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Introduction

This thesis attempts to conceptualize a certain problem of spatiality from the formal
specificity of the medium of comics. As such, it does not seek to be a taxonomic or historical
study, that is, it does not attempt to provide either a historical overview of the development of
comics as media, nor does it attempt to provide a classification of comics in terms of genres or
historical ‘movements’ or ‘schools’. Neither does it delve into a close textual reading of a variety
of comic books (in fact, only two comic books appear in the whole thesis, the latter of which,
Orijit Sen’s The River of Stories, informs the entirety of the second part of this thesis, and the
former, Scott McCloud’s Understanding Comics, takes up a majority of the first part). Rather,
what this thesis aims to achieve, is to conceptualize an aporia pertaining to spatiality that is
inherent to the nature of comics as a medium, and it argues that this problem is not only
restricted to comics, but rather that it is a general ontological problem that refers to an aporia of
space and time — and also, along with it, an aporia of being in general. And further, that this
ontological aporia — and the problem of spatiality that we find in comics — holds a conceptual

relevance in the theorization of decoloniality.

This problem of spatiality makes itself felt in the fact that, in comics, the ‘movement’ of
time — the ‘passage’ of the past to the present, and towards the future, the flow of the narrative
from element to element, panel to panel — must also be ‘static’, given on the ‘same’ space of the
comic book page — the elements or ‘moments’ of time which must annihilate each other to
appear, must also be conceivably simultaneous with each other. In comics, a narrative — or any
sequence of elements — is presented through their juxtaposition on space, on the spatial surface of
a comic book page. And such a sequence stands for a temporal passage, it represents and must be
perceived through a movement of time. Here in this thesis we take this to imply more than just a
simple spatialization of time — the depiction of ‘points’ of time through discrete spatial images —
rather, we hold that the spatial nature of time in comics also implies a general aporia of space

and time: that the movement of time from moment to moment must also indicate a simultaneity
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between moments. Time must unfold spatially, and each element must be related to the other, not
only through the annihilation of time, which is also an ‘opening’, a passage into the other, but
also through a simultaneity, a holding together which is also the static discreteness of space. And
perhaps this problem cannot be resolved, cannot be fully explained, through either the image of a
‘dialectical’, eternal ‘now’ within which the becoming of time takes place, or the absolute
otherness of the other, the trace of the other which hollows from without, the ‘inside’ of the

present. It calls for us to stay with its difficulty, to keep thinking further.

Moreover, we contend that this conceptualization of the spatial that we find in comics is
not without consequence for a theorization of the decolonial. Any decolonial act must — at an
epistemological level — confront the universal and universalizing effect of the colonizer, which it
must oppose through its own anticolonial or decolonial position. Yet any discrete opposition
returns us to the logic of the colonizer, the logic of one against another one — here the decolonial
must try to take up the position of the ‘other’, an other which is always entangled with the
universal, and yet always moving away, as if dissipating itself vis-a-vis the universal: and yet,
the decolonial must attempt to take this position of the other, to think of the impossible
‘presence’ of such a position. We find a similar ‘movement’ in the medium of comics. In comics,
any element only comes into being through its relation to another, through a juxtaposition which
is constitutive of the medium of comics — this means that any ‘present’ element in comics (any
element which one ‘presently’ perceives) is always related to its ‘past’ or ‘future’ element, such
that the ‘presence’ of the present is spoiled by the necessary trace of the other, by this opening
towards its others that is within it. Yet, in comics, this ‘movement’ between the present and the
past/future, the ‘difference’ between the present and its others, is also a simultaneity, a spatial
continuity that must also imply a ‘same’. The open-present, as open, must also bring the ‘other’
inside as the ‘same’ — and here we must not only think of a disappearing, dissipating other, but
also of an impossible ‘presence’ of the other. This impossible ‘presence’ cannot be thought of
without the ‘effect” of the spatial, and we argue in this thesis that the specificity of comics lies in
the fact that it forcefully expresses this spatiality — which holds relevance in the thinking of the

decolonial.

And we should make clear that the concepts which we will develop in this thesis —and

there will be a few, such as spatial repetition or juxtaposition, transadequation, decolonizational
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pluriversality — these should not be taken as conceptual facts, but rather that our attempt in this
thesis will be to pose these concepts strategically, as contingent instruments in order to keep
alive the conceptual work, to reiterate, again and again, the difficulties that are inherent in the
subject matter of our study. In a certain way, the demand for conceptual work must take
precedence to the concepts themselves — which are to be posed only tentatively, perhaps even
tactically — and our attempt in developing concepts will be less to provide conclusive statements
or solutions, and more to open up our field of study, to remain with the inherent yet constitutive
difficulties given in the questions related to space, time, and being in general — and in the latter

half of our thesis, decolonization — to remain with their power to provoke.

Needless to say, this thesis takes the form of comics to be a complex, generative artform
which invites sustained conceptual work — this position we will take for granted in our attempt to
conceptualize and study comics as a medium of representation. However, let us note that this
view on comics is a relatively recent phenomenon around the globe, marked by a proliferation of
writing and scholarship on the medium, accompanied by the appearance of journals,
departments, and societies dedicated to ‘comics studies’. In his book Alternative Comics, Charles
Hatfield shows that the initial academic research on comics was anything but sympathetic, that
the traditional critical opinion on comics was that comics is a juvenile diversion, which only
anticipates and even spoils, the eventual experience of ‘real’ reading. From the 1930s to the mid-
1950s, especially in American academic writing, there was a certain apprehension and
sometimes downright antagonism regarding comics as a ‘competition’ for real reading, and its

potential adverse effects on the cognitive development of children.?

This view is typified by Fredric Wertham’s 1954 text, Seduction of the Innocent, which
argues for a causal connection between the reading of comics and delinquency, and devotes a full
chapter on the effect comics has on reading skill. According to Wertham, comics disrupts the
ability to read, causing ‘reading disorders’, and that comic readers do not engage in proper
reading, but a more reduced activity which he called ‘picture reading’, where the reader only
looks successively at the pictures, paying minimal attention to the printed letters. Comics

‘seduces’ children into picture reading, rather than engaging in the more fruitful endeavor of

! Charles Hatfield, Alternative Comics: An Emerging Literature (University of Mississippi, 2005), 32-3.
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decoding written text.? Hatfield shows that this view of comics as a primitive, simplistic form,
put forward so forcefully by Wertham, made it impossible to address the many complex
questions comics raises about the reading and its effects — and only recently, with the rise of a
variety of alternative comics and of comics theory and criticism, has it been possible to take

comics seriously as a form of representation.

Hatfield goes on to show that comics are a complex means of communication, which are
‘always characterized by a plurality of messages’ which arise from their heterogeneous nature,
and the co-presence of various codes. From the reader’s perspective, comics is ‘radically
fragmented and unstable’, demanding a suspension of judgment from the readers — inherent to
comics are a number of tensions, between image and text, sequence and surface, materiality, etc.
—which we find distilled in what Hatfield calls timing: the tension between ‘seriality’ and
‘synchronicity’, that is, between the temporal dimension of a series of elements in comics, and
the spatial or atemporal aspect of their coexistence. For Hatfield, these tensions necessarily
indicate a ‘complexity of form’ that opens up a multiplicity of interpretive options, and they need
to be addressed through the question of reader response in comics.® And here we must
distinguish our position from Hatfield’s — while we agree with the necessity to engage with the
‘complexity of form’ of comics, and that this complexity is exemplified in the tension between
the temporal and atemporal (spatial) dimension of comics, we must by the same token insist that
this tension is not simply a matter of reader response in comics — although it also encompasses
the matter of reader response. Rather, in this thesis we hold that this tension is necessary and
constitutive of the medium of comics and informs every element, every experience related to
comics, including but perhaps not restricted to both the experience of reading, as well as that of
‘making’ or creating comics. It calls for a conceptualization of the medium of comics in its

formal specificity.

Here we should clarify that by a ‘medium’ we do not hold the view that comics stands as
an in-between, only as a provisional means of access, between the observer and the observed,
subject and object, self and the world, and so on. The traditional structure of such a view would

hold that any ‘medium’ — and here one would think of the ‘medium’ as re-presentation, as that

2 Fredric Wertham, Seduction of the Innocent (Rinehart, 1954), 126,139.
3 Hatfield, Alternative Comics, 35-6.
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which presents ‘again’ — would only be a means of access to the world, as a system of signs that
stands in for or substitutes the ‘thing’, a ‘thing’” which would both be the meaning and the
referent ‘out there’ in the world. The ‘medium’, in this case, would only be secondary and
provisional to the presence of the world, secondary because it would only be a substitute whose
‘sense’ emerges from this presence, and provisional because it constantly strives, moves towards
this presence. Let us observe that this difference, between the medium and presence of the world,
between the subject and object that animates this economy of signification, is not provisional but
rather necessary — any ‘act’ of representation (and this ‘act’ may be just as passive as it is active)
must function in a ‘field” marked by irreducible difference, between the subject and object, the
sign and the thing, and we do not possess any means of direct access, any direct intuition into the

world.

