of indirect
participation in (the effects of) violence: we cannot be complicit in
crimes that took place in the past, but we can be implicated in them.
Rothberg refers to this as ‘diachronic implication’ which captures ‘the
historical legacies of systems of domination and extraction’.13
The works under discussion in this article include characters with
various degrees of participation in National Socialism, but they have
all been involved in some way or another. Therefore, I view complicity
as a useful tool to think about varying levels of involvement and
entanglement with wrongdoings which can be characterized by (in)
actions. At the same time, the notion of implication also comes into
play in my analysis when further exploring the more indirect forms
of participation and when considering the comics artist’s position. All
three artists are ‘folded into’ their family histories, and they use their
graphic narratives to examine these folds and, quite literally, lay them
out on the pages of the books.
In all three of the works under discussion, the artists attempt to not
only reconstruct what happened, but also why their family members
were caught up in the events, and how they felt about their actions
during and after the war. In this way, these comics hint at what Erin
11 Michael Rothberg, The Implicated Subject: Beyond Victims and Perpetrators (Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 2019), pp. 13-14.
12 Ibid., p. 1.
13 Susanne C. Knittel and Sofía Forchieri, ‘Navigating Implication: An Interview with Michael Rothberg’,
Journal of Perpetrator Research, 3.1 (2020), 6-19 (p. 12).
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McGlothlin has termed ‘ambivalent empathy’, which is the result of
certain textual strategies that allow readers ‘to engage in innovative
ways with the uncomfortable moral questions provoked by considering
the events of the Holocaust from the victimizer’s point of view’.14 It is
important to note that McGlothlin connects this type of empathy to
literary representations of major offenders of the Holocaust, while
the graphic narratives under discussion here focus on more indirect
forms of complicity and implication. However, McGlothlin’s term is
helpful in directing attention to the ways in which these works and
the visual and verbal strategies employed prompt further reflection on
the motivations behind people’s involvement with National Socialism
and on the authors’ own motivations for their explorations. The fact
that these graphic narratives deal with family histories inevitably
complicates notions of empathy and judgment. The artists are all
engaging in a balancing act, the result of which is that these works
examine the issue of Nazi participation in a nuanced manner.

Paternal Collaboration in Kraut
The graphic novel Kraut by Dutch comics artist Peter Pontiac is an
illustrated letter from Pontiac to his late father, Joop Pollmann. In the
Netherlands, Pontiac is known for his work within the underground
comics tradition, as he became involved with the hippie movement in the
late 60s and 70s and subsequently moved to the punk movement in the
1980s. Pontiac created autobiographical works (focusing, for instance,
on his heroin addiction), album covers for bootleg editions of records
by artists like Bob Dylan and The Rolling Stones, and drew illustrations
for more mainstream Dutch magazines. Kraut was, in part, Pontiac’s
response to Art Spiegelman’s Maus (1986 & 1991; complete edition
2003), for which he did the lettering in the Dutch translated version.
Kraut received national acclaim, was extensively featured in a 2003
documentary on Pontiac for Dutch television, and the artist won the
prestigious Marten Toonder comics award for his oeuvre in 2011, where
the jury heralded Kraut as the best Dutch graphic novel. As argued by Rik
Spanjers, Kraut’s overall positive reception may also be due to the fact
that the work has not been translated, thereby eschewing international

14 McGlothlin, p. 42.
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scrutiny.15 Kraut has undoubtedly made an intervention in the public
discourse around World War II in the Netherlands by offering a highly
personal investigation of wartime collaboration. The graphic novel was
published in 2000 and can be seen as an important early contribution
to a shift in the public debate where long-maintained and sharp moral
distinctions between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ Dutch involvement (between the
heroes of the resistance on the one hand, and the collaborating villains
on the other) were starting to give way to a more nuanced look at and
discussion of the grey areas of wartime (in)actions.16
Piecing together Pollmann’s life, Pontiac attempts to uncover what
happened to his father in his final days, when Joop Pollmann travelled
to Curacao and disappeared. The graphic novel starts with this
disappearance and then circles back to Joop Pollmann’s early childhood
growing up in a Catholic family (Pollmann was born in 1922), after
which it largely moves chronologically through the different phases
of his father’s life. Within the format of the handwritten and densely
illustrated letter to Joop Pollmann, Pontiac does not use chapters but
structures his pages by juxtaposing different sources: his written letter
to his father, his visual interventions in the form of drawings that
illustrate, comment on, or even contest his letter, and other relevant
documentation, for example his father’s drawings and writings, as well
as historical documents such as court transcripts.
In exploring his father’s childhood and adolescence, Pontiac deals
with his father’s Nazi collaboration head-on. ‘Collaboration’ points
to a form of complicity in which somebody contributes causally
to wrongdoing—‘working together’ with the enemy—but is not a
principal actor or ideologue. Rather, ‘[a]t most, the actions of the
collaborator contribute causally to the principal’s wrongdoing. They
are not in any sense constitutive of the principal wrongdoing’.17 Within
the Dutch context, collaboration is an often-used term to designate
people who were somehow involved with the Nazis, for instance by
being members of the Nationaal-Socialistische Beweging (NSB, engl.
National Socialist Movement – the Dutch Nazi party), by volunteering
15 Rik Spanjers, ‘Comics Realism and the Maus Event: Comics and the Dynamics of World War II
Remembrance’ (unpublished PhD thesis, University of Amsterdam, 2019), p. 84.
16 For more context, see, e.g. Chris van der Heijden, Grijs verleden: Nederland en de Tweede Wereldoorlog
(Amsterdam: Contact, 2004); Klaas van Berkel, Academische illusies: de Groningse universiteit in een
tijd van crisis, bezetting en herstel, 1930-1950 (Amsterdam: Uitgeverij Bert Bakker, 2005); Margreet
Fogteloo, ‘Grijsdenken’, De Groene Amsterdammer, 18 (2005) <https://www.groene.nl/artikel/grijsdenken> [accessed 06 June 2022].
17 Lepora and Goodin, p. 43.
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or working for the Nazi party, by informing on Jews in hiding or
reporting on resistance activities to the authorities, or by condoning
and working with Nazi authorities. After the war, more than 100,000
people suspected of collaboration were arrested in the Netherlands.18
Joop Pollmann was a member of the Dutch fascist parties
Nationaal Front (National Front) and the NSB, and he gave talks
at the Weerbaarheids Afdeling (resilience division) of the NSB. The
contents of these talks remain a bit vague, as Joop Pollmann refers
to them as bringing the people of his division ‘up to speed’.19 Later,
Pollmann joined the Waffen SS and gave recruitment talks that were,
as Pollmann’s post-war statement describes it, ‘about the battle of
our soldiers at the Eastern front’.20 He became a war reporter for the
Waffen SS in 1943 and was sent to the Eastern front, Berlin, and to
Normandy in June 1944. After the war, Joop Pollmann was found
guilty of collaboration and detained in a ‘collaborator camp’. After his
release in 1949, Pollmann continued to work as a journalist for local
newspapers, a women’s magazine, and a gossip tabloid.
As his father is not around anymore to engage in a conversation,
Pontiac uses his graphic novel as a means to bring forward his father’s
voice while at the same time questioning his thoughts and motives.
Kraut clearly centers Pontiac’s narrative voice through his handwritten
text (the letter to his father) that is predominantly positioned in the
middle of the page. However, Pontiac’s inclusion of other sources,
among which his father’s prolific writings (poetry, stories, and
journalism) and drawings, results in a visually dense work. The
reader has to take in various types of handwriting (by both Pontiac
and Pollmann), Pontiac’s drawings—which often feature symbolic or
metaphoric elements—and excerpts from historical documents, such
as the post-war statement Pollmann gave to the Dutch authorities about
his Nazi involvement. Pontiac overloads his pages with information:
a typical page features his handwriting (its small spacing can make
it challenging to read) at the center of the page, with various other
elements - his drawings, his father’s artistic and literary creations, or
excerpts from historical documentation - either structured around
18 Helen Grevers, ‘”Enkel en alleen in dit geval”: Pleidooien voor de vrijlating van voormalig collaborateurs na de Tweede Wereldoorlog in Nederland’, BMGN – Low Countries Historical Review, 124.3
(2009), 368-389 (p. 368).
19 Peter Pontiac, Kraut: Biografiek (Amsterdam: Podium, 2000), p. 113 (these and other quotes are my
translation).
20 Ibid., p. 116.
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it, or, even punctuating or breaking up the handwritten text. Pontiac
uses a lot of linework and crosshatching in his drawings, and he packs
his images with visual details that require the reader to take time and
slow down to register them all. The result of these strategies is a densely
packed page with a dynamic interplay between the different elements,
which prompts the reader to go back and forth between them to
understand their contents and figure out their interrelations. Pontiac
installs himself firmly as a narrator through his letter and drawings,
but he does not offer a definitive interpretation of the elements on the
page. Rather, Pontiac raises questions, either directly in his writing,
by way of visual commentary through his images, or by including
other forms of documentation that we are left to decipher. This visual
conversation between these different elements in the graphic novel
invites the reader to engage in a continuous process of decoding and
interpretation. As argued by Spanjers:
Through its juxtaposition of different modes of representing the past in
text, Kraut is able to evade closure and present itself as both a collection
of documents open to interpretation by the reader, and as a more
traditional epistolary narration with a beginning, middle, and end.21

Not only does Pontiac use the medium’s formal features to guide his
readers in their interpretation, but these features also allow him to selfconsciously mediate his assemblage of voices and sources. By juxtaposing
these elements, Kraut calls forth Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s
sense of assemblage (agencement)—an arrangement of self-subsisting
elements that, through their composition, form a set of relations which
can be re-discovered and re-interpreted.22 In this line of thought, an
assemblage does not have a fixed essence or a singular meaning but is
constantly ‘becoming’ or ‘emerging’ in relation to contextual factors.23
Kraut’s composition of handwriting, drawings, and archival documents
presents readers with an assemblage of concrete parts that we are asked
to see, read, connect, and interpret. Pontiac offers his opinions but does
not present us with an authoritative final and fixed meaning. Instead, he
offers possibilities, suggestions, and space for the reader to create their
own meaning from the assemblage. This dimension of the comic also
affects the ways in which we read Pollmann’s Nazi complicity.
21 Spanjers, p. 80.
22 Thomas Nail, ‘What is an Assemblage?’, SubStance, 46.1 (2017), 21-37 (pp. 22-24).
23 George E. Marcus and Erkan Saka, ‘Assemblage’, Theory, Culture & Society, 23.2-3 (2006), 101-109 (p. 101).
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figure 1: Kraut: Biografiek (2000) ©Peter Pontiac.

Pontiac traces his father’s fascination with fascism to Pollmann’s
adolescence, trying to figure out what might have triggered this political
leaning. Pontiac brings together various snippets of information,
including a statement by the school headmaster about one of
Pollmann’s classmates who had overt Nazi sympathies, and Pollmann’s
own reflections on his attraction to the NSB in a letter addressed to a
friend. Based on historical context, Pontiac hypothesizes that this overt
fascination must have been kept somewhat hidden, as NSB uniforms
were banned in 1933, and in 1936 the Catholic church prohibited
its members from joining the NSB. As shown in Figure 1, Pontiac
juxtaposes a drawing of his father with a historical NSB pamphlet that
attempts to go against this ecclesiastical decree: ‘A burning question for
many Dutch. Can a catholic be a member of the NSB? YES!’.24 Pontiac
reserves half of the page for the drawing of his father, who is depicted
as standing before a burning cross, parts of his bare chest visible as he
gazes into the distance with a determined expression. The linework
around his father and the burning cross adds a sense of pathos to the
scene, and the image of a young and able boy (or soldier) who is ready
24 Pontiac, p. 81.
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to stand up for his beliefs is reminiscent of Nazi propaganda posters.
Pontiac’s drawing gives a visual counterpoint to his father’s own
words, who uses terms like ‘dynamic’, ‘sacrificial’, and becoming a ‘fiery
warrior’ to describe his attraction to National Socialism.25
Here, Pontiac draws Pollmann as he might have liked to see himself
at that point in time, while also adding his meta-commentary through
the visual hyperbole of the burning cross and the heightened version
of his father. It is a precarious balance that Pontiac manages to strike
throughout his work: speculating why his father was attracted to
National Socialism, without absolving him of responsibility for his
actions. A couple of pages prior to the image of Pollmann, Pontiac
expresses his desire not to become his father’s apologist. Instead,
making a play on his father’s first name, Pontiac writes that he wants to
be an ‘objective “Jopologist”’.26 Through the patchwork of information,
sources, and drawings, Pontiac ensures that no single bit of information
or single drawing takes precedence over the others. Furthermore,
the plenitude of sources drawn or written by Joop Pollmann that
are included in the graphic novel have an effect on the depiction of
Pollmann and his Nazi collaboration. By showing drawings from
his sketchbook, and (excerpts of) his handwritten stories and poems,
Pontiac offers a view of his father’s inner life. This does not necessarily
mean that we have more sympathy for Pollmann’s life decisions, but it
does offer a more well-rounded picture of someone who has become
complicit with National Socialism.
In doing so, Pontiac also self-reflexively addresses his position
towards his father. Throughout Kraut, Pontiac takes a critical tone
towards Pollmann, questioning his choices and motives and weighing
his father’s words or juxtaposing them with other sources. For instance,
if Pollmann was searching for action and sacrifice, why did he not join
the Dutch resistance? On this particular comics page, Pollmann draws
three more benign and altruistic alternative histories for his father,
including an image of his father hiding in a cupboard under the kitchen
sink, as a Christian martyr who absolves the Nazis on his deathbed
(referring to the Dutch priest Titus Brandsma who died by lethal
injection at the Dachau concentration camp) and, finally, showing his
father with a gun and briefcase in hand, his identity partly concealed
by a cloth wrapped around his mouth, as he aims at a Nazi soldier.27
25 Pontiac, p. 81.
26 Ibid., p. 78.
27 Ibid., p. 93.
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Through these three alternative identities, Pontiac allows himself to
explore, albeit briefly, morally acceptable and desirable versions of his
father. A few pages later, Pontiac combines his father’s toned-down and
formal post-war report about his actions during the war with drawings
that dispute, nuance, or complement these statements: Pollmann’s
unadorned description of his recruitment talks for the Waffen SS is
accompanied by Pontiac’s drawing of his father standing in front of a
room; the large lettering across the panel, three emotion lines above
his head, and his raised fist indicate the fervour with which he is
speaking. At the same time, and as pointed out by Spanjers: ‘whenever
he [Pontiac] judges his father too harshly, he reflects that such an
approach to collaboration is also somehow unsatisfying’.28 Depicting
his father as the bad guy is too easy a road to take for Pontiac, and so he
makes an effort to hypothesize about his father’s opinions and feelings,
sometimes connecting them to his own frame of reference. Neither
empathy nor judgment are straightforwardly and self-evidently
presented in Kraut. Instead, Pontiac moves between the two, balancing
his judgment of his father’s actions with moments where the familial
connection prompts a sense of (complicated) empathy. For instance, a
drawing of Pollmann looking pleased in his brand new NSB uniform—
standing in a shape that combines the Christian cross and hints at the
swastika—is accompanied by Pontiac’s commentary:
It isn’t hard to imagine how chuffed you were in your brand-spanking new
outfit in front of the mirror, and I wonder whether the feeling you had at
that moment is comparable to what, for instance, a greaser or a “punk”
experiences . . . when he feels his leather jacket pull on his rebellious back.29

Pontiac draws this greaser opposite his father, creating a visual
juxtaposition between his father’s experience and the world that
Pontiac knows. A few sentences later, he wonders: ‘Should I just see
you as any “angry young man” of 19 years old?’.30 While attempting
to understand his father’s motivations, Pontiac openly discusses
his ambivalent feelings towards his father, questioning whether
forgiveness is even an option when Pollmann’s ideological leanings
are undisputed, exacerbated by the fact that Pollmann held on to
some of his fascist views throughout his life.
28 Spanjers, p. 109.
29 Pontiac, p. 109.
30 Ibid.
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Figure 2: Kraut: Biografiek (2000) ©Peter Pontiac.

Part of Pollmann’s story of Nazi collaboration is told by showing the
aftermath of this involvement. After an argument with his commander,
Pollmann defects and travels back to the Netherlands and goes into
hiding until the end of the war. A week after the liberation, Pollmann
turns himself in, is put away for a few months and eventually brought
to an internment camp in Duindorp, Scheveningen. In the official
statements made by Pollmann and his mother after the war, we read
that he wanted to repent for his actions, though Pontiac is quick to
critically question to what extent his father’s repentance is sincere, or
in his own best interest in the post-war situation.
However, Pontiac also nuances his own cynicism towards his
father’s motives with a large, wordless drawing (see Figure 2). This
page temporarily halts the flow of the narrative and offers a moment
of reflection for the reader. The drawing sets off Joop Pollmann’s small
posture against the large and bare cell he is confined to. Pollmann’s
eyes are not visible behind his glasses—a visual characteristic Pontiac
employs more often—and the linework of the cell and on Pollmann’s
trousers give the space a gloomy and hostile appearance. Pontiac’s
decision to reserve a full page for this image is remarkable given the
density of the other pages on which written and visual information
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is vying for attention. The drawing offers the readers a moment to
contemplate Pollmann’s position—does he feel remorse for his actions?
Or does his posture signal a sense of resignation? At the same time,
the small stature of the figure on the page also evokes some pity,
demonstrating how a young man can be caught up in the whirlwind of
history and end up, through his own choices, on the wrong side.
After spending four months in jail, Pollmann is transferred to
‘collaborator camp’ Duindorp—little is known about his time there,
and Pontiac tries to piece together snippets of information (some
of which he openly distrusts). The strength of Pontiac’s work is that
no conclusion can be drawn. Pollmann’s actions—his (recruitment)
talks for the WA and the Waffen SS, his war reporting— are clearly
positioned as reprehensible and a form of collaboration. In Kraut,
Pontiac explores Joop Pollmann’s involvement but is left wondering
about the details of Pollmann’s actions, as well as his ideological
commitment. Pontiac’s work is thus an act of ‘larger scale deciphering’31
of the assemblage of personal and historical documents, to which the
reader is also invited. The effect on the representation of collaboration
is that rather than presenting a clear and final moral judgment, Pontiac
offers up the evidence to the reader and allows them to come to their
own conclusions. Furthermore, by embedding his father’s complicity
within a larger life story, Pontiac shows a more multifaceted view of
someone who has collaborated with the Nazis.

Community and Vulnerability: The Hitler Youth in Sunday’s
Child
This same act of guessing, interpreting, and deciphering takes place in
Serena Katt’s Sunday’s Child (2019), a graphic narrative that hitherto has
not been explored in scholarship. In contrast to the handwritten letter
that dominates the pages of Kraut, Katt presents large, monochrome
pencil-drawn images that resemble photographs but, through their
artistic rendering, become eerie and stilted. Katt does not use speech
bubbles or gutters, and most of her drawings are double page spreads
that, in contrast to Kraut, are more open and spacious in their set-up,
as the drawings are only briefly punctuated by short excerpts from her
grandfather’s CV or Katt’s comments. Sunday’s Child is structured in
31 Spanjers, p. 95.
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six chapters that address her grandfather’s family history (his parents
were Polish immigrants), the rise of the Nazi party, his experiences as
a member of the Hitler Youth, the war, and its immediate aftermath.
Throughout the book, Katt talks to her Opa (her grandfather) directly,
addressing him in the second person. Investigating and questioning
her grandfather’s commitment to the Hitler Youth, Katt’s narrative
voice counterpoints landmark moments in her Opa’s life, written as
captions alongside the images. Some of these captions are descriptive,
others are commenting on her Opa’s sparse CV, or hypothesizing
about past events. For instance, a double spread showing a group of
Hitler Youths in the forest standing together in what looks like an
amphitheater is accompanied by Katt’s caption: ‘July 1938. It’s your
tenth birthday. You’re finally old enough to join. I bet they initiate
you at night time too, swearing your oath by the firelight in a big
circle of boys in a black forest somewhere’.32
Over the course of the chapters, Katt details how her Opa, Günter
Kazcinski, moves up through the ranks of the Hitler Youth and
the education camps, and how he voluntarily enlisted at the age of
seventeen. When he is finally called in, the anticipation turns into a
major disappointment when a higher-ranking soldier sends Kazcinski
back home without any explanation. Kazcinski’s sister Inge prevents
her brother from going up to the front again during the Volkssturm in
the final months of the war. When English soldiers arrive, Katt’s Opa
manages to talk himself out of any trouble. After the war, Kazcinski
is accepted as an apprentice at a bank, playing a part in Germany’s
economic rebuild. Kazcinski’s status as a ‘Sunday’s child’—somebody
who has luck on their side—is connected to various events in the book.
From the accolades given to him in the Hitler Youth, to his escape from
war, and his ability to circumvent any repercussions in the immediate
aftermath, Kazcinski’s story seems to be one of opportunity and luck.
However, the absence of complicity, culpability, and moral remorse in
Kazcinski’s CV and the life stories he passed on to his (grand)children
(which were about ‘all the prizes you won as a gymnast, about your
painting and carving, and your successes in the world of banking’33) offer
a sense of irony to the notion of being a Sunday’s child: is Kazcinski a
Sunday’s child because he conveniently chooses not to engage with the
more complex periods in his life? This lack of reflection has prompted
32 Serena Katt, Sunday’s Child (London: Jonathan Cape, 2019), n.p. The text is not paginated, and in
order to avoid redundancy, subsequent references will omit ‘n.p.’.
33 Katt, Sunday’s Child.
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Katt to examine his story more carefully, driven by questions posed in
the introduction: ‘How much was blind willingness, or even your own
conviction, and how much was forced? How much was really adventure,
and how much was terrifying?’.34 Katt attempts to explore the appeal of
the Hitler Youth while also showing how the omnipresence of Nazi
ideology limited alternative life routes, especially for younger children.
Although the cover of the book shows us a single young boy in uniform
as seen from the back, and the preface includes a few drawn photographs
of Katt’s Opa, most of the drawings depict the boys of the Hitler Youth in
a group setting. Working with personal photo albums as well as images
taken from German archives, Katt has gone through the process of
redrawing these photographs several times over, altering them a bit each
time in order to fit the narrative.35 The boys are often depicted as standing in
poses that suggest that they are posing for a photograph: huddled together,
uniformed, and anonymous. Katt clearly centers her grandfather in some
of these images, but there are several drawings in which it is unclear
which one of the boys is her grandfather, or whether he is depicted at
all. Throughout her work, Katt eschews drawing linear perspectives and
depths, which means that drawings often appear flattened and slightly
‘off’. She uses minimal linework for the faces of the characters, and this
lack of personal detail offers a sense of interchangeability, particularly
when showing the groups of Hitler Youth boys. Katt’s drawing style
demonstrates the ordinariness of her grandfather’s story: this could have
been any young German boy at this point in time. Furthermore, the play
with lack of depth, skewed perspective, and stilted qualities of the people
in the drawings also communicates a sense of vulnerability. There is no
bravado or sense of action through emotion and motion lines, concurrent
actions between panels, or speech bubbles. Instead, the figures appear
awkward, static, frozen in time.
Through these group drawings, Katt highlights how the Hitler
Youth offered a sense of community and belonging. On one of the pages
Katt draws several young boys together in the open air. Some of them
are looking beyond the page, as if facing a camera. Some of the boys
look in other directions. One of the boys is tied to a tree, while another,
older boy is ruffling his hair in a gesture that communicates both
camaraderie and (playful) condescension. In the caption to the image,
Katt provides context about the ideological and physical training
34 Katt, Sunday’s Child.
35 Serena Katt, ‘Tracing History’, Varoom, 39 (2019) <https://theaoi.com/2019/08/30/varoom-39-tracing-history/> [accessed 21 January 2022].

Journal of Perpetrator Research 4.2 (2022)

L. in 't Veld
that is taking place in the Hitler Youth summer camps, highlighting
the indoctrination of young people and the measures in place to ‘stop
you thinking, stop you doubting’.36 However, her final sentence, ‘[b]ut
still, it feels so good to belong, right?’37 offers a reading of the images
in the book that also underscores the pleasant and positive aspects of
being part of something that is perceived as big and meaningful. The
visual repetition of groups of uniformed boys, in various settings,
communicates a sense of identity that is inextricably connected to the
larger identity of the group, and the nation.
Being part of a movement that offers prospects of grandeur and
victory makes for an enjoyable experience, or as Michael H. Kater
argues in Hitler Youth (2004), ‘it is not hard to understand the appeal
and satisfaction of belonging to a large, dominant, and protective
community and participating in their communal singing, marching,
and camping’.38 Katt also explicitly addresses how young people were
emboldened by their membership. A two-page spread that shows Hitler
Youth members sitting at a table, looking at a book while a portrait
of Hitler (of which we only see the bottom half) looks on from the
background, is counterpointed by Katt’s voice in the caption: ‘Let’s
be honest, which young person doesn’t want to hear that they have
something big to offer and that they can really be somebody?’39
However, Katt simultaneously prods at these notions of bonding
and solidarity. In Figure 3 we see a group of Hitler Youth boys at an
early gym class at the NSDAP Teacher Training Academy in Bardell.
The teenagers are drawn bare-chested, standing together in poses that
seem to convey a sense of reluctance. One of them is not wearing shoes,
while another one is looking up at something off the page. The lack of
motion lines or panels with follow-up movements renders the drawing
quite static, in line with the rest of the work. Katt adds her narrative
voice to the image in the caption at the top of the page:
I’ve read about how sadistic some Hitler Youth boys are, and how you
have long been encouraged to use violence against each other. A man
writes about the sexual assaults that are commonplace among boys in
the camps, used by one to assert power over another.40

36
37
38
39
40

Katt, Sunday’s Child.
Ibid.
Michael H. Kater, Hitler Youth (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2004), p. 4.
Katt, Sunday’s Child.
Ibid.
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Figure 3: Illustrations from Sunday’s Child by Serena Katt. © Serena Katt 2019, published
by Jonathan Cape.

The friction that arises between the image and the text throws into
relief the sense of community offered by the Hitler Youth. Katt’s style
of drawing—her ability to strip images down a few core components
while also slightly altering them to enhance their eerie or unsettling
qualities—expertly captures a tension between belonging and physical
and mental vulnerability, using the awkwardness of the depicted
children and teenagers to comment on how they were used as ideological
pawns, molded and trained to later serve in the armed forces. And there
was a staggering number of young people that were being ideologically
primed to help the war effort. In 1936, under the auspices of the Hitler
Youth Law, parents were sent letters instructing them to register their
children and from March 1939, this legal obligation was enforced with
the threat of criminal prosecution if not complied with. By 1939, the
Hitler Youth had eight million members.41
Katt also underlines the pervasiveness of the Nazi ideology in
Sunday’s Child, as every one of Katt’s chapters opens with one or
multiple propaganda images and its spectators such as posters on
advertising columns, walls, and fences urging children to join the
41 Daniel Horn, ‘Coercion and Compulsion in the Hitler Youth, 1933-1945’, The Historian, 41.4 (1979), 639663 (p. 642).
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Jungvolk. She reserves two double spreads within the work where
several propaganda posters are placed alongside each other (these
posters are based on real Nazi propaganda posters), with translated
slogans like ‘Yes, you are the future of our nation’ and ‘The time
has finally come to prove yourselves’.42 In reading these images, we
should be careful not to presume that propaganda always uniformly
succeeded in its ideological aim as this ‘fails to take account of the
recipient’s ability to resist a particular message, however successfully
this may be presented to them’.43 However, by collecting these various
posters throughout her work, Katt shows how the continuous presence
of messages and imagery offers a closed world view in which youth
members are both the ultimate promise to the nation’s future as well
as the dispensable armed force that is sent out to protect this future.
The repetition of propaganda messages and the overt vulnerability of
the Hitler Youth members in the drawings presents a commentary
on a sense of complicity that is not connected to moral or unlawful
individual transgressions, but more to the systems that are set up to
prep children to engage in these transgressions later on in life.
The question of complicity as an action that ‘potentially contributes to
the wrongdoing of others in some causal way’44 becomes more poignant
as Kazcinski grows up and actively pursues joining the army. Katt
underscores Kazcinski’s eagerness to join the army and become an active
participant in the war. However, Kaczinski is not eighteen yet, which
means that volunteering is the only way for him to join. Katt connects
her grandfather’s wish to a coming-of-age when she writes ‘[w]hile you
wait, you daydream about your journey into manhood, the journey you
have been so eagerly anticipating’.45 After finally receiving his call-up
papers, Kaczinski travels to the front, while ‘[p]eople are fleeing from
eastern Germany to escape the invading Russians’.46 After arriving at the
front, a higher-ranking soldier sends him back home. This seems like
yet another lucky turn, but Katt underscores the ‘bitter disappointment’47
he must have felt after not fulfilling his duty. Why Kaczinski was sent
home remains a mystery, and it begs the question whether there is part
42 Katt, Sunday’s Child.
43 Aristotle A. Kallis, Nazi Propaganda and the Second World War (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan,
2005), p. 3.
44 Lepora and Goodin, p. 6, emphasis in original.
45 Katt, Sunday’s Child.
46 Ibid.
47 Ibid.
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Figure 4, Illustrations from Sunday’s Child by Serena Katt. © Serena Katt 2019, published
by Jonathan Cape.

of the narrative that Kaczinski has left out. However, with the war at its
final stages, the advent of a very young and eager Kaczinski seems to
have been met with wariness. Katt underscores that an initiation into
manhood through military service was not completed.
Here, Katt does not further explore the implications of this more
active form of complicity. She leaves the issue open for the reader to
judge: are her grandfather’s actions and involvement in the Hitler Youth
up for moral scrutiny? And is there a moment, in the transition from
teenager to young adult, where (legal) culpability should be considered?
Furthermore, Katt connects her grandfather’s role in the events to the
Holocaust and issues of collective guilt in a double-spread where a
group of women are looking at a poster with photographs of the bodies
of victims from the concentration camps titled ‘These crimes: Your fault’
(Figure 4). Katt contrasts the emptiness of the street with the fullness
of the content of the poster. The onlookers are huddled together, and
we do not see their faces or reactions, which leaves room for readers to
imagine what emotions, if any, are present. Katt adds further weight
to this image with her question to her grandfather, and to other
Germans: ‘You’re confronted with what really went on, but did you have
Journal of Perpetrator Research 4.2 (2022)
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no clue before? Did you all really not know?’48 Again, Katt leaves the
question with the reader, but in posing it she adds a critical layer to her
grandfather’s sparse reflections on his own complicity and culpability.

World War II and German Identity in Belonging
The issue of collective guilt that is explored in Katt’s work is also
brought forward in Nora Krug’s Belonging. In her graphic narrative,
Krug embarks on a research quest to find out more about her maternal
and paternal grandparents and their involvement during World War
II; she interweaves their stories throughout the book’s fifteen chapters.
Belonging offers a visual and textual patchwork of Krug’s drawings
(at times in a paneled comics format, and at times presented as single
illustrations), excerpts from archival sources, (war) memorabilia, and
reproduced and redrawn photographs, punctuated by Krug’s narrative
voice. In contrast to Kraut and Sunday’s Child, Krug uses a bright colour
scheme throughout her work. Elena Agazzi argues that the colours
‘reflect the various emotional states of the writer’,49 but in an interview
Krug states that she assigned a different colour range for each of
the two family narratives (warm colours for the father’s story, cool
colours for her mother’s side of the family) and that this was ‘not for an
emotional reason but just to make it more recognizable which family I
was talking about at a given point’.50
In the book’s first chapter, Krug discusses her feelings of guilt
as a third-generation German when learning about the Holocaust.
Intertwining personal and national histories, Krug combines her
photographs (reproduced in the graphic narrative) from a class trip
to concentration camp museums with archival photographs of the
civilians who were forced by the Allies to look at the dead bodies from
the camps. Both Katt and Krug include this pivotal scene of visual
confrontation—Katt at the end of her work, Krug at the beginning—to
bring forward the notion of a collective guilt and of (not) seeing your
implication in the events. Both artists use the scene to, albeit briefly,
48 Katt, Sunday’s Child.
49 Elena Agazzi, ‘Rethinking the Past with a New Narrative Strategy. Nora Krug’s Heimat. A German
Family Album’ in Translation and Interpretation: Practicing the Knowledge of Literature, ed. by Raul
Calzoni, Francesca di Blasio, and Greta Perletti (Göttingen: V&R unipress, 2022), pp. 127-138 (p. 131).
50 Tahneer Oksman, ‘“We Carry that History”: an Interview with Nora Krug’, Literature and Belief, 40.2
& 41.1 (2021), 127-146 (p. 136).
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move from their individual grandparents’ role in the war to hint at
complicity and implication on a much larger scale. Where Katt addresses
her grandfather and other Germans, Krug connects the guilt of those
German civilians who ‘didn’t know’ about what happened right on their
doorstep to the collective guilt that her own generation experiences—a
sense of implication, that is partly transferred to young adults in
classrooms. Although the notion of collective guilt is deeply ingrained,
Krug also reflects on how this pervasive shame has obscured parts of
the history of World War II and the Holocaust for herself and her peers,
including the facts about what happened in their hometowns or what
role their grandparents played during the war. Through her graphic
narrative, Krug wants to shift the focus ‘from abstract and general
guilt to concrete and specific guilt, thus re-personalizing collective
guilt’.51 As argued by Tammy Clewell, the intimate endeavour of this
re-personalizing of collective guilt by asking questions, challenging
stories, and engaging in a familial connection, fits with the trend of
third-generation writers exploring the war histories of their families.52
Reflecting on the concept of Heimat (home or homeland) and
its fractured meaning for post-war generations, Belonging (Heimat
in the German title) is Krug’s response to the question she asks at
the end of her first chapter: ‘How do you know who you are, if you
don’t understand where you’re from?’.53 The image accompanying this
quote is a redrawn version of Caspar David Friedrich’s ‘Der Wanderer
über dem Nebelmeer’ (Wanderer above the Sea of Fog), an image that
connects to the cover of the graphic narrative, which directly references
Friedrich’s painting as it shows Krug standing on top of a mountain
as she is surveying her Heimat. A few pages later, Krug references the
painting again with another drawing of herself taking the pose of the
wanderer. The visual echoes between these three images at the start
of the work clearly sets the tone for Krug’s research into what Heimat
means to her. The quest centers on her family history, but Krug explores
places, emotions, and objects that offer a sense of German identity, as
she reflects on her position as a German émigré in the States, collects
war memorabilia found at flea markets under the header ‘From the
51 Tammy Clewell, ‘Beyond Graphic Memoir: Visualizing Third-Generation German Cultural Identity
in Nora Krug’s Belonging’, American Imago, 77.3 (2020), 459-496 (p. 471).
52 Ibid., p. 472.
53 Nora Krug, Belonging: A German Reckons with History and Home (New York: Simon and Schuster,
2018), n.p. Krug does not use page numbers in Belonging. In order to avoid an accumulation of ‘n.p.’
references, I refrain from adding page references to direct quotes taken from the work.
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Scrapbook of a Memory Archivist’ and explores ‘Germanness’ through
nostalgic German objects on pages titled ‘From the notebook of a
homesick émigré’. As argued by Matt Reingold, Krug’s research into
her family history is what ultimately offers her a stronger connection
with her German identity as she demonstrates that ‘memory becomes
a tool for unlocking her own identity and facilitates her ability to feel
at home as a German with a personal connection to the Holocaust as
a descendant of a Nazi perpetrator’.54 In the end, Heimat for Krug is
most poignantly found in the familial connection, or as she puts it: ‘that
HEIMAT can only be found again in memory, that it is something that
only begins to exist once you’ve lost it’.55
Like Pontiac and Katt, Krug combines various sources on the pages
of her comic, moving between the past and the present as she explores
her family’s history. Another connection can be drawn between all
three of the works under discussion: similar to Kraut and Sunday’s Child,
Krug’s voice is central to the graphic narrative, her written reflections
form the thread that connects the various parts. On many pages, a
drawing or photograph (of objects, her (grand)parents, or archival
documents) is placed at the center of the page. Rather than moving the
writing to a separate space on the page, Krug wraps the text around
the image, which means the reader has to jump from left to right of the
image to piece together the text. The effect is twofold: this page layout
slows down the pace of reading and draws attention to the narrative,
while it also visually connects Krug in the present to the various stories
and mementos from the past. The fact that Krug’s words and thoughts
are often placed at either side of the image means that her words are
quite literally framing and embracing the drawn fragments from the
past. Here, Krug’s narrative voice is not a block of text separate from
other elements on the page, but in enveloping the visual elements the
strategy demonstrates Krug’s desire to be closer to her family’s history.
Tracing the stories of both her paternal and maternal
grandparents, none of whom are alive anymore, Belonging offers
a mix of auto/biography, scrapbook, and archival research. Krug
continuously shares her assessment of the veracity of the scraps of
information she finds. For instance, Krug’s maternal grandfather,
Willi, worked as a chauffeur for a Jewish linen salesman. A full-paged
photograph of Willi is coupled with Krug’s written retort:
54 Matt Reingold, ‘Heimat Across Space and Time in Nora Krug’s Belonging’, Monatshefte, 111.4 (2019),
551-569 (p. 553).
55 Krug, Belonging.
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Was the story my grandfather told her [Krug’s aunt Karin] about the
Jewish linen salesman really true? Or was it just a postwar family fantasy,
like the one about Willi’s having hidden his Jewish employer in the shed
in his mother-in-law’s backyard? Or like the one about Willi’s supposed
Jewish roots, “because of the way he looked,” and because his mother,
the woman on the cuff links, had had red hair? 56

And at the same time, Krug connects these fantasies to her own
desires when she continues: ‘Even though nobody had ever found, or
even looked for, the slightest evidence of Jewish ancestry in our family,
the conjecture promised comfort to my guilt-ridden teenage mind’.57
Krug sets out to find out whether Willi was as apolitical during the
war as he purported to be. In the Karlsruhe archive, Krug finds out
that the synagogue was across from her grandfather’s driving school,
leading Krug to hypothesize about what her grandfather observed
during and after the Kristallnacht on 9 November 1938. Taking note of
eyewitness accounts about what happened during this violent night and
its aftermath, Krug asks the question where Willi was on the morning
of 10 November. An eyewitness account states that on this morning, a
group of people moved from the synagogue to a neighbouring square,
where Jews were being led into the police station while battered
and harassed by the crowd. Echoing the inquisitive relationship to a
grandparent that Katt displays in Sunday’s Child, and the speculation
about his father’s past that Pontiac engages in in Kraut, Krug similarly
questions her grandfather Willi and offers different scenarios of his
whereabouts and actions in an attempt to figure out what role Willi
played in the events. In Figure 5, we see Krug hypothesizing about
Willi’s whereabouts on the morning of 10 November through four
panels that offer different answers. Listing the digits of Willi’s phone
number at the top of the page, Krug uses various green and yellow
tones in her panels—colours which are repeated in some of the other
comics sections in the book. The four scenarios repeat Willi as the
central character, drawn with recognizable eyebrows, as he is looking
out from the page at the reader. In the first three panels, Willi’s gaze
seems to make an appeal to the reader to believe this version of the
events. Interestingly, in the final and most compromising panel, Willi
has a slight smile as he is looking at us. This subtle difference in Willi’s
facial expression makes it seem like he is offering up some inside
56 Krug, Belonging.
57 Ibid.
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Figure 5: ©Nora Krug, Belonging: A German Reckons with History and Home (2018).

information—engaging us in a tête-à-tête—while it also opens up the
reading that Willi was not only present, but also enjoyed watching the
Jewish pogrom. On the next page, Krug continues by taking this final
panel forward into a new line of questioning, asking whether Willi was
among the cheering crowd or among those who tried to help.
In the archive, Krug also finds a US military file on her
grandfather—in these files, Germans were ranked into one of five
categories: exonerated persons, followers, lesser offenders, offenders,
and major offenders. She makes the shocking discovery that Willi
was indeed a member of the NSDAP, although he ranks himself as
a Mitläufer, a follower. Krug draws a sheep to characterize Willi’s
position as someone who is ‘lacking courage and moral stance’.58
This archival revelation also offers a sense of familial connection, as
Krug describes that ‘[t]he intimacy of seeing the word with which
he confesses to his own weak-mindedness, written out in his own
handwriting, is hard to bear’.59 Willi’s membership, as it turns out,
seems to be the result of entrepreneurial opportunism; Nazi leader
58 Krug, Belonging.
59 Ibid.
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Robert Wagner parked his car in the garage that Willi intended to
buy for his driving school. Through Willi’s position as an ‘in-between
man’ who is ‘[n]either a resistance fighter nor a major offender,’60 Krug
shows how complicity can encompass an involvement with National
Socialism that is characterized by inaction and indirect endorsement.
Willi’s Nazi membership may not have been an active one, but for
Krug it is clear that ‘Willi had inevitably contributed to furthering
the cause of a murderous regime’.61
Willi’s position as a complicit or implicated subject—not innocent
but not actively engaged—is brought up by him as a reason to adjust the
narrative in his favour after the war has ended. Not allowed to resume
work as a driving teacher after the war, Willi collects testimonials
that prove that he was not ideologically involved with the Nazi party.
These testimonials—some ‘flat and formulaic’,62 others more heartfelt,
according to Krug—repeat impressions of Willi’s disapproval of Nazi
ideology and activities. Krug explains that according to German law,
someone is categorized as an offender when they joined the Nazi party
before 1 May 1937, and so a lawsuit is brought against Willi in 1947 to
designate him an offender, rather than the self-labeled Mitläufer. After
his pleading with the public prosecutors to be downgraded to follower,
this lawsuit is suspended, and Willi remains listed as a follower. Krug
combines the testimonials—excerpts of some drawn in a comic, others
are reproduced and translated by Krug—with pictures of Willi, notably
a few that feature him in his Nazi uniform. She also offers her own
interpretations and questions (she critically questions where the
money to buy the driving school came from), either in written form
or in comics format. By placing these various elements together, Krug
avoids presenting a single, definitive explanation of Willi’s role in the
war in favour of multiple narratives and options.
As Krug states near the end of her work: ‘I’ll never know exactly what
Willi thought, what he saw or heard, what he decided to do or not to
do, what he could have done and failed to do, and why’.63 The questions
that Krug raises show the limits of the archival sources in telling the full
story. As posited by Ewa Stańczyk in the roundtable in this issue: ‘These
questions [posed by Krug about Willi] are perhaps as important as the
questions of direct involvement in the genocide because they concerned
60
61
62
63
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so many members of the general public’.64 Krug ‘insists on reminding her
readers of how the policies of National Socialism manifested in the lives
of even those Germans who considered themselves to be apolitical’.65
Krug highlights some of the ‘in-between’ positions on the spectrum of
responsibility and guilt; she demonstrates how hard it can be to decipher
these positions, and to uncover the experiences of the people involved.

Negotiation and Implication
What can be gleaned from these comics that approach the issue of
complicity through a familial lens? Firstly, the family connection is
the driving force behind all three graphic narratives. Kraut, Sunday’s
Child, and Belonging are the second and third generation’s attempts
to better understand the past and their relatives’ roles in it. Neither
of these works features a ‘major offender’—someone who has been
directly involved in carrying out the genocidal policies of the Nazis—
and because of the absence of a straightforward, morally compromised
figure, the issue of perpetration is, perhaps inevitably, approached
with more nuance and complexity. The actions, or lack thereof, of
these family members are not always that easily categorized. This is,
partly, because the search for a historical ‘truth’ is, in all these graphic
narratives, shown to be a fallacy. By juxtaposing different sources and
making us privy to the process of meaning-making and questioning,
and of assembling and deciphering, all three artists actively negotiate
with the material—an act that counters a single, fixed narrative and
leaves space for interpretation. At the same time, Pontiac, Krug, and
Katt establish that their family members were involved in the Nazi
party, but they demonstrate that the reasons behind these memberships
are not always, or not just, ideological.
Secondly, this family connection also offers a particular, emotionally
invested approach to the topic: the comic artists are navigating their
feelings towards their own (grand)parents, moving between enquiry
and judgment, and between empathy and disapproval. Krug’s search
into Willi’s life makes her feel connected to him and leads to moments
of empathy for his situation, while also clearly condemning him for his
Nazi membership. Katt approaches her grandfather’s story with the
64 Christine Gundermann and others, ‘Roundtable – World War II and Holocaust Comics, Perpetrators,
and Education’, Journal of Perpetrator Research, 4.2 (2022), 199.
65 Clewell, p. 485.