This does not mean that the world is necessarily ‘subjective’, or a product of subjective
ideas — we do not have to choose here between the subject and object, the ideal and the real, it is
perhaps not possible here to determine whether the ‘medium’ is the effect of subjective or
objective forces, and we will not try to address this issue — what matters to us here is that the
‘world’, ‘reality’, appears to us necessarily through a ‘medium’, necessarily conditioned by a
network of differences, and that this difference also applies to different mediums of
representations — including writing, cinema, comics, etc., and also between instances of the
‘same’ medium — and this would imply that ‘reality’ appears to us differently, marked by a
certain difference, through each medium. Not a ‘primary’ reality which appears in different
‘modes’, but rather reality itself must differ, must be displaced between each medium — this
would not mean we have separate, discrete realities, but rather that the ‘same’ reality must
nevertheless go through an impossible, irreducible displacement with each appearance — that it

must be real qua this difference.

We hope to pursue in the thesis this opening in comics, that as a medium it must bring to
the surface, it must be able to articulate, a certain difference, a certain ‘aspect’ of the world — and
that this must refer to a general ontological aspect, an ontological difference which is brought

forward by comics. It does not escape our notice that our attempt must be an act of translation,

4 We are not arguing here that the ‘aspect’ of reality that appears in comics, that is expressed in its
specificity as a medium, is a specific ‘representation’ of the world. Rather, we are arguing that the
experience of ‘reality’ or world itself is produced ‘through’ a medium — and this applies both to
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that in our articulation we must displace this aspect in comics into writing, into a language close
to philosophy, and theoretical social science. Perhaps this aspect in comics cannot be articulated
as well through another medium — certainly not in the ‘same’ way — but our attempt will be to

translate this aspect, to suture this difference of the real, so that it might illuminate something of

the ontological — and also, in our thesis, of the decolonizational. We will pursue this project.

And we will pursue this aspect as a problem of spatiality in comics. Here we will follow a
certain scholarship in comics studies which attempts to define comics — especially the work of
Scott McCloud, Thierry Groensteen, and that of Greg Hayman and Henry John Pratt. In their
essay ‘“What is Comics?’, Hayman and Pratt insist on the spatial nature of comics, especially as it
pertains to its definition — what separates comics from other mediums, for Hayman and Pratt, is
spatiality. They define comics as: ‘x is a comic if and only if x is a sequence of discrete,
juxtaposed pictures that comprise a narrative, either in their own right, or when combined with
text.”> And what distinguishes this juxtaposition in comics from other mediums such as film, or
animated shows, that in comics juxtaposition is spatial, not temporal — that is, in film, images
appear in time successively, one image only appears by annihilating the other, but in comics, the
narrative unfolds spatially, and each element of comics can be conceivably laid out on a single
surface. What characterizes comics is spatial juxtaposition.

Here we ask: what does it mean to unfold in space? Unfolding refers to an act, a
movement, which necessarily takes place in time, successively — how can it occur in space, in
the static coexistence of the spatial? Hayman and Pratt do not ask this question, perhaps for them

spatial juxtaposition simply refers to the appearance of comic book elements on the surface of

‘representational’ and ‘non-representational’ comics. The ‘aspect’ of reality that comics expresses, which
we hope to pursue in this thesis, is a certain problem of spatiality — that the temporal succession of
element-to-element in comics is simultaneously a spatial co-existence. And this holds true for abstract,
non-representational comics as well. Neil Cohn, in speaking of the collection ‘Abstract Comics’, says that
in non-representational comics, usual structures of semantic meaning-making are not applicable. That is,
abstract comics no longer provide the sense of a representational narrative — and yet, Cohn admits that
what remains in abstract comics, is the ‘navigational system’ of moving through a page layout. And we
must insist that this ‘navigational system’ indicated by Cohn, can only function through spatial
juxtaposition in comics. That the ‘navigation’ in comics — the temporal ‘movement’ from element to
element — must encounter a spatial simultaneity between these elements. (See: Neil Cohn, “Abstract
Comics and Visual Language,” Visual Language Lab, https://www.visuallanguagelab.com/2009/08/
abstract-comics-and-visual-language.html.)

5 Greg Hayman and Henry John Pratt, “What Are Comics?,” In Aesthetics: A Reader in Philosophy of the
Arts, eds. David Goldblatt and Lee B. Brown (Pearson, 2005), 423.
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the comic book page — but we will quickly see that this aspect of spatiality refers not only to the
apparent specificity of comics, but also to a general ontological aporia regarding space and time.
Moments of time must appear by annihilating each other, that is, each ‘present’ must appear by
succeeding the ‘past” moment which is irreducibly left behind, and moving towards a ‘future’
moment which is not yet — and yet this succession of time must imply a simultaneity, an
‘overlap’ between moments in time without which the moments would not ‘pass’ into each other.
The specificity of the link between this general aporia and its appearance in comics is worked out
in the first part of this thesis, especially in the later half of the second chapter — for now, let us
say that in the same way that in comics, temporal unfolding of elements must also imply a spatial
coexistence, the conceivable bringing together of the narrative on a single surface, time itself
must also go through this impossibility, moments in time must also be simultaneous, impossibly
spatial. Repetition, the act of repeating which must happen over time, which appears to
necessarily refer to the succession of moments in time, must also suffer a kind of spatiality, a
simultaneity of the repeated elements — and spatial juxtaposition must also be related to the

impossible possibility of spatial repetition.

The spatiality that we are pursuing here must be distinguished from given, empirical
space. When Hayman and Pratt speak of spatial juxtaposition, they refer to the spatial in comics
as given space, as the pre-given space of the comic book page upon which the elements of
comics appear. But this given space of the comic book page is not the same as the spatial, even
though the latter must be intimately related to it, perhaps even ‘derived’ from it. Empirical space
appears as a continuous surface, an atemporal givenness — yet this ‘givenness’ does not precede
the divisibility of time. Rather, our experience of space must be in ‘snapshots’, as a synthesis of
fragmentary, temporal experience of space — the so-called ‘givenness’ of space, its continuity, is
a result of a synthesis and not a pre-existing category. Yet, this temporality itself, the divisibility
of temporal experience which has to be retroactively synthesized, must also suffer a simultaneity,
a continuity between moments without which moments would not ‘pass’ into each other.
Spatiality, for us, is this strange ‘logic’ of continuity that is supposed by the divisibility of time,
not a pre-given space or synthesis but an impossible continuity that must inform divisibility as
divisibility. In a certain way we must ‘derive’ this spatiality from given space, from the ‘image’

of the continuity of space — but let us be careful that spatiality is not reducible to this space.



Also we will — unlike Hayman and Pratt — not relate this problem of spatial juxtaposition
necessarily with the attempt to define comics. We will not try to define comics in this thesis; the
problems related to such an attempt at defining the medium are well-known. In his text ‘Defining
Comics?’, Aaron Meskin demonstrates how the formal definition forwarded by Hayman and
Pratt is open to a number of flaws, especially that of ahistoricality — a flaw that is common,
according to Meskin, in all extant attempts to define comics. Simply speaking, spatially
juxtaposed graphic narratives existed much before the ‘birth’ of comics in the nineteenth century,
and to define comics in this way opens up the possibility of a number of counterexamples —
narrative sequences by painters such as Hogarth in the eighteenth century, the Bayeux Tapestry,
and pre-Columbian picture manuscripts from eleventh-century Mexico. Meskin states that ‘it
seems perverse... to call these comics’, although he does admit that one person’s perversion
could be another person’s ordinary practice, and that theorists such as McCloud explicitly
champion these examples as works of comics. In order to address this anachronism, Meskin
proposes that we refer to ‘comics’ as a historical category rather than as a formal object, as an
artform that developed out of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century caricature and British humor
magazines such as Punch, and that they should be understood in terms of their own history.®

But this attempt at referring to ‘comics’ through a specific history of its development as
an artform itself throws up certain problems. As John Holbo shows in his essay ‘Redefining
Comics’, treating the term ‘comics’ as a result of a development of Anglo-American and
European history leaves out many traditions of ‘comics’ such as the Japanese manga which share
many characteristics with comics and are virtually treated as being comics all over the world.
And even though, as Holbo shows, the definition that McCloud (or Hayman-Pratt) provides for
comics can slide into the slippery slope of referring to all representation, to all systems of signs —
that even novels can be considered to be graphic narratives if alphabets are seen as graphic
images — we may argue here that restricting the reference of ‘comics’ to a specific historical
instance may leave out many works that exist in the margins of representational genres, between
comics and other ‘mediums’, such as concrete poetry, calligrams, etc. Rather, as Holbo shows,

these two approaches — the historical and the formal — should be considered complementary, and

6 Aaron Meskin, “Defining Comics?,” The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism Volume 65, Issue 4 (Fall
2007): 369-79.
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in certain ways, the latter enjoys an ‘insightful edge’, even if it tends to produce more

counterexamples than examples.’

What is important to us in this thesis, is not the practicalities of setting up strict
parameters in the usage of the term ‘comics’, but rather that it is through the study of comics that
the problem of spatial juxtaposition or repetition is brought forcefully to the fore. We will use the
term ‘comics’ broadly, and flexibly — and by doing so perhaps unwittingly taking up the
‘complementary approach’ that Holbo prescribes — the manner in which ‘comics’ is used to refer
to a general body of sequential graphic art in the term ‘comics studies’. That the signifier
‘comics’ is used in this broad fashion is readily apparent in the mission statement of the largest
online comics studies collective in the world, The Comics Studies Society: in the statement
‘comics’ is described both through a number of specific terms, as including ‘comics strips; comic
books, papers, and magazines; albums, graphic novels, and other graphic books; webcomics and
other electronic formats; single-panel cartoons, including editorial and gag cartoons; caricature’,
but also as ‘animation; and other related forms and traditions’, and ends by broadly stating that

‘All types of sequential art, graphic narrative, and cartooning are relevant to our mission.”®

But let us note that in one sense, our use of the term ‘comics’ will be quite specific, and
perhaps even singular — that is, in its relationship with the problem of spatiality. Certainly, spatial
juxtaposition cannot strictly be called a feature of comics — it functions even in disparate
mediums such as novels, or cinema, in the former through the juxtaposition of words and
alphabets on its pages, and even in the latter, between different elements of a ‘single’ frame —
without spatial juxtaposition, there would be no space, and no experience whatsoever. But we
will contend that it is specifically the medium of comics, which produces the effect of the
coexistence, in a single space, of successive moments of time. In being overwhelmingly
pictorial, a comic book page reproduces the ‘look’ of a space — images as ‘objects’ exist, as if
‘populate’, the space of a comic book page — where each ‘object’, in being divided through
various figures such as panels, are also simultaneously represented as ‘moments’ of time. In

novels, the ‘rules’ of decoding the text takes precedence over its appearance as a populated,

7 John Holbo, “Redefining Comics,” in Aaron Meskin and Roy T. Cook eds., The Art of Comics: A
philosophical Approach (Wiley-Blackwell, 2012), 5-25.
8 “Mission,” The Comics Studies Society, comicsstudies.org.
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static space, and in cinema, each ‘moment’ (frame) appears only by annihilating other moments,
and the diegetic space that is created therein does not produce the effect of the simultaneous

coexistence of these ‘moments’.

We are not claiming that the problem of spatial juxtaposition is restricted to the medium
of comics — quite on the contrary, our claim is that it refers to a general ontological problem.
Rather, what we are observing here is that it is perhaps the medium of comics which is most
suited to bring this problem forcefully to the surface for us. And it is the proliferation of comic
books, and the burgeoning scholarship on the medium, that brings to our notice the problem of
spatiality — as an ontological problem that demands conceptual work, which informs all of
experience including that of other mediums of representation, and of ‘counterexamples’ such as
the Bayeux Tapestry or picture manuscripts from Mexico. It is in this sense that the term

‘comics’ remains relevant for us.

This thesis is divided into two parts: the first part, titled ‘Comics and General Ontology’,
develops the problem of spatiality in comics and attempts to pursue its strange ‘logic’ at an
ontological level, it tries to find and develop philosophical figures or concepts which may help to
elaborate the stakes of this aporia; and the second part, ‘Comics and the Decolonial’, finds the
elaboration of this aporia to be valuable in the theorization of the decolonial — here we study a
three-page spread in the comic book The River of Stories, where a call for decolonization is
made, and represented through an aporia of space and time. The two parts are further divided

into two chapters each, making a total of four chapters in the thesis.

The first chapter, ‘The Problem of Spatiality in Comics’, begins with a reading of Scott
McCloud’s celebrated text Understanding Comics, where McCloud runs into a problem of space
as soon as he tries to analyze the function of time in comics. We contend that this confusion is
rooted in McCloud’s concept of ‘closure’ — which is the name McCloud gives to the act of
‘stitching together’ fragments of reality in perception into a continuous whole. For McCloud,
such an act of ‘closure’ is necessary in the perception of comics, where the ‘movement’ of time
between panels have to be sutured in perception — if each panel in a comic represents a moment
in time, then they must contain between them a spatial ‘gap’, called the ‘gutter’, and the temporal

flow of the narrative must be grasped through and despite this spatial gap between moments. It is
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because of this that McCloud conjectures, that in comics, time has to be perceived spatially.®
This insinuation — we might say a certain preeminence — of the spatial in the functioning of time
in comics, is taken up further by Thierry Groensteen, and Greg Hayman and Henry John Pratt.
As we have seen before, they attempt to employ the spatiality of comics to provide a definition
for comics, and we find two interconnected claims in their work: first, that comics is to be
defined through a spatial juxtaposition of images, that is, each element in a comic that represents
a ‘moment’ in time must also appear ‘simultaneously’ in space; and second, that the ‘repetition’

of elements in comics must happen on a ‘singular’ spatial surface.”

We take this to imply that spatial juxtaposition must imply a spatial repetition, that is,
the ‘repetition’ between moments in time — between the ‘dimensions’ of time that is the past,
present, and the future — must also suppose a continuity, an overlap of a ‘single’ dimension, an
impossible coexistence in the manner of the spatial which must nevertheless maintain the
temporal divisibility of moments. Both the divisibility of repetition, and the singularity of the
spatial have to be maintained, and this strange ‘logic’ or ‘problem’ is the condition of
experience, it constitutes and ‘produces’ the experience of empirical time and space as we
conceive them — and any simple notion of continuity and difference, any notion of the one and
many, part and whole, will not suffice to ‘explain’ this problem — and neither can we reduce this
spatial to the idea of empirical space although we must derive the spatial from it. How should we
conceive of this strange continuity, a continuity which we may only conceive qua its divisibility
but which nevertheless makes the divisible intelligible as the divisible? How should we
conceptualize the ‘logic’ of this problem, this aporia which is at the heart of all experience, all
worlding of the world, which ‘constitutes’ the notions of time, space, and being as we generally

understand them?

In the chapter we look towards two figures, two potential articulations which may
illuminate the stakes of our problem — both taking on the form of the eternal presence of the
Now. The first articulation comes from McCloud’s own text, where McCloud claims that not

only comics, but all reality takes place in the everlasting Now. For McCloud, the Now makes

9 Scott McCloud, Understanding Comics: The Invisible Art (HarperPerennial: 1994), 94-100.
10 Thierry Groensteen, The System of Comics, trans. Bart Beaty and Nick Ngyuen (University Press of
Mississippi, 2007), 21-22; and Hayman and Pratt, “What Are Comics?,” 423.
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itself felt in comics when, in focusing on a specific element in a comic, one has to ‘take in’ the
surrounding elements — the ‘present’ is also surrounded by a ‘simultaneous’ ‘past’ and ‘future’ —
moments in time are simultaneous and exist in comics together, they appear at the same time.!
Yet in McCloud it seems that the simultaneity and divisibility of moments remain themselves
divided, distinguished as if into two ‘moments’ — the ‘past’ and ‘future’ are simultaneous with
the ‘present’, but they also remain outside, as elements that must be ‘taken in’ — and most
importantly, McCloud does not describe this as an ontological problem, but rather as the basis
for multiple directionality of reading that is made possible in comics. To find a figure of the Now
that addresses the problem at a general ontological level, while retaining the co-implied tension
between the present and its others, we turn to The Philosophy of Nature by Georg W.F. Hegel,
where Hegel articulates the Now as a result of the ‘dialectical’ movement between space and

time, where a certain spatial ‘enveloping’ of the temporal takes place.