43

44

Familial Complicity
knowledge that he was young and under the influence of others, while
also questioning his motives and decisions when he reaches adolescence.
Pontiac does not absolve his father from responsibility, particularly
because he seemed to carry some questionable convictions forward in
life, but he also negotiates his own emotions towards his father, noting
that a complete condemnation of his character is not satisfactory either.
All three comic artists reflect on their family’s complicity but are
also, to varying extents, addressing their own implication. Growing
up in Germany, Krug most strongly experiences the nation’s collective
guilt. In the first chapter of Belonging, Krug recalls the effects of World
War II, which was ‘present, but not acknowledged’,66 on her own sense
of identity—or lack thereof. Rothberg’s notion of diachronic implication
is most clearly visible in Krug’s work, as she details her struggle with a
sense of inherited guilt and shame about the past. Furthermore, Krug
poignantly addresses how she is implicated and folded into the fabric of
her family history when she states that ‘each new word that’s added to my
family narrative entangles me, [I know] that I am irrevocably intertwined
with people and places, with stories and histories’.67 For Peter Pontiac,
the idea of transferable guilt and shame about his father’s actions is less
pressing. Instead, Pontiac reflects on whether he can forgive his father
and what this forgiveness would mean (he wonders whether it would be
just ‘a drop in the ocean of guilt’68). Pontiac does, however, experience
some guilt about not having paid more attention to his father’s story
when he was still alive. He bemoans the fact that he wasn’t more curious.
In this way, Pontiac actively shows a desire for a more comprehensive
entanglement with his father’s history. Serena Katt grew up in the UK,
so her geographical distance to the events, and her grandfather, has
likely also influenced the perception of her own implication. In Sunday’s
Child, Katt does not consider herself an implicated subject, but like
Pontiac, she expresses a sense of remorse about the gaps of knowledge
in her grandfather’s story. As a response, Katt posits that ‘I will have to
invent things, add things, feel my way into your life’.69 The three graphic
narratives thus show the process of being ‘folded into’ family histories,
but also how this entanglement with the past, and its ramifications in the
present, are actively desired by all three artists.
66
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69
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Conclusion
In her monograph Comics and the Body: Drawing, Reading, and Vulnerability
(2020), Eszter Szép points to a connection between the artist, the body, and
the graphic narrative and the implications of these connections in visual
narratives of violence:
[D]rawing and physical impersonation both require cognitive and
emotional investment and an understanding of, and even identification
with, the characters. This identification is indiscriminate; one has to
build a connection with perpetrators, victims, and bystanders alike in
order to be able to draw their bodies truthfully.70

This notion of drawing as an embodied practice that inevitably calls for
an engagement with the characters in the work is echoed by two of the
artists under discussion. During an invited lecture at the Museum of
Jewish Heritage in New York, Krug mentioned that ‘drawing is an act of
empathy’ and that in drawing her grandparents’ histories, ‘I can picture
more clearly the situations they found themselves in during the war
while I test the limits of my own empathy towards the decisions they
made’.71 In a similar vein, Katt mentions in an interview with comics
scholar Paul Gravett that ‘[d]rawing and redrawing a person allows me
to get “closer” to them – to empathize with them – but in doing so, I
am aware that I am filtering them through my own experiences, and
so I add a layer of distortion to their story’.72 Through their statements,
both Krug and Katt point to the act of drawing as a form of connection
to people’s lives, while also making you (the artist, the reader) aware of
your own position with regard to the subject. The emotional investment
of drawing their family members’ histories of Nazi complicity becomes
apparent by having Pontiac’s, Katt’s and Krug’s active, personal voice
present on almost every page of the comics. The historical characters
are, therefore, inextricably connected to the artists’ perspectives and
feelings as they embark on their (grand)parents’ pasts. At the same
time, all three artists negotiate with this empathic connection as they
point out its limits, limitations, and pitfalls. In this way, the graphic
narratives self-consciously display the process of balancing judgment
and empathy in engaging with Nazi complicity.
70 Eszter Szép, Comics and the Body: Drawing, Reading, and Vulnerability (Columbus: The Ohio University
Press, 2020), p. 115.
71 Nora Krug, quoted in Clewell, p. 474.
72 Katt, ‘Tracing History’.
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Furthermore, the familial lens through which Pontiac, Katt, and
Krug approach the topic of World War II facilitates a comprehensive
engagement with the questions of why and how of complicity and
implication. By using the comics medium’s ability to juxtapose sources,
offer visual interpretations, and combine different (temporal) voices
on the same page, these artists offer a rich and layered perspective on
complicity, identity, and family. Perhaps this topic can be approached
in this manner precisely because these family members have not been
directly engaged in mass violence. It begs the question whether the
nuance and complexity of these works would have been sustained if their
(grand)parents were higher profile Nazi perpetrators and/or involved
in the concentration camps. However, what these comics undoubtedly
offer is a broadening of the scope of perpetration, exploring some of
the greyer areas of complicity, implication, and responsibility that have
often been eschewed in popular cultural depictions.
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The Legacy of American Slavery: Contesting
Blackness and Re-envisioning Nationhood in
Kindred: A Graphic Novel Adaptation
Tatiana Konrad
Abstract: This article analyses Damian Duffy and John Jennings’ adaptation of Octavia
E. Butler’s novel Kindred (1979), Kindred: A Graphic Novel Adaptation (2017). It focuses on
the graphic novel’s explorations of the American past and present to examine the legacy
of slavery today. Touching upon issues of interracial relationships, biracial children, and
sexual abuse, the graphic novel discusses the complexity of being Black in the U.S., from
the times of slavery to the present day, and demonstrates how generations of Americans
are bonded together through the tragic history of slavery – a history through which racism
has challenged the American nation and continues to do so. The article specifically focuses
on how the graphic novel explores the relationship between the perpetrators and victims
of slavery, the immediate and long-lasting effects thereof, as well as the responsibility
borne by both the perpetrator and the passive observer (or the ‘implicated subject’, to
borrow Michael Rothberg’s term) in the formation of institutionalised oppression. The
graphic novel functions on various layers: making perpetrators and victims visible (in the
antebellum temporal context), complicating and deconstructing the perpetrator-victim
binary in the contemporary context, and exploring implication through time. This article
examines the potential of the graphic novel as a genre (in particular, its visual and verbal
aspects) and of the motif of time travel to address the difficult legacy of slavery, the
question of implication across time, and systemic/institutional racism.
Keywords: Octavia E. Butler, graphic novel, slavery, racism, perpetrator, nationhood,
implication, time travel

Introduction

S

lavery has had a profound impact on the formation of AfricanAmerican identity and perception of Blackness in the United
States. Damian Duffy and John Jennings’ adaptation of Octavia
E. Butler’s ‘grim fantasy’1 Kindred (1979), Kindred: A Graphic
Novel Adaptation (2017), communicates both visually and verbally how
All images featured in this article are from Kindred: A Graphic Novel Adaptation, by Octavia E.
Butler, adapted by Damian Duffy, illustrated by John Jennings (New York: Abrams ComicArts, 2017).
All images © Abrams ComicArts.
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slavery continues to haunt the United States today. The publication of
Butler’s novel in 1979 and the recent release of its graphic adaptation
are symbolic literary milestones that illustrate the perpetual nature
of racial oppression in the U.S. While this article makes references
to Butler’s novel, its primary focus is on Kindred: A Graphic Novel
Adaptation. The graphic novel tells the story of Dana – an AfricanAmerican woman who is forced to travel in time and meet her
ancestors in person. Dana finds out that one of her ancestors was a
white plantation owner who abused his slaves. Among them was Alice
– a Black enslaved woman whose several children were fathered by her
enslaver. One of them, a girl named Hagar, is Dana’s direct ancestor.
Experiencing slavery first hand, for Dana is perceived as ‘property’ in
the antebellum South simply because of her skin colour, Dana not only
learns about the injustice that her ancestors faced but also reimagines
what it really means to be Black in the United States.
Octavia E. Butler’s story of a time-jumping woman who becomes
a witness to – and participant in – the history of racial oppression
in America makes an important contribution to understanding of
institutional racism in the U.S., which has continued long after the
abolition of slavery. The graphic adaptation of that story, created by
Damian Duffy and John Jennings, largely expands Butler’s work.
First, illustrating Dana’s experience in the antebellum South, the
graphic novel becomes a visual testimony of racial oppression and
turns its reader into a witness. Certainly, Butler’s novel also calls
for remembering America’s racist past, yet the graphic novel does
so by employing a combination of techniques and methods that are
exclusive to this medium, including visuals, sound, colours, text, and
arrangement of narrated episodes. Second, by adapting the novel
Kindred, the authors of the graphic novel extend Butler’s work into the
present day, to emphasise the ongoing anti-Black racial oppression,
discrimination, exploitation, and crimes, insisting on the necessity to
revisit the historical past to understand the traumatic present. Michael
Brown, Breonna Taylor, and George Floyd are only a few, best-known
names on the long list of African Americans murdered by police
officers. Police brutality toward African Americans and the rise of the
Black Lives Matter movement to protest racial injustice are some of
the most illustrative examples of how serious the problem of racism is
in the U.S. Narratives like Kindred: A Graphic Novel Adaptation are not
1 Octavia E. Butler quoted in Lisa Yaszek, ‘“A Grim Fantasy”: Remaking American History in Octavia
Butler’s Kindred’, Signs, 28.4 (2003), 1053-1066 (p. 1058) .
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only timely reminders of the horrors of slavery, but also warn against
forgetting that history and insist on ending racial oppression.
This article examines how Kindred: A Graphic Novel Adaptation traces
anti-Black racism in the U.S. from the times of slavery to the present
day. It first analyses the problematic categorization of individuals into
perpetrators, victims, and passive witnesses, who silently contribute(d)
to the establishment and promotion of structural racism in the U.S. The
primary focus here is on how time travel – the chief element in the graphic
novel’s plot – can be reinterpreted as a tool through which to understand
but also complicate the linkages among those who were directly involved
in slavery, as enslavers and enslaved, as well as their descendants and
future generations of Americans more generally. The article then probes
the issue of racial violence, as portrayed in the graphic novel, to foreground
racism as an ongoing instrument of abuse that allows brutality against
African Americans. Some of the questions that go through all sections
in this article are how the immediate and long-lasting effects of slavery
and racism have challenged American nationhood, and whether there is
a hope for a post-racist2 future for the U.S., where the past is remembered
but the perception of race is radically transformed.

Perpetrators, Victims, and ‘Implicated Subjects’: (Un)Tangling
the History of American Slavery through Time Travel
Transatlantic slavery profoundly affected the formation of societies in the
New World, legitimizing racism and dividing individuals according to
their skin colour. While white people were privileged, Black people were
enslaved, abused, exploited, and oppressed. The United States and other
former slave countries in the Americas were quite literally built on the
bones of African slaves. The progress of the Western world hides behind
its façade the horror of slavery and racism. From the first instances of
African bondage in Virginia in 1619 to the beginning of the Civil War
in 1861, slavery was viewed as an essential part of American society;
therefore, it was approved of and legitimised.3 Slavery was abolished
2 I resist using the term ‘post-racial’, which might be problematic in some contexts, suggesting an
erasure of American multicultural history and diversity. Instead, I employ the term ‘post-racist’ to
refer to a reality that is no longer characterised by racism on any level, or a set of practices and
behaviours that do not intentionally or unintentionally lead to racial discrimination.
3 James Oliver Horton and Lois E. Horton, Slavery and the Making of America (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 7.
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in the U.S. in 1865, but the ideologies that had sustained it for centuries
did not vanish. Instead, they transformed to fit the principles and laws of
a society where slavery is illegal and continued to exist in new forms.4
Ideas promoting very similar views that existed in the antebellum U.S.
persisted: that African Americans are less human on cultural, social,
economic, political, legal, and other levels than white Americans. This
thinking, rooted in the American past, allowed for the emergence
of the Ku Klux Klan, deprived African Americans of their civil rights,
fuelled the lynching of Emmett Till in 1955, and enabled numerous other
instances of injustice and atrocities. This very thinking allows police
brutality toward African Americans to continue today and prompts
millions of individuals to rise up in the U.S., and worldwide, to defend
what ought to be a simple human fact – that Black lives, indeed, matter.
Revisiting the inequality and crimes that racism has been fueling
throughout the centuries invites questions about remembrance and
responsibility, and what effects the past has on the present. Discussing
some of the events that resurrect the images of American slavery,
including the recent demolition of Confederate monuments, Ana Lucia
Araujo insists that these are not mere endeavors to negotiate the history of
slavery but very bright signs of ongoing racism.5 Such examples illustrate
the long-lasting effects of slavery and racism on American society and
its inhabitants, bringing to the fore the questions of remembrance and
responsibility. Remembering the past is crucial for understanding the
current conflicts. Raising the issue of responsibility in these fragileyet-complex discussions helps us not only to understand that there
are individuals, groups of people, and even nations that directly and
indirectly orchestrated oppression and inequality, but also to connect
generations of people involved in slavery and the post-slavery reality.
Kindred: A Graphic Novel Adaptation is one such narrative that
throws into relief the issues of memory and responsibility. It focuses
on an African-American woman, Dana, who travels in time and space,
moving from 1970s California to antebellum Maryland. The choice of
location is crucial here, as Maryland was one of the first places in the
English New World to practice African slavery, beginning in 1642, when
4 See, for example, Ibram X. Kendi, Stamped from the Beginning: The Definitive History of Racist Ideas
in America (New York: Bold Type Books, 2016); Rochelle Riley, The Burden: African Americans and
the Enduring Impact of Slavery (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2018); and Michelle Alexander,
The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness (New York: The New Press, 2020).
5 Ana Lucia Araujo, Slavery in the Age of Memory: Engaging the Past (London: Bloomsbury Academic,
2021), pp. 2-3.
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13 Africans were forcefully brought there and made into slaves.6 As Dana
soon realises, the travels happen because of her ancestor Rufus: every
time he is in danger, Dana – against her will – jumps to save him. Dana
first meets Rufus when he is a boy, and continues to leap back and forth,
seeing Rufus grow into a young man. The time of each trip is measured
differently in California and in Maryland: in her present moment, Dana
might be away for just a short period of time, whereas in Maryland
days, months, and even years elapse between leaps. Dana’s time travel is
important because, in saving her ancestor Rufus’ life, she, in principle,
saves her own. Rufus is a white boy growing up on a plantation, the
son of the plantation’s owner Tom Weylin. As a child, Rufus befriends
a freeborn Black girl, Alice, whose father is one of Tom Weylin’s slaves.
As Rufus grows into his power as a slaveholder, however, this friendship
soon transforms into an obsession. Rufus does not accept Alice’s
marriage to a slave Isaac. Alice is arrested for helping Isaac to escape and
becomes Rufus’ slave thereafter. While claiming to love her, Rufus uses
Alice as his own sex slave. Alice gives birth to several children fathered
by Rufus, one of whom is a girl named Hagar – Dana’s direct ancestor.
Octavia E. Butler wrote Kindred for overtly political reasons.
The author explains that her novel ‘was a kind of reaction to some
of the things going on during the sixties when people were feeling
ashamed of, or more strongly, angry with their parents for not having
improved things faster, and I wanted to take a person from today and
send that person back to slavery’.7 Dana’s travel is thus an opportunity
for present-day generations of African Americans to (more quickly)
change the situation that Black people found themselves in earlier in
history. In Kindred, Butler explores whether the alleged passivity of
slaves could have been influenced and turned into direct action, as
well as whether it is even right to refer to slaves as passive actors.
Crucially, however, although Dana realises the wrongs of antebellum
American society and frequently helps slaves, she is neither introduced
as a saviour in Butler’s novel nor its graphic adaptation. Dana arrives
in the past knowing about slavery and racism, and the oppression
that African Americans have been experiencing for centuries. Her
6 Suzanne Ellery, Greene Chapelle and others, Maryland: A History of Its People (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1986), p. 24.
7 Octavia Butler quoted in Bryan Yazell, ‘Teaching Octavia Butler’s Diverse Body of Speculative
Fiction: Genre, Race and the Radical Imaginary’, in Teaching Girls on Fire: Essays on Dystopian
Young Adult Literature in the Classroom, ed. by Sarah Hentges and Sean P. Connors (Jefferson:
McFarland, 2020), pp. 154-170 (p. 159).
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knowledge, as it might seem, makes her superior to the characters
whom she meets in the South. This is the case, for example, when her
basic medical knowledge helps her save several characters from neardeath. Her ability to move back in time can be interpreted as a chance
given to her to alter the past and help stop the injustice.
Nevertheless, at the beginning of the graphic novel, Dana is a witness
to slavery rather than an active agent trying to abolish it. Witnessing
is illustrated in the narrative via various techniques. For example,
during one of her earlier travels, Dana witnesses Alice’s father being
whipped by a white man (see Figure 1). Dana’s position in the image is
crucial: although hiding, she is central in the image. The tree behind
which Dana hides divides the image in two: to the right, the naked
slave tied to a tree, his face distorted with pain; to the left, the white
man vehemently whipping the slave. The colouring reveals that the two
important characters in the image are Dana and Alice’s father; the trees,
the landscape, the background, and even the white man are depicted in
grey-violet shades, whereas the two African-American characters are
accentuated through pink-violet shades. Distinctly foregrounding the
two Black characters, the scene meditates upon the unequal positions of
Dana and Alice’s father. The man is a slave, dehumanised through being
stripped, humiliated, and beaten. Dana, in turn, being invisible to the
white character in the scene, is temporarily safe. One can speculate that
the colouring accentuates that the two characters belong to the same
race – the race that is enslaved in the antebellum South. There is, however,
a deeper meaning that the colour conveys. Visually distinguishing the
two African-American characters, the graphic novel connects America’s
slaveholding past to Dana’s present. On the one hand, it denotes progress,
as both Dana and the reader realise that slavery is indeed in the past. Yet,
on the other hand, it helps Dana and the reader see the racial inequality
characteristic of Dana’s time (the 1970s) and the reader’s present as the
echo of oppression and abuse from the past. Dana is foregrounded in
this image; she appears closer to the reader and her thoughts are spelled
out. She is, however, only a witness here, and together with the reader
is forced to see the atrocity. Hiding behind the tree, Dana is lying down,
unlike the two men standing in the background; the hand that covers
her mouth symbolises her silence in this scene, i.e., albeit we can read
her thoughts, she is not an active participant, and will remain a passive,
shocked observer. This image perhaps most vividly problematises the
attitudes of those who criticise older generations of African Americans
for their inability to improve race relations sooner. The image forces
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Figure 1. Dana witnesses a slave being whipped (p. 43). © Abrams ComicArts.

Dana (along with the reader) to witness an episode from a slave’s life, yet
Dana is unable to move and speak.
Later in the novel, when Dana tells her husband Kevin (a white
man who, on this occasion, has travelled in time with her) about
the life on the plantation, she is depicted remembering how a slave
was beaten (see Figure 2). As in the earlier image, the background is
composed of a slave who has been stripped, tied to a tree, and is being
whipped by a white man, whereas Dana appears in the foreground.
The hand at her mouth again suggests that she is shocked by what she
has witnessed as well as hints at her silence: just like other African
Americans who saw the beating, she was unable to withstand the
oppressor. While the image reveals that Dana has indeed witnessed
the atrocity, the reader learns about it only through Dana’s memory
flashback. In short, in these two scenes, the graphic novel forces the
reader, together with (and through) Dana, to witness slavery as a
phenomenon that cannot be altered: first, because it is history, and
second, because it is a form of institutional violence that could not be
easily stopped by individual slaves or abolitionists.
Dana functions as a mediator between the historical past and the
present (the 1970s), between the characters and the reader. Through Dana,
the reader witnesses injustice and meditates upon the roles that everyone
plays in the institution of slavery. Commenting on her choice to write
Kindred, Octavia E. Butler noted that history, including the history of
American slavery and racism, tends ‘to become overly reductive over time’.8
The publication of a graphic novel version of Kindred in 2017 is another
8 Bryan Yazell, ‘Teaching Octavia Butler’s Diverse Body of Speculative Fiction: Genre, Race and
the Radical Imaginary’, in Teaching Girls on Fire: Essays on Dystopian Young Adult Literature in the
Classroom, ed. by Sarah Hentges and Sean P. Connors (Jefferson: McFarland, 2020), pp. 154-170 (p. 159).

55

56

The Legacy of American Slavery

Figure 2. Dana remembers witnessing a slave being whipped (p. 88). © Abrams ComicArts.

such attempt to remind the reader about slavery, not only to illustrate the
history of racism but also to force readers to see the consequences thereof,
including lynchings, beatings, and the ongoing oppression of people of
colour, both in Dana’s present (the 1970s) and the reader’s.
Kindred: A Graphic Novel Adaptation is not a slave narrative in its
traditional sense – after all, Dana is not a slave, and everything that
she tells the reader is largely based on what she perceives as an outside
observer. Unlike other African-American characters in the novel,
Dana’s life is safe. She works alongside other slaves, sometimes she
is even beaten, but whenever her life is in mortal danger, she returns
to 1970s California. Yet, Dana witnesses and experiences slavery, and
Christopher Daley emphasises the significance of the text’s ‘firsthand
retelling’.9 Dana also participates in history. What seems to be
problematic, however, is that while she tries to influence some of the
characters against slavery, she is also invested in ensuring that Hagar –
the daughter of Rufus and Alice – is born, because it guarantees Dana’s
9 Christopher Daley, ‘Case Studies in Reading 1: Key Primary Literary Texts’, in The Science
Fiction Handbook, ed. by Nick Hubble and Aris Mousoutzanis (London: Bloomsbury Academic,
2013), pp. 75-99 (p. 90).
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own existence. Therefore, Dana is both witness and accomplice to the
abuse and exploitation that leads to Hagar’s birth.
Two primary questions arise from Dana’s ambiguous role in the
graphic adaptation of Butler’s novel: How does the graphic novel use
Dana to mediate and complicate the relationship between perpetrator
and victim? And precisely what role does Dana occupy in the narrative,
being caught somewhere between slavery and freedom, as a descendant
of both races but not really at home anywhere?
In my analysis of the perpetrators and victims depicted in the
graphic novel, I rely on Alette Smeulers, Barbara Holá, and Maartje
Weerdesteijin’s interpretation of the former as ‘all individuals who are
in one way or another involved in the perpetration and commission of
mass atrocities’.10 In line with the UN’s 2003 definition of victims, I view
a victim as ‘a person or a collectivity who suffers harm, including physical or
mental injury, emotional suffering, economic loss, or impairment of that person’s
fundamental legal rights’.11 The perpetrator-victim dichotomy is rather
straightforward in the graphic novel; it is the confrontation between
the white characters and the Black characters through which slavery is
communicated. Literally every white character that Dana encounters
in antebellum Maryland is evil, and their evil nature becomes apparent
through the way they treat Black people. The implication is that the time
and the place affect people to such an extent that they take on the role
that the institution of slavery would have them become: white people
inevitably turn into enslavers and Black people become enslaved. Dana’s
very existence hinges upon her ancestor Alice remaining victimised
long enough to ensure Dana’s birth. The influence of time and place
on the characters is vividly illustrated through Dana and Kevin. As
both find themselves in the antebellum South, they undergo significant
transformations. For example, they are not allowed to behave as they
would in their present time; although being married to each other,
Kevin plays the role of a white enslaver, whereas Dana is his slave. This
performance recasts these two characters according to the political and
racial norms of the nineteenth century. Kevin’s whiteness denotes that
he belongs to the oppressing race, whereas Dana’s Blackness inevitably
10 Alette Smeulers, Barbara Holá and Maartje Weerdesteijin, ‘Introduction’, in Perpetrators
of International Crimes: Theories, Methods, and Evidence, ed. by Alette Smeulers, Maartje
Weerdesteijin and Barbara Holá (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019), pp. 1-8 (p. 2).
11 United Nations quoted in in Heidy Rombouts, Victim Organisations and the Politics of Reparation: A
Case Study of Rwanda (Antwerp: Intersentia, 2004), N18, p. 15, italics in original.

57

58

The Legacy of American Slavery
links her to the enslaved. The graphic novel invites the reader to engage
with concepts such as perpetrators and victims by making race visible.
How, through Dana and Kevin’s time travel, does the graphic novel
foreground the complex issues of guilt and responsibility, victimhood
and violence, the enslaver and the enslaved, thus uncovering the longlasting effects of slavery?
Dana and Kevin have not directly participated in slavery, for they
were born in the twentieth century, long after slavery had been abolished.
To examine them as victims or perpetrators of slavery is thus difficult.
Michael Rothberg energetically embraces this temporal distance,
emphasizing the difficulty of remembering, analysing, and productively
linking the historical past to the current present, because slavery was
abolished a relatively long time ago (e.g., in the U.S. in 1865) and its direct
participants, enslavers or the enslaved, are all dead. At the same time, he
accentuates the fact that slavery and the various types of inequalities
that it generated continue to haunt post-slavery societies even today.12
According to Seana Valentine Shiffrin, many scholars equivocate over
the implied responsibility for the legacy of slavery in the present:
They worry about the temporal distance between the crimes and wrongs
committed and the proposed moments of reckoning with them, taking it
to be a serious issue that – to put it starkly – the original victims of slavery
are dead, and the original perpetrators are no longer alive either.13

The ongoing anti-Black oppression and violence, however, aptly denote
the mobile temporalities of Black enslavement. In The New Jim Crow:
Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness, Michelle Alexander argues:
‘We [the U.S.] are not free of our racial history’:
We had recently birthed another caste system – a system of mass
incarceration – that caged millions of poor people and people of color and
relegated millions more to a permanent second-class status. Yet we were
in deep denial that a new system of racial and social control existed, and
most of us ... did not seem to understand that powerful racial dynamics and
political forces were at play that made much of our racial progress illusory.14

12 Michael Rothberg, The Implicated Subject: Beyond Victims and Perpetrators (Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 2019), p. 63.
13 Seana Valentine Shiffrin, ‘Reparations for U.S. Slavery and Justice Over Time’, in Harming
Future Persons: Ethics, Genetics and the Nonidentity Problem, ed. by Melinda A. Roberts and
David T. Wasserman (New York: Springer, 2009), pp. 333-339 (p. 333).
14 Michelle Alexander, The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness (New York:
The New Press, 2020), p. x, p. ix.
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Dana’s and Kevin’s lives are, of course, influenced by the legacy of
slavery. They are shaped by the past; the racialised roles the two
characters play in 1970s U.S., the way their relative worth as individuals
is perceived, the way their interracial relationship is condemned by
their family members but also other Americans – all these examples
and many more are the results of America’s colonial past, slavery, and
racism. Time travel is thus a technique that the graphic novel (in line
with Butler’s original) uses not only to remind the characters and the
reader about the past, but also to re-envision the present.15 Through
time travel, the narrative invites the reader to contemplate slavery as a
system and forces its audience to see race at the core of this issue.
While Kevin is not depicted as a racist at the beginning of the
graphic novel (the reader might even assume that being in a healthy,
married relationship with a Black woman, Kevin fully condemns
racism), time travel helps develop him more as a character. Once, on
the plantation, Kevin and Dana have a rather peculiar conversation.
Kevin notes: ‘It’s surprising how little there is to see. No overseer, no
more work than people can manage –’. Yet Dana (whose face, notably,
is bruised from a recent beating) immediately interrupts him: ‘Nobody
invites you to sleep on dirt floors. Hell, a lot of field hands tend their
own gardens instead of sleeping, just to keep from starving on corn
meal and table scraps!’ To this, Kevin responds: ‘Wait, I’m not trying
to minimize the wrong –’. But Dana emphasises: ‘You are. You don’t
mean to but you are. Nobody calls you out to see the whippings’.16 Race
is the unspoken central issue in this talk. Dana, being stuck in the
nineteenth century, becomes fully aware of her skin colour and what
it means to the others. In the process, her Blackness starts to gain new
meanings for her too, as she learns more about herself and her place
in the African-American community, the phenomenon that Seana
Valentine Shiffrin terms as ‘the intimate connection between our selfconception and group-identification’.17 Kevin, however, remains blind
to the suffering and injustice that surround him on the plantation —
the core components of the society in which he and Dana now find
themselves. Kevin’s attempt to explain that he does not support slavery
15 For more on time travel, see William J. Burling, ‘Reading Time: The Ideology of Time Travel in
Science Fiction’, KronoScope: Journal for the Study of Time, 6.1 (2006), 5-30; and Jolie C. Matthews,
‘Dominant Narratives and Historical Perspective in Time Travel Stories: A Case Study of Doctor
Who’, The Social Studies, 112.2 (2021), 76-90.
16 Octavia E. Butler, Damian Duffy and John Jennings, Kindred: A Graphic Novel Adaptation (New York:
Abrams ComicArts, 2017), p. 88.
17 Shiffrin, p. 333.
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is futile. Indeed, he seems to suggest that slavery is not as bad as it
is described in history books. In other words, not having witnessed
brutal beatings and lynchings first hand, he accepts other instances
of racism that surround him. Having finally returned home to the
1970s, after having spent five years in the nineteenth century, Kevin
shares with Dana that he was helping fugitive slaves and thus fighting
against slavery and racial oppression. Such a transformation might
suggest that witnessing slavery helped him understand the experiences
of enslaved Black populations. However, Kevin also emphasises that
‘Everything here [the 1970s] is so soft. So easy…’, and he therefore needs
time to adjust to the relatively stable and peaceful present.18 While this
comment reinforces the horror of slavery, it largely diminishes the
problem of racism in 1970s America. Kevin again appears blind to the
racial injustice that surrounds him in his present time, suggesting that
as long as Black people are not enslaved – as long as he does not see
African Americans being whipped and forced to perform certain tasks,
as long as he himself does not witness lynching – there is no racism in
1970s America. In both instances, thus, Kevin insists on how relatively
non-violent each situation is and emphasises that because he does not
witness any atrocity, there can be no atrocity taking place.
This problematic stance on witnessing racism and participating
in its perpetuation moves the discussion beyond the rather clear
perpetrator-victim relationship to the question of implicated subjects.
Michael Rothberg coins the term ‘implicated subject’ to refer to ‘the
manifold indirect, structural, and collective forms of agency that
enable injury, exploitation, and domination but that frequently remain
in the shadows’.19 Rothberg specifies:
Implicated subjects occupy positions aligned with power and privilege
without being themselves direct agents of harm; they contribute
to, inhabit, inherit, or benefit from regimes of domination but do not
originate or control such regimes. An implicated subject is neither a
victim nor a perpetrator, but rather a participant in histories and social
formations that generate the positions of victim and perpetrator, and
yet in which most people do not occupy such clear-cut roles.20

Rothberg’s concept can be effectively employed to understand Kevin’s
role in both antebellum and 1970s America. His whiteness in both
18 Butler, Duffy and Jennings, p. 173.
19 Rothberg, p. 1.
20 Ibid.
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instances guarantees a certain type of privilege that he is not even aware
of, and which he takes for granted. Finding himself in the nineteenth
century, he understands that he will not be turned into a slave and has
an opportunity to simply observe injustice. Even the master-slave role
play that Kevin and Dana perform while in the South, and the ease with
which they accept the rules of this game, suggests how normal it was for
a white person to imagine themselves as an enslaver and a Black person
to think of themselves as enslaved. A telling scene that communicates
the normality of slavery and the perpetual nature of racism takes place
when Dana and Kevin witness two slave children playing an auction
game. A younger boy pretends to be an auctioneer. He describes the
characteristics of an older girl that could help him sell her for a higher
price. Yet, once she hears him offer a lower price than he asked for
their other friend and protests, the boy emphasises that she is not the
one to decide this: ‘You ain’t supposed to say nothing! When master
Tom bought mama and me, we didn’t say nothing!’21 Kevin attempts to
explain to Dana – who is simply unable to watch kids playing such a
game – that this game is a product of their racist everyday reality. Racial
inequality, however, was enabled by those who directly participated
in and promoted racism – perpetrators – and those whose passivity
allowed the system to be built in such a way – implicated subjects.
The meaning of implicated subjects can be understood on a deeper
level when connecting the historical past to the current present.
Examining the problematic nature of the word ‘legacy’, Rothberg argues
that ‘implicated subjects are in certain ways stand-ins for the perpetrators
to whom some degree of responsibility has been delegated, yet the
indirect nature of that standing-in and that delegation remains to be
determined’.22 An implicated subject is thus not simply characterised by
his or her passivity but is a participant in and contributor to slavery and
the formation of racial inequality. Kevin’s comments about the absence
of atrocities (based on the fact that he has not witnessed them himself)
and the ‘soft’-ness of the 1970s indicate his inability or unwillingness to
see racism and his own contribution to it. It is his denial that allows the
system to run unimpeded. It is difficult, if not impossible, to estimate
how much responsibility implicated subjects like Kevin bear in shaping
the United States as a nation where racial inequality is one of the most
urgent problems, but the fact of their contribution is unquestionable.
21 Butler, Duffy and Jennings, p. 87.
22 Rothberg, p. 63.
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Dana’s position in the graphic novel is rather equivocal, too.
Despite coming from the future and thus in many ways appearing more
knowledgeable than the nineteenth-century characters, Dana is unable
to withstand racism (although she explicitly condemns it) – because she
is alone, and because she is a Black woman. Both her gender and race
make her vulnerable in the antebellum South. Finding out about her
ancestors and life on the plantation more generally, Dana realises how
important the birth of Hagar is; the child born from the sexual abuse
of her enslaved ancestor guarantees Dana’s own existence. In order to
preserve history as is (or perhaps being unable to change it), Dana has
to witness, and thereby become indirectly involved in, the relationship
between Rufus and Alice. Just as it is impossible to precisely assess
the responsibility of implicated subjects in the formation of racial
inequality in the U.S., so it is impossible to argue whether Dana’s
actions could have changed history. First, it is hard to estimate whether
Dana would even have been able to prevent Alice from getting pregnant
by Rufus, and even if Hagar had not been born, Alice could have had
more children with Rufus (in fact, the two have an older son). Second,
even if Dana had helped Alice escape, this would not have guaranteed
a happy end; Alice could have been caught and forced back into
slavery or lynched. Even if Alice had managed to escape, for example
to Canada, where it was possible to live freely, American slavery
and racism would have continued to exist. Therefore, while Dana’s
investment in Hagar’s birth is problematic, Dana is not responsible for
the racial violence, abuse, and oppression directed at and experienced
by African Americans. She develops a tight connection with her white
ancestor Rufus, whom she saves from death multiple times. She even
tries to change his racist attitudes, emphasizing that Black people are
not property and foregrounding the inhumanness of white people’s
actions toward African Americans. Dana is frequently depicted taking
care of Rufus, which stands for her persistency to temper the influence
of racism on his mind, and thus improve the situation for his slaves.
In one such scene, Dana saves Rufus, while trying to explain that his
actions toward Alice are wrong (see Figure 3). She asks Rufus: ‘Rufe,
did you rape that girl?’ She does not receive any clear answer from
him. Dana accentuates the fact that Black people are humans, too, and
thus must be treated accordingly, and asks, ‘Why would you do such a
thing? She used to be your friend’.23 Dana does not stress Alice’s race,
23 Butler, Duffy and Jennings, p. 115.
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Figure 3. Dana cares for drunk, beaten-up Rufus (p. 115). © Abrams ComicArts.

but instead reminds Rufus that he used to treat Alice as an equal, a
friend, and makes him think why this would have to change.
Dana’s ambiguous role in the narrative, as she is torn between her
white and Black ancestors, trying to help both, makes it possible to
view her as an implicated subject, too. Rothberg throws into relief the
importance of an intergenerational perspective for understanding the
true nature of implicated subjects. He claims:
The concepts of legacy, inheritance, and descent seem to promise direct
lines of connection between past and present, but in practice the process
of inheritance across generations rarely goes so smoothly. Not only are
legacies and inheritances frequently contested at the level of the family,
but at the level of society matters of descent become even more complex.
Social legacies are rarely transmitted clearly or cleanly. Ubiquitous forms
of social change, such as the demographic transformations catalysed by
migration, proliferate ambiguously situated implicated subjects. In the
wake of trauma in general and slavery in particular, questions of familial
and social inheritance become especially fraught.24

24 Rothberg, p. 64.
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Dana’s relation to both the victims of slavery and its perpetrators is
apparent in the graphic novel. Her very existence is the result of racial
violence and abuse that were legalised by the slave system. She is
connected to both victims and perpetrators by blood, whereas the events
that take place in the South make her both a victim and an implicated
subject. Through time travel, which the graphic novel effectively
communicates via visual techniques, the narrative thus emphasises how
difficult it is to untangle the connections among perpetrators, victims,
and implicated subjects; it foregrounds how long-lasting the effects of
slavery are, and in doing so, helps illustrate the fight for racial freedom
and equality as a long, difficult, and intergenerational struggle.
The time travel technique used in the graphic novel (and Butler’s
original narrative) brings the importance of witnessing to the fore. In
his analysis of Butler’s novel, Scott Astrada argues, ‘In Kindred, we can see
how the historical space of being, of the individual, is not only influential
in configuring the subject’s grid of perception, but violently captures
and molds the very space of perception’.25 In order to understand slavery,
Kindred: A Graphic Novel Adaptation employs two approaches. First, it
forces Black and white individuals from the 1970s to witness the past
and experience what Astrada singles out as one of the main features of
Butler’s novel – how time and space influence and shape people. Second, it
emphasises the crucial importance of taking into account the perspective
of African Americans – those who experienced slavery and those who
live with its legacy. While the graphic novel includes both Black slaves
and Black people living in the 1970s, Dana is the only character who
witnesses and experiences slavery in the nineteenth century and the
racial inequality that descended from it in the 1970s.
In his analysis of ‘slave testimony’, letters, speeches, interviews, and
autobiographies of formerly enslaved Black people, John W. Blassingame
emphasises the necessity to examine testimonies of both enslavers
and the enslaved to fully understand slavery, for each group provides
different perspectives and answers questions that the other group simply
cannot address.26 Similarly, discussing Frederick Douglass’ life in the
U.S. from the time he was a slave to his career as an active abolitionist,
25 Scott Astrada, ‘Home and Dwelling: Re-Examining Race and Identity Through Octavia Butler’s Kindred
and Paul Beatty’s The Sellout’, Journal of French and Francophone Philosophy – Revue de la philosophie
française et de langue française, 25.1 (2017), 104-120 (p. 106).
26 John W. Blassingame, ‘Introduction’, in Slave Testimony: Two Centuries of Letters, Speeches,
Interviews, and Autobiographies, ed. by John W. Blassingame (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State
University Press, 1977), pp. xvii-lxv (p. lxii, p. lxv).
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Jeannine Marie DeLombard singles out ‘the constitutive genre of the
witness – the autobiographical account’.27 Slaves were, to borrow from
Frederick Douglass, ‘eye-witness[es] to the cruelty’,28 and their stories,
both undocumented and documented ones, impacted the meanings of
slavery and the role of white people therein, foregrounded the suffering
of Black people, and highlighted the criminal nature of racism. Their
stories have also dramatically influenced the image of slaves themselves,
transforming their position – and their role in history – as DeLombard
describes, ‘from victim to witness’.29 Slave narratives, while not being
considered reliable and legitimate proof of violence against African
Americans by white people during the times of slavery, influenced the
general climate that surrounded slavery by communicating the wrongs
of slavery to Americans, thus inevitably impacting public opinion.30
Kindred: A Graphic Novel Adaptation is a neo-slave narrative. Time
travel makes Dana a witness to and victim of slavery. She participates in
the lives of enslaved Black people and shares traumatic experiences with
other characters, and the reader. The graphic novel reveals how various
stereotypes about Blackness made slavery an institutionalised form of
violence, as white people’s ‘fears’ of Black people became ‘laws’.31 The
graphic novel’s engagement with perpetrators, victims, and implicated
subjects provides an important intergenerational perspective on
slavery, emphasising slavery’s long-lasting effects. Scholars argue that
the most ‘powerful’ narratives are those that do not just ‘entertain or
educate their audiences but ... move them to exemplary civic action’.32
The graphic novel does so by visualising slavery’s impact on American
society and urging readers to eradicate racism that, despite the ceaseless
efforts of African Americans, continues to poison the American nation.
Like Butler’s original novel, what makes the graphic novel important
is its attempt to reclassify slavery as a phenomenon that is not merely
situated in the past but that has power to shape the present. Via this
narrative, one can trace the history of racism from the times of slavery
to the 1970s, as well as beyond that decade and into the present.
27 Jeannine Marie DeLombard, Slavery on Trial: Law, Abolitionism, and Print Culture (Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press, 2007), p. 105.
28 Frederick Douglass, Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, and American Slave. Written by
Himself (London: H. G. Collins, 22, Paternoster Row, 1845), p. 37.
29 DeLombard, p. 105.
30 Ibid., p. 109.
31 Kitty Millet, The Victims of Slavery, Colonization and the Holocaust: A Comparative History of
Persecution (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2017), p. 60.
32 DeLombard, p. 105.
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Racial Violence: Past and Present
Commenting on how ordinary slavery as a phenomenon was prior to
its abolition, Kevin Bales states, ‘It is hard for us, people of the twentyfirst century, to grasp this fundamental acceptance – the popular
understanding that, like death and taxes, slavery was a permanent part of
the human condition’.33 In the twenty-first century, the idea of kidnapping,
transporting, and forcing an individual (or whole communities) to
satisfy the economic, political, sexual, and other needs of others sounds
criminal and inhumane, yet slavery continues to exist in different parts of
the globe.34 As for slavery in the U.S., which brought misery and death to
millions of Black people, though it no longer exists, its legacy continues
to haunt present-day America and challenge American nationhood.
Kindred: A Graphic Novel Adaptation depicts two versions of the
U.S.: the nineteenth-century American South and 1970’s California. In
doing so, it addresses racial problems that were characteristic of both
periods. This article, however, argues that the graphic novel makes an
important contribution to understanding the current racial conflicts in
the U.S., too. An adaptation of Butler’s novel in 2017 is not arbitrary; it is
an effective way to illustrate that racism continues to destroy American
society, causing inequality on multiple levels. The creators of the graphic
novel, Damian Duffy and John Jennings, contemplated moving Dana’s
present time from 1976 to 2016, and although they eventually decided to
set the story in the same decade as specified in Butler’s novel, the medium
that they use – a graphic novel – in the words of Mollie Godfrey, ‘shifts
the story’s emphasis toward the concerns of the present’.35 In a unique
way, the graphic novel addresses racism, and racial violence in particular,
in the U.S. in the nineteenth century, the 1970s, and today.
Similarly to slave narratives that attempt to shift the focus from
African Americans as ‘victims’ to their status as American ‘citizens’,36
Kindred: A Graphic Novel Adaptation does not victimise African-American
characters. Instead, it unveils how corrupt and unjust American society
is because of racism that ultimately results, among other things, in
33 Kevin Bales, ‘Foreword: The Listening Abolitionist’, in Survivors of Slavery: Modern-Day Slave
Narratives, by Laura T. Murphy (New York: Columbia University Press, 2014), pp. ix-xii (p. ix).
34 See Laura T. Murphy, Survivors of Slavery: Modern-Day Slave Narratives (New York: Columbia
University Press, 2014).
35 Mollie Godfrey, ‘Getting Graphic with Kindred: The Neo-Slave Narrative of the Black Lives Matter
Movement’, in Slavery and the Post-Black Imagination, ed. by Bertram D. Ashe and Ilka Saal (Seattle:
University of Washington Press, 2020), pp. 83-105 (p. 90).
36 DeLombard, p. 105.
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acts of racial violence. Nadine Flagel notes that while in the times of
slavery racial progress was envisaged through slave narratives (among
other genres), today this is largely done through speculative fiction.37
Flagel even draws parallels between ‘nausea at terror of the void and
a sense of chaos, emptiness, isolation, infinitude, separation, and
absence’ that Dana feels as she travels in time and similar ‘symptoms’
that formerly enslaved individuals describe in slave narratives.38 This
illustrates the blending of the two genres and the appropriation of
speculative fiction today to engage with the past, as is the case with the
graphic novel. The medium of a graphic novel, in addition to the genre
of speculative fiction, equips Kindred: A Graphic Novel Adaptation with
unique techniques to communicate and illuminate the long history of
racism, from the times of slavery to the present day. Nimrod Tal and
I argue elsewhere that the ‘visual-verbal’ elements in graphic novels
are ‘conjoint,’ which means ‘the verbal is not reduced to the text, and
the visual is not merely about the image’.39 Hillary L. Chute makes an
important observation regarding comics’ ‘unique spatial grammar’
and claims that their ‘logic of arrangement . . . turns time into space’
thus demonstrating that history is neither ‘a closed discourse’ nor ‘a
simply progressive one’.40 Employing such techniques, particularly in
the panels that illustrate the characters’ travel through time and space,
Kindred: A Graphic Novel Adaptation both depicts specific experiences as
historical events and insists on the tight connection of those events to
the present, which is what, in the end, forms American history.
Some scholars have questioned the effectiveness of communicating
racial violence through image. For example, analysing recent films
about slavery, scholars argue that images of racial violence can be
interpreted both as ‘evidence’ and ‘a spectacle of black suffering and
death’, the latter being a dangerous way to promote ‘indifference’ to
the injustice and brutality experienced by Black people.41 Additionally,
shifting the focus from an individual to a group can erase the very
37 Nadine Flagel, ‘“It’s Almost Like Being There”: Speculative Fiction, Slave Narrative, and the Crisis
of Representation in Octavia Butler’s Kindred’, Canadian Review of American Studies/Revue canadienne d’études américaines, 42.2 (2012), 216-245 (p. 217).
38 Ibid., p. 219.
39 Tatiana Prorokova and Nimrod Tal, ‘Introduction’, in Cultures of War in Graphic Novels: Violence,
Trauma, and Memory, ed. by Tatiana Prorokova and Nimrod Tal (New Brunswick: Rutgers University
Press, 2018), pp. 1-19 (p. 8).
40 Hillary L. Chute, Disaster Drawn: Visual Witness, Comics, and Documentary Form (Cambridge:
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2016), p. 4.
41 Godfrey, p. 91.
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individuals that are at the core of racial violence. In her recent book The
Victims of Slavery, Colonization and the Holocaust: A Comparative History
of Persecution, Kitty Millet raises an important question: ‘How does
one talk about the human in the face of so much loss, so many dead
bodies?’42 As we try to understand the institutional nature of slavery
and racism, we should not forget that behind the term ‘race’ there are
individuals who have experienced injustice. In that sense, Kindred:
A Graphic Novel Adaptation’s focus on one family across generations
helps to concentrate on individual members of the African-American
community and that community as a whole. In her analysis of Duffy
and Jennings’ adaptation, Godfrey examines ‘the value of images’ in
depicting racism and claims that they ‘witness rather than create
spectacles out of antiblack violence’.43 For Godfrey, the graphic novel
explores the ‘relationship between the spectacle of black pain and the
need to witness rather than become numb to that pain’.44 The graphic
novel thus forces the characters, especially Dana, and the reader both
to witness history and project it onto the contemporary moment, i.e.,
Dana’s 1970s, and the reader’s present. In doing so, it recasts the history
of racial violence in the U.S. as a past, present, and future that exist
simultaneously because of the ever-present repercussions of slavery.
Kindred: A Graphic Novel Adaptation connects slavery, racial
inequality in the 1970s, and the instances of racial violence that can
be witnessed today. It links the past to the present and the present to
the past, and emphasises kinship as the main motif running through
that history. Godfrey draws attention to the opening image of Dana
without an arm – the one that appears on an unnumbered page, before
the graphic narrative starts. The scholar claims that this portrayal
denotes ‘the structural pain inflicted on Dana by the past’, but adds,
‘the image also implies that we will need more images to understand
the relationship of that past to our future’.45 The graphic novel’s aim
is thus to foreground the past in order to understand the present. The
publication of Butler’s novel in 1979 symbolically censured the absence
of slavery, especially the role of Black women therein, in contemporary
socio-political and cultural discourses.46 Kindred – the novel – was thus
42
43
44
45
46