In The Philosophy of Nature Hegel describes space as that abstract universality which
expresses the self-externality of Nature, and as the expression of self-externality it develops
difference within itself, in the figure of the point. Yet this point — this abstract, minimum figure
of difference ‘within’ space — is itself spatial, and must also dissolve into the indifferent unity of
space; to develop self-externality, that is, externality from itself, space must develop a point
which absolutely annihilates all other points, whose coming into being must refer to a wholly
separate dimension for itself — and this, for Hegel, is the logic of moments of time, where each
individual present must only appear by annihilating the earlier, ‘past’ moment and by
anticipating its own annihilation by the next, ‘future’ moment. There is no individual moment
that is also not passing away, already not in the temporal unrest of becoming — the present itself
is this passing — yet the separate dimensions of time must also imply a continuity, the eternal
presence of Now that indicates a singular dimension. The eternity of Now is not to be equated to
the individual present, but rather it is the presence that ‘envelops’ the unrest of time — constant
becoming and dynamism is experienced within an eternal Now, always ‘occurring’ in the Now

which persists through time.?

11 McCloud, Understanding Comics, 104-6.
12 Georg W.F. Hegel, The Philosophy of Nature, trans. A.V. Miller (Clarendon Press, 2004), 15, 28-40.
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In the Hegelian Now we seem to come across a figure which ‘contains’ the tension
between the divisibility of time, and the continuity of space which must be given in time. Yet the
Hegelian dialectical figure comes into being through an ‘enveloping’ of the otherness of time — it
develops the point as that Eternity which appropriates temporal unrest. In a certain way, the
spatial in time, the strange continuity or overlap which must be constitutive of time, takes on the
image of space, a place within which the elements of time subsist as if as ‘objects’ in empirical
space, no matter how dynamic, and Hegel himself writes of the Now as that point which
develops itself into Place. To think of this in terms of comics, it would be to conceptualize the
spatial in comics in terms of the space of the comic book page which ‘holds’ together its
elements — but the problem that we are pursuing in comics is not that of this space, but the
spatial which ‘produces’ this space. Even though this spatial is derived from space, from the fact
that panels in comics, which represent ‘moments’ in time, appear simultaneously on the surface
of a comic book page, this spatial is not reducible to this space. To think of the spatial as this
space would be to reduce these ‘moments’ to ‘objects” — but moments in time are not simply
present together like objects, they necessarily and irreducibly refer to otherness, a divisibility and
negation which must be taken into account — the task is to conceptualize a spatiality that
maintains the otherness of temporal moments, not to ‘envelop’ moments of time within a space
which reduces them to present objects. And to maintain the otherness of time, is to conceive of a
spatial that cannot appropriate the other within itself, even if the other within is endlessly
dynamic, endlessly becoming-other inside a dialectical Now. It is to pursue the ‘logic’ of a

strange continuity that persists with and makes possible the divisibility of time.

In the second chapter, ‘Spatiality and the Trace of Difference’, we attempt to follow the
stakes of this ‘logic’ in the work of Jaqcues Derrida. For Derrida, the Hegelian dialectical
sublation of space and time only develops another present — the Now in this sense is not the
synthesis of the past and the future but simply another present as the past-retained uplifted. The
distinction between the individual present and the Now as presence of the present does not
ultimately hold — the sublated Now is also developed as a ‘concrete Present’ or Place, it takes us
to the site of another present. Derrida’s own description of the ‘scene of presence’ differs
significantly from that of Hegel: Derrida shows that for the present to be itself, for the present to
be present, it must necessarily be differentiated from the past and the future, a gap or ‘spacing’

must separate them from each other. And here it is not a matter of being otherwise — being
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otherwise than the present in its continuity with the past and the future — but rather that the effect
of being not otherwise, this relation of difference, which hollows the present from within. The
present is already vitiated by the trace of the past and the future, it appears on the scene of
presence only as a synthesis of marks, of traces of the other (past and present) which are

maintained as the other.13

For both Hegel and Derrida, the present must be in a certain continuity with the past and
the future, in that in its very being it must imply the being of others. For Hegel this means a
spatial simultaneity, a coexistence of dimensions of time in the singularity of the Now, which is
the sublated presence of the present, a point which ‘envelops’ the unrest of time — this does not
cease time but rather indicates a place within which the becoming of time takes place. For
Derrida, on the other hand, this implies the trace of the past and the future — he maintains the
otherness of the other, formulates a co-implication which nevertheless holds on to the irreducible
otherness of the past and the future. Derrida calls this economy of traces differance: that is, any
element which appears on the scene of presence, any ‘present’ element, must appear only by
virtue of its difference or a ‘spacing’ from other elements, and that its own identity must not be
fully present but constantly deferred. This ‘temporizing’ principle of deferral means that the
fulfillment of any ‘desire’ or ‘will’ must be submitted to a temporal detour, a taking into account
of time which defers its fulfillment, and this also defers the appearance of any ‘full” identity of
space and time — that is, temporization ‘constitutes’ space and time in a process of constant

becoming, the becoming-time of space and the becoming-space of time.*

But here we may ask: what ‘becomes’ of the spatial in Derrida? On the one hand, it
seems that ‘spacing’ in Derrida only refers to a gap, a difference, and the implication of this
spacing is entirely assumed within temporization, within the economy of deferral which could
not function without already having assumed this gap. And on the other hand, space is submitted
to a deferral, a ‘becoming’ which entangles space and time — where space and time are
constantly ‘becoming’ each other within the economy of temporization. But should this deferral
of the presence of space and time be thought only in terms of becoming? To push this ‘logic’

further, can it be thought strictly on the basis of temporal deferral? Would not the ‘becoming’ of

13 Jacques Derrida, Margins of Philosophy, trans. Alan Bass (The Harvester Press, 1982), 13.
1 Derrida, Margins, 7-8.
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this entanglement also imply a ‘simultaneity’, a certain bringing together or contraction of
moments of time in the manner of the spatial? Could we think the co-implication of space and
time as a co-implication of becoming and simultaneity, a certain imagining of the Hegelian
‘return’ alongside Derridean deferral? Yet this is precisely what is forbidden by Derrida — the
only ‘forbiddance’ that appears in Derrida’s description of the economy of differance. The ‘logic
of delay’ — temporization — forbids that the trace be made into a dialectical synthesis, the kind
that would gather back on itself. Differance takes us to a general economy where ‘presence’
suffers an irreducible loss, it marks the trace of an excess that cannot be recovered, made a profit
of — which is what the Hegelian sublation attempts to do, it conceptualizes the other as another
self, the other of the self becomes another self, the past becomes that which is continuous with
the present, and hence everything which is surreptitiously derived from the present must return to
the present. The trace, on the other hand, is a ‘past that has never been present’, not even as a
modified present — it refers to the otherness of the past that is wholly other, it maintains this

otherness.®®

But how can we think of a past that has never been present? Even common sense will tell
us, that for the past to be past, it must have been present — and this is not simply a naive notion.
If we do conceive of a past that has never been present, we run the immediate risk of posing a
‘present’ past, a discrete past whose borders can be defined. To put it in other words: if the full
sense of any element is deferred, then how do we know that the past has never been present?
Would not the absoluteness of this absolute past itself be deferred? And even more importantly,
to turn deferral back on itself, how would we fully forbid the Hegelian return or even a full
presence of the present? Would deferral not defer itself? Would it not defer, along with full
presence, that which would defer full presence as well? Would it be possible at this point, to
think of presence, not only a deferred presence but also an enveloping presence, within or

alongside the logic of differance?

Here our theorization must remain tentative. We are attempting to think Hegel and
Derrida together, precisely at a point where this thinking appears to be forbidden. We are
attempting to think the absolute past of difference along with that of continuity. And perhaps we

are approaching the ground, not of the trace but in terms of the trace, of an indeterminate

15 Derrida, Margins, 19-21.
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indifference between presence and absence, where the otherness of the other is maintained, but
also simultaneously annihilated. What we are posing here is not necessarily a concept but an
opening — and we have derived this ontological opening from our conceptualization of comics.
To think of a ‘moment’ in comics, a panel that represents this moment in time, one must also
‘take in’ the panels around it — as McCloud claims, the ‘present’ panel is always constituted by a
simultaneous ‘presence’ of the ‘past’ and ‘future’ panels. And any present element in comics
must be read through this trace of the other, it is constituted by its co-existence with its other —
any perception of a panel must be hollowed out by the trace of the other. And yet, in its
coexistence with other panels, it also refers to a simultaneity, any ‘present” panel is simultaneous
with the ‘presence’ of the entirety of the spatial surface of a comic — which is conceivably the
entire comic, and which ‘contains’ its ‘others’ in the singular spatiality of the ‘same’. The
deferral of the ‘present’ — any deferred-object or -identity — must appear, impossibly, together

with a kind of ‘return’ of its ‘other’, an impossible ‘presencing’ of the same.

A phenomena of transadequation must accompany deferral. Any deferred object must be
elaborated over time, that is, any X must be elaborated as an infinite series (X1, X2, X3, ...), and
even though this series will never exhaust the sense of X, the series also is X and X must be
understood as this series rather than in-itself as X. X-itself is this elaboration over time. And
within this series, each element, like X1, must be a deferred-X, not adequate to either X or the X-
series. Yet, each deferred-X must also refer to the entirety of X, otherwise it would not be a
deferred-X but simply another discrete object — X1 must be impossibly adequate to X and also the
entire X-series. Each ‘stringing’ of the X-series must also happen ‘within’ a deferred-X, that is,
the sense of the X-series must also be reconstituted each time in a ‘deferred” moment. A certain
‘logic’ of temporality divides X, it must be conceived of as an X-series — X-itself has to be
conceptualized qua this difference between deferred-Xs in an X-series — yet simultaneously, a
spatial ‘logic’ overdetermines this ‘system’, each element must also be in an impossible
continuity with the whole, it must ‘envelop’ its difference with others. A strange ‘logic’ of
spatial continuity must co-exist with the trace of difference — the deferred-object, that which is
eternally to-come, must also impossibly ‘arrive’ at the same time, not only as an other-arrivant

but itself as this other-arrivant.
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We have not presented a concrete concept for this in our thesis — rather our attempt has
been to follow the strange ‘logic’ of continuity that we find in the spatial problem expressed in
comics, and we have focused on the conceptual work that is required to elaborate the stakes of
this ‘logic’. The tentative ‘concepts’ which we have posed — such as spatial repetition or
transadequation — are meant to further this conceptual work rather than provide any ‘final’
conceptual ground. We contend that the problem of spatiality that we encounter in comics takes
us to the ground of a general ontological problem — that of the general notions of space, time, and
being itself — and that it gestures towards an opening, a difficulty which is perhaps not fully
exhausted either by the figure of dialectical sublation or that of the trace as deferral. It provokes

us to think further, to remain with its difficulty.

In the second part of our thesis (‘Comics and the Decolonial’), we attempt to relate this
problem of spatiality that we find in comics, with the theoretical discourse of decoloniality. We
contend that any thinking of decolonization must grapple with the impossible demand to
conceptualize the ‘presence’ of other — and that perhaps the ontological spatiality that we find in
comics indicates one way of imagining this impossible presence. In the third chapter, titled ‘The
space/time of decoloniality and The River of Stories’, we attempt to pursue this intersection of
comics and the decolonial through a reading of a three-page spread in the comic book, The River
of Stories. The spread appears near the end of the comic book, and is designed as a map, a map
of the valley of River Rewa — which is the site for a massive dam construction project that
threatens to displace a large population of adivasis, the original inhabitants of the land.
Embedded within the map, there appears two sets of panels, one depicting a large protest march
that took place at Manigram against the dam construction project, and the other depicting Malgu
Gayan, the legendary singer of the adivasis, who according to adivasi legends, chased away
beasts from the valley in the past and allowed Rewa to flow to the sea.'® The two sets of panels
depict discrete narratives, two ‘flows’ or ‘moments’ of time — the ‘present’ protest movement
and the cosmological ‘past’ —and yet by embedding them within the design of the map, these
‘moments’ are also represented as ‘objects’ on the map. A spatial ‘logic’ overdetermines their
temporal discreteness and dynamism, they are at once made ‘static’, but also held together — they

are made to co-exist at the same time. Two temporalities are made simultaneous where a call for

16 Orijit Sen, The River of Stories, (Kalpavriksha, 1994), 48-9.
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decolonization is made, the present demand for decolonization is made to co-incide with the
legendary past where the land was made free — and perhaps the ontological impassage of
space/time that appears here is not simply a ‘vehicle” meant to illustrate decolonization but an

impassage that illuminates the stakes of decolonization itself.

In our readings we find that this impassage cannot simply be ‘solved’ — the spread does
not lend itself to any easy interpretation. Any attempt to ‘resolve’ the tension, such as reading the
spread as an analogy between the past and the present, or a bearing of the past on the present, is
spoiled by the spatial ‘logic’ at work in the spread — the simultaneity makes it such that any one-
sided interpretation appears inadequate. We then turn to the notion of ‘re-emergence’ in Walter
Mignolo’s decolonial theory — which refers to an act of re-constituting a pre-colonial past, where
a decolonial act ‘delinks’ from the immediate past of Western modernity, to reach to, and enact
an abrupt re-emergence of a much distant past. For Mignolo, such an act breaks radically from
Western unilinear concept of time, which functions on an entity-based ontology, and is unable to
articulate the non-linear nature of the world which is in flux. Entity-based ontology allows the
West to pose itself as the universal, and to project the Western rhetoric of modernity without
taking into account its necessary entanglement with the logic of coloniality. The task of
decoloniality is to ‘delink’ from this network of modernity/coloniality — to enact a re-emergence
of a much distant, pre-colonial past.}” We could read the three-page spread as such an act of re-
emergence, where a call is made to re-enact the legend of Malgu Gayan, to chase away the beasts
of the dam construction project from the Rewa valley — but we quickly see that this reading does
not exhaust the possibilities opened up by the spread. For a much-distant ‘past’ to appear in the
‘present’, a certain continuity must be supposed between the two, a necessary continuity that
does not only follow the logic of ‘delinking’ or a radical break. For the past to re-emerge, a
certain re-petition has to be made, a futural movement must accompany the movement towards
the past — and this ‘double movement’ makes it such that ‘re-emergence’ is as much a movement

towards the future as it is a reaching out to the past. Empirically, this becomes evident in the fact

17 walter D. Mignolo and Catherine E. Walsh, On Decoloniality: Concepts Analytics Praxis (Duke
University Press, 2018), 135-9; and Walter D.Mignolo, “Interview - Walter Mignolo/Part 2: Key Concepts,”
Interview by Alvina Hoffmann, E-International Relations, January 21, 2017, https://www.e-
ir.info/2017/01/21/interview-walter-mignolopart-2-key-concepts.
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that the legend of Malgu Gayan is appropriated creatively by the present, in certain ways it is

altered and reinterpreted to ‘fit’ the narrative of the Rewa valley protests.

None of the narratives — neither the cosmological ‘past’ nor the contemporary ‘present’ —
can be thought to give access to a pure subjectivity ‘outside’ the Western modern, a ‘delinked’
presence of the decolonial. Yet this does not mean that they remain ‘inside’ the Western modern
— inside a ‘pure’ Western modernity which itself is an impossibility — rather they appear as
entangled subjectivities, they emerge as contingent, particular forms marked by the othering of
the universal modern. Yet this ‘universal’ itself must appear only through this othering, through a
constitutive relation of difference with its others — the universal itself must be a particular form,
which has assumed the status of a universal. Conversely, any particular subjectivity, any
contingent other, must also contain ‘within’ itself the power to be raised to a universal. This
structure, this possibility of an impossible universality and ‘presence’, is forcefully expressed in
the medium of comics, it is made possible through the work of spatiality which makes the
deferred, traced present simultaneous with others, enacting an impossible ‘return’ of the ‘other’
to presence. And perhaps this ‘logic’ of spatiality holds relevance for the thinking of

decolonization, which must try to imagine such an impossible ‘presence’ of the other.

In the fourth chapter, ‘Spatiality, Decoloniality and Decolonization’, we try to
conceptualize the movement of the much-distant past through a reading of the ‘deferred-effect’
in Derrida, where a past, similarly to decolonial re-emergence, comes to affect the present — as if
‘skipping over’ any immediate past that lies behind the present.'8 But unlike in Mignolo, the
deferred-effect takes place because of the logic of the trace, a certain mark or synthesis that
defers the fullness of the present and its relationship to the past — and we hold that this deferral
must also imply a continuity, a spatial overdetermination or simultaneity of the present with the
past, which co-implies the present-itself with its other. This continuity must accompany the
‘break’ that decolonial re-emergence seeks to enact, and this tension between continuity and
divisibility underlies the very attempt at ‘delinking’ in decolonial discourse. On the one hand,
decoloniality seeks to remain with becoming, a non-linear flux that is capable to describing the

world as entangled, as in the case of the co-implication of modernity/coloniality — yet on the

18 Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology, trans. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (Motilal Banarsidass Publishers
Private Limited, 2002), 65-7.