Millet, p. 2.
Godfrey, p. 91.
Ibid., p. 93.
Ibid., p. 91.
Philip Miletic, ‘Octavia Butler’s Response to Black Arts/Black Power Literature and Rhetoric
in Kindred’, African American Review, 49.3 (2016), 261-275 (p. 261).
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an attempt to fill that gap. But, Guy Mark Foster also draws attention
to the rather peculiar ‘silence’ on racial matters in the parts of the novel
that are set in the 1970s (this argument can be extended to the graphic
novel adaptation) and contends that it ‘mirrors the silence around
this subject that was characteristic of the entire nation following the
Civil Rights and Black Power movements.’47 The 1970s was a time when
‘colorblindness’ became one way to address/neglect race in the U.S.
Time travel can thus be viewed as an opportunity given to the main
characters – Dana and Kevin – to deal with racial issues in a setting
(a plantation in the antebellum South) where race is blatantly visible.48
Racial violence is the key issue that connects the past to the present in
the graphic novel (and in Butler’s original). Racial violence also emphasises
the kinship of those involved in racism, both on the intergenerational
level of the enslaved, the enslavers, and their descendants, and on the
level of the nation, suggesting that slavery was a historical experience
that shaped the American nation as a whole. Examining slavery in
Brazil, Herbert S. Klein and Francisco Vidal Luna claim that ‘a basic
part of the slave system was the permanent sensation of violence on the
part of all members of that society’ – enslaved people were abused by
their enslavers, who were anxious about the possibility of slave revolts.49
The graphic novel foregrounds racial violence as the primary way to
oppress Black people. Dana witnesses multiple beatings; she is also
aware of sexual abuse that takes place on the plantation. Her ultimate
goals are to soften the attitudes of the white characters, especially Rufus,
toward their slaves, and help the Black characters minimise the harm
that slavery does to them. In doing so, she becomes quite literally stuck
between the two races: her Blackness does not allow her to be equal to
white people on the plantation, whereas her ability to communicate
with white people and be heard, as well as her appearance of being better
educated than others (the result of her coming from the future) separate
her from the Black people too. On a more personal level, however, Dana
is stuck between her white and Black ancestors. She helps both Rufus
and Alice, despite being aware of the violence and sexual abuse that he
exercises toward her. Dana seems to believe that the situation around
47 Guy Mark Foster, ‘“Do I Look like Someone You Can Come Home to from Where You May Be Going?”:
Re-Mapping Interracial Anxiety in Octavia Butler’s Kindred’, African American Review, 41.1 (2007),
143-164 (p. 144) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/40033770> [accessed 10 November 2020].
48 Ibid.
49 Herbert S. Klein and Francisco Vidal Luna, Slavery in Brazil (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2010), p. 211.

69

70

The Legacy of American Slavery

Figure 4. Alice accuses Dana of being ‘too smart’ (p. 152). © Abrams ComicArts.

race is, in a way, a product of its time, and one simply has to accept the
rules of slave society. Her attitude toward white people provokes anger
in her Black ancestors. In one scene, Alice accuses Dana of being blind to
what is going on around her and trying to pretend to be on the same level
with white people. Alice is both angry and hurt: her face is distorted with
hostility toward Dana, which can be perceived from her straight-looking,
half-closed eyes and her open mouth as she screams her accusations, as
well as from the lines and circles that are drawn around Alice’s head that
convey the loud volume of the scene (see Figure 4).
The text that accompanies the image communicates the
dissatisfaction that Alice feels about Dana not being like other Black
people on the plantation: ‘Doctor-nigger, think you know so much.
Reading-nigger, white-nigger!’50 Yet soon, Dana is rejected by the white
people in the exactly same manner. She is brutally whipped by the
plantation owner, Tom Weylin, Rufus’ father, for being cleverer than
the other Black people whom he enslaved (see Figure 5).

50 Butler, Duffy and Jennings, p. 152.
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Figure 5. Dana is whipped by the plantation owner (p. 162). © Abrams ComicArts

Whipping Dana, Tom Weylin says: ‘Educated nigger don’t mean
smart nigger, do it?!’51 Dana is too ‘white’ for her Black ancestors,
but she is also too ‘Black’ for her white ancestors. Negotiating the
meaning of her Blackness, she comes to realise that she is, in fact,
both white and Black, both in terms of her blood kinship to Rufus
and Alice, and in the ways she and her Blackness are perceived in the
antebellum South and 1970s America.
The crucial scene through which Dana’s Blackness is reimagined
takes place toward the end of the novel, when Rufus is trying to rape
Dana. It is during that moment that Dana says to Rufus: ‘Keeping you
alive has been up to me for too long!’52 Utterly disgusted with Rufus,
his attitude to Black people and his own children with Alice, Dana is
now determined to kill him. The images that depict Dana and Rufus
fighting are interrupted by two visuals in which the characters are
portrayed still. Each image includes a half of each character’s face and
together they form one complete visage (see Figure 6).
The two halves construct an angry expression that denotes their
ancestral relationship, blood kinship created through the sexual abuse
of an enslaved Black woman and her mixed-race children held by their
father as slaves. Rufus and Dana become one human to symbolise their
own blood relationship but also the complex history of kinship in
51 Ibid., p. 162.
52 Ibid., p. 231.
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Figure 6. Reimagining Dana’s Blackness through her white ancestor (p. 232). © Abrams ComicArts.

American society. Indeed, to what extent are the descendants of enslaved
Black people and white enslavers kindred to each other? This face stands
for both the oppressor (portrayed through the half of Rufus’ face that
communicates anger and power) and the oppressed (portrayed through
the half of Dana’s face that communicates the pain and suffering of slaves
but also of the generations of African Americans who have been abused
and discriminated against since the abolition of slavery). While both
characters are determined to fight for what they think is right, the large
tear running down Dana’s face clearly indicates who in this image is a
victim and who is a perpetrator. Here, Dana distinctly mirrors Alice, as
portrayed in Figure 4, thus standing for Alice and all Black women who
experienced sexual abuse and racial violence.
Dana’s murdering of Rufus is symbolic. Through it, one can grasp
Dana’s own perception of her ancestors and blood kinship and trace
her changing understanding of Blackness. The murder is a way to
punish the perpetrator. It is a climactic moment that results from
Dana’s witnessing and experiencing various unspeakable acts of
violence and injustice generated by racism. Yet Alice’s suicide is the key
event that helps Dana fully realise the true pain felt by enslaved Black
people. The full-page image depicts Alice’s body hanging in a barn, and
Dana looking at the woman in shock (see Figure 7).
The image can be aptly compared to Figure 3; unlike the multiple
opportunities Dana has had to save Rufus’ life, she could not prevent
Alice from committing suicide. Alice decides to end her life because
she can no longer stand the sexual abuse of her enslaver, the separation
from her husband Isaac, who was sold like a piece of property, as well
as the fact that her children were born in slavery and may never know
freedom. The image of dead Alice clearly denotes the psychological and
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Figure 7. Dana finds Alice dead in a barn (p. 219). © Abrams ComicArts.

physical suffering of Black people at the hands of white enslavers and
foregrounds how inescapable this condition is. But it also uncovers
the very personal story of Dana’s family: her white ancestor Rufus
survives no matter what, whereas her Black ancestor Alice dies unfree,
without rights or any power to change the situation for her Black
friends and relatives. Seeing Alice’s dead body, Dana understands the
true horror of slavery and singles out her white ancestor Rufus as the
true perpetrator. Killing Rufus is not only Dana’s violent response to
his assault on her – something that Alice could never do – but also an
attempt to exorcise the white terror from her own family, symbolically
punishing the enslaver for the oppression of Black people. Dana is
given the power that neither Alice nor millions of other enslaved
individuals had, and she uses it to stand up to evil.
Araujo underlines the importance of ‘bringing the slave past to the
present’, which can be done in a variety of ways, including ‘by preserving,
commemorating, and staging this common past in the public space’.53 The
medium of the graphic novel is one such way to document, depict, and
exhibit the history of slavery. Butler’s novel Kindred has been read
53 Ana Lucia Araujo, Public Memory of Slavery: Victims and Perpetrators in the South Atlantic (Amherst:
Cambria Press, 2010), p. 5.
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as a commentary on the enduring violence and trauma of slavery in the
lives and psyches of the descendants of slaves and on the nation as
a whole; as a reflection on the ruse of freedom in the lives of modern
black women, like Dana, who remain chained to the slave past; and as a
meditation on the difficulties of writing the history of women in slavery
from the vantage point of the enslaved given the paucity of the archive.54

This interpretation can be extended to the novel’s graphic adaptation,
which preserves kinship and ancestry as the key ideas through which
to understand racism in the times of slavery and today. Butler’s novel
has also been read as ‘an exploration of the tensions, contradictions,
and anxieties attendant on those who attempt to understand and try to
accept the genuine impurities in American politics and life: impurity of
desires, impurity of family, impurity of racial identity’.55 Similarly, the
graphic novel invites the reader to see what happens when one tries to
understand the true history of racism. It connects the times of slavery to
Dana’s present (the 1970s) to emphasise how racism has been transmitted
across generations, formulating both antebellum and present-day
America. That history indeed matters, and that slavery largely shaped
the U.S. nation, is visually apparent in the graphic novel through the
use of colours: the vivid, bright images of the past are contrasted to
duller, much less emotional illustrations of Dana’s contemporary time.
But just as racism formed the nation, so did the struggle against it. As I
have argued elsewhere, ‘intergenerational struggle as a key element of
racial progress’ shaped the nation in general and African Americans in
particular.56 In Kindred: A Graphic Novel Adaptation, the African-American
struggle across generations is emphasised through the Black characters
that appear in the narrative, including Dana. She herself does not emerge
safely from that interaction with the past, having lost her arm on her final
return home to the 1970s. Her physical impairment is a reminder of the
past that quite literally deprived her of various privileges because of how
her race was perceived by white enslavers (and continued to be seen after
the abolition of slavery). But the graphic novel also effectively connects
those past experiences (both the slavery past and the 1970s) to the current
day, when African Americans continue to face injustice and oppression.
54 Alys Eve Weinbaum, The Afterlife of Reproductive Slavery: Biocapitalism and Black Feminism’s
Philosophy of History (Durham: Duke University Press, 2019), pp. 117-118.
55 Ashraf H. A. Rushdy, Remembering Generations: Race and Family in Contemporary African
American Fiction (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2001), p. 102.
56 Tatiana Prorokova, ‘Intergenerational Struggle and Racial Progress in The Help and The Butler’, in
Southern History on Screen: Race and Rights, 1976-2016, ed. by Bryan M. Jack (Lexington: University
Press of Kentucky, 2019), pp. 199-209 (p. 200).
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The Black Lives Matter movement has been drawing attention to the
persistence of racism today, manifesting in various types of inequality,
thus revealing the lies that surround the alleged ‘color-blind institutional
practices’.57 Police brutality toward African Americans is one of the many
problems that American society deals with today. Like any other instance
of racism, this type of racial violence has historical roots. Godfrey insists
that images of police violence toward Black people ‘recall the images of
whipping, lynching, and police brutality that circulated during eras of
unrest’.58 While there has been considerable progress in race matters
since the colonial and antebellum eras, equality and justice remain the
issues of essential importance for African Americans. Racism continues
to poison the lives of African Americans and challenge American
nationhood, dividing American society on the basis of race.

Conclusion
‘Slavery is one of the keys to understanding the American experience’,
claims Blassingame.59 The slavery past, more specifically, is one way
through which one can understand racism in the U.S. today. Kindred:
A Graphic Novel Adaptation explores the linkages between past and
present not only to unveil the long history of racial oppression but also
to illustrate how complex those experiences are and how many people
are involved in them. Through multiple struggles for equality, African
Americans, abolitionists, and all those who understand the immoral
nature of racism have contributed significantly to improve the lives of
Black people in the U.S. While these efforts cannot and should not be
underestimated, structural racism is a much more complex problem,
and it remains unsolved. By reminding readers of America’s brutal past,
the graphic novel draws attention to its brutal present. Emphasizing a
unique kind of kinship that a nation can possess, it accentuates the value
of history and suggests that racism has been present in U.S. society
across generations, with Blackness continuously being viewed as an
inferior and dangerous characteristic.
57 Godfrey, p. 90.
58 Ibid.
59 John W. Blassingame, ‘Preface’, in Slave Testimony: Two Centuries of Letters, Speeches, Interviews, and Autobiographies, ed. by John W. Blassingame (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State
University Press, 1977), pp. xi-xiv (p. xi).
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The long-term legacies described in Kindred: A Graphic Novel Adaptation
foreground the importance, but also the limitations and complexities of
concepts such as ‘perpetrator’ and of the victim-perpetrator binary and
emphasise the necessity to nuance and deconstruct these terms. On the
one hand, the graphic novel demonstrates the importance of the figure
of the perpetrator and its representation in the context of structural
racism and transgenerational legacies of violence. By making both
perpetrators and victims visible in the times of slavery, the graphic
novel not only documents the past but also reiterates the complexity
of race relations in the present moment. In doing so, it reconstructs
the history of racism in the U.S. as well as helps illustrate the intricate
nature of Blackness and the way it has been perceived in the U.S. across
time. The graphic novel explores the issue of anti-Black violence via
perpetrators, victims, and implicated subjects.
In his analysis of implicated subjects, Rothberg appeals to white
Americans specifically, but also more generally to all those who have to
‘reflect on and act against our implication in a system of racial hierarchy
that we enable and a history of aborted justice that we benefit from in
manifold ways’.60 The ongoing racism in the U.S. is the legacy of slavery.
To fully address this problem, the American nation should not only
understand its racist past, but also become wholly aware of how much
its individual citizens might be implicated both in that history and in the
continued brutality of the present. The nation should, just like Dana, face
its past to discover those hidden linkages among practices and individuals
in order to reconsider its present and finally end its racism.

60 Rothberg, p. 10.
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Looking at the Perpetrator in Nina Bunjevac’s
Fatherland
Olga Michael
Abstract: Nina Bunjevac’s graphic memoir, Fatherland (2014), tells the story of her father,
Peter Bunjevac, who died when she was a year old while preparing a bomb to attack the
Yugoslavian Consulate in Toronto as part of his activities as a member of the Serbian
terrorist group ‘Freedom for the Serbian Fatherland’. This man is depicted as a distant,
elusive father, through an account that is marked by gaps and aporias, and which is
based on historical and newspaper accounts, portrait photographs, and testimonies told
primarily by Nina’s mother and maternal grandmother. In this article, I take Fatherland
as a case study to explore the perpetrator portrayals that are enabled by the comics
form. I investigate how the figure of the perpetrator becomes structured through the
perspective of a daughter who did not know him and I demonstrate that the technique of
braiding, bird-related imagery, and visual as well as textual circles become instrumental
in foregrounding inter-generational traumatic bonds that seem to have triggered
abusive and violent behaviours. Furthermore, I argue that the narrative’s oscillation
between the macro-level of the nation and the micro-level of the family, on the one hand,
and between public and private histories, on the other, enriches and complicates the
graphic display of this otherwise elusive, ‘monstrous’ perpetrator. In so doing, I showcase
the value of graphic perpetrator narratives in facilitating more nuanced understandings
of the figure of the terrorist, particularly in the post-09/11 context.
Keywords: perpetrator, terrorism, graphic narrative, Fatherland, Nina Bunjevac

Introduction

I

n her article ‘Of Monsters and Men: Perpetrator Trauma and
Mass Atrocity’, Saira Mohamed refers to ‘the all-too-common
perception of perpetrators as cartoonish monsters’ and explains
how engagement with ‘perpetrator trauma’ may help counter such
mono-dimensional perceptions.1 Discussing Adolf Eichmann’s trial in
Jerusalem for the crimes against humanity he committed in his role as

The author would like to thank the special issue editor and the anonymous reviewers for their insightful
comments on earlier drafts of this manuscript.
1 Saira Mohamed, ‘Of Monsters and Men: Perpetrator Trauma and Mass Atrocity’, Columbia Law
Association, 115.5 (2015), 1157-1216 (p. 1157).
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an SS officer, she notes that throughout the proceedings, he was ‘caged
in a glass cage’.2 While this cage was supposed to protect him from
potential attacks, she continues, it ‘ultimately […] served to put him
on conspicuous display – to make him a spectacle’.3 Later, Mohamed
describes how ‘people stared’ through the glass to identify the traits
that rendered this man a monster.4 James Dawes also connects male
perpetration with monstrosity when asking in Evil Men how ‘societies
turn men into monsters’ and what ‘the individual psychological process
and felt experience of becoming a monster’ feels like.5 The perpetrator
who is perceived as a monster becomes understood, first and foremost,
as a terrifying spectacle – something to be deciphered upon being
looked at – as also indicated by the Latin root of the term, ‘mōnstrā́re’,
which means ‘to show’ or ‘to be an object of note’, inter alia.6 Being a
perpetrator, then, becomes peculiarly linked to the visual.
This link between the ‘monstrous’ perpetrator and the visual may
suggest that comics could constitute a productive space for nuanced
negotiations of this figure because of their visual/verbal hybridity and
their ‘gappiness’, a term used to describe ‘the blank spaces in-between
the panels, and […] the potential disparities between verbal and visual
meaning’.7 While the use of literary works for unsettling monodimensional understandings of this persona has been extensively
discussed, ‘the representation of the perpetrator or accomplice in
comics or graphic narratives […] remains largely unexplored’, as
Mihaela Precup and Dragoș Manea write.8 Thus, in keeping with
2
3
4
5
6

Mohamed, p. 1157.
Ibid.
Ibid., p. 1159.
James Dawes, Evil Men (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2013), p. xi.
The Oxford Latin Dictionary, ed. by Peter G. W. Glare, 2nd edn (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012),
p. 1244.
7 Elizabeth el Refaie, Autobiographical Comics: Life Writing in Pictures (Jackson: Mississippi University
Press, 2012), p. 183.
8 Mihaela Precup and Dragoș Manea, ‘“Who Were You Crying for?”: Empathy, Fantasy and the Framing
of the Perpetrator in Nina Bunjevac’s Bezimena’, Studies in Comics, 11.2 (2020), 373-386 (p. 376). For
a nuanced analysis of representations of perpetrators in graphic novels depicting genocides, see
Laurike in ‘t Veld, The Representation of Genocide in Graphic Novels: Considering the Role of Kitsch
(Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2019), pp. 83-126. For examinations of the perpetrator in literature,
se Robert Eaglestone, ‘Reading Perpetrator Testimony’, in The Future of Memory, ed. by Richard
Crownshaw, Jane Kilby, and Antony Rowland (New York: Berghahn, 2010), pp. 123–34; Richard
Crownshaw, ‘Perpetrator Fictions and Transcultural Memory’, Parallax, 17.4 (2011), 75-89; Joanne Pettitt,
Perpetrators in Holocaust Narratives: Encountering the Nazi Beast (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2017);
Stephanie Bird, ‘Perpetrators and Perpetration in Literature’, in The Routledge International Handbook
of Perpetrator Studies, ed. by Susanne C. Knittel and Zachary J. Goldberg (London: Routledge, 2020),
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the other contributions in this special issue, my aim is to address
this gap in comics scholarship by looking into how this persona
becomes structured in Nina Bunjevac’s Fatherland (2014). To this end,
I focus on the book’s displays of braiding that, as further explained
below, concerns the repetition of visual items across panels and pages
through a graphic narrative. Particularly, I investigate the implications
of Fatherland’s repetitions of bird-related imagery and circles. At
the same time, I look into the echoes between visual and narrative
circularity in the text, whereby as the story develops it returns to the
beginning, to enrich its articulation and to thus also complicate and
nuance the depiction of the male terrorist. In so doing, I show that
the contextualization of this male spectacle in the sequential graphic
narrative can unsettle his mono-dimensional depiction as a monster.
This visual/verbal contextualization foregrounds the suitability of the
comics form and its attributes for the depiction of such difficult figures.
Departing from a focus on perpetrators of genocide, I investigate
the perpetrator that is embodied through the figure of the terrorist
who appeared in the context of Serbian diasporic nationalism in the US
and Canada during the Cold War. My analysis explores the potential of
graphic narrative to trigger a reconsideration of the ‘monstrous’ terrorist
in the wake of 9/11, the Charlie Hebdo attacks in Paris, and other similar
events that occurred at the dawn of the twenty-first century. Indeed, as
Fatherland accounts for Peter’s becoming a perpetrator, longer histories of
world wars, national and ideological conflict, as well as of domestic abuse
and trauma, enter the frame of representation through the affordances
of comics, adding depth and complexity to his life story. In addition, and
importantly, these histories foreground realities and perpetrators that
often conveniently remain outside the frame of representation in monodimensional media depictions of ‘monstrous’ terrorists.
Peter died in 1977, when the cartoonist herself was a year old, while
preparing a bomb targeting the Yugoslavian Consulate in Toronto
as part of his activities as a member of the Serbian terrorist group
‘Freedom for the Serbian Fatherland.’9 Dragana Obradović explains
that this group ‘was loyal to the Chetnik leader Draža Mihailović.’10
pp. 301-301; Erin McGlothlin, The Mind of the Holocaust Perpetrator in Fiction and Nonfiction (Detroit:
Wayne State University Press, 2021).
9 Nina Bunjevac, Fatherland (London: Jonathan Cape, 2014), np. Bunjevac’s graphic memoir does not include page numbers. For this reason, the following references to this text will not include page numbers.
10 Dragana Obradović, ‘“I Only Belong to One Tribe:" The Displaced Children of Yugoslavia', Balkanist, 14
May 2015, <http://balkanist.net/profile-nina-bunjevac-fatherland/> [accessed 20 March 2022].
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Its young male members ‘were Serbian nationalist émigrés united in
their aim […] of taking down the Yugoslav government’ by spreading
propaganda across the Serbian diaspora, by attacking diplomats and
other prominent Yugoslavs, and through military infiltration.11 ‘The
peak of their activity’, Obradović further relates, ‘occurred in the
early 1970s with attacks on Yugoslav consulates and embassies in
North America.’12 Peter’s participation therein seems to have deeply
influenced his role as a father in the domestic sphere. Indeed, he is
constructed as distant and elusive, through an account that is marked
by gaps and aporias, and which is based on historical and newspaper
accounts, portrait photographs, and testimonies told primarily by
Bunjevac’s mother and maternal grandmother. The narrative also
brings to the fore the ways in which the ideological conflict maintained
by the autobiographical subject’s father and grandmother, who fought
as a Partisan during WWII, divides the Bunjevac family.
My analysis of the graphic narrativization of this male perpetrator,
who is also an absent father, has two aims. The first is to examine the
kinds of perpetrator portrayals enabled by the comics form. Specifically,
I argue that Fatherland’s braiding, its visual and narrative circles, and its
bird-related imagery constitute examples of ‘nuancing gestures’, which,
according to Laurike in ’t Veld, refer to ‘visual and verbal strategies
in comics that are aimed at presenting a more complex, nuanced, and
morally ambiguous view of perpetrator characters’.13 Such strategies, in
’t Veld further explains, ‘do not absolve perpetrator characters of guilt,
nor are aimed at creating stories of redemption’.14 Rather, they unsettle
‘homogeneous view[s] of perpetrators as singularly depraved in favour
of [their] consideration […] as humans with a variety of motivations’.15
My second aim is to investigate how Peter becomes structured through
the perspective of a daughter who did not know him, given that he
died when she was one, and via the narrative’s oscillation between the
macro-level of the nation and the micro-level of the family, on the one
hand, and between public and private histories, on the other.

11 Obradović, ‘“I Only Belong to One Tribe."'
12 Ibid.
13 Laurike in ‘t Veld, ‘Nuancing Gestures: Perpetrators and Victims in Reinhard Kleist’s The Boxer’,
Journal of Perpetrator Research, 3.1 (2019), 1-26 (p. 2).
14 Ibid.
15 Ibid.
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The Graphic ‘Patriography’ of an Elusive Perpetrator
Mihaela Precup embeds Fatherland in a sub-genre of autobiographical
comics about fathers and describes it as a daughter’s attempt to write
and draw ‘a memoir about an absent father’, which is, at the same time,
‘a levelheaded investigation into the making of a perpetrator’.16 This, she
continues, is ‘less a book about identity than it is about cause and effect;
less a portrait of a father who is missed in spite of his problematic
conduct […] and more a deliberately unemotional mediation of the
effects of history on the individual and the power of ideology to separate
a man from his family’.17 Discussing the memoir in terms of its display
of postmemory, Precup also situates it in the German literary tradition
of ‘Väterliteratur, or the literature of fathers’,18 a term that illustrates, as
she notes, ‘the male-dominated Nazi culture of perpetration’ as well
as ‘the deeply personal family connection of those who chose to write
about this experience’.19 According to Marianne Hirsch, postmemory
refers to a ‘belated or inherited memory’ that has been acquired by the
children of Holocaust survivors, primarily through photographs and
the narration of stories, which become transmitted from one generation
to the next.20 In her analysis of the photographs incorporated in Art
Spiegelman’s Maus, the seminal graphic memoir that accounts for his
father’s experiences as an Auschwitz survivor, Hirsch explains that
‘post-memory should reflect back on memory, revealing it as equally
constructed, equally mediated by the processes of narration and
imagination’.21 That narration in Bunjevac’s Fatherland also depends
on photographs illustrates the book’s status as a work of postmemory,
which nevertheless concerns the child of the perpetrator and not that
of the victim and survivor of mass violence. Indeed, Obradović also
observes that ‘as a material object Fatherland is designed to look like a

16 Mihaela Precup, The Graphic Lives of Fathers: Memory, Representation, and Fatherhood in North
American Autobiographical Comics (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2020), p. 108.
17 Ibid.
18 Erin McGlothlin, Second-Generation Holocaust Literature: Legacies of Survival and Perpetration
(New York: Camden, 2006), p. 14. Italics in original.
19 Precup, Graphic Lives, p. 110.
20 Marianne Hirsch, ‘The Generation of Postmemory’, Poetics Today, 29.1 (2008), 103-128 (p. 107).
21 Marianne Hirsch, ‘Family Pictures: Maus, Mourning, and Post-Memory’, Discourse, 15.2 (1992/93),
3-29 (pp. 8-9).
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photo album’,22 and it is precisely through stories and photographs that
Bunjevac herself tries to decipher her absent father.
Väterliteratur, the tradition in which Precup embeds this text,
constitutes a core segment of second-generation Holocaust literature
that has been written by the children of perpetrators according to Erin
McGlothlin, who also notes that the consideration of its implications
has been ‘largely avoided’ in literary studies.23 As it highlights the
trauma and postmemory that mark the life of a perpetrator’s daughter,
Fatherland also foregrounds the role of the visual in the structuring
of her inherited, aporetic memory of an absent father. As such, it also
belongs in the life writing sub-genre of ‘patriographies’ that ‘emerge
from relationships that were experienced (by the writers) as deficient’,
and which constitute ‘attempts to claim or even fashion a relationship
with a father who is absent – because of death, geographical distance,
or emotional reserve’.24 Such ‘filial narratives’ about fathers display the
ways in which these parental figures are absent from their children’s
lives in patriarchal contexts that relegate them outside the domestic
sphere due to a number of reasons; for instance, because of their role as
bread winners.25 In Fatherland, Peter’s absence from his daughters’ lives
is linked to his masculinist ideological stance and his terrorist activities,
which eventually led to his undoing. While Nina herself does not
remember him, given his early death and prior abandonment by his wife
and daughters, her mother tells her that ‘he was emotionally abusive,
drank every day [and] talked politics incessantly’.26 His familial bonds
are displayed as haunted by emotional and physical distance and as
strained through his involvement in ‘Freedom of the Serbian Fatherland’.
The graphic memoir implicitly suggests the daughter cartoonist’s
trans-generationally transmitted trauma and shame. At the same
time, however, it refrains from presenting Peter as a monster and from
engaging in hagiography by attempting to justify or to minimize his
actions. As such, it forces the reader to ponder in discomfort upon how
and why a victim and witness of domestic and public, large-scale violence
can turn into a perpetrator, and what it is like to be a perpetrator’s
22 Dragana Obradović, ‘Filial Estrangement and Figurative Mourning in the Work of Nina Bunjevac’, in
Comics of the New Europe: Reflections and Intersections, ed. by Martha Kuhlman and José Alaniz
(Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2020), pp. 47-66 (p. 47).
23 McGlothlin, Second-Generation Holocaust Literature, p. 14.
24 Thomas G. Couser, ‘Paper Orphans: Writers’ Children Write their Lives’, Life Writing, 11.1 (2014), 21-37
(p. 21).
25 Thomas G. Couser, Memoir: An Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), p. 154.
26 Bunjevac, Fatherland.
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child. Through its displays of the adult daughter cartoonist’s attempt to
work through trauma, to make sense of, and come closer to, her father
precisely through the crafting of the memoir itself, Fatherland presents an
instance of what I introduce elsewhere as a filial act of ‘graphic healing’.27
In so doing, it also asks that we rethink Peter not as an extraordinary
individual in isolation, but rather as a human being who navigates
relational, familial, national, and other contexts. As a result, it brings
to the fore what becomes erased through the label of the ‘perpetrator’,
unsettling what Scott Straus describes as the oversimplification that the
term causes in its capacity to ‘blind us to th[e] range of action’ a person
may pursue in a context of genocide, among others, thus ‘leading the
analysis to focus only on the act of violence’.28 Comics, I argue in this
article, can be a medium that enables the structuring of perpetrator
narratives, which may potentially undo this blindness. Indeed, as Diana
I. Popescu also writes in her analysis of perpetrator representations in
visual arts, while ‘images of perpetrators in public spaces continue to
haunt, disturb, and trigger reactions’, they also ‘fulfil a crucial function
as reminders of the fact that non-engagement with difficult questions
about human nature raised by perpetrators is not acceptable’.29 This is
also what Fatherland does via Bunjevac’s attempt to piece together the
fragments of her father’s life story.
Prior to accounting for the past of Peter’s familial ancestors, the
narrator explains that ‘when [she] was a child [her] father’s name was
rarely mentioned in [their] household. The semi-complete picture I
now have of him’, she continues, ‘took many years and much effort to
put together’.30 In the visual register, we see a repetition, albeit with a
difference, of Peter’s portrait photograph, which is initially presented
on the cover page of the graphic memoir (Figure 1). In that first iteration,
Peter smiles while looking away from the reader, avoiding their gaze
while adhering to the conventions of portrait photography, the subject
of which becomes, precisely because of, and through his/her staging,
elusive. The black background of the cover page, the red of the book’s
27 Olga Michael, ‘Queer Trauma, Paternal Loss and Graphic Healing in Alison Bechdel’s Fun Home: A
Family Tragicomic’, in Arts of Healing: Cultural Narratives of Trauma, ed. by Arleen Ionescu and Maria
Margaroni (London: Rowman & Littlefield, 2020), pp. 187–210 (p. 188).
28 Scott Straus, ‘Studying Perpetrators: A Reflection’, Journal of Perpetrator Research, 1.1 (2017), 28-38
(p. 29). Italics added.
29 Diana I. Popescu, ‘Representing Infamous Others: Perpetrator Imagery in Visual Art’, in The Routledge
International Handbook of Perpetrator Studies, ed. by Susanne C. Knittel and Zachary J. Goldberg
(London: Routledge, 2020), pp. 321-331 (p. 328).
30 Bunjevac, Fatherland.
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Figure 1: Peter’s portrait photograph, Fatherland. © Nina Bunjevac.

spine, and the white of the title’s lettering reference ‘the colour scheme
of the Nazi flag (black, white, and red), thereby telegraphing the shame
of [Peter’s] life that continues to leak into the present, beyond the family
album’, according to Dragana Obradović.31 Thus, ‘even before the story
begins’, Obradović aptly observes, ‘the reader is introduced to an
inherent tension between the father as a subject of grief and betrayal,
an ambivalence created by the opportunities of the comics medium
with its unique idiom of text, image and gutter’.32 Peter’s extremist
ideologies indeed embody a repetition, albeit with a difference, of
‘monstrous’ Nazi ones. Nevertheless, as one reads through Fatherland,
the impact of the Holocaust on determining his ideological stance
becomes clear in the book’s account of the constant fear in which he
and his family lived concerning their potential transportation to the
notorious Jasenovac concentration camp, since Serbs living in Croatia
were added to the list of undesirables that had to be exterminated
during WWII. Indeed, this is where his father died by being burnt in a
gas chamber. Peter lives through this terror and brutality and his adult
31 Obradović, ‘Filial Estrangement’, in Comics of the New Europe: Reflections and Intersections, ed. by
Martha Kuhlman and José Alaniz, p. 48.
32 Ibid. Italics in original.
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Figure 2: Peter’s portrait as a jigsaw puzzle image, Fatherland. © Nina Bunjevac.

actions can be read as the outcome of this traumatic experience. Thus,
in addition to Obradović’s interpretation of the cover page, I would
suggest that it also displays adult Peter, the elusive perpetrator, as the
outcome of his childhood victimization and witnessing of horror in
the context of WWII, as well as the events that followed it with the
‘liberation’ of Yugoslavia by the Soviet Army. In this sense, the cover,
and, to a different extent, the narrative as a whole, trigger a plurality
of ambivalent perspectives on Peter’s becoming a perpetrator in the
broader context of WWII and the Cold War.
In its repetition, albeit with a difference, in the mise-en-scène of the
narrative, Peter’s portrait photograph is presented as a jigsaw puzzle
comprised of white pieces that literally erase his characteristics. Nina,
the autobiographical subject, seems to have connected these pieces,
completing the puzzle, in order to have access to her father’s image,
but, even as she does so, he still remains elusive (Figure 2). This visual
metaphor embodies Peter’s aporetic presence in his daughter’s life, and
the work Bunjevac does in the graphic memoir in her effort to fill in
the gaps caused by his elusiveness. In explaining that Peter’s name was
hardly ever mentioned in the domestic domain and visually depicting
him in this way, Fatherland illustrates, both visually and verbally, the
Journal of Perpetrator Research 4.2 (2022)
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ways in which ‘family memory has been manipulated, directed, and
distorted to protect […] secrets’,33 and how in deciding to expose them,
the author/cartoonist becomes charged with immense responsibility
and vulnerability. Her responsibility lies in completing the difficult
task of representing an accurate picture of her father, as best as she
can, by voicing the silences of her familial past. Correspondingly, her
vulnerability lies in how by doing so she is forced to metaphorically
expose both her own and her family’s wounds and shameful past. Indeed,
while focusing on the macro-level of WWII and the Holocaust seems
crucial in terms of tracing the steps that lead up to Peter’s transformation
into a terrorist, looking into the micro-level of the family highlights the
injurious impact of his being seen and described as a mono-dimensional
incomprehensible ‘monster’ in the domestic sphere. Abuse, in this sense,
emerges as both explicit and implicit and it becomes displayed via both
Peter and Momirka, Nina’s grandmother. Because of this, to merely
look into public history and the macro-level of WWII carries the risk of
ignoring the perpetrator of domestic emotional abuse and the ways in
which this is not only linked to the male Nazi ‘monster’. In what follows,
I examine how braiding, bird-related imagery and circularity become
crucial in connecting the otherwise distant perpetrator father figure
with Nina and her sister, Sarah.