-19-



other hand, it wants to enact a radical break, a clean ‘delinking’ with the modern (and the
colonial) to ‘return’ to a ‘pure’ pre-colonial past. But to enact a ‘break’, is to risk a return to
Western notions of entity-based ontology and universality, it is to imagine the world in terms of
discreteness and not in terms of a decolonial flux or belonging. In a certain sense, it is to pose

one totality against another — to be in the logic of the one and the many, one and the other one.

And this tension of the continuous and the discrete, of the spatial and the temporal, must
inform any thought or act of decolonization. Any attempt at decolonization must begin with the
impulse to overturn the colonizer, to oppose the colonial and its oppressive force — this is the first
step that animates decolonization. Yet soon it becomes apparent that this does not ‘complete’ the
process, that to pose a simple anti-colonial opposition to the colonizer is to remain within the
epistemic stakes of the colonizer — to simply overturn the colonizer is to move from one power to
another. To imagine a future of decolonization, there is a need to think in totally different terms
altogether; the task is to imagine an-other paradigm, where otherness cannot simply be thought
in terms of opposition. This is the task that thinkers of decolonization have tried to pursue, to
imagine the world not simply populated by discrete entities or subjectivities, but to conceive of it
through entanglements — and here it is no longer possible to access a ‘pure’ pre-colonial, but any
imagining of the pre-colonial has to always take into account the subject-position of the modern,
that our imagination of any pre-modern or indigenous is also already modern, in certain ways
entangled with and ‘produced’ by Western modernity. And this holds true for modernity itself,
which is not a monolith but is rather ‘produced’ by its entanglement with the ‘non-modern’,
already hollowed out in its claim to totality. And yet this entanglement, imagining the world in
this way, risks dissipating the charge of anti-colonial opposition — there is a need to pose a
discrete opposition, a ‘presence’, but this cannot be the presence of a discrete present, the
reiteration of the colonizer’s episteme. This ‘presence’ must gesture towards the presence of an

other, an impossible ‘presence’ of a dissipating figure.

Perhaps the decolonial call to ‘delink’ indicates the need to think of such a presence. Here
we follow a question posed by Anirban Das in pursuing the ‘logic’ of the decolonial: that is, how
is politics possible in a dissipated field? The thought of ‘delinking’ forces us to consider another
paradigm, to imagine an ‘alternative’ to the Western modern — if the entirety of the field is

entangled and dissipated, then how can we imagine this alternative? Das conjectures that it might
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move us towards a logic of the two — not that of the two as two ones, but rather the two-one,
which retains the difference of the two within each one.*® We follow a similar logic, but we
conceive of this difference through our reading of Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe’s notion
of hegemony and the democratic invention, where each hegemonic universal —and we consider
the Western modern as the hegemonic universal — is also necessarily a particular social
formation, that any universal itself must also simultaneously be a concrete formation, necessarily
functioning in a field of differences with other formations.?’ And we hold that, each concrete
formation must also necessarily be impossibly universal — it must suffer this im-possibility — that
in a certain way, it must be transadequate to itself, spatially implied with the whole field that it
finds itself in. In the same way that it must be contextualized, concretely ‘within’ the field, it
must also be possible to contextualize the field ‘within’ or ‘through’ it. We argue that such a
field might be thought of as a pluriversal — not the decolonial pluriversal, where each ‘universal’
is delinked or discrete — but rather an entangled field where each concrete element or subjectivity

is capable of assuming the status of a universal.

And this ‘logic’ of spatiality appears forcefully in comics, it marks the formal specificity
of the medium. In comics, each ‘present’ element must appear only through a relation of
juxtaposition, through a relation of difference with other ‘past’ and ‘future’ elements — and this
constitutive relation of difference marks an opening toward its others, it defers the presence of
any ‘present’ element. Yet, at the same time, this ‘present’ element in comics must also be
simultaneous with the ‘past’ and the ‘future’ — it must bring these ‘others’ inside in the spatiality
of the ‘same’. It must maintain a logic of strange continuity and ‘presence’, an impossible
‘presence’ of a deferred-present which is effected through the ‘presence’ of its ‘other’ in the
‘same’. The three-page spread in The River of Stories reinforces the strange ‘logic’ of continuity
and presence. The two ‘temporalities’ — the contemporary ‘present’ and a much-distant ‘past’ —
are submitted to a ‘double movement’, a re-emergence of the past which is simultaneously a
movement towards the future, the past animates the present just as the present animates the past.

Yet neither of these ‘movements’ explain or exhaust the aporia of space and time in the spread,

19 Anirban Das, “Twoness and Difference: In Search of a Logic for the Decolonial,” at the lecture series
“After the Colonial: Critical Responses,” The Center for Comparative Social Theory, West Bengal State
University, 9 August 2024.

20 Ernesto Laclau, “The Politics of Rhetoric,” at the conference “Culture and Materiality,” University of
California, Davis, 23-25 April 1998.
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the simultaneity or ‘spatial’ continuity of the two ‘temporalities’ makes it such that both
‘movements’ must refer to this ‘ground’ — this opening or problem given in the non-passage of
the text. At the same time, each ‘movement’ must also imply the whole, must be made possible
by the generative force of the problem or aporia that ‘grounds’ it — and this ‘ground’ is nothing
by itself, it must be demonstrated, articulated each time through a movement, either as dynamic
or static, either as the futurity of the past, the pastness of the future, and so on. It must be
reconstructed contingently, understood and grasped qua this difference, where each difference

must nevertheless refer to the whole, it must be ‘caught’ in this strange ‘logic’ of continuity.
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Part One: Comics and General Ontology
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Chapter One: The Problem of Spatiality in Comics

In the first part of this thesis, we will attempt to conceptualize a problem of spatiality that
IS inherent to comics — and our contention will be that this spatial problem is not restricted to
comics, but is rather a general ontological problem that is applicable to all experience, and has to
be conceptualized and addressed at this ontological level. We will derive this problem from a
certain scholarship in the field of comics studies, specifically, from the works of Scott McCloud,
Thierry Groensteen, and Greg Hayman and Henry John Pratt. All of these theorists attempt to
provide a formal or structural description of comics — indeed, to the extent that each of them
provide their own definition of comics — and in this thesis we argue that what is in common in
their description of comics, what marks their approach towards the theorization of comics, is a

preeminence of the spatial.

In all of their descriptions, we find the claim — sometimes explicitly, like in Groensteen,
or Hayman and Pratt, or implicitly, like in McCloud — that the movement of time in comics must
take on a spatial character, that is, the ‘succession’ of time between each element or panel in
comics, must also be ‘simultaneous’. Since comics is presented as a sequence of images on a
spatial surface, and this sequence also stands for a passage of time, this ‘passage’ or ‘duration’ of
time must also take place at once. Conceivably, the entirety of a comic, that is the entirety of its
‘temporal duration’, can be laid out on a single surface, made to appear simultaneously or at the
same time. Consequently the function of repetition in comics also takes on a spatial character.
The repetition of time, from one element to another, must take place on a ‘single’ surface, and
this spatiality of repetition or movement of time, comes to be an integral part of the structural

description of comics in these theorists.

Where we deviate from these theorists is in the fact that we consider this
conceptualization of the spatial to be a general ontological problem. Within this scholarship, this
preeminence of the spatial is either implicit, as in McCloud, where the emphasis is on the
entanglement of time and space in comics, even if time, in his own description, must be

perceived spatially in comics — or, where the spatial nature of comics is explicit, such as in the
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work of Hayman and Pratt, and Groensteen, ‘space’ is employed as that which separates comics
from other competing mediums such as cinema or animated shows. As a consequence, the spatial
in comics is seen simply as empirical space — the given space of the surface of a comic book
page. In this thesis, we distinguish the spatial from the notion of a given, empirical space, even

though the notion of the spatial is derived from given space.

For us, the spatial refers to a strange ‘logic’ of continuity that must be supposed by any
‘movement’, by any passage of time, and hence, by any experience in general. Any and all
experience must be temporal, it must occur ‘within” a becoming or passing of time, and this
passage implies a divisibility, a discontinuity ‘within’ any experience or identity — yet any
passage of time must also imply a continuity, an overlap or simultaneity between moments
without which time would not pass. Any experience of ‘space’ must be temporal, must be ‘split’
by time, yet any experience of time also demands a ‘spatial’ continuity — an impossible ‘logic’ of
continuity that is supposed, yet sundered, by time. Such spatiality is a general condition for any
experience of the world, and must constitute an ontological problem that has to be addressed at
this level. And we find this problem of spatiality to be expressed forcefully in comics — which
appears as a certain preeminence of the spatial in the work of comic theorists who try to

conceptualize the formal structure of comics.