Ruptured Families, Circles and Nests
Jan Baetens and Pascal Lefèvre write that comics narratives require
readings ‘capable of searching, beyond linear relations, to the aspects
or fragments of panels susceptible to being networked with certain
aspects or fragments of other panels’.34 For Thierry Groensteen,
‘braiding’ is precisely what ‘programs and carries out this sort of
bridging’, by working ‘synchronically’, thus demanding that we look
into ‘the co-presence of panels on the surface of the same page; and
diachronically’, requiring that we recognize ‘in each new term of a
series a recollection or an echo of an anterior term’.35 It thus leads to the
33 Roger J. Porter, Bureau of Missing Persons: Writing the Secret Lives of Fathers (Ithaka, NY: Cornell
University Press, 2011), p. 2.
34 Jan Baetens and Pascal Lefèvre quoted in Thierry Groensteen, The System of Comics, trans. by
Bart Beaty and Nick Nguyen (Jackson: Mississippi University Press, 2007), p. 146.
35 Thierry Groensteen, The System of Comics, trans. by Bart Beaty and Nick Nguyen (Jackson:
Mississippi University Press, 2007), p. 146-247.
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‘semantic enrichment and […] densification’ of the text.36 As it ‘charges
layout with meaning’, braiding forces ‘readers to re-evaluate previous’37
conceptions of narrative fragments in relation to the whole. In other
words, while reading a graphic narrative, one can identify how meaning
formation becomes modified precisely because of, and through, the
repetition of particular visual motifs. In Fatherland, braiding appears
not only in relation to Peter’s portrait photographs, but also in regard
to circles and bird-related imagery, which have an important role in
the narrative of the family’s ruptures and Peter’s transformation into
a terrorist. Circularity is also core in how the story develops. It thus
becomes literal, as manifested through visual circles that enrich the
depiction of Peter’s narratively structured relation to his two otherwise
distanced daughters, both of whom were taken away from him after
their mother decided to flee from Canada to Yugoslavia to protect
them from the dangers caused by his terrorist activities. Further to this,
circularity becomes displayed in the narrative’s development. Its ending
returns to the beginning, to repeat, albeit with differences (that add
further detail to), the initial staging of the Bunjevac family dynamics in
Canada, the mother’s decision to escape with her daughters, and her life
with her parents and the girls in Yugoslavia. This narratively structured
circularity highlights the injurious impact of the ideological conflict
between Peter and the girls’ grandmother in the domestic domain,
which led to the former being described by the latter as a monstrous
perpetrator – ‘a cold-blooded killer’.38 The implicit and explicit violence
of familial relations is also mirrored through Bunjevac’s negotiation of
birds and nests as symbolic of the domestic space and the familial bonds
this space both implies and contains.
On a page that functions as a prelude to the beginning of the graphic
memoir, the reader is presented with a circular shape that zooms in on
the contents of a nest, which breaks into a background of blackness
(Figure 3). As the narrative starts, we see adult Nina in the process of
drawing the nest while listening to information about coot chicks. The
depiction of the eggs in the nest on the wordless page highlights the
vulnerability of the former and the safety offered by the latter. On the
next page, a voiceover relates that as eggs turn into birds, ‘food supply
is scarce’ and ‘hungry chicks beg for food and are in turn punished by
36 Groensteen, p. 147.
37 Silke Horstkotte and Nancy Pedri, ‘Focalization in Graphic Narrative’, Narrative, 19.3 (2011), 330-357
(p. 336-337).
38 Bunjevac, Fatherland.
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Figure 3: A nest including three eggs, Fatherland. © Nina Bunjevac.

the parents’, ultimately having to abandon their efforts to survive, thus
‘starv[ing] to death’, so much so that ‘out of a roost of nine only two or
three’ reach adulthood.39 Visually, the parent bird is shown grabbing a
chick by the neck in an image that displays parental brutality against
one’s offspring. This short narrative account of the young birds’
survival struggles can be read as a graphic metaphor that demonstrates
how external environment combined with parental brutality may lead
to the literal or metaphorical death of one’s offspring. In immediately
following the wordless page (Figure 3), it enables a juxtaposition between
the relative security of the nest (as family home), which provides shelter
and protection, and the violence that characterizes the first stages of
the chicks’ lives. The depiction of Bunjevac’s autobiographical avatar
in the process of drawing this secure space among panels that recount
brutal parental punishment invites readers to understand her family
story through the lens of this metaphor.
As she tries to force her mother to remember details about their
home in Welland, which they abandoned when she was a baby, the
narrator explains that it was only in adulthood that she understood
39 Bunjevac, Fatherland.
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‘how crucial […] selective memory [had] been for her [mother’s] survival’
and that ‘choosing to forget […] was a desperate attempt to suppress
all the memories’ their home ‘once held […], of a life removed by more
than three and a half years of trying desperately not to look back’.40
Her mother’s mnemonic repression becomes structured through the
metaphor of not looking back. Such a spectral mnemonic recognition
of the past entails injurious implications that stem from admitting to
Peter’s inability (or unwillingness) to abandon his terrorist activities,
which eventually led to his undoing. They also derive from Nina’s
decision to unearth and expose, both visually and textually, this
unspeakable familial life story in Fatherland, a graphic memoir
that illustrates the injurious impact of such haunting legacies on
relationships between parents and children. Gabriele Schwab writes
that ‘haunting legacies’ refer to ‘the things [that are too] hard to recount
or even to remember [and to] the results of a[n unspeakable] violence
that holds an unrelenting grip on memory’.41 She further notes that
‘the psychic core of violent histories [,which] includes what has been
repressed or buried in unreachable psychic recesses’, becomes passed
on from the actual victims and perpetrators to future generations. 42
Fatherland displays the difficult heritage that Bunjevac inherited
through her parents’ traumas and her father’s involvement in terrorism,
as well as her attempt to artistically navigate a past that was marked by
it. As such, it constitutes the artist’s means of delving into these ‘psychic
recesses’, where intergenerational trauma lies silenced and repressed,
in an attempt to artistically repeat and articulate it, in the process of
moving beyond it and towards reconciliation.
Reflecting on her own experiences as a child of Germans who lived
through the Holocaust, Schwab writes that whenever she attempted to
bring this topic up in the domestic sphere, her parents would call her
‘a “Nestbeschmutzer”, a term referring to a bird that soils its own nest’.43
This characterization indicates that the attempt of a perpetrator’s or
even a bystander’s child to come to terms with the past is perceived an
act of familial betrayal. The figurative use of the ‘nest’ is noteworthy
here, because it allows its re-interpretation in Fatherland as potentially
‘soiled’ or ‘betrayed’ through Bunjevac’s decision to ‘out’ her family’s
40 Bunjevac, Fatherland.
41 Gabriele Schwab, Haunting Legacies: Violent Histories and Transgenerational Trauma (New York:
Columbia University Press, 2010), p. 1.
42 Ibid.
43 Ibid., p. 5.
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secrets through her graphic memoir. Indeed, the narrator considers
the ‘potential repercussions of’ asking her mother to remember and
of writing the book. ‘How will she cope?’ she wonders, ‘will she float?
Will she sink?’ continuing to note that ‘the ability to float does not
necessarily guarantee survival’ as shown by the ‘poor coot chicks’.44 In
the visual register, the final panel of this narrative fragment depicts the
image of the chick and its parent prior to its punishment, figuratively
mirroring Nina’s relationship with her mother. This visual/verbal
combination suggests a role reversal, whereby Nina herself becomes the
punishing figure precariously injuring her mother by exposing her to
the ‘repercussions’ of her own actions in what seems like an ambivalent
form of necessary filial punishment in the telling of Peter’s life story.
The image of the nest that precedes this narrative section is
repeated, in an instance of braiding, prior to the account of familial
bliss that is unsettled through Peter’s activities. In contrast to her
initial happiness, Nina’s mother later starts proofing the windows of
their family home with furniture and unsuccessfully tries to run away
‘guided by an overwhelming sense of dread and paralyzing fear’.45 The
security of the domestic space – the nest – becomes ruptured precisely
because of Peter’s involvement in Serbian terrorist circles. Feeling that
her domestic security is threatened and upon learning that a ‘nearby
Croatian Community Centre’ was bombed, Nina’s mother takes Nina
and her sister, Sarah, to Yugoslavia, thus abandoning their home and
rupturing the family by leaving Peter and Petey (her son) behind.46
For Precup, in addition to his otherwise absent connection with his
children, Peter’s insistence on keeping the boy with him reflects his
adherence to ‘an older model of [hegemonic] masculinity’ that exists
alongside the one that characterizes Nazi perpetration.47 Prior to
the description of their arrival in Yugoslavia, the circle previously
including the nest and the eggs is repeated, albeit with a difference.
In this case, after its destruction, the nest is replaced by an airplane
flying over a cloud from which two lightning bolts emanate. While this
ominously foreshadows the further disruption and trauma that will
follow, a speech bubble includes Sarah’s questions about whether ‘they

44
45
46
47

Bunjevac, Fatherland.
Ibid.
Ibid.
Precup, Graphic Lives, p. 116.
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have chocolate’ and ‘cornflakes’ in Yugoslavia, thus highlighting her
ignorance in the midst of this difficult family story.48
The circle is also repeated with a twist twice in the narrative account
of Peter’s childhood. After referring to how Peter’s grandparents
migrated to the US at the turn of the century in order for Pepo, his
grandfather, to work for Thomson Steel, the narrator explains how
their son, Djuro was ‘diagnosed with tuberculosis’ and how his parents
decided to return to their ‘native village’, Bogićevci, in Croatia.49 ‘I often
wonder how Djuro felt at this point, having been raised in an American
city and then, all of a sudden … finding himself knee-deep in the old
world mud … homesick and isolated, on the long road to recovery’, the
narrator mentions.50 While he did manage to survive his illness, ‘unable
to cope with emotional pain’, he turned to alcohol as shown in the
visual register.51 After marrying Nina’s grandmother, Stana, he became
abusive. ‘The beatings’, the narrator explains, ‘were something of a daily
occurrence and more frequent after my father was born’.52 During the
sixth month of her pregnancy with their second child, Djuro threw
Stana ‘off the hay loft in a fit of rage’ leaving her ‘unable to conceive
again’.53 The circle that previously included the eggs in the nest and then
the airplane travelling through a storm, now captures a crying unborn
child with the umbilical cord that links its body to that of its mother as
she falls off the hayloft, illustrating its precarious intra-uterine existence
that violently came to an end. The graphic narrative thus offers readers
access to an otherwise invisible consequence of the domestic, spousal
abuse that Peter witnesses as a child, by visually capturing the infant
that was doomed to death prior to its birth due to paternal violence.
The children in this memoir, then, become linked through braiding and
visual circles, which underscore their precarity in the midst of gendered
domestic abuse. At the same time, preconceived ideas about the safety of
the familial nest become undone. Fatherland thus highlights the microdynamics of physical as well as emotional violence in relation to the
making of the perpetrator and regarding the damage his terrorist and
abusive acts caused his own children.
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In its final repetition with a twist, the circle becomes ruptured
and displaced from the position in the centre of the page it previously
held (Figure 4). Immediately after recounting the domestic abuse that
Peter witnessed as a child, the narrative turns to the macro-dynamics
of violence in the context of WWII, the invasion of Yugoslavia by
Axis forces, and the subsequent dismantling of the country. ‘Already
exhausted by preexisting ethnic tension the country was occupied
within 11 days and sectioned off into a number of satellite states ruled by
Germany, Italy and Bulgaria’, the narrator explains.54 Croatia was under
the rule of the ‘exiled politician Ante Pavelic and the Ustashe militia,’
while ‘in Serbia, a Nazi-backed puppet government was established’.55
Immediately, the narrator continues, ‘a network of detention and
concentration camps begun sprouting throughout the territory of
former Yugoslavia’.56 This information is also topographically marked
on a map, with Pavelic and Milan Bedic, the man who oversaw the
puppet government imposed in Serbia, being visually embodied in
graphically reproduced portrait photographs similar to that of Peter.
The narrative thus zooms out to territorially mark the geopolitical
developments of WWII, with the two men metonymically embodying
the bio- and necro-political operations of the Axis enacted through
the local puppet governments in the territory that now became former
Yugoslavia. ‘Belgrade’, the narrator continues, ‘became one of the first
Judenfrei cities in Europe’.57 Via this comment, she refuses to neatly
place Serbia in the position of the victim, even as Fatherland focuses on
the harms suffered by Serbians during WWII.
In this context, David Bruce MacDonald writes that in the SerboCroatian conflict, the ‘success of nationalist regimes depended on
their ability to present national history as one of righteous struggle
against persecution’.58 WWII embodied the ‘the apogee of [this] conflict,
four years when each side supposedly unleashed full-scale genocidal
terror against the other’.59 For each side, ‘the revision of the history
of the Second World War provided a wealth of myths of heroism and
persecution’ and for this reason ‘descriptions of perpetrators and
54
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Figure 4: Peter looking through his bedroom window, Fatherland. © Nina Bunjevac.

victims […] became incredibly important’ in illustrating how Croats
and Serbs, respectively, ‘magnified the evils of the others in an attempt
to whitewash their own crimes’.60 In referring to how Belgrade became
one of the first ‘Jew-free’ cities in Europe, Bunjevac highlights Serbian
complicities in the genocidal extermination of the Jews during the
Holocaust, unsettling the myth of the country’s pure victimization.
She further accounts in detail for the horrors of Jasenovac, which ‘left
a lasting mark in the collective memory of the Serbian minority’ that
‘was to fuel the uprising of Croatian Serbs in the early 1990s and to
serve as a tool of manipulation and fear-mongering in the decades to
follow’.61 Thus, the narrative also demonstrates how this painful part
of history was exploited to facilitate the continuation of conflict and
bloodshed in the years to come.
Nina also juxtaposes Nazi and Ustasha extermination practices. The
latter were based on a ‘hands-on approach to systematic slaughter […]
going as far as to invent a handy strap-on weapon called “Serbosek”,
which roughly translates as “Serbocut”’.62 This type of slaughter was in
60 MacDonald, 133.
61 Bunjevac, Fatherland.
62 Ibid.
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stark contrast with the ‘sinister and void of emotion […] way [in which]
the Germans eliminated their undesirables’.63 Visually, the narrative
presents a man’s decapitation by Ustasha soldiers facilitated by the use
of a saw. Most of the soldiers are depicted looking at the implied reader,
as if in recognition of being watched/photographed, underscoring the
spectacle of gruesome violence, with the final panel zooming in on a
hand wearing a ‘Serbosek’. These two panels at the bottom of the page
are placed in contradistinction to the one at the top, which evokes neater,
more ‘scientific’ and ‘experimental’ approaches to mass murder enacted
by the Germans. Six boys are depicted nude, standing in line, with their
gaze directed towards a Nazi official, as indicated by his uniform, who
measures, with the use of an instrument, the size of a man’s head. As
such, while death remains neatly off-scene, the visual contents of this
panel eerily evoke Nazi experimentation on human anatomy, as well as
on mass sterilization and extermination, which occurred in the camps
and led to the death of millions of children and adults alike.64
Moving from the mid-twentieth century further into the past,
Bunjevac offers a historical overview of all the powers that occupied the
region of former Yugoslavia and the ethnic and religious divisions these
conquerors imposed on the local population that had previously coexisted peacefully. Explaining that both Croats and Serbs forgot their
common past during WWII, something that led to the extermination
of many, including Peter’s father in the Jasenovac camp, the narrator
notes that Peter and his family survived because of a German soldier.
‘I’ve learned only recently’, she mentions, ‘that I may owe my existence
to a lonely German officer stationed in my father’s village’ who spoke
‘a bit of basic English’ like ‘my great grandmother’.65 The officer ‘would
sit and chat’ with her ‘over coffee and chocolates, brought as a gift for
my young father’.66 In the visual register, Peter is shown sitting in the
officer’s lap, and the panel that follows offers readers visual access
from the boy’s viewpoint, zooming in on the officer’s hat with the
Nazi insignia lying on the table. In this sense, this Nazi ‘perpetrator’
becomes humanized through his interaction with Peter and his family,
whom he potentially had saved. It is precisely at this narrative point
63 Bunjevac, Fatherland.
64 For further information on medical perpetration during the Holocaust see ‘Medical Experiments’, Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum, n.d., <http://www.auschwitz.org/en/history/medical-experiments/>
[accessed 28 March 2022].
65 Bunjevac, Fatherland.
66 Ibid.

97

98

Looking at the Perpetrator
that the circular shape becomes repeated, with a twist, in this final
display of visual circularity and braiding.
The circle is now ruptured and displaced from its previously central
position, in a page that shows Axis soldiers in battle at the top part,
and Soviet soldiers holding weapons as they walk with hostages at the
bottom part (Figure 4). ‘In the early summer of 1945’, Bunjevac writes,
‘following the bloody and decisive battle of the Syrmian Front, the
country was liberated at last. As the new army came into the village,
and the old ones left’, she continues, Peter ‘observed Swastikas and
the U-Insignia replaced with red stars, while everything else looked
pretty much the same – the guns, the uniforms and all’.67 The two
large panels seem to function as reflections of one another. In being
far-removed from the soldiers, the perspective they mediate seems to
purposefully hide the visual symbols that (ideologically) distinguish
the two armies thus highlighting their commonly traumatic impact
on Peter. ‘My father’, the narrator explains, ‘watched history unfold
before his bedroom window. It seems as though everything he had ever
known or seen or experienced up to this point had been wrought with
fear and violence’.68 In paying close attention to the visual contents of
the panel depicting the Soviet army’s entry into Peter’s village, one
can notice him in the background watching from inside his home. The
ruptured half-circle, which remains open, symbolically illustrates
the uncontainability of the trauma which seems to have influenced
his later life and constitutes a close-up on the child that is almost
unnoticeable in the larger scale of events. It is precisely through this
nuancing gesture, to use in ‘t Veld’s words, that Fatherland complicates
the narrative of Peter’s ‘monstrosity’ by bringing to the surface a
lineage of other perpetrators, both implicit and explicit, who seem to
have impacted his growing up and his transformation into a terrorist.

Wounding Words and Birds
With his mother having died of tuberculosis and his father having been
killed in Jasenovac, Peter suffers the consequences of trauma and loss
but has no support, familial or otherwise, that would help him recover
from them. As his mother is carried to the graveyard in a coffin, women
67 Bunjevac, Fatherland.
68 Ibid.
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comment upon his abusive behaviour against animals. ‘Something is
seriously wrong with that kid’, one of the women notes, as she recounts
how he ‘wrung’ the goslings’ necks, while another demands that they
leave him alone given how much he has suffered with his father having
been burnt ‘in the ovens’ and his mother having died from tuberculosis.69
Peter is shown listening to these conversations in a framing that
foregrounds the injurious effect of these words on him, foregrounding
his othering and the discursive formation of his boyish ‘monstrosity’
in the local community. Having heard about how his father was burnt
to death in the inhumanity of Jasenovac, he seems to repeat this crime,
albeit on a cat, which he too throws in an oven, abandoning it there to
die, becoming, thus, a perpetrator. Unable to treat his grandson’s trauma,
Peter’s grandfather beats him up using a stick in an attempt at discipline
that is doomed to failure, and he then sends him off to military school
to prevent him from further delinquency. Fatherland thus highlights the
ways in which collective and private stories of trauma, on the one hand,
and the macro- as well as the micro-dynamics of violence, on the other,
seem to have shaped the route Peter was to take in his adulthood, which
also deeply marked his own children’s lives.
While Nina is depicted in Fatherland as unaware of the trauma that
occurred around her, her older sister, Sarah, seems to have suffered
more from the loss of her father during her childhood, which was
inflicted by both his abandonment in Canada with Petey and through
his death. Living with an authoritative matriarch in Yugoslavia in the
1970s, Sarah was the one to experience the injurious impact of the
ideological conflict that positioned her father and grandmother on
opposing sides. The fights between Momirka, who fought as a Partisan
during the war, and Peter, an extremist nationalist, who was involved
in terrorist activities, were frequent when she visited her daughter’s
family in Canada. At her home in Yugoslavia, an incident on Sarah’s
birthday reflects the injurious impact of her grandmother’s take on her
father, and like the incident with Peter and the women at his mother’s
funeral, this one also demonstrates the wounding impact of her words.
In Sarah’s presence, Momirka tells her daughter that it is not that Peter
cannot come and join his family but that he does not want to. ‘What
else would you expect from a cold-blooded killer?’ she asks while
decorating the girl’s birthday cake.70
69 Bunjevac, Fatherland.
70 Ibid.
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At this point, the visual narrative frame zooms in on Sarah,
reminding us that she witnesses her grandmother’s discursive framing
of her father as a monstrous perpetrator who does not wish to reunite
with his family. ‘The sooner she learns who her father really is’, Momirka
tells her son, Nina and Sarah’s uncle, ‘the better she’ll be’, continuing
to clarify, as the girls later enter the house, that she ‘won’t have [them]
raised by a lunatic’.71 When Sarah is asked by her mother whether she
is having fun, she expresses her wish for her father and brother to have
been there and Momirka intervenes forbidding her to ever ‘mention
that man in [her] house again’.72 Later, as she blows out her birthday
candles, her uncle begins a fight with her grandmother and yells at her
that she is ‘worse than Hitler’.73 As the narrative frame moves from the
past to the present and Nina’s conversation with her mother at her flat
in Canada, we see the latter recounting her feelings upon receiving
the news of her husband’s death. ‘The hardest thing’, she notes, ‘was
seeing how Sarah took the news. She was quiet for most of the day’,
and when the two were alone she asked for permission to cry over the
loss of her father.74 Nina’s mother further relates that Momirka ‘hated
Peter so much, [they] weren’t allowed to mention his name, let alone
show sadness over his passing. Imagine living like that’, she tells Nina,
‘leaving one prison only to find you’re living inside another’.75
In Excitable Speech: A Politics of the Performative, Judith Butler
describes the ways in which language injures individuals because we
are ‘linguistic beings, […] who require language in order to exist. If
we are formed in language’, she continues, ‘then that formative power
precedes and conditions any decision we might make about it, insulting
us from the start, as it were, by its prior power’.76 While being called a
name forms ‘one of the conditions by which a subject is constituted in
language’, it can also mean that one becomes wounded, in their insulting,
injurious interpellation.77 Fatherland shows that Peter’s injurious
interpellation as a ‘monstrous’ perpetrator since his childhood wounds
both him and his children. His continuous discursive formation and
understanding as such and his untreated trauma seem to have, at least
71
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partly, predetermined his undoing. His terrorist involvement, and
Momirka’s linguistic construction of his perpetrator ‘monstrosity’, as
witnessed primarily by Sarah, illustrates how ideological conflict seems
to supersede familial stability and security, with the children’s affective
bonds with their parents becoming strained and their psychological
state being side-lined. This indeed seems to be a commonality between
Peter’s and his children’s childhoods.
The decisive role that Momirka had in the family’s rupture in
her own attempt to protect her daughter and grandchildren from the
consequences of Peter’s actions becomes clear in the closing part of
Fatherland, which revisits the beginning, thus structuring a narrative
circle. Differentiations in the text and image enrich narrative development,
highlighting the ways in which the textual informs the reading of the
visual in a comics text and vice versa. For instance, the panel that visually
captures the fear of Nina’s mother concerning their home being attacked
and which follows the depictions of her safeguarding of the windows
with furniture, initially explains that her actions were ‘guided by an
overwhelming sense of dread and paralyzing fear’.78 In its repetition with
a twist, at the end, it informs the reader that Nina’s mother was ‘gripped
by paralysing fear that someone may throw a bomb through the window
and kill us all’.79 In the first case, this narrative fragment is positioned
prior to that which refers to the bombing of a Croatian community
centre nearby. In the second, it is positioned after it, thus presenting
this fear as the outcome of this event, in which Peter’s direct or indirect
involvement remains only to be speculated.
Further to this, early in the narrative, Nina’s mother refers to a
letter Peter sent her, pleading with her to return to Canada, to which
Momirka responds, as witnessed by Sarah, that ‘it’s not that he can’t
but he won’t’ come to Yugoslavia, because he is ‘a cold-blooded killer’.80
In the end, the account of Peter’s letter exchange with his wife shifts to
his home in Canada. ‘Dad’s reaction […] goes from denial to rage, from
accusation to pleading. The truth is’, the narrator mentions, ‘there’s
nothing he wouldn’t do for his family’.81 As he writes of his inability
to leave the organisation because this ‘would have lethal consequences
[as] he’s already done too much and he already knows too much’, we
78
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see Peter smoking and heavily drinking in the visual register.82 ‘Mom
replies with: “It’s not that you can’t, but you won’t! I am not coming
back”’, the narrator relates, indicating how Momirka’s words become
reproduced in her daughter’s letter to her husband.83 A year into their
departure, Peter is depicted as an emotional wreck, experiencing
auditory delusions such as hearing Nina crying. Unable to cope with
the emotional and psychological pressure, he unsuccessfully attempts to
commit suicide and writes the names of his children on the bathroom
wall with his blood after having slashed his wrists. Subsequently, he
dies in an explosion with two others, while preparing a bomb to blow
up the Yugoslavian Consulate in Toronto in revenge for the murder of
Dragisa Kasikovic and his stepdaughter. Like Peter himself, Kasikovic,
‘the editor of the Serbian émigré newspaper Liberty’,84 was also involved
in terrorist attacks organised by ‘Freedom for Serbian Fatherland’.
As Bunjevac writes, after his arrest in 1967, he was ‘given immunity
in exchange for [his] testimony’, and declared, upon his release, that
‘history will reveal that the six-bomb attack carried out on January
27 th was a just deed’.85 Ten years later, he and his stepdaughter suffered
multiple stab-wounds in a crime that remains unresolved but connected
with the Yugoslav Intelligence Service.86 In this sense, what happens in
the larger scale of events concerning the nation once again opens up the
path for Peter’s undoing, thus further harming his family too.
In its circular narrative development, and in the repetition, with
a twist, of visual and textual elements, Fatherland complicates and
enriches mono-dimensional understandings of Peter as a ‘monstrous’
incomprehensible perpetrator, as well as of his death, since it allows
room for speculation that it might also have been another, successful,
on this occasion, suicidal act. The circle is therefore both a theme
and a motif, and the echoes between visual and textual circularity
have a crucial narrative role in terms of structuring Peter’s relational
subjectivity, as well as in highlighting the potential offered by comics
for nuanced articulations of perpetrator life stories. In his analysis of
braiding in Watchmen, Groensteen points out that the comic ‘is notably
structured by a declension of the figure of a circle, used both as a
82 Bunjevac, Fatherland.
83 Ibid.
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recurrent geometric motif that lends itself to plastic rhymes, and for
its symbolic connotations’, which include ‘eternal recommencement’.87
In Fatherland, narrative and visual circles foreground the eternal
recommencement of violence that causes precarity and vulnerability, it
renders trauma inescapable, it leads to perpetration of further violence,
it creates ‘haunting legacies’, and it ruptures inter-generational
family bonds. In so doing, the narrative’s circularity also links Peter’s
childhood with that of his daughters.
Prior to describing her mother receiving the news of Peter’s death
in the summer of 1977, the narrator informs readers that ‘in the Balkan
tradition of dream interpretation, to dream of birds signified that the
dreamer is about to receive news’ and that ‘dreaming of raw meat is
often seen as a sign of death. On the night between August 27 and 28’,
she continues, ‘my grandmother’ dreamt of ‘a murder of crows perched
along the powerline [and of] a man slaughtering a pig. She could not see
the man’s face but she somehow knew that it belonged to my father’.88
Crows perched along a powerline during stormy weather, as manifested
by dark clouds and lightning bolts, are visually depicted prior to this
piece of textual information. The reappearance of braiding in regard
to lightning bolts at this temporal point seems to ominously highlight
the permanence of Peter’s absence from the girls’ lives, and to connect
this narrative fragment with the circle that previously illustrated the
initiation of this rupture upon Sarah and Nina’s flight to Serbia with
their mother, and his abandonment in Canada. In the mise-en-scène
narrative, Nina is depicted accompanied by her uncle, who is teaching
her how to draw birds when they learn that Peter has died. Momirka
tells her daughter, in the presence of the children, that the telegraph
informing her about this is a trap because it asks that she returns to
Canada. ‘Mark my words’, she tells her, ‘you go back and you are as
good as dead’.89 In the visual register, she crushes the remains of her
cigarette in an ashtray, itself drawn in a circular shape, in an image that
can be read as a metaphor that visually displays the injurious impact
of her attitude towards Peter on the children and her daughter. The
subsequent wordless page shows the flock of birds flying away from the
tree branches, on which they had previously been perching (Figure 5).
Fear is a contaminating emotion, and it can spread from one bird
and human being to another. Jacek Debiec writes that ‘fear contagion
87 Groensteen, The System of Comics, p. 155.
88 Bunjevac, Fatherland.
89 Ibid.
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Figure 5: Birds in flight, Fatherland. © Nina Bunjevac.

is an evolutionarily old phenomenon that researchers observe
in many animal species’.90 Brains, he explains, ‘are hardwired to
respond to threats in the environment. Sight, smell or sound cues that
signal the presence of [a] predator automatically trigger […] survival
responses’ in animals and humans alike’.91 ‘The amygdala, a structure
buried deep within the side of the head in the brain’s temporal lobe’,
Debiec further relates, ‘is key for responding to threats. It receives
sensory information and quickly detects stimuli associated with
danger. Then [it] forwards the signal to other brain areas, including
the hypothalamus and brain stem areas, to further coordinate specific
defence responses’.92 Responses to threat such as ‘fright, freeze, flight
or fight’, are common in humans and animals alike.93 In Fatherland, the
narrative function of the birds, in this case, in addition to their being
90 Jacek Debiec, ‘Fear Can Spread from Person to Person Faster than the Coronavirus – But There
Are Ways to Slow it Down’, The Conversation, 16 March 2020, <https://theconversation.com/fearcan-spread-from-person-to-person-faster-than-the-coronavirus-but-there-are-ways-to-slowit-down-133129> [accessed 4 August 2021].
91 Ibid.
92 Ibid.
93 Ibid.
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omens of bad news, concerns their mirroring of human responses
to the figure of the ‘monstrous’ perpetrator. The flock of birds flies
away as a response to a stimulus that may have provided a cue for the
presence of a predator or another threat. Likewise, at the presence
of a person perceived as a perpetrator, people may display various
responses similar to those that exist in the animal kingdom.
Indeed, Peter himself is depicted at an emotional and spatial
distance from others, thus remaining largely unapproachable and
incomprehensible. Human responses to perpetrator threat, however,
unlike those displayed by animals, may also include insulting the
person perceived as threatening, and injuriously interpellating them as
an incomprehensible ‘monster’ that needs to be contained, controlled,
and/or even exterminated, both literally and metaphorically. In this
sense, at the same time as highlighting the insecurity of the domestic
space, the nest, and mirroring parental brutality, the bird-related
imagery of Fatherland also metaphorically depicts human attitudes
towards the figure of the threatening perpetrator. Ironically, the fact
that the autobiographical subject is being taught how to draw birds
at the temporal point when she learns the news of her father’s death,
and that as an adult cartoonist Bunjevac makes the artistic decision to
use them as figurative devices that enrich and complicate her father’s
relational life story, illustrates how this elusive perpetrator father
figure became a source of artistic inspiration for his daughter. This
inspiration resulted in a graphic memoir that constitutes a daughter
cartoonist’s attempt to untangle the difficult, ‘haunting legacies’ she
inherited, and to reconceptualize and re-cast family bonds, members,
and secrets in an attempt of filial graphic healing.

Coda
Fatherland closes with Mara, Peter’s aunt, receiving the news of his death.
Since she is the only person who has cared for him since his childhood,
and who has remained close to him, she is devastated upon learning of
his death. Her devastation is displayed in a series of wordless panels
which depict her silhouette, first, in a position that indicates physical
pain, and then, as she falls into the void. A boyish figure follows her,
and she is thus there to catch him when he falls. For Precup, this ‘is an
image of postmortem protection, belated and useless, testifying in fact
to the inability of mourners to protect their dead, and – in this case
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– the adults’ inability of extending their protection over the children
once in their care’.94 That it is Mara who is drawn holding Peter,
ineffectively protecting him as they fall, points to the inadequacy of the
care she showed for him in the midst of the suffering he experienced
as a child and an adult. In the centre of the final page of the narrative, a
bird can be seen standing at a window frame, figuratively alluding, for
the last time, to the ambivalent links between the elusive father and his
children as it also symbolically seals the end of Peter and the narrative.
Obradović writes that ‘Bunjevac has attributed the success of the
graphic narrative in North America to the geopolitical context post-2001
and its fascination with terrorism’.95 She further mentions a noticeable
‘shift in the conversation around Fatherland’ after the Charlie Hebdo
attacks, and quotes Bunjevac herself who explains when asked ‘why
young people turn to extremism’ that ‘behind every terrorist, there’s a
genuine feeling of injustice.’96 Echoing this notion, Dawes, in The Novel
of Human Rights, points out that ‘we live in a world of compromised
options and unforeseen consequences’ and that ‘justice urgently calls us
to decisive action’.97 In a given context, then, where a person perceives an
act or a state of things as one of injustice, they may be forced into decisive
actions, which can be perceived as ‘monstrous’, given how one person’s
injustice is another’s justice and vice versa. In the post-Charlie Hebdo
French context, Fatherland’s ‘exploration of one man’s radicalization
[had] a far more localized resonance’, as Bunjevac points out.98 People
saw the shootings as an outcome of deep structural problems in French
society and turned to the book to ‘understand the world […] they [found]
themselves in’.99 Contrary to Eichmann’s glass cage in the court in
Jerusalem, through which people had access to a silent, incomprehensible
monster, because of its form, Fatherland casts a complex take on the
injustices both experienced and perpetrated by Peter.
Discussing the role of literature in relation to understanding the figure
of the perpetrator, Elizabeth Swanson asks the following questions:
94 Mihaela Precup,‘“To Dream of Birds:” Autobiography, Photography, and Memory in Nina Bunjevac’s
“August, 1997” and Fatherland’, in The Canadian Graphic: Cartoonists, Comics, and Graphic Novels
from the North, ed. by Dominick Grace and Eric Hoffman (Jackson: Mississippi University Press,
2017), pp. 207-223 (p. 217).
95 Obradović, ‘Filial Estrangement’, in Comics of the New Europe: Reflections and Intersections, ed. by
Martha Kuhlman and José Alaniz, pp. 49-50.
96 Ibid., p. 50.
97 James Dawes, The Novel of Human Rights (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2018), p. 202.
98 Obradović, ‘“I Only Belong to One Tribe”’, np.
99 Ibid.
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How can ties to nation, ethnicity, or religion – sources of strength,
comfort, safety, and identity –morph into wellsprings of hatred, violence,
and atrocity? How can we prevent the solidification of identities and
ideologies formed in opposition to others and informing violent or
even genocidal impulses against them? What can we learn about the
deep structure of subjectivity as it manifests in creating the various
subjects –perpetrators, victims, and beneficiaries –who appear before
the law? What is the relationship between individuals and institutions in
the perpetration of atrocity and survival in its aftermath? And how can
we continue to prevent the creation of “little Eichmanns” […] who leave
so many victims in their wake? 100

Literary and graphic perpetrator narratives cannot, of course, help
prevent the formation of such individuals. Like other types of human
rights literature, when it comes to triggering substantial political action,
they seem doomed to reach an impasse. They can, however, provide
insights into the workings of all the institutional, ideological, and
other factors that may lead one to becoming a perpetrator, as shown by
Fatherland’s narrative account of Peter’s transformation into a terrorist.
While media coverage of terrorist attacks presents such phenomena as
symptoms of the present moment, and terrorists as incomprehensible,
threatening ‘monsters’, thus failing to link their actions to longer histories
of oppression and violence, Fatherland, via its ‘proliferation of frames’,101
foregrounds the ways in which the macro- and micro-dynamics of
geopolitical and other forms of violence can influence, at least to an
extent, the emergence of a perpetrator. Bunjevac’s use of braiding, birdrelated imagery, and circularity presents a complex, insightful take on
the relational figure of the otherwise elusive ‘monstrous’ father, it undoes
the ‘blindness’ caused by the label of the ‘perpetrator’, and it enables
further examination, both scholarly and otherwise, of his acts.

100 Elizabeth Swanson, ‘Perpetrators, Victims, and Beneficiaries: The Subjects of Human Rights’, in
The Cambridge Companion to Human Rights and Literature, ed. by Crystal Parikh (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2019), pp. 193-205 (p. 203-204).
101 Hillary L. Chute, Disaster Drawn: Visual Witness, Comics and Documentary Form (Cambridge MA:
Harvard University Press, 2016), p. 16. For a discussion on how the ‘othering’ of Middle-Eastern,
mostly Muslim men who are perceived as terrorists becomes produced through their media
representations causing these men’s aggressive biopolitical control see Lilie Chouliaraki and
Myria Georgiou, ‘Hospitability: The Communicative Architecture of Humanitarian Securitization at
Europe’s Borders’, Journal of Communication, 67.2 (2017), 159–80.
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Cultural Genocide in Joe Sacco’s Paying the Land
Johannes C.P. Schmid
Abstract: This article explores the representation of cultural genocide in the case of
Canada’s Indigenous peoples in Joe Sacco’s documentary graphic narrative Paying the
Land, which focuses on the Dene in the Canadian Northwest Territories. Specifically, the
article discusses Sacco’s depiction of perpetrators in the so-called Indian Residential
School System (IRSS), which is contrasted with portrayals of intracommunal violence and
Indigenous perpetrators. Through graphic narrative means, Paying the Land presents the
latter as an aftereffect of the former and extensively explores how cycles of domestic
violence and substance abuse were initiated through the attempted destruction of
Indigenous peoples as a group, a process in which the residential schools played an
important role. In doing so, Sacco specifically addresses a North American audience
as implicated subjects who, like himself, are entangled in settler-colonial histories. He
investigates the complexities of perpetratorship and accountability that involves not only
the policymakers and residential school staff but also North American society at large. In
respect to intracommunal violence among the Dene, Paying the Land seeks to shift public
perception from inherently ‘deficient’ Indigenous culprits toward an understanding of the
colonial policies that have purposefully eroded social cohesion among Indigenous peoples.
Keywords: documentary comics, cultural genocide, residential schools, Canada, implication

Introduction

V

eteran comics journalist Joe Sacco’s 2020 documentary
graphic narrative book Paying the Land employs the comics
form to present an oral history of the Indigenous Dene
peoples in the Canadian Northwest Territories and to
document the consequences of Canada’s settler-colonialist policies in
the present day.1 Like previous graphic reportages by the same author,
Paying the Land employs a two-fold narrative strategy: one narrative
strand presents a chronological account of Sacco’s investigation on
I would like to thank the two anonymous peer reviewers and Susanne C. Knittel as well as Charlotte Lerg
and Birgit Däwes for their insightful feedback that broadened my understanding of the issues covered here.
1 On documentary comics as a medial form, see Hillary L. Chute, Disaster Drawn. Visual Witness, Comics,
and Documentary Form (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2016); Nina Mickwitz, Documentary
Comics: Graphic Truth-Telling in a Skeptical Age (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016); and Johannes
C. P. Schmid, Frames and Framing in Documentary Comics (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2021).
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site and includes the interviews that he conducted there. This strand
incorporates Sacco himself as a character, signalling his own role as a
contemporary observer. The other narrative strand is set in the past and
presents historical explorations. This strand prominently features the
witness accounts about the past, narrated by his interview partners. By
returning to Canada’s settler-colonial history and the ‘slow violence’2 it
exerts on Indigenous communities, both in terms of cultural genocide
and environmental destruction, Paying the Land seeks to provide answers
for contemporary issues, such as resource extraction, particularly
fracking, and the environmental costs it brought to the region, but
also substance abuse and poverty in Indigenous communities.3 The
book offers an outlook on possible futures for Indigenous peoples
concerning the use of their native land and presents a stark critique
of globalized capitalism. As part of this investigation, Sacco seeks to
unravel the settler-colonialist attempts of the Canadian government to
eradicate Indigenous cultures and languages by forcing their children
into the so-called Indian Residential School System (IRSS). Although
the policy was formalized in 1894 and attendance was mandatory until
the late 1940s, the system effectively began in the 1830s, with the last
schools closing in 1998.4 Sacco also documents cases of intracommunal
violence, including domestic abuse, sexual abuse, child neglect, but also
rampant cases of suicide and substance abuse. He explicitly presents
this violence as an aftereffect of the trauma caused by the IRSS, which
produced a generation bereft of their social ties. Unable to understand
and address this trauma, violent and neglectful behaviors thus affected
their parenting and were passed on to the next generation.
2 The concept of ‘slow violence’ was developed by Rob Nixon to describe ‘violence that occurs gradually
and out of sight, a violence of delayed destruction that is dispersed across time and space, an attritional
violence that is typically not viewed as violence at all.’ Rob Nixon, Slow Violence and the Environmentalism
of the Poor (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2011), p. 2. Pauline Wakeham adopts the term to
describe the effects of settler-colonialism: Pauline Wakeham, ‘The Slow Violence of Settler Colonialism:
Genocide, Attrition, and the Long Emergency of Invasion’, Journal of Genocide Research, 24.3 (2021), 337356 <https://doi.org/10.1080/14623528.2021.1885571> [accessed 26 June 2022].
3 For discussions focusing on this aspect of Paying the Land, see Dominic Davies, ‘Terrestrial Realism
and the Gravity of World Literature: Joe Sacco’s Seismic Lines’, Cambridge Journal of Postcolonial
Literary Inquiry, 8.3 (2021), 301–322; James Scorer, ‘Comic-Strip Mining: Neo-Extractivism and Land
Conflicts in Joe Sacco’s Paying the Land (2020); and Nelly Luna and Jesús Cossio’s La guerra por el
agua (2016)’, IdeAs: Idées d’Amériques, 19 (2022), pp. 1-18.
4 The Truth and Reconciliation Committee of Canada, ‘Honouring the Truth, Reconciling for the Future:
Summary of the Final Report of the Truth and Reconciliation Committee of Canada’, www.trc.ca, 2015,
<https://ehprnh2mwo3..com/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Executive_Summary_English_Web.pdf>,
p. 70 [accessed 6 October 2022].
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Whereas the fields of perpetrator studies and genocide studies
until recently have been largely concerned with mass killings as
‘time-intense direct violence enacted with explicitly declared intent’
with the Holocaust as a crucial historical precedent,5 Paying the Land
addresses the ‘genocidal practices of forced exclusion and assimilation’6
also referred to as ‘settler colonial genocide’. 7 The IRSS was part of a
broader set of policies that, as Glen Coulthard (Dene) describes, ‘sought
to marginalize Indigenous people and communities with the ultimate
goal being our elimination, if not physically, then as cultural, political,
and legal peoples distinguishable from the rest of Canadian society’.8
‘Colonial policy […] recognized that the destruction of Indigenous
women and children was the fastest way to remove Indigenous Peoples
from the land. It is the fastest way to destroy nations. So policies were
designed to target children’, explains Leanne Betasamosake Simpson
(Anishinaabe).9 Following The Truth and Reconciliation Committee
of Canada (TRCC), Joe Sacco adopts the term ‘cultural genocide’
for these policies, a concept that will be discussed in more detail
below.10 Officially established in 2008, the TRCC sought to inform
the Canadian public about the IRSS by documenting the experiences
of its survivors. Its final report was published in 2015 and constitutes
a resource extensively cited by Sacco. Moreover, journalist Marie
Wilson, one of the TRCC’s three commissioners, is a prominent
interview partner in the book. Along similar lines as the report, Sacco
presents an oral history of the IRSS told by its survivors and outlines
its traumatic effects on the Dene community through his established
documentary comics journalism approach. Despite this focus on
genocide, Sacco also employs the documentary comics genre to let his
interview partners tell their stories of ‘survivance’, which according
to Gerald Vizenor (Anishinaabe) entails
5 Wakeham, p. 338.
6 Glen Coulthard, Red Skin, White Masks: Rejecting the Colonial Politics of Recognition (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 2014), p. 4.
7 Wakeham, p. 338.
8 Coulthard, p. 4; see also Leanne Betasamosake Simpson, ‘A Homegrown Genocide’, briarpatch, 23 July
2013, n.p. <https://briarpatchmagazine.com/articles/view/honour-the-apology> [accessed 26 June
2022]; David B. MacDonald, The Sleeping Giant Awakens: Genocide, Indian Residential Schools, and the
Challenge of Conciliation (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2019).
9 Simpson, n.p.
10 The Truth and Reconciliation Committee of Canada, p. 1; see also Elisa Novic, The Concept of Cultural
Genocide: An International Law Perspective (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016).
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an active sense of presence over absence, deracination, and
oblivion; survivance is the continuance of stories, not a mere
reaction, however pertinent. Survivance is greater than the right of a
survivable name. Survivance stories are renunciations of dominance,
detractions, obtrusions, the unbearable sentiments of tragedy, and
the legacy of victimry.11

Moreover, Sacco contextualizes the intracommunal violence as a
distinct outcome of colonial genocide by exploring both historical
context and individual biographies, as will be shown in detail below. To
this end, he uses the affordances of the comics form, such as the form
and composition of panels and grids but also cartooning drawing style,
to visually frame the depicted experiences as an ongoing history that
still very much shapes Canada’s present. As a spatial medium, comics
is defined by the co-presence of different scenes on the same page;
hence, every panel is read in light of its surroundings and how different
elements are positioned in relation to each other. Similarly, the elements
within the individual panels are also arranged in relation to each other,
which carries further semantic implications. These strategies rely on a
reader who is active in the meaning-making process: ‘Comics makes
a reader access the unfolding of evidence in the movement of its basic
grammar, by aggregating and accumulating frames of information,’
as Hillary Chute points out.12 In this way, ‘[c]omics offers attention
both to the creation of evidence and to what is outside the frame. It
invokes visual efficacy and limitation, creating dynamic texts inclined
to express the layered horizon of history implied by “documentary”’.13
Using such graphic narrative means as well as narrative arrangements,
Sacco notably presents the violent behaviors of residential schoolteachers
as systemic rather than individual. The nuns and priests that make up
the teaching staff of the residential schools are the group of perpetrators
most extensively explored in the work, as they feature prominently in
the eyewitness accounts of Sacco’s now adult interviews partners. The
historical policymakers that initiated the IRSS are only briefly included.
In this way, Paying the Land is less concerned with the malicious mindsets
of individual top-level decision makers than with the more ordinary
individuals that partake in a malicious system, perhaps without any intent
to harm. Hence, although, as in Sacco’s earlier works that deal with mass
11 Gerald Vizenor, ‘Aesthetics of Survivance’, in Native Liberty: Natural Reason and Cultural Survivance, ed.
by Gerald Vizenor (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2009), pp. 85–103, p. 85.
12 Chute, p. 2
13 Ibid., p. 17.
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killings, Paying the Land similarly keeps perpetrators largely anonymous
to prioritize the victims’ stories, it deals with a different kind of
perpetrator figure, as will be discussed in more detail below. Furthermore,
the notion of a victim and perpetrator binary is complicated by the
fact that members of the Indigenous communities affected by cultural
genocide become perpetrators as well, as they pass on their trauma to
the next generation. This way, they become involved in the perpetuation
of harmful power structures. Finally, Paying the Land explicitly asks its
readers to consider their own entanglement within colonialist systems of
domination, addressing them as what Michael Rothberg calls implicated
subjects: individuals who benefit from such power structures without
necessarily being directly responsible for acts of violence.14