In perhaps the most well-known theoretical text on the medium of comics, called
Understanding Comics — a text which is itself a comic book, that is, it is designed and presented
as a comic — Scott McCloud runs into this problem of spatiality as soon as he attempts to
conceptualize the working of time in the medium. At first, McCloud tries out the simple
metaphor of a line connecting two points to describe time in comics. He conjectures that each
panel in a comic book represents a single moment in time, and that the gutters — the gap between
panels in a comic — help us imagine the intervening moments, thus activating these frozen
moments and creating the illusion of time and motion. Immediately however, he rejects this
conjecture, and asserts that time in comics is in fact not like a simple line drawn between two

points — time in comics is, as McCloud puts it, ‘infinitely weirder than that* .

21 Scott McCloud, Understanding Comics (HarperPerennial, 1994), 94.
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For McCloud, this weirdness of time makes itself known in comics through the difference
in the temporal duration of words and images. When observing a panel in a comic, McCloud
shows that the sounds which appear in the panel take up a certain duration, and even the brief
‘paf!” of a flashbulb is not instantaneous, but refers to a certain passage of time. Our perception
of an image, conditioned by our exposure to photography and representational art, sees in any
single continuous image the representation of a single moment. Yet the inclusion of words in
comics, through dialogue contained in word balloons, or narrations in narrative boxes, or even
through sound effects, introduces an element — sound — which can only exist in time as a certain
duration. The instantaneity of images must coexist with duration of sound in comics, not as an
instantaneity that is made dynamic by a duration or made to move in time, but rather an

instantaneity and duration at once, simultaneously static and dynamic.

This paradox of image and sound, then, is not simply a problem of duration —that is, it is
not simply a problem of time, but a problem of the spatial that is related to time: a certain
simultaneity and stasis that accompanies temporal narrative in comics. It affects the relationality
of every element in comics — to the relations of panels, of images and words, of each and every
distinct element of a comic book — and pertains to the way each fragment in a comic is related to
the whole, in a process which McCloud calls ‘closure’. This notion of closure McCloud draws
from a much larger reflection on the nature of our perception of the world — for McCloud, we
perceive the world in parts and fragments, never as a whole, yet we continue to believe in the
wholeness of the world. Even the most traveled person in the world, says McCloud, has only
experienced a small part of the entirety of possible phenomena in the world, but this does not
convince them that the world is in fact not whole — even if we never perceive the world as a
whole, we construct from our fragmented experience an imagined wholeness, without which we
would only have a scattered and chaotic experience of the world. At the very foundation of our
perception of ‘reality’, then, is an act of faith, an act of imagination which completes the world
for us and ‘fills in’ the phenomena that we do not perceive but believe to exist. McCloud calls

this act closure.??

We will not put into question here this concept of closure, although a number of queries

may immediately come to mind — not least regarding the nature of the relation between the

22 McCloud, Understanding Comics, 60-3.
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fragment and the whole as it is affected by the persistence of the fragment in perception, that is,
whether the perception of ‘incompleteness’ affects the ‘faith’ of the whole, and also, about the
perception of self in encountering the world as fragments, and so on — we will put aside these
philosophical enquiries regarding the nature of perception which may arise from McCloud’s
drawing of the concept of closure from a broad epistemological ground. Rather, what interests us
at this point is that McCloud describes the formal functioning of comics through this concept of
closure, and further, that this description is made through a certain working of time which has to
take into account the persistence of space.

Soon after theorizing closure as an act of faith, McCloud describes comics as a medium
of expression which uses closure ‘like no other’, where closure is the ‘agent of change, time and
motion’ — where the space between two panels in a comic, the gutter, acts like a limbo of human
imagination, transforming two separate images into a single narrative or idea. Even though
nothing can be seen between the panels, we assume that something must be there. Comic panels
break apart time and space, it fractures the surface of comics into seemingly unconnected images
or moments, yet the act of closure allows us to connect these moments into a structured,
continuous, and unified reality.?® Let us be careful here. According to McCloud, comic panels
break apart time and space, which closure unifies, submits to a continuous narrative sequence —
yet closure itself works through a space, the space between two panels called a gutter. What is
the nature of this space that activates time in comics — that can take broken space and time and
apparently unify them in a continuous temporal narrative? And even more, if time itself is
activated or connected spatially in comics, that is to say, if this spatiality in comics is not simply
given space but a principle or element which makes possible the working of time itself, then can
we think of the space and time of comics in a simple or unified way? Space or spatiality — which
is the other of time, a matter of coexistence as opposed to succession — what does it mean for this
other to be entangled with the temporal, and even further, what does it mean for this spatiality to
not only be entangled with time but also to be that which in a certain way makes temporal

unfolding possible? How should we conceptualize this spatiality of comics?

In this context — in this context of closure, which is the basis for McCloud’s enquiry into

time, but also in the context of this spatial problem that emerges from closure — it should not

23 McCloud, Understanding Comics, 65-7.
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surprise us that McCloud finds the metaphor of a simple line between two points to be woefully
inadequate to represent time in comics. Having abandoned this metaphor, McCloud subsequently
attempts to describe the working of time through the image of a rope, where each inch on the
rope represents a second. McCloud then passes this imaginary rope through a busy comic panel,
which contains a number of characters, word balloons, and sound effects. As the rope is passed
through words — through their sounds which represent durations of time — it represents a rather
simplified but workable image of the durations of time each unit of sound takes up. But along
with this, McCloud also tries to ‘hang’ or attach each character in the panel to a given point on
the rope — since the ‘frozen’ image or drawing of each character represents a moment in time
which should fall somewhere within the time of the words they are speaking. Then McCloud
maps the passage of time on a graph, and this entire exercise falls apart. McCloud maps the
durations of time on the horizontal axis, and the sounds in the panels fall across this line since
they take up time, yet the images of every character on the panel belong instantaneously to the
same moment — all of them appear ‘frozen’ in the same instant, and fall on the same vertical axis.

This snaps the rope back to the vertical axis, and ‘tangles up time beyond all recognition’.?*

McCloud writes that the panels or ‘frames’ of a comic have no fixed, absolute meaning,
and only work as a general indicator that space and time are being divided — the specificity of the
functioning of time and space that appear in comics depends more on how the content is being
represented. The entanglement of space and time in comics is not simply a matter of the
dissonance between the durations of sounds and images, but rather a constitutive entanglement of
the medium itself: ‘In learning to read comics we all learned to perceive time spatially, for in the
world of comics, time and space are one and the same.’> For McCloud, there is no conversion
chart between time and space in comics, only a vague sense as a reader that as our eyes move in

space there is also a simultaneous movement in time.

On the one hand, McCloud seems to resolve this tension between time and space in
comics through a certain vagueness, by saying that in comics time and space are one and the
same, that there is no conversion chart, the working will depend on the specific content, and so

on. Yet, on the other hand, he seems to raise certain problems, a certain ‘weirdness’ or aporia,

24 McCloud, Understanding Comics, 97.
25 McCloud, Understanding Comics, 100.
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that appears to demand our attention. We may ask: is the spatial perception of time — the fact that
in comics we learn to perceive time spatially — is this the same as time and space being one and
the same? Certainly, there must be a commonality, some overlap between the two for time to be
perceived spatially. But does this necessarily reduce them to each other? Or is there an aporia at
work which maintains the distinction between time and space even as time is perceived spatially,

even as time becomes spatial in comics?

To think of it in another way, if time is indeed becoming spatial in comics (whether it be
in perception or in presentation, the matter appears synonymous here to us in this regard), then
there seems to be a certain primacy of space at work in the description of the medium. Time
becomes space in comics, in its perception or presentation, comics is a medium where the
temporal narrative has to unfold spatially — the temporal narrative is activated and unfolds only
as panels or elements in space. What is at stake in closure is the relation of the fragment to the
whole, and in terms of comics, the relation of the panel with time and motion, with another panel
and the book as a whole. What connects these elements, the panels or ‘moments’, is the gutter or
the space between panels, and not only that, but the elements themselves are situated in space,
they appear on the space of the comic book page — the panels or ‘moments’ in time are thus not
only connected or activated by space, but are themselves spatial, they appear as spatial elements.
In this sense, we may say that it is not that time is perceived spatially in comics, but rather it is
space that is perceived temporally, that in the act of perceiving comics, we transform and
‘convert’ spatial elements into temporal ‘moments’ in order to impose a narrative sequence to the

text.