Joe Sacco’s Representations of Perpetrators
Throughout his career as a comics journalist, Joe Sacco has represented
perpetrators in numerous conflicts, most prominently the Yugoslav War
and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Sacco has portrayed warlords and
political leaders, such as Bosnian Serb war criminal Radovan Karadžić,
whose prosecution Sacco detailed in ‘Christmas with Karadzic’ and later
in a report about ‘The War Crime Trials’ at The Hague in 1998. Paying the
Land’s exploration of the IRSS applies many of the strategies that Sacco
has used most notably in his seminal Safe Area Goražde, which documents
the genocide in Bosnia in the 1990s. Laurike in ‘t Veld explores the
presentation of perpetrators in comics in terms of ‘moralization’ on a
spectrum ‘that runs from Manichean depiction of extraordinary evil
on the one hand, to an exploration of the “ordinariness” of perpetrators
and their reasons for participation on the other’.15 Concerning Safe Area
Goražde, she argues that ‘[b]y oscillating between images of sadistic
perpetrators and strategies that nuance this view, Sacco offers a complex
negotiation between the two models’.16 What these two reportages share
is that they explore perpetratorship distinctly through an oral history
pieced together from the victims’ witness accounts. Other works,
in contrast, include more extensive and nuanced but also intimate,
14 Michael Rothberg, The Implicated Subject: Beyond Victims and Perpetrators (Stanford, CA: Stanford
University Press, 2019), p. 1.
15 Laurike in ‘t Veld, The Representation of Genocide in Graphic Novels: Considering the Role of Kitsch
(Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2019), p. 83.
16 Ibid., p. 84.
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sometimes even empathetic portraits of war crime perpetrators. In his
metajournalistic The Fixer (2003), Sacco documents his Sarajevan fixer
Neven’s recollections of the Yugoslav War, some of which are highly
dubious. These include accounts of looting civilian homes involving
Neven and praise for criminal warlords he was associated with. Likewise,
in Footnotes in Gaza, Sacco interviews the Hamas fighter Khaled who, by
his own admission, killed Israeli civilians, showing his anxiety about
being assassinated by the Israeli military in a page-spanning series of
close-up portraits.17 Both narratives extensively explore the motivations
of these men and contextualize their crimes as part of their complex
biographies, considering their own experiences of victimhood as well as
structural problems as possible causes for their perpetratorship.
Sacco’s self-proclaimed aim is to offer a more nuanced rendering
of foreign conflicts to Western, especially North American audiences
than the mainstream news channels.18 Depictions of perpetrators
are often put in this service: Whereas Safe Area Goražde criticizes the
indecisiveness of Western responses to the Bosnian genocide, Footnotes
in Gaza attempts to present a diverse and nuanced account of the IsraeliPalestinian conflict. Sacco seeks to award voice and visibility to groups
victimized by physical violence and forced displacements in recent
military contexts in both cases. Paying the Land, however, addresses
crimes that lie at the heart of North American history: settler colonialism
and the forced assimilation of Indigenous Peoples, in this case, Canada’s
First Nations. Hence, Paying the Land explores notions of collective guilt
concerning the majority group that Sacco himself identifies with and
is, therefore, decolonial in scope and ambition. In its representation of
settler-colonial violence and genocide, Sacco is, however, less focused
on the more distant past and mass killings in the sense of ‘frontier
homicide’19 and privileges the witness accounts of living survivors
of twentieth-century genocidal attempts as well as their accounts of
possible futures. Likewise, although Sacco also addresses the physical
abuse involved in the IRSS, the mass deaths that the system entailed, as
well as the ongoing problem of substance-abuse-related deaths, Paying
the Land is primarily concerned with the attempted group destruction
of the Dene in psychological and cultural terms.
17 Joe Sacco, Footnotes in Gaza (New York, NY: Metropolitan Books, 2009), p. 178.
18 See, e.g., Aryn Bartley, ‘The Hateful Self: Substitution and the Ethics of Representing War’, MFS Modern
Fiction Studies, 54.1 (2008), 50–71 (p. 54); Schmid, Frames and Framing in Documentary Comics, p. 230.
19 Patrick Wolfe, ‘Settler Colonialism and the Elimination of the Native’, Journal of Genocide Research, 8.4
(2006), 387–409 (p. 387).
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The IRSS and Cultural Genocide
As opposed to Sacco’s earlier representations of genocide, most
prominently Srebrenica, Paying the Land rests on the notion of ‘cultural
genocide’, adopting this term from the TRCC, which argues that
[p]hysical genocide is the mass killing of the members of a targeted
group, and biological genocide is the destruction of the group’s
reproductive capacity. Cultural genocide is the destruction of those
structures and practices that allow the group to continue as a group.20

Similarly, Yvonne Donders writes, ‘cultural genocide refers to the
destruction by the state or state organs of the culture of a community’.21
Sacco introduces the term halfway into the story, on the final page of
the chapter ‘A Savage Who Can Read’.22 This chapter bisects the book: In
Sacco’s own words, the preceding chapters primarily outline the ‘effects’
of ‘something’ that ‘has been circling above these stories, in fact, haunting
this entire project’.23 At this point, the reader has already been confronted
with Indigenous perpetrators of intracommunal and domestic violence,
which will be discussed further below.
As the chapter concludes, this haunting ‘something’ is identified as
‘cultural genocide’, and, citing the TRCC, Sacco states that ‘the Canadian
government and the churches had been guilty’ of it.24 The graphic narrative
framing of this scene is both striking and typical of Sacco’s style: the
statement is placed in a text box with a thick black frame that underlines
its gravity, much like an obituary. Several other text boxes lead the gaze
toward it, across the upper part of the last image overlapping with the
depiction of a shouting nun ushering a group of children in the direction
of the onlooking perspective. While the nun’s face is slightly obscured by
the text box, the children present the quite literal bottom line of the page
and the chapter: their faces are clearly visible and several create a sense
of what Gunter Kress and Theo van Leeuwen call ‘direct address’, that
is, a sense of simulated eye contact that places a ‘demand’ on the reader.25
20 The Truth and Reconciliation Committee of Canada, p. 1.
21 Yvonne Donders, ‘Cultural Genocide’, in Culture and Human Rights: The Wroclaw Commentaries, ed. by Andreas J. Wiesand, Kalliopi Chainoglou and Anna Sledzinska-Simon (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2017), pp. 132–133 (p. 132).
22 Joe Sacco, Paying the Land (New York, NY: Metropolitan Books, 2020), pp. 121–149.
23 Ibid., p. 121.
24 Ibid. p. 149.
25 Gunther Kress and Theo van Leeuwen, Reading Images: The Grammar of Visual Design (London:
Routledge, 2006), p. 188; see also Aryn Barley, ‘Staging Cosmopolitanism: The Transnational Encounter
in Joe Sacco’s Footnotes in Gaza’, in Transnational Perspectives on Graphic Narratives: Comics at the
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In Paying the Land, this demand is generally for readers to confront
the diachronic realities of cultural genocide and to acknowledge their
own implication in the system that generated it. In this way, the focus
of the larger work also lies on the victims, not the perpetrators, whose
perspective is only marginally considered, as will be discussed below.
As an explanatory frame for the IRSS, the concept of cultural
genocide is not uncontroversial and has been highly politicized from
its very inception. The term was originally proposed by Polish lawyer
Raphael Lemkin who coined the term ‘genocide’ and included cultural
genocide as a form of it. However, the ‘concept eventually did not
survive [the UGNC] treaty negotiations in the 1940s and lay dormant
until the 1990s’.26 As Leora Bilsky and Rachel Klagsbrun argue, when
the participant nations wanted to implement a legal basis to prosecute
genocide, they also sought ‘to keep it in strict boundaries so that it
would not be used to review the discriminatory policies of democratic
states against domestic minorities and indigenous peoples’.27 Hence,
a legally binding application for genocide to settler colonialism has
been actively impeded and, accordingly, ‘cultural genocide’, as used by
TRCC and Sacco, is ‘a qualified term not recognized in international
law’.28 Being established by the Canadian government in 2016 after
the TRCC, The National Inquiry into the Missing and Murdered
Indigenous Women and Girls (MMIWG), warns in its 2019 findings
that a qualification of ‘“cultural genocide” as distinct from “real”
genocide’ is harmful.29 As Patrick Wolfe points out,
the practical hazards that can ensue once an abstract concept like
“cultural genocide” falls into the wrong hands are legion. In particular, in
an elementary category error, “either/or” can be substituted for “both/
and,” from which genocide emerges as either biological (read “the real
thing”) or cultural—and thus, it follows, not real.30

26
27
28
29
30

Crossroads, ed. by Shane Denson, Christina Meyer, and Daniel Stein (London: Bloomsbury, 2014), pp.
57–82 (p. 71); Schmid, Frames and Framing in Documentary Comics, p. 143.
Leora Bilsky and Rachel Klagsbrun, ‘The Return of Cultural Genocide?’, The European Journal of
International Law, 29.2 (2018), 373–396 (p. 374).
Ibid., p. 395.
Wakeham, p. 340.
The National Inquiry into the Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls, ‘Supplementary
Report: Genocide’, 2019, p. 7 <https://www.mmiwg-ffada.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/Supplementary-Report_Genocide.pdf> [accessed 08 April 2022].
Wolfe, p. 398.
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In any case, applying the term genocide to settler colonialism demands
specific attention to its larger historical dimensions. Even though
Lemkin’s concept of cultural genocide explicitly sought to expand the
notion of genocide beyond temporally distinct mass killings, the fields
of perpetrator studies and genocide research are primarily modelled
on such cases. In contrast, the MMIWG argues:
Unlike the traditional paradigms of genocide, such as the Holocaust,
the Armenian Genocide, and the Rwandan Genocide which took place
over the course of 12 years, 8 years, and 3 months respectively, colonial
destruction of Indigenous peoples has taken place insidiously and over
centuries. The intent to destroy Indigenous peoples in Canada was
implemented gradually and intermittently, using varied tactics against
distinct Indigenous communities. These acts and omissions affected their
rights to life and security, but also numerous economic, cultural and social
rights. In addition to the lethal conduct, the non-lethal tactics used were
no less destructive and fall within the scope of the crime of genocide.31

Pointing to the ‘slow violence of settler colonialism’, Pauline Wakeham
likewise argues that these ‘particular historical injustices cannot be
understood outside of the longue durée of settler-colonial invasion—
an invasion which persists to this day’, hence, ‘although genocidal
processes in settler colonial contexts include time-intensive violence,
slower, attritional modes of destruction’ need to be considered as well.32
Similarly, Wolfe argues that group destruction is a fundamental aspect
of settler colonialism, which operates on a ‘logic of elimination’ in
order to gain access to territory.33 Nevertheless he warns:
Keeping one eye on the Holocaust, which is always the unqualified
referent of the qualified genocides, can only disadvantage Indigenous
people because it discursively reinforces the figure of lack at the heart
of the non-Western. […] On historical as well as categorical grounds,
therefore, the hyphenated genocides devalue Indigenous attrition.34

The concept of genocide, modified or not, carries unquestionable weight.
In the Canadian context, it serves to acknowledge that ‘the IRS system was
not just a “dark chapter” in Canadian history – it is the story of Canada –
31 The National Inquiry into the Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls, pp. 10-11; see also
MacDonald, p. 6.
32 Wakeham, pp. 338.
33 Wolfe, p. 388; see also Wakeham, p. 347.
34 Wolfe, p. 402.
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and the system was integral to our country’s foundation’.35 As the MMIWG
points out, ‘genocide is both a crime that entails individual criminal
responsibility and a wrongful act that entails state responsibility’.36 Hence,
framing the IRSS as an attempt at cultural genocide serves as an element of
reparation. It also directly shapes the understanding of perpetrators, which,
in the context of perpetrator research, tends to be defined more narrowly
as ‘any individual who contributes directly and substantially to genocide (or
other mass atrocities)’.37 The label of ‘genocide’ thus frames those involved
in the IRSS as perpetrators akin to those who carried out orchestrated
mass killings in line with the dominant definition of the concept. In
their taxonomy of perpetrators, Uğur Ümit Üngör and Kjell Anderson
position IRRS teachers at the back end of a perpetrator spectrum, arguing:
‘Perpetrators of genocide, for example, can range from Nazi bureaucrats
to Rwandan farmers to (arguably) teachers in Canadian residential
schools’.38 Üngör and Anderson, moreover, differentiate between ‘top level
(architects), mid-level (organizers), and bottom level (killers)’.39 Although
such a distinction is valuable, their wording also exemplifies that the
concept of genocide essentially rests on the act of killing. However, Üngör
and Anderson also point to genocide’s cultural dimension, stating that such
a ‘far-reaching social project requires ideological justification: the victims
must be destroyed because of who they are, their fundamental essence’.40
According to Elisa Novic, the concept of cultural genocide, moreover,
‘allows for the analysis to be refocused— particularly in terms of its legacy
and reconciliation— on the wider societal and cultural dimension’.41
Novic discusses recognition and application of the concept ‘as a measure
of satisfaction’ in the sense of reparations, but points to its reliance on
‘political subjectivity’, ‘since it implies the transcending of the closed
relationship between the perpetrators and victims and the involvement
of the whole society’.42 Novic warns that an ‘exclusive “State or individual
perpetrators versus victims” approach’ would risk ‘leaving the rest of the
population completely outside the equation of reparations’ because
35 MacDonald, p. 7.
36 The National Inquiry into the Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls, p. 4
37 Uğur Ümit Üngör and Kjell Anderson, ‘From Perpetrators to Perpetration: Definitions, Typologies,
and Processes’, in The Routledge International Handbook of Perpetrator Studies, ed. by Susanne C.
Knittel and Zachary J. Goldberg (London: Routledge, 2020), pp. 7–22 (p. 7).
38 Ibid., p. 8.
39 Ibid., p. 7.
40 Ibid., p. 8.
41 Novic, p. 234.
42 Ibid., p. 235.
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[f]ocusing exclusively on victims in the absence of any effort to
raise the majority or dominant group’s awareness may then hamper
the actual effects of reparation […]. It may even reach the opposite
result by fostering the idea that the victims constitute a financial
burden on the wider society, a rhetoric that is often echoed in
societies where indigenous peoples have endured long-lasting
discrimination and obtained reparation in the form of financial
compensation and rehabilitation.43

Paying the Land largely avoids this pitfall and does not assign blame
to individual IRSS perpetrators in such a way that their crimes are
portrayed as outcomes of personal idiosyncrasies or perversions. In
accordance with the concept of genocide, Sacco puts the representation
of perpetrators primarily in the service of emphasizing the systemic
nature of the crime. Understanding the IRSS as an attempt at cultural
genocide, moreover, offers a resource to counter what Miranda Fricker
calls ‘hermeneutic injustice’, which ensues ‘when a gap in collective
interpretative resources puts someone at an unfair disadvantage when
it comes to making sense of their social experiences’.44 Fricker connects
this to the notion of ‘hermeneutical marginalization’, which causes
‘structural prejudice’ against particular social groups by obscuring the
experience from collective understanding.45 Fricker’s discussion arises
from feminist scholarship, but the implications are transferable. Taking
cases of sexual harassment as an example, Fricker argues:
For something to be an injustice, it must be harmful but also
wrongful, whether because discriminatory or because otherwise
unfair. In the present example, harasser and harassee alike are
cognitively handicapped by the hermeneutical lacuna—neither has
a proper understanding of how he is treating her—but the harasser’s
cognitive disablement is not a significant disadvantage to him.
[…] By contrast,the harassee’s cognitive disablement is seriously
disadvantageous to her. The cognitive disablement prevents her from
understanding a significant patch of her own experience: that is, a
patch of experience which it is strongly in her interests to understand,
for without that understanding she is left deeply troubled, confused,
and isolated, not to mention vulnerable to continued harassment.46

43 Novic, p. 236.
44 Miranda Fricker, Epistemic Injustice: Power and the Ethics of Knowing (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2007), p. 1.
45 Ibid., p. 155.
46 Ibid.
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Here, the victim is put at an ‘asymmetrical cognitive disadvantage’
since they are left unable to make proper sense of their situation. 47
Similar dynamics apply in the case of the IRSS, in which the
institutional nomenclature’s positive framing that this ‘education’
should ‘benefit’ the affected children would lead to a similar
cognitive disablement that prevents them from making sense of their
actual experiences. Paying the Land employs academic terminology
as a strategy to counter this hermeneutical lacuna by introducing
explanatory frameworks for the structural violence, deconstructing
the painfully euphemistic concept of ‘residential schools’. Besides
cultural genocide, this also includes lateral violence – violence
directed toward other members of a marginalized group rather than
toward the oppressing group – as will be discussed further below.
Hermeneutical injustice, in Fricker’s conceptualization, entails that
‘the relevant gap in hermeneutical resources has genuinely reduced
the communicative intelligibility of the speaker in one way or
another’ and, therefore, ‘[t]he point is to realize that the speaker is
struggling with an objective difficulty and not a subjective failing’. 48
Documenting the process of Canada’s First Nations’ shifting
awareness of these dynamics lies very much at the heart of Sacco’s
reportage and informs its representation of perpetrators.

Narrative Context in Paying the Land
Paying the Land exhibits several of Sacco’s well-established graphic
narrative strategies: The essentially two-fold narrative structure
embeds graphic narrative witness accounts of past events into a story
of Sacco’s investigation in the present, establishing an explanatory
framework for its central conflicts by arranging and framing the
witness accounts. Including the story of the investigation, usually with
his own avatar distinctly visible, serves to disclose Sacco’s documentary
practices, editorial decisions, and subjective reactions.49 On the page,
graphic narrative renderings of his interview partners and their
accounts are visually co-present. This technique heightens awareness
47 Fricker, p. 161.
48 Ibid., p. 169.
49 Cf. Gary Groth, ‘Joe Sacco, Frontline Journalist’, in Safe Area Goražde: Special Edition, authored by
Joe Sacco (Seattle, WA: Fantagraphics Books, 2011), pp. 231–254 (p. 237); in ‘t Veld, p. 14; Schmid,
Frames and Framing in Documentary Comics, p. 204.
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of the book’s oral history makeup and ties the represented accounts
to specific individuals who prominently feature in talking-head style
panels. In contrast to his earlier works, though, Paying the Land does
not separate witness accounts through black page frames. Hence, no
formal distinction between past and present occurs. Moreover, Sacco
employs visual framing techniques to blur the distinction between past
and present in his representation of trauma by combining temporally
removed events within the confines of one panel or having characters
or speech balloons extend across temporal divides.50 Accordingly,
in Paying the Land, the representation of perpetrators is distinctly
embedded in this logic of oral history and meta-documentary
awareness. However, compared to earlier works, Sacco’s investigation,
his role as documentarian, and his subjective response take up less
room, his avatar being less often visible.51 The implicit gesture appears
to cede narrative authority to his Indigenous interview partners and
have them tell their stories with minimal intervention. In contrast
to his previous works, Sacco largely refrains from meta-journalistic
elaborations or introspection concerning his own experience during
his investigation to give his interview partners space on the page.
Likewise, the book’s final chapters relegate the authority to outline
different, even contrasting possible futures to diverse Dene voices. For
the final page, Sacco employs a Dene hand game, in which the opponent
must guess in which hand the player keeps a token to win, as metaphor:
one player is ‘not out yet’ and ‘could still be here today!’52 This way,
Sacco not only foregrounds survivance but also symbolically cedes the
agency to determine the future outcome to the Dene player.
As stated above, IRSS perpetrators only appear halfway through
the book, after an extensive exploration of the present situation of the
Dene. First, however, the book opens with a quasi-prologue named
‘You Find Yourself in the Circle’, which depicts an account by Dene
journalist, former Tulita Chief and Dene Nation Vice President Paul
Andrew that presents his childhood memories of the traditional Dene
lifestyle, which ends abruptly when he is forcibly taken to a residential
school – a fact that the reader learns only later. For this account, Sacco
omits panel frames, evoking a sense of flow and timelessness, in line
50 Maureen Shay, ‘Framing Refugee Time: Perpetuated Regression in Joe Sacco’s Footnotes in Gaza’,
Journal of Postcolonial Writing, 50.2 (2014), 202-215; Chute, pp. 234-235.
51 Cf. Davies, p. 305.
52 Sacco, Paying the Land, p. 260.
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with what the book’s back cover blurb calls ‘time immemorial’.53 Later,
however, Andrew gives ‘… tents, stoves, guns, knives, maybe plates…’
as examples when asked for ‘the specific things you had from the
Euro-Western world that you would bring into the bush with you’54,
emphasizing the coevalness of this lifestyle. As James Scorer points out,
‘[t]he lack of straight lines mirrors Andrew’s comments about the cycles
of work and being in “the circle of that community”’.55 Dominic Davies,
moreover, argues that without the ‘colonial lines’ introduced later,
Sacco’s graphic novel draws readers both literally and figuratively into
a terrestrial point of view. By doing away with the page’s architectural
frames in this way, Sacco brings us closer to the ground of the Dene
story, his hand-drawn lines attempting to emulate their precolonial
relationship with the land.56

Set against a stark black background, portraits of Andrew giving his
account to Sacco disturb the idyll of striking black-and-mostly-white
landscapes. The scene ends with the yet unseen Sacco interrupting
Andrew in a tone of mock-impatience: ‘Okay. This is very fascinating. But
I guess we should get to the point where a plane shows up’.57 Andrew’s
account of the traditional Dene lifestyle is thus established as an initial
equilibrium whose upheaval will be the ensuing narrative’s primary focus.
Starting on page 121, the chapter ‘A Savage Who Can Read’ returns
to the crucial point when Canadian government officials seize Andrew
as a boy and take him away from his family to a residential school.
Sacco prefaces this chapter: ‘Dear Reader, something has been circling
above these stories, in fact, haunting this entire project. Perhaps I
should have mentioned it before. All I have described thus far are
its effects, but now we must look its way’.58 He raises the question of
why ‘the indigenous peoples of the Northwest Territories seem adrift,
unmoored from the culture that once anchored them’ and answers that
‘[u]nmooring the indigenous people—in fact, erasing the essence of their
indigeneity—was long Canada’s official policy’.59 Throughout ‘A Savage
Who Can Read’, Sacco draws an oral history of the residential school
53
54
55
56
57
58
59

See Schmid, Frames and Framing in Documentary Comics, p. 186.
Sacco, Paying the Land, p. 19.
Scorer, p. 13.
Davies, pp. 312–313.
Sacco, Paying the Land, p. 22.
Ibid., p. 121.
Ibid., pp. 121–122.
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system from the witness accounts of several of its victims. A sense of
lingering trauma is invoked by placing interviews in the present and
the account of the reported experiences in the past within the confines
of the same panel, visually blending them and thus complicating any
neat distinction. As part of this oral history, Sacco includes three
types of perpetrators: First, largely unidentified government officials
who are represented in a way that largely aligns the readers with their
perpetrator perspectives; second, abusive nuns and priests who are
represented in a way that the children might have perceived them; and
third, orchestrators of cultural genocide, i.e., top-level perpetrators
whose representation is more distant.

The Reader as an Implicated Subject
Paul Andrew’s account of how he was taken away from his family is
a striking case of the first type of perpetrator representation. As he
narrates his experiences in talking-head panels, the visual perspective
in the historical scene is cast in such a way that we see the two
Canadian government officials – a Mounted Police officer and a man
in a checkered jacket and cap, presumably, a so-called Indian agent –
moving toward Andrew’s family from outside the frame of the page.60
This composition leaves the two men unidentified, and it also positions
the reader’s gaze with the intruders.
The next page follows a similar pattern: at the top, young Andrew is
first dragged from an unframed position on the page into a sequence of
three panels. Candy is thrown into his face from this position, and he
is finally hauled outside the page by an arm wearing a checkered jacket.
On the bottom half of the page, a slanted panel shows Andrew and a
group of fellow Indigenous children being moved toward the plane; the
Mountie is carrying one child and, again, a disembodied arm with the
checkered jacket reaches for them from the very edge of the page and
urges them forward while the man’s body is left unseen.61 In this scene,
Sacco’s panel framing evokes a sense of confinement in the immediate
case of the abduction and, on a larger scale, contrasts the unframed,
‘timeless’ representation of the traditional Dene lifestyle with framed
and thus fragmented settler-colonial modernity.62 Likewise, the
60 Sacco, Paying the Land, p. 124.
61 Ibid., p. 125.
62 Schmid, Frames and Framing in Documentary Comics, p. 188; see also Davies.
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disembodied representation of the abductor’s hand emphasizes
Andrew’s panicked perception of this traumatic moment that was
incomprehensible to him. As a witness, the adult Andrew remains very
much in control and in focus during the scene: his talking-head portrait
is at the center of both pages, simulating eye contact with the reader,
demanding that they witness his testimony. This story is about Andrew,
not about the perpetrators who do not exceed the status of unidentified
props. At the same time, the reader’s perspective is positioned in such
a way that a sense of connection to the group of perpetrators is created.
Throughout the book, Sacco makes clear that he addresses a
Western audience and urges them to accept collective guilt and
responsibility for these crimes. Early on in the book in a discussion
about Dene participation in resource extraction, Dene entrepreneur
Darell Beaulieu calls out the Western hypocrisy, stating: ‘If you don’t
like development of oil and gas, you don’t like fracking, you don’t like
mining, then stop driving your car or stop using your iPhone’.63 This
allegation is underlined by a rendering of a polluted city full of cars
and people using mobile devices, confirming the general implication
of Western individuals in the climate catastrophe. Close to the end
of the book, in one of Sacco’s last appearances, he visits a deserted
mine in which 237,000 tons of arsenic trioxide, a highly poisonous
byproduct of gold mining, are permanently stored. This leads him to
draw the following conclusion:
I will leave here with many unanswered questions about my indigenous
hosts, but right now […] my biggest query is about my race, about us.
What is the worldview of a people who mumble no thanks or prayers,
who take what they want from the land, and pay it back with arsenic? 64

These words are accompanied by a depiction of Sacco leaving the mine
in a truck, driving toward the light of day, as the last words figuratively
remain in the dark of the mine. The arsenic is both literal proof of
and metaphor for the poisonous legacy of settler colonialism. Both
Sacco and the reader are being explicitly implicated by the first-person
plural, implying that the crimes that Paying the Land addresses are not
to be attributed to individual perpetrators but are framed as a matter
of collective guilt. Earlier in the narrative, Sacco already includes a
reflection of his subject position as a Westerner. When he faces a request
63 Sacco, Paying the Land, p. 43.
64 Ibid., p. 249.
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by Indigenous interview partners to be paid, he learns from a local
social scientist that he should ‘reflect on [his] inquiry through the lens
of colonization’.65 He states, ‘I listen with teeth clenched, but doesn’t
she have a point? After all what’s the difference between me and an oil
company? We’ve both come here to extract something’.66 This insight is
accompanied by the visual metaphor of an oil drilling rig placed into
a man’s head with is top removed. Set against a black crosshatched
background at the bottom of the page, the panel only shows the man’s eye
area, nose, and ears, but leaves out his mouth. This significant absence
renders him unable to speak for himself, effectively becoming an object
of exploitation rather a conversation partner on equal footing. This way,
Sacco acknowledges his own positionality as a member of a majority
group while doing his investigation and the difficult histories and power
imbalances that inform the relationship to his documentary subject.
Such narrative framing aligns with Sacco’s rendering of Paul
Andrew’s witness account, which positions the reader’s gaze with the
group of perpetrators. As readers we do not occupy the first-person
perspective of the perpetrators, but the visual perspective within the
composition of the scene positions the onlooker in such a way that they
witness the events from the vantage point of the group of perpetrators.
This way, Sacco ‘implicates’ the reader in the sense proposed by Michael
Rothberg, who argues that ‘“implication,” like the proximate but not
identical term “complicity,” draws attention to how we are “folded
into” (im-pli-cated in) events that at first seem beyond our agency as
individual subjects’.67 Beyond the binary of perpetrator and victim, the
reader is addressed as an implicated subject whose position is
aligned with power and privilege without being themselves direct
agents of harm; they contribute to, inhabit, inherit, or benefit from
regimes of domination but do not originate or control such regimes.
An implicated subject is neither a victim nor a perpetrator, but rather
a participant in histories and social formations that generate the
positions of victim and perpetrator, and yet in which most people do
not occupy such clear-cut roles.68

At the same time, ‘implicated subject’ forms a complex category that
is context-specific and dynamic: ‘In other contexts—with respect
65
66
67
68

Sacco, Paying the Land, p. 107.
Ibid.
Rothberg, p. 1.
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to other histories and other structures—we might also (or instead)
be perpetrators or victims or descendants of victims’.69 In Paying the
Land, implication is a form of address that constructs a prototypical
readership that is entangled in the colonial legacy. ‘Modes of
implication—entanglement in historical and present-day injustices’,
Rothberg argues, are ‘essential to confront in the pursuit of justice’.70
Sacco’s graphic narrative reconstruction of Andrew’s experience
forces the reader into such a confrontation. Although not directly
positioned as the perpetrator or assigned an identifiable first-person
perspective, the reader’s gaze is nevertheless aligned with the group
of perpetrators while, at the same time, the victim is the primary
object of the gaze. In the present of the investigative storyline Andrew
is presented as directly addressing the reader, demanding that the
reader receive his testimony. This way, the visual perspective for the
reception of Andrew’s experience is not that of an impartial bystander
but rather that of an implicated subject. Through their co-presence on
the page, with panels overlapping and being folded into each other, past
experience and present explanation intertwine, thus, visualizing the
diachronic dimension of cultural genocide and the Western reader’s
implication therein. As Rothberg argues,
Without a link to the present, historical injustices do not implicate us;
they remain of strictly antiquarian interest. At the same time, what
we consider the present is itself the outcome of historical processes
thathave created the world in which we live. […] implication emerges
from the ongoing, uneven, and destabilizing intrusion of irrevocable
pasts into an unredeemed present.71

Using the comics grammar to conflate past and present in the
composition of the page, Sacco makes legible the ongoing effects of
history and its diachronic implications.

The IRSS as an Environment of Systemic Violence
In his representation of IRSS perpetrators, Sacco retains some of the
strategies that he used in his earlier works. As in ‘t Veld describes for
a witness account of atrocities in Safe Area Goražde, ‘[t]he anonymity
69 Rothberg, p. 8.
70 Ibid., p. 12.
71 Ibid., p. 9.
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of perpetrators is further contrasted with the individuality of the
eyewitness […]’.72 Here, ‘Sacco’s obscuring strategies could function
as nuancing gestures, as no evil, individualised perpetrators are
singled out, and their appearance is not markedly different from
that of his victims’.73 In Goražde, Sacco furthermore ‘tends to quite
uniformly draw the Serb perpetrators as one-dimensional figures’.74 In
‘t Veld specifically points to Sacco’s strategy of obscuring the eyes of
perpetrators: ‘The eyes form the connection with the humanity of the
perpetrators and by not showing them, Sacco can evade the motivation
behind their behavior’.75 She argues:
By denying a full view of the perpetrators in favour of the visual
manifestation of the victims, Sacco re-humanises those who have been
dehumanized through the war and individualizes those who have been
subsumed in the abstracted numbers of global news coverage.76

Although in Paying the Land it is not so much news coverage, but
rather Western historiography, the same dynamic applies in the
representation of perpetrators, who are depicted as anonymous
agents of structural violence rather than as individuals.
Throughout the chapter, various depictions of nuns and priests can
be found in which they tower ominously above the children, grabbing,
shoving, hitting, or yelling at them from the margins of the respective
panel. Often, they are visually individualized, but they remain
unnamed. They are primarily recognizable by their Catholic habit,
with priests dressed in black cassocks with white clerical collars and
nuns in black tunics with white coifs. This way, they mostly function as
ominous agents of a hostile environment, as they, for instance, punish
the children for speaking their native languages.77 A double page that
represents corporal punishments experienced by Valerie Conrad and
Paul Andrew stands out: disembodied hands from outside panel slap
the children, enhancing the sense of a constant danger.78 Again, the
perpetrators are only metonymically referenced. As Conrad explains,
‘you never know when you’re going to get a shot in the head or a ruler
72
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75
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in the hands’.79 Andrew confirms that ‘you got hit and you never know
why you got hit…’ which led the children to internalize the anger, ‘And
then pretty soon you begin to believe what they say, that you’re not
good enough. You’re not good enough. That’s why we got to remake you.
Because you’re not good enough’.80 These sentences are superimposed
on a portrait of young Andrew with a nun and a priest towering and
yelling behind the character, visually emulating his experience of past
abuse but also rendering them as metaphorical voices lingering in
young Andrew’s head. The same panel also includes the adult Andrew
explaining the situation in his testimony. The parallelism between
child and adult characters and especially the sentences in individual
text boxes extending from the child toward the adult emphasize the
sense of lingering trauma. Andrew confirms: ‘…it’s that emotional, that
spiritual, that mental abuse that really sticks with you forever and ever’.81
Although depicted frontally with individualized faces, the nun and the
priest appear as figurative ghosts from Andrew’s past that haunted
his childhood. Additionally, this depiction echoes and counteracts the
colonial practice of before-and-after photographs of Native children as
proof of successful assimilation by foregrounding the resulting trauma.82
Individual perpetrators are rarely singled out. Margaret Jumbo
reports a nun who ‘was very strict’ and who would violently beat her.83
Jumbo recounts how she did not want to cry but realized that she would
be hurt until she started. This moment is displayed in a large panel that
features three likenesses of the nun and the child forming a vector
from top to bottom with the characters looming consecutively larger.
The panel is drawn from a below angle so that both Jumbo’s and the
nun’s face are clearly visible: the girl weeps heavily as the older woman
glares at her head and, coincidentally, in the last incarnation, also in the
direction of the reader. Although the nun is unnamed, her face stands
out due to her glasses and her broad, darkened nose. Otherwise, the
character remains just as flat as the other nuns and priests.
In the described cases, the representations of perpetrators primarily
illustrate the subjective experience of the witnesses and their trauma,
without exploring any individual motives of these perpetrators. Largely,
79
80
81
82

Sacco, Paying the Land, p. 138.
Ibid., p. 139.
Ibid.
See, e.g., Carlisle Indian School Digital Resource Center, ‘Analyzing Before and After Photographs & Exploring Student Files’, <https://carlisleindian.dickinson.edu/teach/-and-after> [accessed 26 June 2022].
83 Sacco, Paying the Land, p. 138.

Journal of Perpetrator Research 4.2 (2022)

J. Schmid
it is systemic violence rather than individual perpetrators that Sacco
represents. Their representations are individualized to the extent
necessary to make clear that they stand for actual people who participated
in this system, not uniform lackeys or dehumanized monsters. Yet, it is
their Catholic habit that most clearly identifies them as a group.
Explorations of the perpetrator perspectives and cases of ‘good’
residential schoolteachers take up little space in Paying the Land,
but they are not entirely absent. In addition to an earlier portrayal
of the priest René Fumoleau who learned the Native languages and
later would become a social justice advocate for the Dene,84 two
counterexamples are included in the chapter discussed here: Valerie
Conrad mentions one teacher that she found ‘really wonderful,
wonderful’85, and Stephen Kakfwi refers to a Swiss priest who learned
their language and ‘made us feel like we were worth something’.86 To
compare, in her discussion of Goražde, in ‘t Veld points out the case
of a supportive Serb neighbor who serves as a counterexample but
is included in a nuanced way rather than being a token ‘righteous
person’ who by way of singular exception ‘ultimately proves the
rule that perpetrators are inherently depraved […]’.87 This man is
not portrayed as the ‘singular exception to the rule’ and instead is
‘positioned as playing an active part in the persecutor community
[…]’.88 His involvement in the rescue of Sacco’s witness from the
genocide is explored over more than an entire page, his face being
distinctly visible.89 In Paying the Land, however, the two characters are
not individualized and are either only shown in an obscured profile
view or from farther away, reducing the face to a grimace. Hence, in
the absence of nuancing gestures, these two teachers fall more into the
category of singular exceptions. Through their clear visual attribution
to the IRSS, Sacco makes clear that despite their beneficial roles in
some children’s experiences, their active participation in this harmful
system implicates them nonetheless, if not making them complicit in
the sense of criminal guilt.90
84
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These cases set up speculations by Marie Wilson that the nuns might
have ‘felt victimized themselves’91 as they were forced into the convent
by Quebecoise family traditions. Wilson offers a gender-conscious
perspective on IRSS perpetrators, stating: ‘I’m sure there were people
who were forced into sexual denial, who were frustrated beyond all
measure, and probably some of them had love interests which they
were torn from…’92 The next page features three parallel panels that
portray an unspecified nun in the foreground with groups of uniformed
and distraught Indigenous children encircling her in the background.
For three panels, the position of the nun is unchanging, her anxious
expression frozen in time, but her face wrinkles and ages dramatically.93
The nun’s eyes are roughly cast in the direction of the reader, but they do
not simulate eye contact, gazing off into the distance instead. In contrast,
the final image shows the children look from behind her both at her
and the reader with expression ranging from consternation to outright
anger. This way, the nun’s perspective is presented more abstractly and
with less potential to generate empathy than the many representations
of Indigenous children that establish direct address. Likewise, the
accusation implicit in the children’s gazes and the nun’s inability to meet
them suggests an awareness of accumulated guilt. These panels include
textboxes in which Wilson outlines the nuns’ situation as she sees it: their
youth, their exploitation, and the lack of resources to properly teach and
feed the children. She also highlights that, despite teaching English, their
Native language would have been French.
This exploration of this imagined nun’s perspective and her dramatic
bodily decline might be considered a speculation on ‘perpetrator
trauma’, which may be roughly defined as the ‘psychic repercussions
[that perpetrators experience] as a result of the commission of their
crimes’.94 Importantly, however, this scene represents Wilson’s personal
assessment, whereas no witness accounts by nuns are included, leaving
the narration entirely to Indigenous voices. Moreover, the page that
considers the Quebecoise nun’s perspective is followed by two panels
that contrast Wilson’s point of view with Margaret Jumbo, pairing the
faces at opposite ends of parallel panels. Wilson states, ‘There’s a part of
me as a grown woman that has a heart as well for those women who lost
91
92
93
94

Sacco, Paying the Land, p. 143.
Ibid., p. 143.
Ibid., p. 144.
See Erin McGlothlin, ‘Perpetrator Trauma’, in The Routledge Companion to Literature and Trauma, ed.
by Colin Davis and Hanna Meretoja (London: Routledge, 2020), pp. 100-110 (p. 100).

Journal of Perpetrator Research 4.2 (2022)

J. Schmid
it… That’s not to say anything that happened was right, but I’m saying
wrong things don’t happen outside a context’.95 Sacco picks up this point
in what he positions as a rebuttal: ‘Context aside, Margaret Jumbo tells
us, ‘“‘I just couldn’t get along with the nuns… I didn’t like the way they
treated the other kids,… [saying] they’re no good and that they’re savage
and stuff like that.”’.96 Although Jumbo’s statements do not contradict
Wilson directly, Sacco’s set-up explicitly stresses that considering the
perpetrator perspective as part of a larger context is a choice to be made
by the survivors to whom he assigns the narrative authority.
Finally, the perpetrator ideology is most prominently included in
very brief sketches of its historical top-level perpetrators, that is, the
politicians who instigated the policies amounting to cultural genocide:
Canada’s first prime minister Sir John Macdonald97 and Deputy
Superintendent of Canada’s Department of Indian Affairs Duncan
Campell Scott.98 Sacco has both characters recite original historical
statements that he contrasts with the accounts by Marie Wilson and
Margaret Jumbo. Macdonald’s statement to the House of Commons in
1883 bluntly introduces the notion that Indigenous peoples are ‘savages’
and that ‘Indian children should be withdrawn as much as possible from
the parental influence’ so that ‘they will acquire the habits and modes
of thought of white men.’ Duncan stated in 1920, ‘I want to get rid of the
Indian problem… Our objective is to continue until there is not a single
Indian in Canada that has not been absorbed into the body politic…’99
Macdonald is drawn from a slight below angle, his hands are folded, and
his eyes are closed, which evokes a sense of smugness and false piety.
Campell’s representation is similar; both men are prominently depicted
in their historical attire and environment, making them seem positively
antiquated. Both appear self-righteous and detached but not distorted
or especially cartoonized. Framed by Indigenous oral history drawn by
Sacco, their original statements alone which, in their original context,
might have been understood as benevolent measures to facilitate
uplift via education and enfranchisement, now suffice to reveal what
is presently understood as White supremacist settler-colonial ideology
and expressly stated genocidal intent. Accordingly, Sacco introduces this
first statement by writing mockingly, ‘But let’s let Sir John Macdonald
95
96
97
98
99

Sacco, Paying the Land, p. 145.
Ibid., square brackets in original.
Ibid., p. 127.
Ibid., p. 128.
Ibid.
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[…] explain the idea’.100 These quotes alone serve as historical evidence
of these men’s roles as top-level perpetrators and their reprehensibility
is supposed to be taken for granted by contemporary readers. Hence,
no further condemnation or exploration of their motives is included
or needed, leaving space for Indigenous accounts instead. The effects of
this cultural genocide, which prominently include accounts of violence
within the Indigenous community, are introduced before and after the
representation of residential school testimonies.

Intergenerational Trauma: Cycles of Addiction and Violence in the Dene Community
A large portion of Paying the Land represents accounts that outline the
intergenerational trauma that affects the Dene community and the
resulting cycles of addiction and abuse. Bereft of their native language and
social ties, the traumatized adolescents returning from the residential
schools would often succumb to alcohol and substance abuse to selfmedicate their pain. Likewise, experiences of sexual abuse in residential
schools would lead some victims to become perpetrators later in life, the
victims often being their own children. In both cases, harm is passed
on to children who themselves struggle with such experiences. Being
hardly better equipped to deal with such trauma, they are likewise in
danger of perpetuating the cycle of abuse themselves. As stated above,
Sacco avoids individualized depictions of Indigenous perpetrators. To
protect the concrete victims of abuse, he instead depicts the effects of
violence through multi-layered witnessing. In the chapter ‘Until I Black
Out’, he represents the account of teacher Dudley Johnson, which mostly
shows Johnson reacting to children’s reports of abuse rather than the
children themselves. These children are either shown from behind,
in profile, or outside the frame in such a way that their faces remain
hidden, coincidentally making Johnson’s face especially salient. The
last row of panels on the page underlines this point further by zooming
in on Johnson’s distraught face as a student tells him that she will ‘get
drunk until I black out’ so that ‘I won’t know who abuses me’.101 The
page starts with one panel that shows Sacco interviewing Johnson: the
focus is on Johnson’s face while Sacco’s character is only depicted as a
100 Sacco, Paying the Land, p. 118.
101 Ibid., p. 117.
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shadowy outline. This opening not only aligns Johnson as witness in the
present of the interview with his likeness as part of his testimony but
also positions the reader here as observer of Sacco beholding Johnson
giving his testimony on that student’s account. Scenes of multi-layered
witnessing have been a prominent strategy for Sacco;102 in this case,
however, indirectness is taken to an extreme that underlines Sacco’s
ethical approach of attempting to protect the victims.
In one of the few more graphic depictions of domestic violence within
the Dene community, Sacco omits the faces of both perpetrator and
victim, only showing their (half-) naked bodies. 103 The body as the locus
of abuse is in focus; likewise, Sacco again includes a childhood likeness
of his interview partner, radio host Lawrence Nayally. Indeed, young
Nayally and his friends are placed at the center of the oblong bottom
panel in-between a hatchet-wielding male aggressor on the right and
a fleeing female victim left of the panel. While the children’s faces and
their shocked expressions are visible, the faces of victim and perpetrator
are obscured by the edge of the page and another panel respectively.
Nayally’s account appears to present a typical rather than a concrete
case; its main point is the effect a scene such as this one would have on the
witnessing children, who, as the panel’s spatial visual metaphor suggests,
are ‘caught in-between’. Escalating this approach, the next page then
shows another typical childhood experience for Nayally: ‘Or you go into
a friend’s house, and you walk in on something you weren’t supposed
to see’.104 In this case, renderings of young Nayally and his likeness at
the time of the interview are placed alongside each other within the
same panel, drawing past and present together. Where the child averts
his gaze in an expression of shame, the grown-up man’s gaze seemingly
meets the reader’s gaze. As he talks of the (mostly) physical abuses, he
concludes, ‘A lot of lateral violence. Crabs in the bucket, I guess’.105 Hence,
these depictions of intracommunal violence are explicitly framed by
the concept of lateral violence, which links this violence to racism and
oppression: As Lee Maracle (Stó:lō) explains, ‘[b]y its very nature, racism
only permits the victimized race to engage that hatred among its own.
Lateral violence among Native people is about our anticolonial rage
102 Cf. Chute, p. 237.
103 Sacco, Paying the Land, p. 118.
104 Sacco, Paying the Land, p. 119.
105 Ibid. The metaphor of ‘crabs in a bucket’, sometimes also labelled ‘crab mentality’, refers to the behavior of crabs caught by fishermen of preventing each other from escaping a bucket they are placed in.
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working itself out in an expression of hate for one another’.106 A similar
point is made when Marie Wilson describes cases of rape of newcomers
to residential schools by older students, referring to a ‘prison psychology
of the survival of the fittest’, which ‘completely breaks down any notion
of collective well-being…’107 As an illustration, a naked boy is shown
cowering against a wall, with two sets of clothed legs visible in front of
him. Such a notion is invoked again when Wilson addresses the problem
that ‘those who were abused in residential schools sometimes visited the
same crimes upon their kin’.108 As Sacco outlines, ‘[t]hese victims of the
victims told her’ accounts that would reveal ‘disturbing rates of domestic
abuse and incest’.109 Wilson calls this ‘transference of dysfunction’110 –
a notion that is illustrated by a panel that shows a young girl gravely
looking at the reader. While her face is clearly visible, a female and a
male figure with their faces cast in shadows loom behind her left and
right. This constellation implies both the absence of parental protection
and the complicity of many more adults in creating conditions ripe for
abuse and, as the context specifies, perpetratorship; unlike the cases
of residential school abuse, however, without visualizing or otherwise
definitively identifying any individual perpetrator. These situations also
complicate the notion of perpetrator and victim as the context makes
clear that though some Indigenous parents become agents of harm,
the ultimate responsibility lies with the slow structural violence they
themselves have been victims of. These individuals do contribute to the
regime of domination and are crucial to its perpetuation, although, as
members of the victimized community themselves, they certainly do not
benefit from it. Especially in the extreme cases described, the concept of
implication ultimately does not fit their entanglement, as their position is
indeed clear as both victim and perpetrator, albeit with these categories
coinciding. Like in his address of the IRSS, Sacco seeks to represent the
system of domination rather than explore individual perpetrators, with
one exception discussed further below.
In having Nayalla and Wilson introduce terminology for the
depicted experiences, such as ‘lateral violence’ or ‘transference
of dysfunction’, Sacco includes explanatory frameworks that
106 Lee Maracle , I Am Woman: A Native Perspective on Sociology and Feminism (Vancouver: Press Gang,
1996), p. 11.
107 Sacco, Paying the Land, p. 141.
108 Ibid., p. 155.
109 Ibid.
110 Ibid.
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contextualize the depicted violence in terms of its colonial origins.
This way, he shifts the focus from the immediate perpetrator to the
historical circumstances and collective societal guilt. In doing so,
Sacco arguably seeks to document the cycle of violence within the
Dene without succumbing to what Daniel Heath Justice (Cherokee)
calls the narrative of ‘Indigenous deficiency’ that purports that
‘Indigenous peoples are in a state of constant lack: in morals, laws,
culture, restraint, language, ambition, hygiene, desire, love’ and
‘presumes that we’re all broken by addiction’.111 It is worth noting
that comics have their own history of ‘reproducing denigrative
stereotypes’, including but not limited to ‘alcoholics, and preternatural
race-betrayers, and criminals’ that ‘delimit what has happened, what
is happening, and what might happen in the future for Indigenous
subjects’.112 In this rendering, however, intracommunal violence is
not attributed to any inherent deficiency but is linked to concrete
historical causes through the historical narrative strand and is
labelled with scientific terminology.
In his representation of lateral violence within the Dene
community, Sacco includes an autobiographical account by William
Greenland, a facilitator of the ‘A New Day’ counselling program
for men who have become perpetrators of domestic violence.113
Greenland straightforwardly admits: ‘I’ve been through lots of
abusive relationships myself through my alcohol and drugs. I was the
perpetrator’.114 This confession is paired with an image of the younger
Greenland glaring and shouting in the direction of an unidentified
female recoiling and moving toward the outside of the panel. In turn,
Greenland’s head exceeds the panel frame. In this way, the rendering
of both bodies signals transgression. As Greenland topples a chair, a
gloriole underlies his body in front of a black background, symbolizing
his rage. Despite the confession, no physical violence is depicted, only
a situation that would likely lead up to it, and, although Greenland is
presented as threatening, this rendering is paired with a larger portrait
of his present-day sober self, calmly recounting these experiences.
111 Daniel Heath Justice, Why Indigenous Literatures Matter (Waterloo: Wilfrid Laurier University Press,
2018), p. 2.
112 Frederick Luis Aldama, ‘Graphic Indigeneity: Terra America and Terra Australasia’, in Graphic
Indigeneity: Comics in the Americas and Australasia, ed. by Frederick Luis Aldama (Jackson, MS:
University Press of Mississippi, 2020), pp. xi–xxiii (p. xii).
113 Sacco, Paying the Land, pp. 112–115.
114 Ibid., p. 113.
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Unlike in other scenes, the perpetrator is the primary focus of attention.
However, it is also worth noting that, like in Nayally’s account, this
scene of violence is a generalized illustration of Greenland’s witness
account rather than a graphic reconstruction of a specific event.
Greenland tells his story as chronological autobiography, starting
with his youth and the abuse he witnessed as a child and his early
encounters with alcohol. Here, young Greenland encountered his
siblings’ ‘abusive behaviors’ and would reason, ‘That’s the way I’m
supposed to be…’,115 which is also the title of the chapter. The story
then proceeds to Greenland’s alcoholism as an adult, leading up to the
moment he chose to quit drinking at the age of forty-five. Greenland
went through the withdrawal process without a program and instead
did his ‘healing in a spiritual way’ and ‘in the sweat lodge’.116 Getting
sober then allowed him to reconnect with his estranged son, to
whom Greenland sought to prove that alcoholism can be overcome.
Coincidentally, the largest panel of the sequence shows the younger
Greenland meditating upon this wish; above his head in a borderless
quasi-thought balloon, the cycle of alcoholism and abuse is drawn
as a visual metaphor depicting a whirl of indistinct distorted faces,
hands, and bottles.117 In a reverse-s-shaped sequence of text boxes,
Sacco uses Greenland’s testimony to lead the reader’s gaze from the
cycle of the past toward his calm likeness in the present, underlining
his determination to break the cycle. The witness account is intercut
with several of Sacco’s typical ‘talking head’ portraits of Greenland
telling his story: with a calm and matter-of-fact expression and the
sense of ‘direct address’ toward the reader. In this way, Greenland
appears very much in control of his own narrative, taking
responsibility for his actions while being unashamed of admitting
his wrongdoings. Hence, in this case, Indigenous perpetratorship is,
again, in a decolonizing effort, presented as an outcome of the larger
problem of Canada’s settler-colonialist history. Sacco takes pains not
to perpetuate any drastic images of Indigenous perpetratorship or
victimhood and largely refrains from visualizing concrete cases and
individualizing involved parties in a documentary.
Greenland’s account qualifies as a textbook redemption narrative,
a fact to which there is an ironic twist. The chapter begins with local
politician Gordon Yakeleya petitioning Sacco to do ‘a comic book
115 Sacco, Paying the Land, p. 112.
116 Ibid., p. 114.
117 Ibid., p. 115.
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where elders who’ve kicked alcohol addiction tell how they did it
[…] Something the youth could read and learn from!’118 Initially,
Sacco states, ‘I duck out of his crosshairs. I suggest that he tap local
artists’119. However, Sacco finds, ‘But he is in earnest. […] It used to
be his problem’.120 It is not explicitly stated that he had a change of
heart concerning this request – the suggested educational comic
book would fall into an entirely different genre – but Greenland’s
story is exactly this kind of inspirational narrative. His admission, ‘I
was the perpetrator’, is not only a gesture of self-empowerment but
also a staple of the redemption story formula: the failure that needed
to be overcome. Here, Sacco stresses survivance rather than victimry
and agency instead of inherent deficiency as part of his decolonizing
effort. In turn, this story also extends a certain responsibility to
members of Indigenous communities, in this case particularly men,
who are implicated in the transgenerational cycles of abuse – if not
as active perpetrators of violence, then, perhaps, through self-harm
and substance abuse – to follow Greenland’s example and partake in
counseling and similar programs.
Greenland reappears in a later chapter that addresses the
problems of residential school survivors of fitting back in with their
communities, leading to substance abuse and intergenerational trauma.
Greenland, whose parents were taken to a residential school, now
shifts his narrative, calling himself ‘an intergenerational survivor’ and
states that he learned that the Dene community is not itself to blame.121
The tenor of this account is anger: in a sequence of three panels that
move closer toward his face, up to an ultra-close-up, he emphasizes
the impossibility of closure. As a result, ‘I’m always going to be angry. I
just know how to manage it now…’122 This last statement is included in
one of the few panels in which Sacco is depicted frontally. Throughout
the book, interviews show his avatar in profile at the edges of the
respective panel, accounting for his presence as interlocutor without
drawing direct attention to his response. In this case, consternation
is visible on his face; the same applies to similar scenes. It is apparent
that Sacco considers himself to be an implicated subject as well and he
presents his avatar in such a way that he becomes a model of how to
118 Sacco, Paying the Land p. 109.
119 Ibid.
120 Ibid., emphasis in original.
121 Ibid., p. 156.
122 Ibid.
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mindfully accept this implication in the encounter with those directly
affected by cultural genocide. Although the spectacles of Sacco’s avatar
remain opaque, as is his trademark, personal shock and guilt appear
to be present. This strategy is implemented in order to position his
avatar as an empty ‘cipher’ for the reader to identify with.123 Clearly, the
reader is supposed to accept such anger as the outcome of a policy that
implicates them as well. Similarly to the first person singular that Sacco
employs when confronted with the arsenic in the abandoned mine,
his avatar serves as a stand-in for the implied Western reader. Unlike
the reader, though, Sacco could have replied to Greenland’s anger but
chose not to. Hence, the reader needs to silently witness the anger and,
perhaps, reflect on how much it might be justifiably directed at them.
Such confrontation is a familiar strategy in documentary comics:
Rolling Blackouts, Sarah Glidden’s exploration of the post-Iraq war
refugee crisis in Turkey, Syria and Iraq, opens with a prologue in which
the reader assumes the first-person perspective of a Western journalist
who is confronted and rebuked by an Iraqi refugee.124 In making the
reader endure such confrontation without having any possibility
to interact, such comics reverse power structures by assigning the
proverbial subaltern the position to speak while forcing the reader
to ‘listen’.125 This way, documentary cartoonists use their first-person
narratives to create a sense of implication in history and contemporary
systems of domination that they and their implied readership share.

Conclusion
Paying the Land employs diverse strategies in the representation
of perpetrators. A fundamental distinction is drawn between
Indigenous and settler-colonial violence: Offenders in cases of
Indigenous intracommunal and domestic abuse are either completely
anonymized or, in the example of William Greenland, given space to
contextualize their transgressions both historically and personally,
123 Rachel Cooke, ‘Interview: Eyeless in Gaza’, The Guardian, 22 November 2009, <https://www.theguardian.com/books/2009/nov/22/joe-sacco-interview-rachel-cooke> [accessed 08 April 2022]; Tristram
Walker, ‘Graphic Wounds: The Comics Journalism of Joe Sacco’, Journeys: The International Journal
of Travel and Travel Writing, 11.1 (2010), pp. 69–81 (p. 76).
124 Sarah Glidden, Rolling Blackouts: Dispatches from Turkey, Syria, and Iraq (Montreal: Drawn & Quarterly, 2016).
125 See also Johannes C. P. Schmid, ‘Comics as Memoir and Documentary: A Case Study of Sarah Glidden’,
in Documenting Trauma in Comics: Traumatic Pasts, Embodied Histories & Graphic Reportage, ed. by
Dominic Davies and Candida Rifkind (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2020), pp. 317–333 (p. 327).
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through their own accounts as well as through the larger narrative
framing of Sacco’s investigation. With reference to concepts such
as lateral violence, culpability is shifted from Greenland as an
individual culprit to the systemic colonial violence of which he is
a victim as his story becomes a model of how to overcome trauma
and addiction. Although Greenland is not entirely exculpated, he
is positioned as a competent subject. He takes responsibility for his
wrongdoings and, coincidentally, voices his frustration as a victim.
Thus, in deconstructing the victim-perpetrator binary, diachronic
systems of domination and intergenerational trauma are placed at
the forefront. In contrast, the concept of cultural genocide is applied
to the IRSS, positioning those involved explicitly as perpetrators.
Top-level perpetrators such as Sir John Macdonald are only
briefly addressed: although minimally distorted through visual
perspective, their historical utterances are mostly left on their own
and considered significant enough to expose their dehumanizing
ideologies. Bottom-level perpetrators are rarely individualized: Here,
Sacco focuses on the victims’ accounts, for which representations of
perpetrators mainly serve to recreate their experiences. Although he
addresses the matters to a limited degree, Sacco does not prioritize
questions such as, ‘What types of people become perpetrators? Are
individual perpetrators pathological, or are they shaped by their
social context? Is perpetration driven by hate, economic factors,
or obedience to authority?’126 No exploration of ‘evil’ motives or
extraordinary perversions is included. At the same time, Sacco uses
both the perspective of and his explicit verbal address to the readers
in such a way as to position them as implicated subjects, urging them
to confront their entanglements in historical crimes and ongoing
structures of oppression as he himself does during his research. In
this way, Paying the Land falls in line with many other North American
works of documentary comics in taking up an activist stance and
addressing an explicitly Western readership with the expressed
intent to confront their own prejudice and privilege.

126 Üngor and Anderson, p. 7.
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The Perpetrator as Punchline: Hipster Hitler and
the Ambiguity of Controversial Humor
Mihaela Precup and Dragoş Manea
Abstract: This article examines Hipster Hitler, a 2011 webcomic by James Carr and
Archana Kumar, where the figure of Adolf Hitler is amalgamated with a generic
version of a contemporary hipster, with the apparent purpose of turning both Hitler
and hipsters into targets of ridicule. We engage with contemporary scholarship on
the representation of Holocaust perpetrators—particularly Adolf Hitler—to examine
the implications of a perpetrator of such magnitude becoming so familiar that a few
strokes of the pen make him not only immediately recognizable, but also a usable go-to
villain whose utilization as a means of generating humorous reactions runs the risk of
separating him from his deeds. As the comic appears to emphasize the randomness
and shallowness of Hipster Hitler’s horrifying deeds, we ask whether this particular
comedic angle can produce valuable engagement with the mechanisms that enabled
the relentless and precise work of annihilation orchestrated during Hitler’s regime.
Keywords: Hitler, humor, Holocaust, perpetrator, webcomic

Introduction

F

or a dead man, Adolf Hitler has shown remarkable resilience.
Hitler has endured as a powerful trope, either as a symbol
of the crimes of the Third Reich and, by extension, as an
archetype of evil, as a benchmark against which crimes
perpetrated by Western colonial powers are sometimes measured,
or as a lightning rod for the transgressive energies associated with
depicting—as horror or as comedy—subjects widely considered taboo.
Its potential to prompt reconsiderations of subject positions such as
victim, perpetrator, and other related categories, to call into question
narratives of empire and resurgence, or to offer transgressive thrills
deserves further critical attention. In this article, we are reflecting on
Hipster Hitler, a once popular webcomic which performs a type of time
travel whose logic is patently absurd: Hitler travels from an unnamed
present-day English-language cultural space back to 1940s Germany,
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where he wears ironic T-shirts, is overly careful about preservatives,
and claims Pac-Man is a vintage strategy game that he can use to
obliterate his enemies. The premise for the webcomic, which was
later also published in book form in several translations, appears to
be poking fun at both Hitler and hipsters in one clean sweep.1
Mostly black and white, with some grays and rare pops of color,
Hipster Hitler is aesthetically minimalist, realistically drawn against
generally white backgrounds, and does not engage in any formal
experimentation, relying primarily on language to deliver the final
joke. The main character quotes the most iconic elements of Adolf
Hitler’s face, such as the moustache and the sleek hair, with a side
parting. However, he wears thick-rimmed oversized glasses, skinny
jeans, and T-shirts with absurdist puns printed on them (his T-shirts
also functioning, in Richard F. Outcault’s Yellow Kid fashion, as
additional word bubbles). Hence, in Carr and Karuna’s webcomic,
Hitler is merged with the stereotypical figure of a hipster (which we
define in the second part of this article) to create ‘Hipster Hitler’, a
character whose biography belongs by-and-large to Adolf Hitler,
but whose tastes are those of a generic twenty-first century hipster.
His worldview is an absurdist mixture of Nazi ideology and hipster
idiosyncrasies; it is based on an impressive inventory of anecdotes
and facts from Hitler’s past as well as a solid understanding of
hipster mannerisms. As a consequence, apart from the evident
primary function, which is humorous, Hipster Hitler may also fulfill
a secondary, informative purpose. Some of the punchlines need
working knowledge of Hitler’s life, but also war-related information,
hipster lingo and tastes; in the absence of such information, research
can work to save the punchline. There is also an observable cleavage
between reality and fiction in Hipster Hitler’s mind, some of it caused
by his understanding of himself as more special than everyone around
him. This is, again, in keeping with the generic hipster’s position as
a social category often critiqued and ridiculed for the preoccupation
with appearing authentic, ‘in the know’, with a blasé air of superiority
cultivated so that one may appear effortlessly trendy.2 Extensive
1 We should underline the fact that our use of the term time travel is metaphorical here: unlike
other works which have Hitler literally travel forward into our time via actual time travel machines
or unexplained magical processes, in Hipster Hitler the mechanics behind Hitler’s knowledge of
the future and general anachronistic hipsterishness are never revealed.
2 Janna Michael, ‘It’s really not hip to be a hipster: Negotiating trends and authenticity in the cultural
field’, Journal of Consumer Culture, 15.2 (2015), 163-182 (p. 164).
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lists about hipster aesthetics (including fashion sense, facial hair,
glasses and other items), dining, and specific lingo have been widely
circulated in popular culture and are dutifully inventoried in
Hipster Hitler.3 Even if the hipster is now a figure that has entered the
mainstream, 4 some of the hipster mannerisms have aged poorly. For
instance, it appears that items of vocabulary such as ‘deck’ (which
means ‘cool’)5 may not have transitioned into the mainstream with
the rest of hipster culture and some readers might need to look them
up. However, the hipster remains a ubiquitous figure, either used
neutrally (as in lists of hipster bars provided by websites for tourists)
or as a surefire target of ridicule whose recognizability in public
consciousness rivals that of Hitler.
In this article, we examine the implications of a perpetrator, more
specifically Adolf Hitler, becoming overfamiliar, to such an extent
that only a few lines make his portrait immediately recognizable
and yet abstract enough to be conflated with another popular target
of ridicule (in this case, the hipster) to generate humorous content
about both figures. We ask whether the premise for this conflation
lies, at least in part, in the idea that Hitler’s acts of perpetration have
become so familiar that many no longer identify or read them as
such because they have already moved into a realm of inevitability
and everydayness. We argue that the result of this amalgamation
between Hitler and a hipster produces an ambiguous multi-layered
text whose unpacking depends on the amount of labor its readers may
be willing to undertake. From this perspective, we inquire whether
the shallowness of Hipster Hitler (the character) may also serve to
mirror our own, as the satisfaction of getting the joke may shift
our attention away from considering the systematic destruction of
human life that the comic references. Last, but not least, we consider
whether this absurdist comedic conflation of a ‘type’ (the hipster) and
an individual (Hitler) produces humor that relies on separating the
figure of Hitler from its historical context and thus runs the risk of
obscuring the audience’s understanding of the specific mechanisms
that helped produce his deeds.
3 See Robert Lanham, The Hipster Handbook (New York: Anchor Books, 2003) for a comprehensive view
of hipster tastes, aesthetics etc.
4 Heike Steinhoff, ‘Hipster Culture: A Definition’, in Hipster Culture: Transnational and Intersectional
Perspectives, ed. by Heike Steinhoff (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2021), p. 1.
5 Lanham, p. 6.
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Hitler’s Place in Recent Debates on Perpetrator Representation
Perpetrators and their crimes are often sensationalized and even
turned into figures of fun, fantasy (particularly in those accounts
that emphasize the monstrous and mythologically evil figure of the
perpetrator),6 or adventure (for example, in superhero comics that use
the figure of perpetrators of mass violence and genocide, including
Hitler, as villains that function as narrative props meant to showcase
the heroes’ masculinity) in works that both rely on and fuel the
public’s appetite for extra-ordinary stories. One of the paradoxical
effects of this process is the public’s enhanced familiarity with these
figures, which can often make them appear not only banal, but also
intimately close to the public that consumes cultural products about
their deeds. This trivialization is often denounced by survivors and
victims’ families (see the example below with the RedBubble attempt
to merchandize Hipster Hitler); however, it remains an important
component of perpetrator portraiture in the public space. We thus
inquire what happens when the very iconicity of someone like Hitler as
a transcultural figure of memory makes him a familiar (even anecdotal)
figure whose everydayness draws attention away from his considerable
crimes. Still, it is this familiarity—through the representation of
perpetrators of various kinds in popular culture—that may both offer
and block access to important questions about how evil becomes
possible. As Richard Crownshaw points out, it is necessary to consider
how the representation of the perpetrator may throw light on ‘the
processes of perpetration’ without completely othering the perpetrator
and providing a universalization of the figure of the victim.7
The figure of Hitler in particular may cause concerns that the
consistent tradition of humor—from dark to slapstick—in which it is
embedded, as well as the fact that he is probably the most recognizable
dictator and genocide perpetrator in the world, will ultimately reduce
the actual historical character to its representations in popular culture.
Hipster Hitler’s representation of the German dictator is fundamentally
grounded in Hitler’s iconic status, which, by dint of his enduring
presence in global popular culture, has transformed him into a figure of

6 See Erin McGlothlin, The Mind of the Holocaust Perpetrator in Fiction and Non-Fiction (Detroit: Wayne
State University Press, 2021), p. 11.
7 Richard Crownshaw, ‘Perpetrator Fictions and Transcultural Memory’, Parallax, 17.4 (2011), 75-89 (p. 77).
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‘arbitrary’ meaning,8 as Mirjam Gebauer argues, to such an extent that
it can be limited to critiquing contemporary media culture through the
figure of the hipster, another popular contemporary target of ridicule.9
However, Hipster Hitler also belongs to a wider recent tradition of
reinterpretation where the German dictator is mainly employed to
reflect on revivals of Nazi ideology in contemporary culture, in comics
such as Grant Morrison’s The New Adventures of Hitler (1989-1990) and
Jason’s I Killed Adolf Hitler (2017), David Sandberg’s short film Kung Fury
(2015), and Timur Vermes’s Look Who’s Back, initially a novel (the original
German title Er Ist Wieder Da, 2011) and later also a film adaptation (2015).
All these works employ the Hitler figure to interrogate contemporary
culture or to elicit transgressive pleasure.
The popularity of the German dictator in contemporary popular
culture has generated misgivings, but also more optimistic perspectives
on the future of the memorialization of the Nazi regime. In Imagining
Hitler, Alvin Rosenfeld expresses concern that Hitler’s growing presence
in popular culture might signal a growing indifference for the horrors
of the Holocaust and their moral implications.10 More recently, Jeffrey
Demsky has argued in favor of the potential of certain popular culture
products to produce a valuable contribution to cultural memory. An
additional contribution made by these diverse creations is, as Gavriel
Rosenfeld argues, ‘overturning the perceived exceptionality of the
Nazi era’.11 Dispelling the ‘moralistic aura’ around certain events and
regarding them as comparable to others from different cultural spaces
is a process that is in part produced by the disappearance of those
generations that experienced the event directly, and the circulation of
Hitler and Nazi-related images on the Internet also ‘provides further
evidence of the normalization of memory’.12
American literature, popular culture, and academic life have
recently witnessed a veritable boom in the production of texts about
perpetrators, perpetration, and what facilitates them. In this context,
perpetrator stories, even when detailed and well-researched, may still
fail to provide complete explanations about how crimes of a certain
8 Mirjam Gebauer, ‘The Pop-Icon Hitler As a Trope of Critical Reflection on Media Society: The World’s
Most Recognisable Face’, Academic Quarter | Akademisk Kvarter, 10 (2015), 233-248 (p. 234).
9 Ibid., p. 241.
10 Alvin Rosenfeld, Imagining Hitler (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1985), p. xviii.
11 Gavriel Rosenfeld, Hi Hitler: How the Nazi Past is Being Normalized in Contemporary Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015), p. 7.
12 Ibid., p. 293.
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nature and scale—and this is particularly true of genocide—became
possible and how human beings engage in such protracted and
repeated acts of violence. This arises, in part, from the difficulty of
fully solving the riddle of how it is possible for human beings to do
often unrepresentable things to other human beings. Alvin Rosenfeld
draws attention to the elusiveness of Hitler (the actual historical
character) in various representations in popular culture, which do not
‘seem able adequately to present the man or satisfactorily to explain
him’.13 In the case of perpetrators of genocide of Hitler’s magnitude,
the focus is often also on an underlying ‘whydunnit’ investigation,
as Robert Eaglestone also argues: ‘many perpetrator testimonies
and perpetrator fictions seem to set out to answer this fundamental
question of ‘why’, that is, the question of evil, but they swerve and fail
to answer the question that they set themselves’.14 Eaglestone locates
this difficulty of providing a complete answer to this question either
in ‘genre conventions’, or in the difficulty of assigning complete
meaning to, for instance, the evil of the Holocaust, being as it is not
‘profound’ but ‘shallow, fungus-like, routine’.15 Another difficulty lies
in the Nazi regime’s detrimental effect on language and authentic
thought by generating clichés, thus producing and hiding behind an
‘inauthenticity’ produced by ‘mendacity, evasion, and pleading’.16
In this context, in this article we also consider whether the
representation of Hitler in contemporary popular culture—and
in the webcomic Hipster Hitler in particular—may also exacerbate
the unexplained/unexplainable and, thus, may propose a logic of
randomness as a more satisfying answer to the question of the
motivation of Hitler’s actions. Erin McGlothlin explores this process
of investigation and obfuscation of the mind of the perpetrator in a
selection of works of fiction and non-fiction that ‘filter’, rather than
‘swerve’ (as in Eaglestone’s reading) away from a full explanation
or understanding of ‘the interiority of their subjects despite—or
perhaps even because of—cultural expectations about the nature and
scope of the evil with which such figures are charged’.17 This article
also considers the fact that this lingering enigma—which sometimes
13 Alvin Rosenfeld, p. xx.
14 Robert Eaglestone, The Broken Voice: Reading Post-Holocaust Literature (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2015), p. 65.
15 Ibid., p. 66.
16 Ibid., p. 67.
17 McGlothlin, p. 20.
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glamorizes perpetrators in certain popular representations or perhaps
from certain uncritical ideological perspectives—may contribute to the
creation and circulation of a marketable figure of the perpetrator. This
very circulation risks distancing perpetrators from their deeds and
lending controversial figures from history the shine and shallowness
of celebrities who are famous for being famous.
This vacuousness appears to harken back to the shallowness of
perpetrators commonly summed up as the ‘banality of evil’, which
Hannah Arendt (not uncontroversially)18 identified as stemming
from—in that particular case, Adolf Eichmann’s—‘lack of imagination’,
‘thoughtlessness’, and lack of ‘any diabolical or demonic profundity’.19
In The Broken Voice, Robert Eaglestone emphasizes that shallowness
is an important component of Arendt’s understanding of the banality
of evil: ‘Evil is powerful not because it is profound, but because it is
shallow’.20 Arendt returns to this interpretation in ‘Thinking and Moral
Considerations: A Lecture’,21 where she once again ponders Eichmann’s
‘thoughtlessness’ as indicative of a remarkable shallowness that was, at
least in part, responsible for the staggering scale of perpetration:
Some years ago, reporting the trial of Eichmann in Jerusalem, I spoke
of ‘the banality of evil’ and meant with this no theory or doctrine but
something quite factual, the phenomenon of evil deeds, committed
on a gigantic scale, which could not be traced to any particularity of
wickedness, pathology, or ideological conviction in the doer, whose only
personal distinction was a perhaps extraordinary shallowness.22

This particular view of the perpetrator does not invalidate or bypass
Eichmann’s profound attachment to Nazi ideology; Arendt understands
Eichmann as banal ‘precisely because he was a fanatical anti-Semite, not
despite it’.23 Arendt’s perspective is useful in the context of our reading
of Hipster Hitler, as it can help us test the limits of the amalgamation
18 For an illuminating reading of Arendt’s (and others’) take on Eichmann that also explicates the
reasoning behind some of the critiques of Arendt’s interpretation, see McGlothlin, pp. 67- 131.
19 Hannah Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil (New York: Penguin, 2006), pp.
287-288.
20 Eaglestone, p. 38.
21 We came upon this reiteration of Hannah Arendt’s point on Eichmann’s shallowness in Bethania
Assy’s presentation ‘Eichmann, the Banality of Evil, and Thinking in Arendt’s Thought’, Twentieth
World Congress of Philosophy, Boston University, 10-15 August 1998, <https://www.bu.edu/wcp/
Papers/Cont/ContAssy.htm> [accessed 30 September 2022].
22 Hannah Arendt, ‘Thinking and Moral Considerations: A Lecture’, Social Research, 38.3 (1971), 417-446 (p. 417).
23 Seyla Benhabib qtd. in Eaglestone, p. 36.
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with the shallowness of the hipster, a contemporary figure of ridicule
which contaminates the figure of Hitler as it emerges from the comic.24
It is perhaps commonplace, particularly when it comes to political
contexts that involve autocratic regimes, to idealize humor as a weapon
that can always be courageously wielded to slay despots and make room
for dissent. However, as Andrew Stott argues, even though humorous
representation can be a powerful tool that can be used to subvert
despotic political regimes (which famously punish those who poke fun
at them), it can also be employed to ridicule the vulnerable, as in racist
or sexist forms of humor.25 Stott further reflects on the mixed reception
of comedic approaches to the Holocaust in American and European
films such as The Great Dictator (1940, dir. Charlie Chaplin), Jakob the
Liar (1974, dir. Frank Beyer), and Life Is Beautiful (1997, dir. Roberto
Benigni). While he does acknowledge the important role of humor
as a reflection upon problematic political situations and moments of
crisis in history—like the Holocaust—he proposes that comedy has the
ability to demolish, which can be valuable but is, unfortunately, limited
when it comes to offering solutions: ‘Perhaps it is true that comedy has
nothing to offer politics when the project requires something more than
simple derision. Maybe the limited usefulness of comedy in politics is a
function of laughter’s association with ridicule’.26 The high expectations
one might have of humor when it is employed to criticize dictators and
authors of genocide should, perhaps, if we embrace Stott’s tentative
postulation, be moderated by the awareness that, while humor can
tear things down, it has less quantifiable potential to offer substantial
political solutions to the crises it points out. This is important for our
reading of Hipster Hitler because the comic has connections to the
tradition of lampooning Hitler in newspaper cartoons rather than, say,
his employment in superhero comics and more recent adaptations.
24 In a 2015 interview with Werner Herzog at the 2015 Biennale, acclaimed film director Joshua
Oppenheimer, whose work on the documentaries The Act of Killing (2012) and The Look of Silence
(2014) helps shed light on the mechanisms that generate perpetration (while giving audiences access
to the perspective of the perpetrators), speaks about being able to test Arendt’s interpretation of
Eichmann as (he quotes loosely here) ’guilty of nothing but an acute shallowness’ and deems it ‘true
of, somehow, every perpetrator that I’ve met.’ There are, of course, many factors that facilitate
perpetration on such a large scale, such as ‘all sorts of despair…hopeless despair, a sort of ecstatic
despair’, ’an exorbitant selfishness’ and ‘the need to lie to ourselves’. See Joshua Oppenheimer, The
Look of Silence|Panel Discussion|Berlinale, 2015, online video recording, YouTube, 09 February 2015,
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5qbJ70lTgcs&t=1105s> [accessed 30 September 2022].
25 Andrew Stott, Comedy (The New Critical Idiom) (New York: Routledge, 2005), pp. 98-99.
26 Ibid., p. 119.
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At the same time, Hipster Hitler occupies a more controversial
space in the comedic tradition, that of ‘irreverent’ or ‘impudent’ or
‘unconventional’ portrayals of Holocaust and Nazi representations.
Jeffrey Demsky proposes that it is possible to use such texts—
particularly in a teaching context—to create ‘an irreverent instruction
platform, one that supplements traditional literature with more
relatable (if fictionalized) accounts’.27 The difficulty lies in managing to
differentiate between what Demsky calls ‘constructive’ and ‘destructive
memorializing’, something that can be achieved, he argues, if scholars
are able to mediate among the various versions of history that exist as
circulating irreverent narratives and identifying those that contradict
historical facts (such as the scale of the Holocaust, for instance)
instead of critiquing the flaws in our processes of memorialization.28
Demsky’s is an optimistic perspective that considers the shape
of contemporary culture and the way information circulates to
propose that certain—albeit not all—unconventional popular culture
representations have the potential to act against historical amnesia.
Stephanie Bird suggests that perhaps we could regard such texts by
employing an ‘interpretative duality’29 that can help undermine ‘the
moral anxiety attending representations of violence and suffering’,30
particularly in the case of comedy, which has a tradition of being
deemed incommensurable with serious matters such as death and
destruction. There is value, Bird argues, to the distance generated
by comedy, but this distance from difficult subjects does not assuage
moral anxieties, partly because of its valuable ‘ability to maintain
mutually contradictory frames of interpretation’.31 Trauma and
victimhood, which have ‘emerged as ethically privileged states’,32 are
particularly difficult to address from a comedic standpoint, unless one
targets the perpetrator of violence instead of the victim.
In Hitler’s case, comedy has been consistently used to demythologize
this figure, but the way humor is generated is not unencumbered
by its own controversial aspects. These are most often rooted in
27 Jeffrey Demsky, Nazi and Holocaust Representations in Anglo-American Popular Culture, 1945-2020:
Irreverent Remembrance (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2021), p. 6.
28 Ibid., p. 128.
29 Stephanie Bird, Comedy and Trauma in Austria and Germany after 1945: The Inner Side of Mourning
(Cambridge: Legenda, 2016), p. 2.
30 Ibid., p. 6.
31 Ibid., p. 9.
32 Ibid., p. 14.
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considerations about the ownership of the traumatic situation from
which the humor stems, the risk of diminishing or drawing attention
away from the horror of the perpetrator’s deeds, but also the difficulty
of identifying the subject of the joke. The ability to produce comedy
about a certain situation, particularly one so momentously destructive
as the Holocaust, is often limited by one’s background; thus, the right
to humor is often granted more readily to survivors or people who
have some claim over the trauma caused by the perpetrators. As Uğur
Ümit Üngör and Valerie Amandine Verkerke point out, survivors
may use humor in order to rehumanize themselves in the wake of
dehumanizing ordeals, as well as cope, maintain social cohesion,
and criticize the perpetrators.33 However, when humor migrates
outside of the survivor community or when the passage of time has
produced fears that the memory of the perpetrator’s deeds is fading, it
is possible for humorous representation to offend and cause concern
that it may encourage the portrayal of the perpetrator as merely
a harmless figure of ridicule.34 It is also often difficult to assess
whether ‘the butt of the joke’ is the perpetrator or their victims, as
the two categories are painfully connected by a history of violence
with recognizable tropes and images that are—in the case of the
Holocaust—familiar to many outside of the survivor community.
In this context, ‘just evoking the machinery of the Holocaust—the
camps, the gas chambers, the ovens—is a third rail for many people’.35
This is partly why, in the wake of the emergence of Holocaust-related
humor in American popular culture during the 1990s and the recent
rise of public expressions of antisemitism in the United States and
elsewhere,36 controversy has often emerged and crystallized around
either jokes made by authors with little or no affiliation to the Jewish
community, comedy that appeared to trivialize the suffering of
millions, or humor that appeared to be at the expense of victims even
when it seemed to target perpetrators.
33 Uğur Ümit Üngör and Valerie Amandine Verkerke, ‘Funny as hell: The functions of humour during
and after genocide’, European Journal of Humour Research, 3.2/3 (2015), 80-101 (p. 83).
34 Ferne Pearlstein and Robert Edwards, ‘The Last Laugh?’, in Laughter After: Humor and the Holocaust,
ed. by David Slucki, Avinoam Patt, and Gabriel N. Finder (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2020),
pp. 313-333.
35 Ibid., p. 327.
36 David Slucki, Avinoam Patt, and Gabriel N. Finder, ‘Introduction: To Tell Jokes After Auschwitz Is
Barbaric, Isn’t It?’, in Laughter After: Humor and the Holocaust, ed. by David Slucki, Avinoam Patt,
and Gabriel N. Finder (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2020), pp. 1-11.
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‘We’re Fascists, Not Monsters’37: Humor, Hitler, and the
Logic of Perpetration
Not only is Hitler quite a mobile figure of memory, but so is the reception
of various cultural products that feature him, as they themselves are
shifting. Hipster Hitler was created as a webcomic in August 2010 by
James Carr and Archana Kumar, who are no longer active in the comics
community and who did not seem to display any special interest in
becoming celebrities themselves. In a February 2011 interview with
Exberliner, the first magazine that started publishing the comic in print,
the creators state their intention of mocking Hitler and parodying the
Third Reich, as well as poking fun at hipsters, but never the Holocaust.38
Kumar and Carr, in fact, make sure they specify that they are ‘clearly
not glorifying or celebrating Hitler, but mocking him’.39 The comic
strip was thus born on a whim, as the creators describe it, during a
Skype conversation after the two creators, who had been university
colleagues, found themselves in different places (Williamsburg and
Bangalore, respectively) after graduating:
We were catching up on Skype one day when we started playing
around with the site godaddy.com, seeing what URLs were available
and more or less typing in the most ridiculous insults to one another
that we could. At some point, one of us said ‘Ironic Hitler’ and playing
off this, the other said ‘Hipster Hitler.’ It had an immediate ring to it,
and we had always tossed around the idea of doing a comic together.
Thus, Hipster Hitler was born.40

The first strip, in fact, consisted solely of Hipster Hitler wearing a
T-shirt that said ‘3 Reichs and You’re out.’ The webcomic quickly went
viral and morphed into a series of memes, YouTube videos, and other
offshoots that circulated most intensely approximately ten years ago,
as suggested by the dates of YouTube videos and websites such as Know
Your Meme.41 Hipster Hitler was first published in book form in 2012. The
37 This line from the strip ‘Protests’, uttered by Hipster Hitler, references (intentionally or not) the
debate about the understanding of perpetrators as monsters.
38 James Carr and Archana Kumar, ‘HH finds his Heimat’, Exberliner, 10 February 2011, <https://www.
exberliner.com/berlin/hipster-hitler-finds-his-heimat/> [accessed 30 September 2022].
39 Ibid, n.p.
40 Ibid., n.p.
41 ‘Hipster Hitler’, Know Your Meme, <https://knowyourmeme.com/memes/hipster-hitler--2> [accessed
30 September 2022]. Hipster Hitler memes were followed by many others, some of which seemed to
hint at the comic (although there is no ironclad evidence this was the case), such as a ‘Disco Hitler’
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volume organizes the chronology of the jumbled narrative from the
webcomic and provides additional explanations (for instance, every
major character is provided with a historically accurate introduction);
there is also additional material that covers some of the gaps in Hitler’s
life that are not covered by the webcomic.42 Briefly, some of the T-shirts
worn by the protagonist were merchandized. In June 2011, the RedBubble
retail website decided to stop selling any merchandise related to the
controversial Hipster Hitler webcomic, citing the difficulty of making
‘sufficiently nuanced decisions’ about merchandise selection.43 The
action was prompted by a complaint of the Simon Wiesenthal Center,
but also by overall media controversy over the products.44 The Hipster
Hitler T-shirts belong to a long line of merchandise disasters that
uncomfortably associated leisure and genocide, such as the quickly
withdrawn ‘Manifest Destiny’ Gap T-shirts or the Zara ‘Jewish camp
prisoner’ shirts, sartorial mishaps that seem to indicate that even wellcirculated tropes like the yellow star sown on a prison uniform can,
in fact, be effaced as markers of trauma in certain segments of society.
A similarly mobile figure is that of the stereotypical hipster, whose
circulation in contemporary popular culture was—at least at the time
of Hipster Hitler’s emergence—an easy target of parody and other forms
of ridicule. The choice to associate these two categories seems to have
been motivated by the random observation that Hitler and hipsters
(or at least the manner in which they are presented as a homogenous
category in the media) share a few superficial resemblances, such as
vegetarianism or unusual facial hair. This pairing no longer seems as
random (or as superficially justified) upon closer observation, as the
employment of the figure of the hipster—as we argue at more length
later—proves a surprisingly apt way of gesturing at the shallowness,
flippancy, and sense of superiority of the German dictator, who often
behaves in the comic as an overgrown child chaperoned by exasperated
yet powerless adults. This reading of Hitler is made explicit in strips
such as ‘Bill’, where he is asked to sign a bill, and instead quotes the
meme that featured the text of one of Hipster Hitler’s T-shirts, namely ‘Wehrmacht Bitches at?’ There
are also many other Hitler-related memes, such as ‘Advice Hitler,’ ‘Bedtime Hitler,’ ‘Chilling Hitler’ or ‘Hi
Hitler,’ which are part of a more general recent drive towards ‘overturning the perceived exceptionality
of the Nazi era’ by normalizing it in various ways and with different effects (see Gavriel Rosenfeld, p. 3).
42 It was translated into several languages, including German.
43 Simon Wiesenthal Center, ‘Wiesenthal Center Praises Online Retailer for Dropping “Hipster Hitler”
Products’, 06 June 2011, <https://www.wiesenthal.com/about/news/wiesenthal-center-praises-5.
html> [accessed 30 September 2022].
44 Ibid.
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Figure 1. Excerpt from ‘DIY’ by J. Carr and A. Kumar. © 2010 <http://hipsterhitler.com>

adage famous among American teenagers who do not wish to perform
tasks assigned to them by adults (‘It’s a free country, man!’), upon which
he is reminded that he is, in fact, living in a ‘malevolent dictatorship’,
a logic he exploits by pointing out that he is the leader of the entire
evil establishment (his final words, ‘Make me!’ again shift both his
supposed age and cultural background into some imaginary American
space occupied by a spoiled teenager).45 In ‘DIY’ (Fig. 1), a strip about
Hitler damaging a tank because he decides to use it to distress a T-shirt,
one panel features a close-up of a silent Erwin Rommel, who looks
distressed as he casts a bitter look of incredulity towards his leader
who, once again, has acted like a selfish teenager for whom the higher
purpose must always bend to his every whim. This particular panel
is one of several that, in spite of the context which is itself fanciful
(Hitler on his fixie bike, promising to lend it to Rommel to placate him),
gestures at a wider comedic tradition where Hitler’s alleged immature
conduct is emphasized. In this context, the choice of the hipster seems
inspired, as it provides opportunity for the stereotype of the spoiled
young adult living in a bubble (the hipster) to cast light on Hitler as a
cliché, his conduct often ridiculous, absurd, and at a dangerous distance
45 James Carr and Archana Kumar, Hipster Hitler, <www.hipsterhitler.com> [accessed 30 September
2022].
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from reality, while allowing the Hitler trope to travel to contemporary
USA and warn against self-involvement and political apathy.
Hipster Hitler is violent, whimsical, shallow, and prone to
irrational decisions (usually dictated by fashion preferences and by his
desire to appear authentic, but not as if he were trying too hard). These
decisions exasperate his entourage; the main Nazi henchmen present—
who all appear to be older than Hitler, mostly because of their more
composed demeanor—are Göring, Goebbels, and Himmler, with brief
appearances by Rommel and Hess. They are often beside themselves,
their hands over their heads or their eyes; this gives the impression that
the German side is led by a dictatorial child with little understanding of
good and evil but with very strong random preferences that the adults
do not condone but have to bow down to. Here, Hipster Hitler references
the conduct of most dictators whose advisors never contradict them
and who end up subjecting entire countries to their whimsical acts of
cruelty and destruction. While there is a long tradition of depicting
Hitler as a child in the caricature of the 1930s and 1940s,46 his henchmen
rarely appear in this early stage of Hitler-related satire, perhaps because
they had not yet become as familiar to the wide readership that the
cartoons targeted. However, when they do appear, they are themselves
represented in child-like postures, about to be chastised by Hitler for
their failures; in these cartoons, Hitler is depicted as a disappointed
and angry father. Other contemporary satirical representations of
Hitler’s close political collaborators portray them as grotesque, puppetlike figures ready to obey every order (for instance, in a caricature by
Soviet cartoonist Boris Yefimov, titled ‘The Berlin Gang’, Goebbels is
portrayed as a capuchin monkey, eagerly and intimately perched on
Hitler’s shoulder; he is also caricatured as a monkey in other cartoons
that underline his inability to fit the ideal of Aryan body image).47 In
Hipster Hitler, the view of the henchmen as adults who tolerate Hitler’s
behavior and try to correct it bypasses historical evidence and seems
to function as a structural element that enhances the arbitrariness
and irresponsibility of Hitler’s behavior. Thus, it also appears to steer
the blame away from the dictator and onto his advisers, a problematic
interpretation that may suggest to readers that Hitler was, to a certain
extent, irresponsible, hence partly innocent of his crimes. This view of
46 For a substantial archive of cartoons where Hitler is often depicted as a petulant child, see Tony Husband,
Hitler in Cartoons: Lampooning the Evil Madness of a Dictator (London: Arcturus Publishing Limited, 2016).
47 See Zbyněk Zeman, Heckling Hitler: Caricatures of the Third Reich (Hanover and London: University
Press of New England, 1987).
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Hitler as led by emotion rather than rational calculation, as Abraham
Ascher argues, was also one of the reasons why he was initially
underestimated by contemporary political leaders.48 Instead, it has
been repeatedly demonstrated that Hitler was aware of how emotion
could be used as a political instrument of manipulation.49
The narrative structure of the comic strips contains a few
common elements: historical events from Hitler’s lifetime, linguistic,
sartorial, and behavioral quirks associated with hipster culture, and
historical anachronisms. These elements frequently work together to
emphasize Hitler’s shallowness, as they provide an angle that favors
an interpretation of the dictator as a flippant leader whose arbitrary
decisions are rooted in simplistic logic and a rigid mindset. The
historical background is usually made up of either well-documented
historical events from Hitler’s lifetime or well-circulated but
ultimately undemonstrated details about Hitler’s life. Both of these
categories are filtered through the lens of hipster culture and altered
by this proximity to a time and space that is incongruous to their
contemporary circumstances. For instance, in a strip innocuously
titled ‘Beer’ (Fig. 2), The Beer Hall Putsch from 1923 is revealed to have
actually been caused by Hitler walking into a bar (as the joke might go),
ordering a PBR, and being offered instead five German varieties of beer
that he despises so violently that, in fact, The Beer Hall Putsch ensues.
The fact that, as a stereotypical hipster, he prefers an American brew,
is an additional source of humor particularly in the context of Hitler’s
well-known nationalism and purported pride in German products.
American popular culture is further referenced in this strip, as Hitler
is wearing a T-shirt with the text ‘Death Camp for Cutie’ (a disturbing
modification of the American band name ‘Death Cab for Cutie’)
printed in large capitals across the front. In every strip there is a similar
layering of the sources of humor, and Hitler’s body language, but most
of all his clothes function as an additional text that can either deliver
or help strengthen the punchline. The entirety of Hitler’s wardrobe
further drives home the point that the dictator is out of place: in ‘Beer’,
he is shown in the first panel walking alongside two companions, one
of whom is in full military garb. Hitler’s attire gestures vaguely at his
military position, but the iron cross on his chest and one stripe on
his left arm are both apparently sown on a casually open cardigan.
48 Abraham Ascher, ‘Was Hitler a Riddle?’, The Journal of the Historical Society, 9 (2009), 1-21.
49 See Nicholas O’Shaughnessy, ‘Selling Hitler: Propaganda and the Nazi Brand’, Journal of Public Affairs,
9 (2009), 55–76.
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Figure 2. Excerpt from ‘Beer’ by J. Carr and A. Kumar. © 2010 <http://hipsterhitler.com>

This is merely one of many instances where verifiable (and undisputed)
historical events are amended for humorous purposes.50
In this version of German history, Hitler’s well-known over-the-top
gestures and postures are inflected by hipster affectations and occasional
slapstick aesthetics. For instance, in ‘Olympics’ he manages to climb over
a fence in spite of being somewhat restrained by his skinny jeans and
proceeds to disrupt the 1936 Olympics because he is incensed by German
athletes running too fast, thus making the whole nation ‘look like tryhards’.51 In another strip (‘Art School’), he is rejected by the Academy of
Fine Arts in Vienna, who instead invite Winston Churchill to take Hitler’s
place, as the latter throws a tantrum that indicates the episode was a
turning-point and may have pushed an already volatile person over the
edge.52 The comic revisits these and many other moments from Hitler’s
life and German history: it moves from the Blitzkrieg to Hugo Boss
designing the SS uniforms, from Egyptian weightlifter Khadr El-Touni at
50 In the printed version, these events are ordered chronologically, so that the book may read as a more
coherent (hipsterized) biography of Hitler’s.
51 Carr and Kumar, Hipster Hitler.
52 A lot of these comics are reiterations of frequent subjects of debate around Hitler, such as, in this
case, what might have happened if he had, in fact, been accepted as an art student.
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the 1936 Olympics to the Battle of the Bulge, from Hitler’s vegetarianism
to the fact that he was on the cover of Time Magazine in 1938. Hipster
Hitler accurately employs many relevant placenames and preserves the
fact that Hitler was an antisemite, a dictator, and genocide perpetrator;
the character is accurately surrounded by Eva Braun and prominent
members of the SS, such as Göring, Rommel, Himmler, Goebbels, and
Otto Skorzeny, but also Hitler’s dog Blondi. The hipsterization of this
version of Hitler’s biography skips his entourage only to contaminate the
only other two dictators that make brief appearances: Mussolini (who
is featured in ‘Heil’ as a ‘Guido’, a stereotypical version of working-class
male American-Italian that can be quite offensive) and Stalin (or, rather,
‘Brosef Stalin’, a frat boy with a beer stand and a stereotypical popped up
collar). This process (which we call ‘hipsterization’) humorously singles
out the dictators responsible for mass atrocities and surrounded by a grey
mass of yea-sayers, but it also runs the risk of transporting them so far
out of the realm of their historical context as to separate them from the
violence they caused. These and other alterations of historical fact also
function as reinterpretations of a history of violence by insisting that they
stem from ridiculously superficial reasons (more specifically, the whims
of spoiled brats kept in power by a cohort of sycophants). In this manner,
we believe, Hipster Hitler prioritizes an interpretation of mass violence and
involvement in armed conflict as stemming from random and superficial
pretexts. While this kind of portrayal of war as the manifestation of an
infantile impulse is not new in the tradition of Hitler caricature, it does
need to be considered in the wider context of the substantial historical
evidence that, while Hitler’s own personal bouts of anger might have
been lampooned in the contemporary press as the random tantrums of
a child, his policies of extermination were anything but random. There
is, of course, an element of absurdity to war that writers such as Kurt
Vonnegut considered and even famously defined as a ‘children’s crusade’
in Slaughterhouse-Five, but this applies less problematically to the soldiers
who find themselves unwittingly thrown into battle than to dictators
who engineer wars. In Hipster Hitler, the many references to mass violence,
often incorporated in crude puns, can contribute to the memorialization
(or at least serve as reminders to the readers) of the relentlessness and
scale of the violence perpetrated by the Nazi regime.
A smaller series of strips cover anecdotal unsubstantiated facts
about Hitler’s life, such as the fact that he may only have had one
testicle or that he had syphilis. Here, Hipster Hitler once again emerges
as superficial and, in fact, incapable of experiencing profound thinking
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or emotions even during potentially traumatic moments of his own
life. In ‘Surgery’, he is pictured stoically enduring the pain of a serious
pelvic injury followed by the amputation of a testicle that could not be
saved only to ask the doctor to remove his second testicle when he finds
out he is not the only dictator in world history sporting this particular
trend. The strip follows the same pattern of layering references to
American popular culture on top of information from the German
cultural space: the doctor who informs Hitler that Napoleon also had
only one testicle bears a striking resemblance to Hawkeye, the character
played by Alan Alda in the American TV series M*A*S*H, a reference
that may be lost on some (perhaps younger) readers, but whose content
gestures at the complicated post-war international situation and the
United States’ own problematic role in that power dynamic (the action
of the sitcom, which started airing at a time when America was still
involved in Vietnam, takes place during the Korean War among a
group of medics).53 In ‘At the Doctor’s’, which contains the unverified
information that Hitler was diagnosed with syphilis, he is sorely
disappointed that he was not diagnosed with something fancier and
much rarer, such as ‘Amyotropic lateral sclerosis’, a complaint that is in
keeping with his general desire for originality, of hipster provenance.
Most anachronisms are rooted in hipster mannerisms that
play havoc with chronology and historical accuracy, thus further
contributing to a problematic understanding of Nazi violence as the
random work of a fractious child. The sheer volume of hipsterisms
demonstrate the authors’ extensive knowledge of the culture, but
they also limit the scope of the humor to a set of sometimes repeated
structures. These are usually centered around Hipster Hitler’s
passion for fixie bikes, shabby chic, organic products, Helvetica,
irony, underground artists, indie films, the avantgarde, sustainable
products, deadpan puns, and everything meta, to name but a few.
However, the mish-mash of historical ages becomes more evident
when Hipster Hitler is engaged in activities that would have been
unavailable to him during his lifetime. For instance, in ‘Campaign
Strategy’, he plays Pac-man, a game he pronounces ‘soooo vintage’
(while Göring specifically draws our attention to the fact that we
are not in the future, by shouting ‘IT’S NOT FUCKING VINTAGE!
53 For more on M*A*S*H’s social and political criticism, see James H. Wittebols, Watching M*A*S*H,
Watching America. A Social History of the 1972-1983 Television Series (Jefferson, North Carolina and
London: McFarland & Company, Inc., 1998).
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Figure 3. Excerpt from ‘Ironic Invasion’ by J. Carr and A. Kumar. © 2010 <http://
hipsterhitler.com>

IT’S 1940!’);54 he is aware of Godwin’s Law, of the ‘Save the Panda’
movement, Craigslist, apps, and so on. The sheer accumulation
of anachronisms displaces Hitler from the historical context that
enabled him to engineer the Holocaust, as a chronological fog sets
over the entire comic and obscures the violence beneath the whimsy.
There are, nonetheless, many clear references to genocide and other
forms of violence scattered throughout the comic. However, their
seriousness is downplayed by the multiple layers of humor that emphasize
the superficiality of the main character. Some are incorporated in
punchlines usually delivered by Hitler with the help of his T-shirt, which
commonly comes into full view in the last panel. Genocide is specifically
referenced in the first Hipster Hitler strip featured on the comic’s website,
entitled ‘Ironic Invasion’ (Fig. 3), where Hitler explains to a confused
Goebbels that they should invade Azerbaijan instead of Poland, in order
to be more original (since Sweden had invaded the latter in 1626). In a
superior blasé tone, Hitler suggests that Goebbels is probably so ignorant
that he hasn’t even heard of Azerbaijan. His T-shirt bears the inscription
‘Eastside Westside Genocide’. This apparent reference to Germany’s
divided status after the war (also gesturing at New York’s own cultural
54 Carr and Kumar, Hipster Hitler.
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Figure 4. Excerpt from ‘Band’ by J. Carr and A. Kumar. © 2010 <http://hipsterhitler.com>

differences) usefully links Hitler’s actions to their post-war effects (while
also fleetingly referencing New York culture and specific social issues).
At the same time, the callousness of the message on the T-shirt is also a
stark reminder of the offhand manner in which genocide was allowed
to continue during Hitler’s regime. The humor of the T-shirts is usually
employed for this purpose, as the callousness of the puns gestures at the
callousness of the violence perpetrated during Hitler’s regime.
The only victim alluded to, rather obliquely, is Anne Frank, in a
strip where she is irreverently labeled ‘that attic chick’ (thus relying on
the audience’s familiarity with her story), and which ultimately zeroes
in on Hipster Hitler’s superficial interest in appearing original at all
costs. In the strip ‘Band’ (Fig. 4), Hitler finds a satisfactory underground
band to play at his Novemberfest, which is ‘like Oktoberfest, only
more exclusive’, and decides to wall them in until their services are
needed: ‘Too perfect…they are unspoiled ambrosia. If they are allowed
out they’ll most defs [sic] sell out and lose their edge…We’ve already
been through this once with that attic chick’.55 The offhand manner in
which Hipster Hitler shouts his orders over his shoulder as he is leaving
the room is, again, indicative of the callousness and lack of respect for
human life that we know were behind the Holocaust, but the ideology
of Nazism is not what motivates Hitler here. Rather, it is his (hipsterinflected) desire to preserve the originality of the band at all costs. That
is not to say that Hipster Hitler is devoid of overt references to Hitler’s
ideology (the character’s hatred of Jews is mentioned repeatedly), but
the suggestion that both Nazism and hipsterism stem from a similar
kind of interest in surfaces can help draw attention to the crimes that lay
beneath the ‘illusion of the normal, of normalcy which the dictatorship
55 Carr and Kumar, Hipster Hitler.
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was able to create’.56 However, such references to the Holocaust coated
in the cruel whimsy of the hipster also run the risk of diminishing the
actual relational pull between Hipster Hitler and Hitler’s crimes as the
character inches closer to the hipster (in other words, damaging their
connection to actual past horrors). 57
There is another important issue that the comic manages to
repeatedly emphasize by employing the conceit of the hipster: the Nazi
regime’s preoccupation with creating and preserving appearances,
which is evident if one contemplates the vast propaganda machine
that Hitler famously activated, but also its long-term effects. Hipster
Hitler’s sincere belief in the fascists’ ultimately noble purpose, combined
as it is with the hipster’s interest in political correctness may not only
produce stupefaction, but may also usefully show how Holocaust denial
works in, for instance, white nationalist circles. Strips such as ‘Military
Operations’ and ‘Triumph’ can be valuable in this context, because they
point out those situations when Nazi perpetrators and sympathizers
may (honestly or dishonestly) wish to portray the regime’s policy as one
of ultimately good intentions. In ‘Military Operations’, Hipster Hitler is
portrayed worrying that the fascists might come out of the war with a
tarnished reputation and urging his henchmen to expand their cultural
horizons: ‘Be more multicultural. God forbid we should come out of this
war looking like racists’.58 In a similar logical arc, when Leni Riefenstahl
draws Hipster Hitler’s attention to the fact that the skull on the SS
uniform makes it look like an ‘embodiment of pure evil’, Hipster Hitler’s
prompt retort references the doublethink so consistently promoted
during Hitler’s regime, according to which the victims were evil and
the executioners, morally superior: ‘Exactly! And since we’re the good
guys, it’s the ultimate irony’ (‘Triumph’).59 Such strips also hint at Hitler’s
commitment to branding and successfully selling a certain image of
himself and the Nazi party, as well as attempting to curate his legacy.60
56 O’Shaughnessy, p. 61.
57 There is also an obvious reference to gas chambers on Hipster Hitler’s ‘Zyklonic Youth’ T-shirt. Other
references to mass killings and violence on his T-shirts usually combine the language and mindframe
of Nazi and hipster culture: ‘Howdy Pogrom’ (as Hitler is wearing a Pilgrim hat), ‘Artschule Macht Frei’,
‘Here’s looking at you, Yid’, ‘Vegetaryan’, ‘Hirohito’s Master Rice’, ‘Aryan vs Predator’, ‘Aryan microjewelry’,
‘MIX MASTER RACE’, or ‘Wehrmacht Bitches at?’ All of these references to victims, antisemitism, racism,
and pogroms fulfill a similar function of exposing Nazi policies as relentlessly but also casually criminal.
58 Carr and Kumar, Hipster Hitler.
59 Ibid.
60 O’Shaughnessy, pp. 55–76.
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Throughout the comic, Hipster Hitler remains a violent character,
although this may not be his most striking or most memorable
characteristic. His violent outbursts are only somewhat tempered by
his hipster mannerisms, but their intended outcome remains the same,
as in ‘Night Before’, when he only regrets his intention of decimating
the Soviets because Russian dolls are ‘so meta’.61 His hatred of Jews is
made to appear innocuous because it is embedded in contexts where
he appears more preoccupied with being ironic through pointless
wordplay, but he is also often humanized. By humanization we refer to
the process through which Hipster Hitler is regarded as a human being,
instead of as a mythological monstrous figure, in keeping with Joanne
Pettit’s understanding of this as a ‘process by which the perpetrator
figure is shown to be subject to the same range of social, political and
psychological forces as those of the reader’.62 In the comic, this is
achieved through the introduction of a harmless anecdotal detail such
as his partiality to juice (as in ‘Juice’, a strip that relies on the almosthomophones ‘Jews’ and ‘juice’ to introduce an ironic T-shirt that seems
to proclaim Hitler’s love of Jewish people) or by the playful absurdity
behind some of his actions (as in ‘Poster’ – where he claims that he
has placed the star of David upside-down to show his antisemitism).
Another problem is that Hipster Hitler can be cute. In his bumbling,
often incongruous manner, at odds with everything around him, he
is, in fact, in this comic, the misunderstood other, ridiculed because
of his tastes, language, and dress. There is a certain vulnerability to
the character that does not stem from what we know of Hitler as a
historical personage, but mostly from his position as a hipster in a
fascist world. It is in fact Hitler’s position as outside the norm that
creates the premise for a revision of the victim-perpetrator binary and
even a potential reversal of roles where Hipster Hitler might read as a
misunderstood vulnerable victim himself.
Hipster Hitler, like other irreverent representations of Hitler, does
not inhabit a void. Instead, it exists alongside many other more
historically-minded sources on Hitler on the Internet, as well as
alongside countless Hitler memes, but also websites like Stormfront

61 Carr and Kumar, Hipster Hitler.
62 Joanne Pettitt, Perpetrators in Holocaust Narratives: Encountering the Nazi Beast (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2017), p. 2.
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and other alt-right venues.63 As Gavriel Rosenfeld argues, even though
it is unclear whether the amount of information about Hitler and the
Nazi past ‘actually translates into more active remembrance’, and it is
difficult to predict the direction we are headed, on the Internet ‘the new
discourse on Nazism is decidedly democratic’.64

Conclusions
In Hipster Hitler, the figure of the hipster both screens and unveils
the figure of the perpetrator, but what it unveils does not—factually
speaking—go much beyond the anecdotal.65 The shallowness of the
perpetrator is, in fact, here, borrowed from hipster culture and it
contaminates Hitler’s figure in a revisionist move that at best can
gesture at the perpetrator’s actual shallowness, and at worst distances
the character so much from the historical figure that the effects of that
shallowness may be lost along the way. However, just as Arendt’s view
of the shallowness of the perpetrator does not, we argue, dismiss the
perpetrator’s profound ideological devotion to Nazi beliefs, neither
does the comedic angle that prioritizes the figure of Hitler as a
cruel whimsical child detract from the fact that the Holocaust was a
systematic and well-planned destruction of entire communities. The
comic manages to preserve both angles by recapitulating Hitler’s
antisemitic beliefs, his violence, and general callousness about genocide.
It is not even original when it does this: Charlie Chaplin had already
whimsically bounced the entire globe around in The Great Dictator and
that perspective of the war as a game and its players as children (a very
old trope) did not invalidate the crushingly precise bureaucratic nature
of the process that led to so many deaths with such horrifying efficiency.
63 The latter seem unlikely to embrace Hipster Hitler because the comic does not produce a flattering
depiction of the German dictator, nor does it—as one can find by examining the Third Reich-related
archive on the Stormfront forum, for instance—glorify Nazi masculinity, particularly as captured
in photographic portraits of various uniformed officers (Hitler included). There is also a Graphics
thread on Stormfront, and it consists mainly of reproductions of Nazi posters, various attempts
from Stormfront members to create their own white nationalist-inspired artworks, racist cartoons
targeting people of color, Jewish people, and immigrants, or cartoons that broadly denounce
political correctness, as well as question various historically documented facts about the Holocaust.
64 Gavriel Rosenfeld, p. 339.
65 However, Hipster Hitler’s main function, as is often the case with humor—as Andrew Stott argues—
is not to educate and construct but to tear down and ridicule. Andrew Stott, Comedy (The New
Critical Idiom) (New York: Routledge, 2005), pp. 98-99.
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The historical events mentioned in the comic belong to the time
frame around World War II; it is only the world view of the main
character, with its sartorial quirkiness, that belongs to our present.
From this perspective, the comic unveils two kinds of time travel:
into the past, as the hipster moves backwards, and into the future, as
Hitler moves forward to embrace the tastes of the hipster. The problem
is that the hipster, as he travels backwards, has limited possibilities for
offering a critique of Hitler and his destructive policies. As we see the
hipster worrying about appearances, we become aware that Hitler’s
persona is also employed to critique the vacuity associated with hipster
culture. Using a perpetrator of this magnitude for such a mundane and
over-performed task (i.e., ridiculing hipsters) suggests a view of Hitler
as a usable go-to perpetrator, whose ubiquity in contemporary popular
culture has rendered his deeds less visible than his moustache. Thus, the
time travel of the comic Hipster Hitler draws attention away from the
particular historical circumstances of Adolf Hitler’s actions and provides
them as readily available puzzle pieces for hipster-related puns instead.
We mentioned at the beginning of this article that there is a
certain aspect of Hitler’s mind that audiences do not gain full access
to through such representations. This is partly due to the fact that
the association between the figure of the hipster and that of Hitler
replaces the question of how it was possible for one human being
to unleash such horrors upon others with a focus on the apparent
randomness of a toddler throwing a tantrum. Hipster Hitler does seem
to prioritize a reading of Hitler as a creature of cruel whimsy more
than a careful architect of the systematic destruction of millions of
lives, supported all the time by collaborators and bystanders. This
works well with Hipster Hitler’s general shallowness, but it also runs
the risk of steering the conversation away from the factors that made
it possible for Hitler to put his plans into action.
What certain readers might, in fact, remember of this entire
concoction is that, instead of it being a commentary on the actual
historical character, dictator, and orchestrator of genocide, Hipster Hitler
may be something else entirely, a new creation that is most definitely a
hipster but not that much of a Hitler. We thus agree with Stefan Hirt’s
view that the popularity of Hipster Hitler and the public’s willingness
to consume, share, and buy Hipster Hitler merchandise stem not from
a sort of historical amnesia, but rather from ‘the reduction of history
to icons, slogans, and banal clichés in an attention and novelty-hungry
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Internet culture’.66 Hirt also argues that this parodic-ironic mode ‘still
harbors critical potential’, as this article also attempts to show.67 But
does this particular creation fulfill Alvin Rosenfeld’s prophecy that all
these decades of poking fun at Hitler in the public space will eventually
produce the wider effect of undermining ‘any sane vision of culture
and ultimately… erase the fingerprints of Hitler from a history of mass
murder’?68 Or can we argue, more optimistically, with Jeffrey Demsky,
that this irreverent portrait of Hitler, ‘spurs rather than spurns faithful
memorializing’?69 Or is it, rather, part of a loose group of works Demsky
labels ‘irresponsible fictions’—among which he includes certain
episodes of South Park, Robot Chicken and Family Guy—that reference the
Holocaust in ways that inadvertently diminish its magnitude?70
We argue that Hipster Hitler—like many other irreverent cultural
productions about traumatic moments in world history—occupies
an ambiguous space that does not allow it to be boxed into a category
definitively labeled responsible or irresponsible, useful or useless,
fostering or, rather, risking the erasure of the memory of genocide.
This is because at all times it can be and do both. It is a layered text
which needs to be thoroughly unpacked in order to contribute to the
memorialization of Hitler’s role in the Holocaust; this is a type of
intellectual labor not all readers might be willing to make. Hipster Hitler
does present itself as a possible space of reflection upon all of the issues
considered in this article, but there is little guarantee that its readers
will take the opportunity to pause and reflect. The audience might be
prompted to consider and critique it, and perhaps explore those elements
of Hitler’s biography and/or World War II historical facts that may be
more obscure to a wide readership. On the other hand, the audience
might be prompted to only quickly gaze upon the first layer, laugh, and
move on. In their attempt to understand these elements that make up
the layering of Hipster Hitler, audience members may thus be encouraged
to research both Hitler and hipster culture, but at times it is possible
66 Stefan Hirt, Adolf Hitler in American Culture: National Identity and the Totalitarian Other (Leiden: Brill,
2013), p. 571.
67 Ibid., p. 575.
68 Alvin Rosenfeld, p. 105.
69 Jeffrey Demsky, Nazi and Holocaust Representations in Anglo-American Popular Culture, 1945-2020:
Irreverent Remembrance (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2021), p. 5.
70 Jeffrey Scott Demsky, ‘We Are a Long Way Past Maus: Responsible and Irresponsible Holocaust
Representations in Graphic Comics and Sitcom Cartoons’, in The Palgrave Handbook of Holocaust
Literature and Culture, ed. by Victoria Aarons and Phyllis Lassner (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2020),
pp. 529-551 (p. 531).
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that the violence perpetrated by Hitler may become secondary to the
satisfaction of getting the punchline. From this perspective, hipsterism
and Hitlerism work together to unveil the shallowness of our little
satisfactions, and particularly so in the online environment, where
the memory of the Holocaust is being normalized, and where getting
the joke and sharing it provides one with considerable emotional
validation—yet does not push towards an ethical engagement with the
perpetrator and his crimes, although it might generate it.
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T

his roundtable was convened by Laurike in 't Veld, a comic
scholar with a research interest in the depiction of war,
genocide, and perpetration in graphic narratives, and the guest
editor of this special issue, as a series of written exchanges
via the online collaborative platform Etherpad between January-July
2021. The aim of the forum was to supplement the articles in the special
issue that focus on the representation of perpetrator figures in comics.
In ‘t Veld posed questions focused on the depiction of the Holocaust in
comics, probing into their potential to represent perpetrators and their
position in an educational setting and a broader memorial landscape.
All three participating scholars, Christine Gundermann, Ewa
Stańczyk, and Kees Ribbens, work on the intersection of popular
culture, history, and national identity, with a shared interest in the
memory politics around World War II and the Holocaust. Gundermann’s
expertise in public history includes a focus on the depiction of the
Holocaust in popular culture and in comics, with publications on,
among other topics, Holocaust comics in Europe and the use of comics
as historical sources. Stańczyk’s research focuses on collective memory
in East/Central Europe and includes work on the representation of
the Holocaust in Polish comic books and a monograph on comics and
national identity in Poland. Ribbens’ interest in depictions of World
War II in popular culture and (inter)national processes of meaningmaking can be traced in his work on the cultural memories of Anne
Frank and early representations of the Holocaust in popular culture.
Through their responses, the scholars analyse the opportunities
and constraints that World War II and Holocaust comics offer in
engaging with victim narratives as well as perpetrator figures. Here,
the participants discuss the almost-exclusive focus on the victim and
a subsequent dearth of perpetrator representations in WWII and
Holocaust comics in their respective national contexts. Furthermore,
the participants explore how national frames and memory politics
affect the content and reception of World War II and Holocaust comics,
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and they discuss the ways in which comics can, and have been, used
within educational and memorial frameworks. The participants note
the growing importance of comics as vehicles for memory making
and their perceived qualities as an attractive medium for children and
young adults. In addressing these topics, Gundermann, Stańczyk, and
Ribbens offer a rich historical overview of World War II and Holocaust
comics and their (inter)national contexts.
What is the potential of comics to represent Holocaust
perpetrators? Is there, in your opinion, a comic that has been
particularly successful in engaging with perpetrator characters?
Christine Gundermann: To begin with, placing a perpetrator at
the centre of a comic or a graphic novel is quite unusual. (Historical)
comics or graphic novels that claim a historiographical status (like
Pierre Dupuis’s series La seconde guerre mondiale (1974-1985)), invite the
reader to identify with the main characters, to build a relationship
with them. This requires a character or characters that somehow
appear likeable or at least offer a possibility of identification. Thus,
beyond a very large group of comics focusing on war as military battle
that presents a distinction between enemies (and less of a distinction
between perpetrators and victims), comics and graphic novels about the
atrocities of the National Socialists focus on the stories of individuals,
most often clearly allocatable to people or groups that suffered under
the National Socialist crimes.
In Germany, one of the first comics about World War II made
especially for pupils was Hitler by Friedemann Bedürftig and Dieter
Kahlenbach (1993), a graphic novel based on the biography of Adolf
Hitler by Joachim Fest from 1973. Since this was a very first attempt to
work with comics in the classroom (in a country that hadn’t embraced
comics as Ninth Art), the artists were encouraged not to use the comic
speech balloons or panels; the slightly modified text modules of the
Fest-biography were mostly put in text blocks under or next to the
illustrations. They also used crayon pencils for drawings and created
a very comic-unlike design for comic readers of the early 1990s. It was
obvious that the comic book of two hundred pages was supposed to
represent a serious approach that avoided the impression of presenting
World War II in a funny and therefore ridiculous style; a fear that
amounted to a very strong prejudice against comics in pedagogical
discourses of that time. The result was (from today’s view) as expected.
Journal of Perpetrator Research 4.2 (2022)
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Although the comic focused on the (primarily) responsible perpetrator(s),
it was extremely difficult to read; the reader could not really engage
with the drawing style and the character of the picture book. Using
comics in the classroom or in an educational programme at a memorial
site was not common practice in Germany. This changed with the
new millennium. As comic studies experienced a boost in Germany,
pedagogy and didactics1 (especially literary didactics and didactics of
history) increasingly engaged with comics and graphic novels as part
of everyday (historical) culture, and comics slowly became part of
educational services in museums and at memorial sites as well.
Comics that were explicitly used at memorial sites most often tried
to give a forum to those who suffered at those sites. They emphasized
the ‘lost voices’ to educate the visitors of the site. This was important
because in many cases, it took a very long time to recognize the history
of the victims publicly. Thus, the rise of Holocaust comics is reflective
of changes within the German memorial culture. Although in principle
comics are capable of telling any story, they most often did not focus on
the story of perpetrators—especially not the convicted ones like Albert
Speer, who can be seen as a prime example of influencing and rewriting
one’s own past and perception through an autobiography (Spandauer
Tagebücher, 1975), in which he presented himself as an innocent man,
seduced by Hitler. Creating a comic about identifiable perpetrators also
requires very precise research into original sources to decrease the risk of
being sued for defamation by relatives. It is, therefore, no wonder that the
few graphic novels on the German market which deal with perpetrators
are, for example, second-generation comics like Cordt Schnibbens’
webcomic ‘Mein Vater, ein Werwolf’ (My Father, a Werewolf) from 2014,
in which the son comes to terms with the past of his parents.
Besides those autobiographical approaches, two predominant
narrative frameworks can be found: on the one hand personalization,
where the story and therefore history is told by focusing on a leading
figure of history—mostly men. Most of the biographies of Hitler seem to
fit this first framework. And on the other hand, through personification,
where history is told through the perspective of a person that is not a
leading figure, and therefore offers an interpretation of the past through
a micro-historical approach (bottom-up). In those micro-histories
(which can depict a much more diverse approach than most schoolbooks), it is likely that the perspective of the perpetrators can contribute
1 Within the German academic context, pedagogy and didactics are two separate disciplines with
their own concepts, methods, and didactic goals.
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to showing complex situations beyond a simple black and white
scheme. This approach seems valuable not only when working with
comics in history classes in schools but also at memorial sites, because
it enables the readers to develop empathy towards the victims while
also dealing with the manifold motives and performances of (clearly
markable) perpetrators, therefore developing a fuller understanding of
the history of National Socialist crimes. This is especially important
for the descendants of Germans engaged in National Socialist crimes,
who are offered an impulse to engage with family history beyond a
national master narrative. One of the first comics that emphasized
this approach as a didactical tool was De Zoektocht (The Search, 2007)
by Eric Heuvel, a commissioned work made in the Netherlands in
cooperation with the Anne Frank House. Here, different motives and
thoughts of German soldiers taking part in mass-executions were—if
only in a few panels—explicitly shown and therefore demonstrated the
scope of action the historical subjects had.
Beyond the narrative structure of a graphic novel, the key to engage
with the history of perpetrators through comics is connected to the
learning setting itself: What do the readers know about the depicted
history and about the ways in which comics can depict history before
they start reading the graphic novel? What do the readers know about
the way the past is dealt with in the realms of historical culture—what
kinds of master narratives are fostered or contested? Thus, can the
readers interpret the comic as part of a historical culture; a culture
which in itself has a history of dealing with the past that is drawn in
the comic? How does the comic reflect the place, time, and culture in
which it was produced? What is set as a goal for reading and in what
ways are the readers aided in reflecting on the story the graphic novel
provides? These questions lay the foundation for interacting with
graphic novels that engage with history.
Ewa Stańczyk: In my opinion, Art Spiegelman’s Maus (1991) took the
representations of perpetrators to a completely new level. The various
debates that erupted after its publication show that the animal allegory
can be very powerful—aesthetically, politically, historically, and
culturally. I can certainly say that the representation of Poles as pigs
struck a sensitive nerve with the audiences in Poland. Of course, Poles
are not the primary perpetrators in Maus but, when the book was first
published in Polish in 2001, it was this aspect that attracted the most
attention. This is also why the publication came so late, even though the
Journal of Perpetrator Research 4.2 (2022)
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translation rights had been acquired already in 1994. Ethno-nationalist
commentators saw this kind of portrayal as undermining Polish wartime victimhood and as being slanderous altogether. A group of activists
even took the case to court, accusing Spiegelman of vilifying the Polish
nation. The court found that the animal allegory had been used in
literature long before Maus and rendered the case moot. But the whole
debate was also representative of certain unresolved historical issues
that are still very much present in Polish cultural memory today. This
includes the common misconception among the right-wing nationalconservative elites that the roles of the victim and perpetrator are
mutually exclusive, and that scoring high on the Righteous Among the
Nations index invalidates wrongdoings. Those are difficult questions
which, I think, Spiegelman understands really well. By no means does
he deny the Polish suffering in the war; this is not even the focus of
his story. Rather, his interest is in the distinct Jewish experience. After
all, the pig allegory was meant to reflect his father’s experience with
Christian Poles as the ‘victimizers of Jews’.2
There is also an important cultural reason why the pig allegory
struck a chord with Polish audiences. Since the end of World War II,
liberal intellectuals in Poland have been mulling over questions of
accountability and complicity. Some of them, like Czesław Miłosz in
his poem ‘Campo di Fiori’, did that much earlier, already in 1943, at the
time of the Warsaw Ghetto uprising. Others, like the literary historian
Jan Błoński in his essay ‘The Poor Poles Look at the Ghetto’, returned
to those issues on the wave of glasnost in 1987. But even those liberal
intellectuals, who emphasized the importance of acknowledging
one’s guilt and asking for forgiveness (to cite Błoński’s reasoning),
characterized gentile Poles merely as bystanders, even if hateful
or indifferent ones.3 When in the 1990s documentary filmmakers
Paweł Łoziński and Agnieszka Arnold exposed the wartime killings
committed by Christian villagers on their Jewish neighbours and
acquaintances, there was no longer any doubt that a wider debate
around Polish perpetratorship was needed.4 In 2000, the historical
work Sąsiedzi (Neighbours) by Jan Tomasz Gross was published, which
2 Art Spiegelman, MetaMAUS: A Look Inside a Modern Classic, Maus (New York: Pantheon Books,
2011), p. 121.
3 See Jan Błoński, ‘The Poor Poles Look at the Ghetto’, in My Brother’s Keeper: Recent Polish Debates
on the Holocaust, ed. by Antony Polonsky (London: Routledge, 1990), p. 45.
4 See documentary films Miejsce urodzenia, dir. by Paweł Łoziński (Studio Filmowe Kronika, 1992)
and Gdzie mój starszy syn Kain, dir. by Agnieszka Arnold (Telewizja Polska, 1999).
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covered similar themes. In that sense, what Spiegelman was saying
about the antisemitic violence and unwillingness to help the Jews
was nothing new to readers in Poland. It was part of an ongoing
public debate, as polarizing as it was. What was new, however, was
the unapologetic pig allegory. It echoed—albeit in a clear pictorial
way—what Błoński talked about nearly fifteen years earlier: the state
of being unclean and contaminated by the legacy of ethnic hatred.
These questions persist even now, twenty years after Maus was
published in Poland, as demonstrated by the recent libel case against
two scholars, Jan Grabowski and Barbara Engelking, whose work
discusses antisemitic murders committed by ethnic Poles during the
war.5 Precisely because these questions remain so fundamental to the
Polish politics of memory (both to its liberal and national-conservative
strands), the portrayal of Poles as pigs will continue to be relevant, and
in that sense also ‘successful’, yet for some time.
Kees Ribbens: Placing a perpetrator at the centre of a story is unusual in
comic strips, but not impossible. Nazis have appeared regularly in comic
strips around the world since the founding of Nazi Germany. These
include leading figures such as Hitler and Goebbels, as well as fictitious
characters illustrating how bad and devious, but also how immature
and clumsy they were. What motivated their attitudes and actions
usually remained undiscussed. The appeal of the National Socialist
ideology, or relevant pragmatic aspirations, were barely mentioned.
During World War II, Hitler, among others, was frequently portrayed,
usually in a rather caricatural manner. Especially in American and
British comics, the Führer was often presented as ridiculous—in an
attempt to downplay the threat he posed to democratic societies, and
in order to keep up the belief in the superiority and eventual victory of
the Allies. Such imagery was present in comics that had a readership
of children, but similar patriotic-propagandist stories could also be
found in comic books read by soldiers.
In post-war decades, especially between the late 1950s to the mid1980s, large numbers of cheap black-and-white comics in pocket format
were published in Western Europe that referred to wartime situations
and events. The focus was on heroic military confrontations in which
numerous German, but also Japanese and Italian army, navy, and air force
characters representing the enemy, were depicted fighting against British,
5 Dalej jest noc: Losy Żydów w wybranych powiatach okupowanej Polski, ed. by Barbara Engelking and
Jan Grabowski (Warszawa: Stowarzyszenie Centrum Badań nad Zagładą Żydów, 2018).
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American, and sometimes Soviet soldiers. The Axis soldiers were usually
portrayed as ordinary men, not explicitly influenced by totalitarian
ideology, while the officers were often portrayed as villainous characters.
Involvement in war crimes against civilians in occupied territory,
however, was rarely a theme, which may be explained by the fact that
civilians—including persecuted groups such as Jews—were generally
invisible in these military narratives. The rather anonymous character
of the vicious officer often remained superficial and unexamined, not
teaching the reader anything about being or becoming a perpetrator.
The appearance of such villains helped to contrast the heroism of the
Allied soldiers more starkly, but the willingness of comic strip makers
to give perpetrators a substantial role in the story was severely restricted
by the enemy stereotypes they cherished. Nevertheless, some comic
strip makers tried to bring perpetrators into the limelight. In the early
1940s, German graphic designer in exile Clément Moreau (pseudonym
of Carl Meffert) published a comic strip adaptation of Mein Kampf in two
Argentine newspapers, Argentina Libre and Argentinisches Tageblatt. Not
a biography in the strict sense of the word, Moreau expressively uses
passages from Mein Kampf to ironically illustrate the absurd powerhungry rage of this dictator as marked by his family history and by his
experiences in World War I. Although Hitler had not yet come to power
when the source of this comic was published, Moreau’s work sheds light
on the motives and backgrounds of his later crimes as a perpetrator.
During the war, half-hearted attempts were also made to gain a little
more insight into perpetrators. The American comic book magazine
Zip Comics launched the series ‘Zip’s Hall of Shame’ in January 1943.
Reinhard Heydrich, a high-ranking German SS and Police officer
who ruled the Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia and was one of
the principal architects of the Holocaust, was the first historical figure
to take center stage in this series of ‘life histories of the world’s most
vicious monsters’ that had the ambition of showing the reader ‘what
makes them tick’.6 In six pages, Heydrich is portrayed as an immorally
violent person whose joining the Nazis is presented as natural and
opportunistic. His performance as an emotionless Nazi, deemed
responsible for both the death of his father and for ‘the wholesale
murders of innocent Jews’, was above all linked to ‘his blood-thirsty

6 ‘Zip’s Hall of Shame: “The Nazi Cobra” Reinhard Heydrich’, Zip Comics #33 (Pelham: MLJ
Publications, 1943), p. 46.
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Figures 1 and 2: Zip Comics #33, 1943, ‘Zip’s Hall of Shame: “The Nazi Cobra” Reinhard Heydrich’.

nature’.7 Further attempts to explain his development, behaviour and
motives were not made by the (anonymous) author.
That other representations are indeed possible is shown in the
work of Japanese manga artist Shigeru Mizuki who published a
manga biography of Hitler (Gekiga Hittorā) in 1971. In this detailed
biography Hitler is presented as a person with strong determination
who, with the help of his intimidating ideology, succeeds in obtaining
an ultimate position of power. Mizuki empathically brings the
Führer back to the proportions of a human being—an approach that
is rare but not impossible in sequential art—but this is in part made
possible by the rather limited attention paid to the Holocaust. To the
extent that readers will have identified with a perpetrator as the main
character of these comics, this is probably most strongly the case
with this Japanese representation. Yet even there, identification will
not have been self-evident to all readers. In principle, a protagonist
in a comic narrative has to be intriguing, but the reader does not
necessarily have to identify with him/her. The question remains
whether it is possible to engage with a specific historical situation
in a comic narrative without identifying with the perpetrator as the
7 Ibid., p. 50.
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main character. Having some empathy as a reader for the character
portrayed in a certain comic may help to develop a somewhat further
reaching historical understanding of who he was, what he did and
why he did so – which is of course not the same as showing sympathy
or even approving of what this perpetrator was responsible for. If we
look at the genre of fiction, which is more strongly present in comics
than the fact-based historical genre, there is clearly no lack of villains
as main characters. Comic readers do not necessarily identify with
such characters but they certainly engage with the narratives. Why
wouldn’t that also be possible in historical non-fiction comics?
How can comics that deal with perpetration in the context of war
and genocide be used in an educational setting? What are the benefits and pitfalls of using comics in the classroom?
Kees Ribbens: As a means of expression generally based on combining
text and image, the medium of comics is in principle capable of
representing very different ways of looking at various historical
experiences. The educational value of comics that focus on the context
of war and genocide is therefore based, on the one hand, on visualizing
historical experiences—often on an individual level—which can
facilitate the understanding of the portrayed events. On the other hand,
zooming in on specific representations in comics in a comparative way
offers the possibility of strengthening the awareness of the evolving
memory culture of mass violence.
A large number of comics produced in the twentieth and twentyfirst century are devoted to wars in this period, in particular to both
World Wars. However, like most media, comics don’t represent all
aspects of and perspectives on war and genocide, as they reflect the
dominant interpretive frameworks of their era and the associated bias
and selectivity. Military aspects, mostly reduced to the violent struggle
between soldiers at the front, were very prominent for a long time.
Only a relatively small but growing proportion of comics during the
last two to three decades, pays serious attention to genocide.
Comics that appeared at the time of the world wars were
characterized by an indisputable patriotism. The often fictitious
narratives glorify the military strength and achievements of one’s
own side, legitimizing the societal efforts required for this, while
portraying the enemy as the embodiment of evil. Because the
portrayal of genocidal and other crimes mainly served to illustrate

183

184

Roundtable
the perceived evilness of the perpetrator as a collective character
trait, the educational use of comics from this period is largely limited
to obtaining an understanding of the mindset of their creators (and,
more indirectly, of their readers). However, structural factors such as
political motives and practical considerations as well as the various
stages of genocidal behaviour are usually inadequately addressed in
such comics (where the main roles are often performed by a limited
number of individuals, not by larger entities that might illustrate the
widespread nature of the phenomenon), obscuring the backgrounds
and motivations of perpetrators and their acts.
A comparative examination of comics from different post-war
decades, reflecting the increasing temporal distance to the drastic
events, can clarify how slowly the struggle for a more open, balanced
view of war and genocide is developing and how comics creators and
their readers relate to that more or less recent past. Widening the scope
of representation (by placing not only heroic soldiers but also civilians
in the spotlight) can contribute to a more nuanced understanding
of history with greater attention to issues of collaboration and
complicity. However, the overall lack of more nuanced comics with a
clearly identifiable perpetrator perspective, illustrating the dynamics
and complexity of the phenomenon, remains a practical limitation
from an educational point of view.
Ewa Stańczyk: European schools and universities are becoming
increasingly diverse so discussing perpetrator characters can be
problematic. It is inevitable that sooner or later there will be pupils
or students who might find certain portrayals incomplete, biased, or
distressing. At times, particular historical events that are dubbed
‘universal’ might not even be viewed as relevant by some sections of
the pupil/student population. I am sure that every teacher who uses
war and genocide comics in the multicultural classroom knows how to
handle those issues sensitively. One way out of this dilemma might be
combining graphic narratives that deal with several different conflicts
and represent intersectional viewpoints. Many secondary school
teachers who work with reading-shy pupils say that including comics
in history and literature classes encourages participation and helps
learners engage with complex historical questions. I can definitely see
how this is the case. At the same time, some teachers warn that ‘comics
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must not be overly serious or didactic in their approach to national
history’ or they risk becoming textbooks.8
Personally, I am a huge believer in using victim sources in both
teaching and research. I find there is a greater sense of urgency and
authority to testimonial material. Importantly, such material is not as
tinged with contemporary political agendas—mentioned above by Kees
Ribbens—and this can be useful in history teaching. Art from the period
can also tell us a lot about the social history of war and genocide. After
all, as some scholars have shown, drawings and other self-made artefacts
were often used as items of barter, securing additional food rations and
privilege.9 If discovered, testimonial art could equal a death sentence
too. When I look at visual sources from Nazi camps and ghettos, which
is one of the areas of my research, I am often struck by how deeply they
penetrate into the victim experience and how peripheral the perpetrator
is in those representations (to mention the surviving works of Terezín
artists such as Bedřich Fritta, Leo Haas, Karel Fleischmann, and Helga
Hošková-Weissová). Artists who zoom in on the perpetrator are few and
far between, precisely because of the risks involved. The work of David
Olère, an Auschwitz survivor and member of Sonderkommando unit, is
one such rare example. Still, even Olère admitted to producing most of
his work close to liberation, rather than in the midst of the events.
Sequential art from the Holocaust is even more rare. There are
different practical reasons for this, including the scarcity of drawing
materials and the difficulty of hiding a large corpus of works in the
camps and ghettos. One narrative which I would like to examine briefly
in the context of our discussion on the perpetrator is representative of
these difficulties, since it was created immediately after the war. It is
a series of drawings by Kalman Landau, a Polish Jew who survived
Auschwitz, Buchenwald, and the evacuation marches to Gross Rosen
in January 1945. Landau was only sixteen when the war ended. He drew
his recollections of the camps from memory while recovering in a
Swiss children’s home in the summer of 1945. Even though these are not
victim sources per se, I would argue that his drawings have a similar
gravity as many visual sources from the Holocaust. Although this is
8 Jennifer Howell, The Algerian War in French-Language Comics: Postcolonial Memory, History, and
Subjectivity (Lanham: Lexington Books, 2015), p. 30.
9 See, e.g., Janet Blatter, ‘Art from the Whirlwind’, Art of the Holocaust, ed. by Janet Blatter and Sibyl
Milton, (London: Orbis, 1982), p. 27; Marjorie Lamberti, ‘Making Art in the Terezin Concentration
Camp’, New England Review, 17.4 (1995), 110; Anna Hájková, The Last Ghetto: An Everyday History of
Theresienstadt (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020), pp. 180-181.
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not a traditional comic strip, Landau’s pictorial story has important
characteristics of the medium. It has a narrative logic (it unfolds over
the course of twelve drawings) and contains captions and speech
balloons. In 1946, Landau’s drawings were published in the Swiss art
periodical, the Du magazine, and since then have been included in
studies on children in Nazi-occupied and liberated Europe.10
The perpetrator looms large in Landau’s graphic narrative, both
literally and metaphorically. He is distinguished by his greencoloured uniform, as opposed to the striped pyjamas of the inmates
and the dark brown clothing of the Kapos. He is often presented in
active roles: taking a roll call, escorting prisoners, and performing
executions. At times, Landau distorts the perspective by drawing the
perpetrator larger (as in the arrival scene) and exaggerating the size
of the weapons he wields (as on a page portraying the death march
and the concomitant shooting of prisoners). Meanwhile, the victims
are depicted as a motionless and homogenous group. As Buchenwald
is liberated, it is the prisoners who now carry arms, while the Nazi
commanders stand motionless with their arms raised in surrender.
Landau’s narrative line is simple, stretching from the arrival to
liberation. His drawing style is understated, which also makes it
accessible—a potentially invaluable feature of an educational resource.
As in the case of many victim sources, also here, the context in which the
work was produced and disseminated could be subject to didactic activity.
Landau’s stay in Switzerland, where the drawings were produced, was
an example of state-sponsored relief aid which encompassed several
thousand young people from Buchenwald, among other groups.
Although sometimes seen as a deeply politicized programme aimed
at broadcasting Swiss humanitarian values and compensating for
its neutrality,11 the retreat was also meant to restore the health and
mental stability of the survivors. According to Nicholas Stargardt, who
interviewed other young survivors from the same retreat, drawing
was considered a form of therapy and was widely encouraged by local
care workers.12 This shows in Landau’s graphic narrative. He does not
shy away from difficult experiences. He confronts his memories of the
10 See, e.g., Dorothy Macardle, Children of Europe. A Study of the Children of Liberated Countries,
their War-time Experiences, their Reactions, and their Needs, with a Note on Germany (London:
Victor Gollancz, 1949); Nicholas Stargardt, Witnesses of War: Children’s Lives Under the Nazis
(London: Jonathan Cape, 2005).
11 See, e.g., Madeleine Lerf, “Buchenwaldkinder”– eine Schweizer Hilfsaktion (Zurich: Chronos, 2010).
12 Nicholas Stargardt, ‘Drawing the Holocaust in 1945’, Holocaust Studies. A Journal of Culture and
History, 11.2 (2005), 35.
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perpetrator too. As such, his story lends itself to a variety of themes that
can be discussed in education, including the transition from victim to
survivor and the associated processing of traumatic memories through
creative activity. The themes of post-war relief aid and European
reconstruction could be also touched upon in this context.
Christine Gundermann: When engaging with war comics and
genocide comics, students need to understand that they are confronted
with different genres. War comics most often leave out genocide on
purpose (in this they are similar to computer games). They focus on
battle heroes and therefore ‘normalize’ the war as a battle and a contest
of combatants. Holocaust comics, on the other hand, focus on the largest
group of victims of National Socialist crimes, and they tend to leave out
military history and focus on the radicalisation of antisemitism until
its deadly outcome. Holocaust comics and genocide comics in general
can help us to amplify the stories of the victims and unmask conflicts
and (civil) wars as a neither heroic nor honourable business.
Besides that, we have to ask what a comic focusing on perpetrators can
do to further a better understanding of history: Does it help understand
phenomena like political radicalization, growing antisemitism, or
racializing a certain group and its historical consequences? Or could
it enforce understanding and later sympathy with a perpetrator figure?
While there are conflicts where it is of crucial importance to dissolve
oversimplified black-and-white-narratives and emphasize the complex
scope of actions and situations where a person could be victim and
perpetrator at the same time (like in civil wars), there are parts of our
past where such an approach has to be reviewed very carefully as a
potential historical misrepresentation in terms of an externalization
of perpetration and universalization or equalization of victimhood
through the comic. Those comics can then serve as examples for a
denialist historiography, and not as pathways to identification.
Thus, every comic can be used, but in a didactical setting, it is most
helpful to see them all as a primary source of engaging with historical
culture. Important questions are then: How does the story fit into
the main narratives of a society, which interpretations of the past are
fostered and which are not? Who is playing a part in the narrative and
who is left out? Recognizing and understanding the comic as part of
an ongoing interpretation of the past within a society always helps to
foster comic literacy as part of a reflective historical consciousness.
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How have comics made by memorial centres and museums
engaged with the issue of perpetrator representation? And how
does this relate to perpetrator depictions in comics that have less
of a didactic approach?
Kees Ribbens: Comic strips explicitly presented as educational media
already existed during World War II. American publishers, trying to
profit from the booming comics market by convincing parents that
their products were less thrill-seeking than those of commercial
competitors, published biographies of political and military leaders in
comic book form.13 Since these emphasized a hagiographic portrayal of
representatives of the Allied side, the coverage of human rights violations
in that context was limited, as was also the case in early post-war comic
book overviews of the war years. A special issue on World War II from
the Classics Illustrated series, a US publication from 1962 perceived as
educational, was translated into several Western European languages. It
included coverage of the Axis powers, their political and military efforts,
and to some extent, their motives. The mass murder of ‘the entire Jewish
and Gypsy populations’14 was explicitly included with distinct empathy
for the victims. But with the exception of leading figures such as Hitler
and Goebbels, the perpetrators remained anonymous.
After Spiegelman’s groundbreaking Maus was published and schools
had become accustomed to using comics, it became increasingly
acceptable to depict genocide in comic books as well. From the 1990s
onward, war museums and memory centers in the Netherlands,
Belgium, France and Germany, Japan, and the US took the opportunity
to enthusiastically initiate various comic books about World War I
and World War II in particular. The fact that the generation of heritage
professionals who were now in charge was actually more familiar with
comics than younger generations who consumed visual media messages
mainly from a screen was easily forgotten.
In such educational comics about World War II, the focus was above
all on victims of the German occupation, not least of the persecution
of the Jews. A well-known example was De Ontdekking (A Family
Secret, 2003), a Dutch comic book published by the Anne Frank House
13 Kees Ribbens, ‘The Invisible Jews in August Froehlich’s “Nazi Death Parade” (1944). An Early American
Sequential Narrative Attempt to Visualize the Final Stages of the Holocaust’, in Beyond Maus. The
Legacy of Holocaust Comics, ed. by Ole Frahm, Hans-Joachim Hahn, and Markus Streb (Vienna: Böhlau
2021), pp. 140-141.
14 ‘World War II’, Classics Illustrated, Special Issue 166a (New York: Gilberton Company, 1962), p. 53.
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Figure 3: A Family Secret. © Eric Heuvel/Anne Frank Stichting.

in which the occupation was reduced to understandable proportions.
The youthful reader could easily identify with the fictional male
protagonist who found artifacts from his grandmother’s wartime
childhood in the attic. The story of Helena, her father, and her older
brothers illustrates the diverse positions in which individuals ended up,
by choice or otherwise. While one of Helena’s brothers, Wim, joined
the underground resistance movement, her other brother, Theo, served
in the German army while witnessing—though not committing—the
murder of Jews in newly occupied Eastern Europe. In this way, the final
stage of the Holocaust is represented, but the makers chose to portray
the Dutch involvement as somehow limited.
Particularly interesting, however, is Helena’s father, a Dutch
policeman who is obliged by the German occupying forces to
participate in the persecution of the Jews. His loyalty to the
authorities makes him an accomplice to genocide, and therefore
a fellow perpetrator partly responsible for the deportation of Jews
from the Netherlands. The fact that he allows Esther, his daughter’s
Jewish friend, to escape during a deportation illustrates, nevertheless,
how unequivocal perpetrator labels that supposedly offer clarity
should be handled with the necessary caution.
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While moral messages are not too explicitly included in various
contemporary comic books initiated by war and genocide museums,
there nevertheless seems to be a desire that the mostly young readers
can identify with one or more characters in the story. Partly by
making a certain appeal to readers’ emotions, reading historical
comics in general reinforces the idea of proximity to the past, which
may contribute to a better historical understanding. At the same
time, it is unlikely that museums and memory centers—in both their
exhibitions and their comics—will opt exclusively for a perpetrator
perspective. On the one hand, empathy for victims has priority for
understandable reasons; on the other hand, it is obvious that a certain
identification with the role of perpetrators is not considered desirable
by authors and educators. A better historical understanding of the
perpetrator will therefore be limited.
Ewa Stańczyk: One series that comes to mind in this context is
Episodes from Auschwitz, published by the Auschwitz-Birkenau
Memorial and Museum towards the end of the 2000s. The series
presents several stories of predominantly Polish Christian characters
who had been imprisoned in Auschwitz, most notably the Jesuit priest
Maksymilian Kolbe and the Home Army soldier Witold Pilecki. Each
of the four albums is aimed at emphasizing the traditional pillars of
national-conservative memory culture—namely Polish victimhood
and heroism. Other protagonists (including Jewish victims) play a
marginal role in those narratives and, even though the series has
been translated into several languages (such as English, German
and French), it is clearly aimed at supplementing the Polish national
curriculum. The story of Witold Pilecki is particularly telling in this
respect. Pilecki was said to go to Auschwitz voluntarily as part of an
underground operation aimed at infiltrating the camp. He survived
the war, including the anti-Nazi Warsaw Uprising of 1944, to be later
arrested and charged with foreign espionage by the Communist
authorities. He was executed in 1948 following a show trial.
The comic about Pilecki is a typical educational resource—it is
flanked by a historical introduction, a preface, and an afterword. These
are meant to prompt the teacher and the pupil to read the story ‘the
right way’. The introduction frames Pilecki’s story as a narrative of ‘two
totalitarianisms’ wherein the Soviet crimes are equated with the crimes
of Nazi Germany. The introduction contains four panels of drawings
which portray Stalin in the company of Roosevelt and Churchill, as well
Journal of Perpetrator Research 4.2 (2022)
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as a scene from the Katyn massacre perpetrated by the NKVD on Polish
officers in the spring of 1940. The comic itself intersperses scenes of
brutality during Pilecki’s interrogation by the Communist state security
with killings committed by SS guards in Auschwitz. The images of Stalin
and of the Polish Communist leader, Bolesław Bierut, who refused to
pardon Pilecki, loom large in the final pages of the comic, too, even
though they appear solely as portraits on the wall of state security offices.
Their henchmen, state security officials and interrogators, are portrayed
perpetrating violent beatings and torture. These representations are
meant to complement the depictions of Auschwitz SS guards who are
described as ‘animals’ who torture inmates ‘out of boredom’ as well as
disrespecting the bodies of dead prisoners.15
The story is both shocking and poignant, precisely for the scenes
described above. In that, it fits in with the wider tradition of narratives
attempting to appeal to the readers’ emotions and provide positive
models to emulate, as discussed by Kees Ribbens above. Although the
story contains negative characters, too, who could have been explored
further and with deeper insight into their motivations (e.g. the Polish
Communist interrogators), this is largely a missed opportunity. All in
all, the story is somewhat problematic as an educational resource. It
conflates two very different types of perpetratorship and two very
different historical contexts. It also seems to encourage the use of the
Nazi genocide as a convenient trope with which to discuss other acts
of mass violence. Even though the story depicts an ‘episode’ of history
which is certainly worth remembering, one has to wonder inevitably if
this is the right outlet for a narrative such as this.
Christine Gundermann: The focus on victims and survivors in
comics made by or commissioned by a memorial site might also have
something to do with available sources. Most often those comics
present the history of, for example, an inmate of a concentration camp
or stories of people who are marked as enemies and hunted down.
Those stories are connected to the lieu de mémoire, the narrative of the
museum; many of them only exist because the victims survived and
were able to tell their stories. Detailed references to biographies of
perpetrators do not really help to understand the history of the victims.
It also may be the case that records of guards were (purposefully)
destroyed and thus the comic artist is forced to describe more the
15 Michał Gałek and Arkadiusz Klimek, Epizody z Auschwitz. Raport Witolda (Oświęcim-Babice: K&L
Press, 2009), p. 19.
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function of the perpetrator and exemplify his or her deeds than his
or her motivations and goals. And of course, there are graphic novels
that dive deep into stereotypes of evil Nazis to depict the Holocaust,
to enable a clear setting of good and evil, to fulfil readers’ expectations
or for other reasons. An example of such a presentation is the camp
commander in Pascal Croci’s Auschwitz (2000), who is not only vicious,
sadistic, and driven by cruelty, but even morphs in a dream sequence
into Nosferatu, a vampire-figure famously staged by Friedrich
Wilhelm Murnau in 1922. Demonizing perpetrators brings them closer
to Nazisploitation and does not help to understand history itself.
How do comics on national histories engage with perpetrator
characters, and to what extent do we see a mitigation of the
violent events and its participants? How could reading a comic
about collective, national history influence the ways in which the
perpetrator figures are interpreted?
Ewa Stańczyk: In the Polish context, there is a long tradition of pictorial
stories about friendly rascals who get into all sorts of mischief. This
dates back to the interbellum wherein many stories feature national
enemies, such as Germans, Bolsheviks, and others. There are also some
post-World War II comics which build on that interwar tradition and
which feature Nazi characters. One such work is Wicek i Wacek: Ucieszne
przygody dwóch wisusów w czasie okupacji na ich cześć wierszem opisane
(Wicek and Wacek: The Enjoyable Adventures of two Rascals during
the Occupation Written in Verse in their Honour), which was written
and drawn as an adventure story and portrayed the exploits of two male
protagonists during World War II. Wicek and Wacek were not complete
strangers to post-war audiences. The strip was launched in the interwar
period in a Łódź tabloid called Express Ilustrowany (Express Illustrated).
It was suspended during the war and reactivated in 1945. Wicek i Wacek
is a typical story that is written from a national perspective in that it
depicts the resilience of the nation in the face of the ‘fascist’ offensive. The
introduction to the 1948 book edition makes that very clear by stating
that ‘[a]fter the villainous attack of the Nazi hordes, the gloomy days of
captivity began in the country. However, the people did not lose their
spirit, putting up resistance to the invaders in myriad ways’.16 Wicek
and Wacek, too, are said to have participated in that struggle. According
16 Adam Ochocki and Wacław Drozdowski, Wicek i Wacek: Ucieszne przygody dwóch wisusów w
czasie okupacji na ich cześć wierszem opisane (Łódź: Express Ilustrowany, 1948), n.p.
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to the introductory note, they ‘are no heroes’ but they know how to
use ‘mockery and humour as [. . .] weapons against the cruel enemy’.17
Indeed, from the very first pages of the book we see them poke fun at
the Nazis—as they build a giant snowman that resembles Hitler, disrobe
a Wehrmacht soldier, forcing him to walk around naked, and send an
angry bull to frighten a party of the Hitler Youth. Even when they are
deported to the camps, they rely on their ingenuity to stay out of harm’s
way. Here the perpetrator is someone to be outsmarted and ridiculed
with a vengeance. In contrast, the two characters are portrayed as highly
intelligent, resilient, fearless, and mischief-loving. It is those attributes
that eventually enable them to survive the occupation.
The story is devoid of explicit martyrological and heroic undertones
which will underpin World War II comics later on, particularly from
the 1960s onwards, notably Podziemny Front (The Underground Front,
1969-1972) and Kapitan Kloss (Captain Kloss, 1971-1973). It contains no
references to the extermination of Polish Jews either, a trend which will
emerge in Polish comics only in the mid-2000s.18 Instead, aside from
adhering to the Allied anti-fascist narrative, the comic’s overarching
idea fits in with the wider pan-European trope of resistance through
laughter. This was, no doubt, a legacy of the interwar press rather than
a new representational strategy. We see similar pictorial stories surface
in the Polish press already in the 1920s. Towards the end of the 1930s,
Nazi characters also begin to appear in those stories. For example,
Froncek, a Silesian protagonist of Poland’s longest running newspaper
strip, Przygody Bezrobotnego Froncka (The Adventures of Unemployed
Froncek) encounters German Nazi protagonists on a regular basis.
In one pre-war episode from 1939 he even travels to Dachau. There he
overpowers the camp commander called Müller (who is the spitting
image of Hitler), steals his uniform and slips into the camp, pretending
to be a Nazi inspector. In other stories, he makes fun of the Nazi
movement more generally, including its sympathizers’ attachment
to the swastika. Froncek’s encounters with Germans were meant to
channel the romanticized vision of Polishness as characterized by
resourcefulness, wit, and courage. This was particularly important for
a comic published in Silesia where identities were rarely clear-cut and
where rallying support for the Polish nation was an ongoing effort.
17 Ochocki and Drozdowski, n.p.
18 See, e.g., Krzysztof Gawronkiewicz and Krystian Rosenberg, Achtung Zelig! Druga Wojna (Warszawa
and Poznań: Kultura Gniewu and Zin Zin Press, 2004).
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In the stories above the focus is rarely on the enemy and his crimes,
although the enemy is crucial to maintaining the good-evil binary.
Wicek i Wacek, in particular, does that without resorting to explicit
representations of violence and mass murder, even though the images
of gas chambers and chimneys do appear in the comic. This kind of
representation is dictated by the specificity of the popular newspaper
medium in which those stories had been originally published. In this
particular case, then, it was the wider commercial purpose (i.e., the aim
of attracting mass audiences and providing them with light entertainment) that governed some of those representations.
Christine Gundermann: Over the last two decades we have witnessed
an emancipation from national frames when telling the history of the
world wars, the Cold War, or the impact of colonialism, to name only a
few. Transnational approaches focussing rather on entangled histories
and pointing out ‘glocal’ impacts of history have provided new insights
into the history of the twentieth century. It also became clear that the
history of the Holocaust cannot be told as national history, because it
was in itself a trans-border organized crime. We find these approaches
in many memorial sites regarding National Socialist crimes: people
from so many nationalities were forced into camps and perished there.
It is thus obvious that it is quite challenging to tell a history on and
about these places within a national frame. Nevertheless, most school
curricula still emphasize the nation as guiding frame for historical
orientation. As most comics today can be understood as transnational
cultural objects (not only regarding translations, but also appropriations
and developments of artistic comic styles, referencing cosmopolitan
icons of atrocities distributed via mass media like movies), a comic
should be very carefully surveyed regarding questions such as: Can the
comic be ascribed to one specific national master narrative? If so, what
would it mean to work with this comic? How can literacy regarding
historical culture be fostered when working with the comic? These
were, for instance, crucial questions when introducing the comics De
Ontdekking (A Family Secret, 2003) and De Zoektocht (The Search, 2007)
by Eric Heuvel in German classrooms. Both comics clearly depicted a
Dutch perspective on the Holocaust, in which German perpetrators only
played a smaller part and the annihilation crusade of the Wehrmacht in
the east was underrepresented. Introducing The Search to German pupils
as a way of understanding the German past also requires a reflection on
that particular national perspective because it determines the way in
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which German soldiers and Nazis are dealt with. Thus, the stories told
in the comics offer a transnational perspective on interpreting history,
but only a multi-perspectival approach that explores different roles
in wartime leading to different interpretations of history allows the
comics to be understood in a national memory discourse.
Kees Ribbens: In many Dutch comics about World War II, Germans
mainly play a supporting role. They are present because they
materialize the German occupation but in general, comic book
creators hardly zoom in on specific characters. Leading figures such
as Reichskommissar Arthur Seyss-Inquart and his top officials like the
notorious Generalkommissar für das Sicherheitswesen Hanns Albin
Rauter rarely appear in a recognizable way in the dozens of comics
about the war that have been published since 1945. Insofar as German
soldiers or authorities appear here, they can seldom be traced back to
concrete persons—and thus not to specific acts by which their position
as perpetrator was actually shaped.
This doesn’t mean that Dutch comic readers don’t encounter
representations of German perpetrators. The well-known two-volume
comic by the French authors Calvo and Dancette, La bête est morte! La
guerre mondiale chez les animaux, (The Beast is Dead. The World War of the
Animals, 1945-1946) also appeared in a Dutch-language edition (Het beest
is dood. De Wereldoorlog bij de dieren, 1946) soon after the liberation—
and showed various atrocities committed by Germans especially in
France, including the persecution of the Jews. Early comics, such as
1945 Ons land uit lijden ontzet (Our Country Liberated from Suffering,
1945) by Ton van Tast (pseudonym of Anton van der Valk), expressed
pride in the resistance and joy at the liberation within a nationalist
framework while focusing on the recent everyday experiences of the
civilian population: lack of food, problems with transport, and the
confiscation of radios. Physical violence against people came into
focus only to a limited extent in this work. In so far as perpetrators did
appear, they were more often Dutch National Socialists than German;
they are the ones at whom the rage and frustration of the cartoonist
and his fellow countrymen was primarily directed. They are explicitly
referred to as ‘NSB scum’ and ‘NSB vermin’ who enriched themselves
by profiting from other people’s misery, who undeservedly ruled the
roost, spied on fellow countrymen and betrayed them to the Germans;
in short, they were depicted as cowardly traitors in all regards. The
motives of the Nazis were not explicitly indicated; the suggestion was
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Figure 4: © Thom Roep & Co Loerakker, Van nul tot nu: De vaderlandse geschiedenis vanaf
1940 (2004).

that their actions were primarily motivated by greed and lust for power.
Perpetrators thus remained underexposed.
Overviews of national history in comic book form are rather scarce
in the Netherlands. The main exception is the series Van nul tot nu (From
Zero to Now, 1982-1987), created by Thom Roep and Co Loerakker, in
which a young girl is given an introduction to the national history by
Methusalem, a friendly old man with a beard. The comic, which was
reprinted various times in book form, initially appeared weekly in the
humorous comic magazine Donald Duck—which explains its somewhat
playful educational tone. The victimization of the Dutch was the main
focus of this narrative regarding World War II and the fate of the Jews—
Anne Frank in particular—was also addressed. Although it was made
clear that the Germans were responsible, the perpetrators remained
fairly anonymous. While the collaborating Dutch National Socialists
were generally characterized as ‘a hotchpotch of failures, disgruntled
bourgeois, racists, and profiteers’,19 the visualized savagery of the
Germans robbing the country was not combined with any explanation
19 Thom Roep and Co Loerakker, Van nul tot nu: De vaderlandse geschiedenis vanaf 1940, 9th
edn (Haarlem: Big Balloon Publishers, 2004), p. 9. Translation by Kees Ribbens.
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of the behaviour of the perpetrators. There were no attempts to focus
on individual perpetrators or to make more sense of their actions
(although, at a collective level, the previous rise of the Nazis was linked
to unemployment and inflation, and to resentment over the Versailles
Treaty and failing democracy).
Because of the national framework of such overarching historical
narratives, the characters drawn in them tend to consist, on the one hand,
of well-known leader figures who only need to be briefly portrayed in
order to be recognized and, on the other hand, of anonymous citizens
who are considered exemplary of a certain situation at a particular
point in time. A better understanding of perpetrators, in particular
of their dynamic development and motives, requires that a comic
strip zooms in on one or more individual stories and allows space for
them. This seems almost fundamentally at odds with the format of a
compact national history comic. At the same time, there is a tension
between the fact that Dutch National Socialists do receive attention
but are considered too trivial to be taken seriously as perpetrators, and
Germans, in turn, who do qualify for the label ‘perpetrator’ but an indepth exploration of that phenomenon doesn’t seem to fit within the
Dutch framework of the historical narrative.
In her article on teaching German history with the graphic novel,
Elizabeth Nijdam posits that there is a paucity of German comics
that deal directly with the history of Nazi genocide, while German
comics ‘have successfully begun to deal with another aspect of
Germany’s tumultuous history, the rise and fall of Soviet East
Germany’.20 Can you reflect on this observation and its implications
for teaching environments?
Christine Gundermann: In the last two decades, many comics
were published that deal with everyday life, suppression in, and
escape from the GDR. Especially the theme of the escape is used
and encouraged by memorial sites and museums dealing with the
‘Mauer’, the inner German border. Examples like Tunnel 57 - Eine
Fluchtgeschichte als Comic (Tunnel 57 - An Escape Story as Comic, 2013)
or Berlin - geteilte Stadt (Berlin - a Divided City, 2012), both by Thomas
Henseler and Susanne Buddenberg, show a clear narrative of the GDR
20 Elizabeth Nijdam, ‘Coming to Terms with the Past: Teaching German History with the Graphic
Novel’, in Class, Please Open Your Comics: Essays on Teaching with Graphic Narratives, ed. by
Matthew L. Miller (Jefferson: McFarland & Company, Inc., Publishers, 2015), p. 148.
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as an oppressive state that brave citizens have tried to overcome. Here
also, perpetrators are to appear more likely as anonymous repressive
structures, exemplarily shown through opportunistic figures
that execute a specific suppression in the everyday life of the main
characters. These comics also often engage in depicting the STASI,
the members of the Staatssicherheit (the state security of the GDR) as
potentially omnipresent, but mostly an anonymous or (yet) unknown
menace. Seldomly the decisions to work for this governmental branch
and its concrete daily routines are shown in those comics. Here again,
the stories most often focus on those who suffered in the GDR.
It seems that here—like in comics regarding World War II or the
Holocaust—certain tropes are about to become manifest, especially
regarding the representation of persons that can be marked as
perpetrators. Those comics also should, first and foremost, be
understood as produced in a certain time and place and therefore a
primary source of historical culture. It seems that the time frame when
museums and memorial sites commissioned comics for educational
purposes is slowly coming to a close as new forms of communication
are established on the market. Comics most often were chosen because
they seemed a promising way to engage with younger audiences that
supposedly read comics. This seems to change in the digital age and
tools that offer virtual and augmented realities seem to be more ‘up
to date’ and offer a promise of an experience of the past. Comics (even
digitally produced and published) can contrast and reflect those digital
approaches through a very useful perspective: A comic is clearly
marked as an interpretation of the past, this is a strength that should be
fostered in museums and memorial sites as well.
Ewa Stańczyk: I think Nora Krug’s graphic memoir Belonging (2018)
does an excellent job of exploring the quiet complicity of ordinary
Germans. In her memoir, she traces the wartime trajectory of her
maternal grandfather, Willi, in an attempt to deal with the sensitive
questions of family history and memory. Sifting through archival
materials, Krug discovers a postwar questionnaire of the American
military authorities in which her grandfather categorized himself as
a Mitläufer (follower), rather than an offender, due to his membership
in the Nazi Party. In her memoir, this is accompanied by an evocative
drawing of a sheep (see Figure 5) which is meant to depict many such
followers who, in the author’s own words, were persons ‘lacking
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Figure 5: © Nora Krug, Belonging: A German Reckons with History and Home (2018).

courage and moral stance’.21 Here, Michael Rothberg’s term, ‘the
implicated subject’, comes to mind. The implicated subject does not
commit grave crimes. Nonetheless, s/he remains indispensable in
providing legitimacy to genocidal policies and practices.22 Although
Krug is relieved to have discovered other documents which officially
confirmed Willi’s status as Mitläufer (rather than an offender),
she is sceptical about the veracity of such labels. To her, archival
documentation is imperfect; it rarely offers a complete window into
the past. In her own words, archives cannot tell us whether Willi
openly supported anti-Jewish discrimination and violence prior to
the war, where he was during events such as the Kristallnacht, and
how he reacted to the deportations of Jews from his hometown
Karlsruhe. These questions are perhaps as important as the questions
of direct involvement in the genocide because they concerned so many
members of the general public.
21 Nora Krug, Belonging: A German Reckons with History and Home (New York: Simon and
Schuster, 2018), n.p.
22 Michael Rothberg, The Implicated Subject: Beyond Victims and Perpetrators (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2019), pp. 1-2.
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There is no denying that, on a collective level, the curtain of silence
surrounding World War II in Germany has largely been lifted. This
is a result of the state-sponsored politics of Vergangenheitsbewältigung,
initiated in the 1970s on the wave of the Ostpolitik and the ‘Warschauer
Kniefall’ of Willy Brandt. And yet, what makes Krug’s memoir special
is its focus on family history. Earlier cultural representations, such
as the fact-based feature film Das schreckliche Mädchen (The Nasty
Girl, 1990), show how troubling it can be to zoom in on the question
of complicity in local communities. Here, a young woman’s attempt
to uncover implicated subjects in her hometown is met with hostility
and denial. That the film is based on a true story of Anna Rosmus
who undertook research into the past of her home town Passau in
the late 1970s makes for an even more persuasive portrayal of this
difficult issue. When examined together, the film and Krug’s memoir
remind us that, although many communities chose to supress certain
‘inconvenient truths’, the sense of guilt might live on at the individual
or familial levels, even in the absence of actual memory (e.g. in the
second and third generations). ‘Who would we be as a family if the
war had never happened?’, asks Krug towards the end of her memoir,
realizing that this question will never be answered.23
What does this scarcity of sources mean for the educational setting?
Germany has done a better job than any other country in Europe at
incorporating the history of Nazi perpetrators and their collaborators
into the national curriculum. But graphic memoirs, such as the one
by Krug, are needed too. They tinge the national with the personal
and hint at the commonality of moral dilemmas that many ordinary
Germans must have faced following the rise of Hitler. We know from
historical research that such dilemmas were not exclusive to Nazi
Germany or to World War II. In fact, in many states that saw the rise
of ethno-nationalist, antisemitic policies already in the early 1930s,
those questions had been relevant long before the Holocaust. And
while the stories of individual complicity might have been scrutinized
in post-war retributive trials across many European states, individual
efforts to reflect on one’s involvement have been few and far between.
In a similar way, complicity in the Holocaust would rarely feature in
family discussions, the same way victimhood and survival does, so the
lack of graphic narratives on the topic is not that surprising. While the
exploration of transgenerational trauma has been a prominent subject
23 Krug, Belonging, n.p.
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in several memoirs written by second and third generation survivors
(Art Spiegelman, Miriam Katin, Martin Lemelman, and Amy Kurzweil,
to name a few), the topic of transgenerational culpability has not. Even
Krug admitted that the traditional format of a graphic memoir did
not fully suit her message. Instead, she chose the open format of a
scrapbook which contains elements of traditional comics as well as
photographs and visual renditions of archival documents and other
sources. The question remains whether Krug’s visual memoir will
start a more prominent trend among other non-Jewish artists with
similar histories of transgenerational guilt.
Kees Ribbens: Elizabeth Nijdam’s suggestion that there are more
graphic novels produced by German authors on the history of the
GDR than on the genocide of Jews, Roma, and Sinti can probably be
substantiated quantitatively, but, to my knowledge, in both cases the
number of publications is not very large. If we widen our view by
comparing the representation of the GDR in post-1989 comics with
the representation of the Nazi regime in comics published in Germany
since 1945, the result will probably be in favour of the latter. It should
not be forgotten that the comic book market in the Federal Republic has
been dominated for a long time by comic strips and graphic novels that
came from abroad and reached a German readership in a translated
form. Indisputably, only a limited number of comic strips about the
Nazi era and World War II deal with this genocide, and then usually
solely with the persecution of Jews. The position of Roma and Sinti in
comic strips and other popular media, in Germany as well as in most
other countries, can only be described as marginal.24
In recent decades, a lively scene of comic book creators has
emerged in Germany, which has resulted in an appealing highquality production of graphic novels. In the German context, comics
are therefore no longer predominantly an import phenomenon. The
young generation of comic book creators—who in turn are breaking
down borders, as publishers in Western Europe and North America
releasing their work in translation—are to a certain degree focusing
on autobiographical stories. It is, therefore, not surprising that
these comics are often dealing with the relatively recent GDR past
(in particular with the last, most recent years of the communist
24 Some exceptions can be found in for instance France and Sweden: Kkrist Mirror, Tsiganes 19401945: Le camp de concentration de Montreuil-Bellay (Paris: EP, 2008); Gunilla Lundgren, Sofia Z-4515
(Stockholm: Pionier Press, 2005).
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regime) than with the now more distant Nazi past. Nevertheless, the
Nazi past is also given a place, sometimes because of a connection
with one’s own family history (e.g., Barbara Yelin, Irmina, 2014),
sometimes because of an artist’s fascination with the appealing story
of a particular Holocaust victim (e.g., Reinhard Kleist, Der Boxer:
Die wahre Geschichte des Hertzko Haft, 2011). In my opinion, it is not so
much a case of trying to look away from an all too painful history
for which one feels a certain sense of responsibility. The fact that
Germany has also seen the publication of graphic novels in which the
contemporary activity of neo-Nazis is addressed (e.g., Nils Oskamp,
Drei Steine, 2016) demonstrates that comics creators are not striving
for an artificially sanitized self-image in the present or the past.
For some time already comic strips have been used in German
education, particularly the aforementioned comic strips initiated by the
Anne Frank House in Amsterdam, distributed by German comic and
educational publishers. This illustrates that the educational handling
of the Holocaust is not entirely dependent on what German comic
book authors have published on the subject. Yet, an increasing number
of works by German comic book creators is becoming available. For
example, at the Bayerische Landeszentrale für Politische Bildungsarbeit
(Bavarian State Agency for Civic Education), not only a low-price version
of Nora Krug’s Belonging is obtainable (under the appropriate title Heimat:
Ein deutsches Familienalbum), but also the comic book Jesuran (2020). Based
on research by high school students, comic artist Alex Mages depicts the
life of the Jewish Jesuran family from Nuremberg. This historical point
of departure is used in accompanying educational materials to examine
the phenomenon of exclusion and discrimination, and also to look at
individual and collective cultures of remembrance.
The lack of publicly available sales figures makes it difficult to
assess the extent to which these comics meet the demand of readers,
but the appreciation by critics can generally be described as positive.
The question remains as to what extent the available supply of comics
meets the needs of history teachers and educational staff in museums
and remembrance centers. An individual and recognizable local
perspective probably works more easily for many pupils to reduce the
distance between past and present and to strengthen their historical
understanding; this may be taken as a plea to stimulate the creation
of more comic strips so that a German perspective from 1933 onwards
- with room for the roles and agency of both supporters of National
Socialism, their victims as well as the bystanders - can be combined
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with, for instance, French or Belgian perspectives in (translated) comic
strips from those countries.
In the last decades we have seen a scholarly shift to an engagement
with perpetrators that moves beyond the one-dimensional label
of ‘evil’ to allow for a more thorough investigation of the reasons
for participation in grievous acts of orchestrating and executing
violence, while also offering more space to consider perpetration
as a complex, multi-faceted and ultimately human act. How do
comics relate to this shift, do we see similar developments?
Ewa Stańczyk: It varies widely. There is, for example, one interesting
graphic narrative called Stvoření světa (The Creation of the World,
undated) which was drawn already during World War II in the Terezín
Ghetto. The author, Bohemian doctor Pavel Fantl, portrays Hitler as a
tormented, and profoundly human, individual. In Fantl’s representation,
he suffers from an emotional deficit which is triggered by a sense of
rejection. This is most likely a reference to Hitler not being admitted to
art school, something he discussed in his autobiographical manifesto
Mein Kampf. In another surviving work from the 1940s, The Song is Over
(which is a single watercolour painting), Fantl depicts Hitler as a sad
clown with a broken guitar at his feet, as if foretelling his imminent
fall. These are unique works; also given the fact they were produced
by a persecuted person. Having said that, Fantl is really an exception
because most of the art from that period is geared towards documenting
the inhumane conditions of camps and ghettos and is predominantly
victim-focused. Fantl stands out in another way – he had a keen eye for
satire which, I think, is one reason why his representations of Hitler
went beyond the idea of pure evil. Unlike many other illustrators who
attempted similar portrayals later on, Fantl was also close to the events,
which gave him a very unique perspective.
Many contemporary representations of Nazi perpetrators bear
the imprint of the Eichmann trial and even more so of Arendt’s
interpretation of Eichmann’s personality as dull and banal. This idea of
the perpetrator as a bureaucrat who only ‘followed orders’ has gained
so much currency in popular culture that artists revert to it almost by
default. This is visible in both Holocaust comics, to mention the Italian
Dylan Dog: Doctor Terror (1993), by Tiziano Sclavi and Gianluigi Coppola,
and in patriotic stories on national suffering, as in the scene of mass
execution in the Polish comic on the Warsaw Uprising by Krzysztof
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Gawronkiewicz and Marzena Sowa, The Uprising (2014). The recent
growth of comics that blend various cultural references in a more
postmodern way could also be credited with departing from the more
traditional representations of perpetrators as purely evil, as seen in the
Polish comic Achtung Zelig! (2004). Still, I wouldn’t go as far as to say
that they provide new or revealing insights into perpetrator characters.
Newer work from German authors is slowly rectifying this gap and
stories that focus on family history, such as Nora Krug’s Belonging
(2018), could be seen as contributing to this shift.
Christine Gundermann: It might also be helpful to again look out
for the graphic novels written by authors of the second and third
generation. Those approaches have been documented and explored in
comic studies in recent years. There are nowadays a few examples of
children of perpetrators who also engaged in the (sometimes reticent)
pasts of their ancestors as the Dutch Peter Pontiac (pseudonym of
Peter Pollmann) did with Kraut (2000), in which he reconstructs the
life of his father, who volunteered as a war correspondent for the
SS during World War II. Those comics might point to a change or
opening in memory and comic culture that has also room for critical
reflections on perpetrator history.
Kees Ribbens: In a broad sense, developments in academia, and thus
also in the historiography of genocide in general and of perpetrators
in particular, do not directly set the agenda for what is represented or
imagined in the popular arts. An increasing number of comics creators
make use of the works of historians, as well as of ego-documents or
other archival records, but the more theoretical reflections from the
fields of history, war studies, and political sciences often remain a
certain terra incognita. This does not alter the fact that comics creators
are interested in ambivalent, contrary characters and use graphic
novels to present a layered, less one-dimensional image of their
characters. The complexity of Fabien Nury and Sylvain Vallée’s Il était
une fois en France (Once upon a time in France, 2007-2012) for example,
is successfully brought to the fore in the dramatized representation
of Joseph Joanovici. As a Romanian Jew in Nazi-occupied France,
Joanovici cannot be regarded as an example of a perpetrator, but his
dual role as a persecuted but influential Jew and as a collaborator to the
German occupier proves to lend itself well to an entertaining story in
which the reader develops an insight into the dynamic complexity of
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wartime history. To this end, extensive space is taken in five volumes
to reveal the nuances and shades of individual behaviour and historical
circumstances. In this way, the reader gains an understanding of history
that can also contribute to a better understanding of perpetration as
something that is more flexible and less unambiguous than previously
often assumed by scholars, artists, and the general public.
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