Greg Hayman and Henry John Pratt, in their text ‘“What Are Comics?’, insist on this
primacy of the spatial in the medium of comics. They derive this primacy from the very
definition of comics — from the fact that, in their view, spatiality becomes critical in attempting
to distinguish comics from other mediums such as films, television, or animated shows. They
define comics as: ‘X is a comic if and only if x is a sequence of discrete, juxtaposed pictures that
comprise a narrative, either in their own right, or when combined with text.’?® Indeed, the major

outline of this definition comes from McCloud’s own definition of comics (‘juxtaposed pictorial

26 Greg Hayman and Henry John Pratt, “What Are Comics?,” In Aesthetics: A Reader in Philosophy of the
Arts, eds. David Goldblatt and Lee B. Brown (Pearson, 2005), 423.
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and other images in deliberate sequence’?’), but where they take off from McCloud is in their
description of juxtaposition, and the emphasis they give to the notion of spatiality. The major
motivation for their extension of McCloud’s definition, is the necessity to be able to distinguish
other mediums such as film or television from the definition of comics, something that
McCloud’s definition is unable to do — conceivably, film could also be described as a

juxtaposition of images in deliberate sequence.

Hayman and Pratt are able to avoid this pitfall by qualifying the nature of juxtaposition in
comics as spatial. They write: ‘The term “juxtaposition” is a technical one. In comics, the visual
images are distinct, (pragmatically) side-by-side, laid out in a way such that they can conceivably
be seen all at once. Between each pictorial image is a perceptible space: we’ll call this the
“gutter”.”?® They relate this spatial juxtaposition to the work of closure, which is by now familiar
to us, that the reader must imagine the action that takes place in the gutter (and we might add,
this is no less valid for the creator, the artist), to provide the discrete images with a continuous
narrative or flow. They then say: ‘The process of closure in comics is unique to them as a result
of the particular kind of juxtaposition that they exhibit. In comics, panels are placed next to each

other in a way that is spatial, not temporal.”?®

This is what distinguishes comics from other competing mediums — the fact that the
nature of juxtaposition is spatial. Hayman and Pratt admit that in certain cases, the process of
closure is at work in other mediums such as film or animated cartoons, such as when the viewer
has to imagine the action during a scene change, or in a jump cut or montage, and in many cases
such an act of closure is deliberately put forth in film to provoke the audiences into imagining
actions that are not explicitly depicted, or to open up the possibility of a variety of interpretations
of the narrative. Even though the process of closure may be analogous, what differentiates
comics from film and television is that juxtaposition in film happens in the same space of the
image cell, the images are not laid out side-by-side in space. Film, television, and animation
takes place in time, in a manner of succession where each image, each moment in time succeeds

the preceding moment, annihilates it and takes its place. Conversely, in comics the juxtaposition

27 McCloud, Understanding Comics, 9.
28 Hayman and Pratt, “What Are Comics?,” 423.
29 Hayman and Pratt, “What Are Comics?,” 423.
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is spatial, where the images are placed side-by-side, where they coexist — the entirety of a comic
could conceivably be laid out on a surface in such a way that every element or panel of a comic
appears simultaneously, together and at the same time. To put it in another way, if film and

television unfolds in time, then comics unfolds in space.

But here we may ask: what is it to unfold in space? It appears to be an impossible
proposition — the very act of unfolding, the very process of going, in this metaphor, from being
folded to unfolding refers to a movement in time, a duration or passage of time. Or are we
mistaking something here, perhaps Hayman and Pratt only mean to say that comics can be laid
out in space, that it has nothing to do with unfolding, but is this the case? Or is it that in the very
act of juxtaposition, of putting together elements side-by-side, there is already an unfolding, a
repetition or reference to time? Then is the notion of spatial juxtaposition simply a misnomer, a
reductive manner of grasping juxtaposition which does not take into account the work of time?
Or is it that it gestures towards an impossibility, an aporia that may be worthwhile to pursue,

which may have consequences for the ontology of time and space in general?

Before we can address this question — and perhaps we can never conclusively address it —
let us remain a little longer with the theorization of comics. Let us look at another text which
gestures towards the primacy of the spatial in the medium of comics, in perhaps a different way
from Hayman and Pratt, but we will see that certain suppositions nevertheless remain strikingly
similar. In The System of Comics, Thierry Groensteen defines comics through the notion of
‘iconic solidarity’, a certain tying together of various kinds of images, texts, and figures, which
in turn he defines through the notions of arthrology and spatio-topia. Arthrology refers, for
Groensteen, to the fact that comics submits images to a number of different kinds of relations
and networks, whereas spatio-topia forms the ontological, spatial ground for the network of
relations through which the images are to be distributed. Here Groensteen makes a number of
claims which bear a resemblance to the arguments of Hayman and Pratt. Every image, says
Groensteen, is displayed in a space, and contrary to the temporal image of cinema, the images in
comics only exist in a single dimension — that is to say, they do not exist in the succeeding
dimensions of past, present, future like time, but all appear at the same time. ‘Comic panels,
situated relationally, are, necessarily, placed in relation to space and operate on a share of space.

These are the fundamental principles of this spatial distribution that will be examined at the sign
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of the spatio-topia’.®® The relational nature of arthrology is submitted here to the spatial nature
of spatio-topia: images in comics are necessarily in space, and hence their relationality is also
necessarily spatial. It appears that for Groensteen, the analysis of the various icons of comics,
whether they be word balloons, images, the panels or the strip, must occur in the context of this
spatial idea — that they subsist not in the successive dimensions of time, but in the single

dimension of space.

At this point — we can perhaps say, at this point of general ontology regarding comics —
Groensteen comes very close to Hayman and Pratt. Both texts attempt to structurally define
comics through the ontological grounding of spatiality, and seek to differentiate comics from
other competing mediums like cinema or television through the claim that, in comics, elements
appear in a single dimension, that of space. But where the texts diverge, is in their position
regarding the perception as opposed to the creation of comics. For Hayman and Pratt, as well as
McCloud, what marks the notion of closure is that the gutter is perceived by the reader as a space
of imagined activity, and that temporal narrative in comics has to be perceived spatially as a
deliberate act of the reader. Groensteen, on the other hand, situates the notion of spatio-topia at
the level of the author. He argues against the notion that, in comics, the spatial organization is
pledged entirely to the narrative strategies or has to be led by them — rather, from the moment an
author conceptualizes a work as a comic, they are already committed to working within a spatio-
topical apparatus. The ‘preliminary condition to any beginning’ in comics, says Groensteen, is a
taking into account of the form and mode of spatial organization that has to be adopted into
narrative strategies; that is to say, any attempt at the creation of comics already has to contend
with the spatial nature of the medium, without which the medium, along with its narrative

distributions, cannot be conceived.3!

The spatiality of comics, then, is not simply a matter of the perception of the reader as it
pertains to the act of closure. It is already functional, already supposed in the medium even as
the narrative is ideated; it is the minimum form that must be contended with when one attempts

to grasp the nature of comics, and cannot be reduced to something akin to a reader response.

%0 Thierry Groensteen, The System of Comics, trans. Bart Beaty and Nick Nguyen (University Press of
Mississippi, 2007), 21.
31 Groensteen, The System of Comics, 21.
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Groensteen calls this nature of spatio-topia a ‘mental form’, and any narrative ideation in comics,
no matter how improvisational, cannot be developed without a dialogue with this ‘preliminary
idea of the medium’. Perhaps we can say, staying in a sense between Groensteen and McCloud,
that this structural, preliminary spatiality of the medium, is not simply a matter of choosing
between the reader and the author, between ‘perception’ and ‘mental form’, but as an ontological
basis must pervade every experience of the medium. Within this scholarship, it is the structural

kernel which informs every analysis of comics in the last instance.

But let us go on. Groensteen describes this ‘mental form’ of spatio-topia as the
preliminary structure of any imagination regarding comics, that any idea of a narrative in comics
has to necessarily pass through the spatio-topical moments of a page layout or spatial distribution
into images or panels. When the author imagines a comic, they are already imagining panels or
images distributed in space. But comics is not only a medium of distribution, of scattering, but
also that of linking together, of repetition and continuity — Groensteen calls this principle of
linking together arthrology. For Groensteen, arthrology operates at two levels in the medium: at
the first level are elementary, linear relations between elements which are juxtaposed to each
other, most often subordinated to narrative ends, which Groensteen calls restricted arthrology.
Beyond this restricted arthrology lies a more ‘translinear’ or distant level of relations, called
general arthrology, which links together images or icons in comics across a text, and represent a
‘more elaborate level of integration’ between the flux of the narrative and the spatio-topical

apparatus.2

For Groensteen, it is not a matter of the spatio-topia on the one hand and the narrative
content of arthrology on the other — rather, the two are intimately combined, and the articulation
of comics is indistinguishable from ‘the content-incarnated-in-space, or, if one prefers, the
spaces-invested-with-content’.3® Indeed, arthrology only works within the spatio-topical
operation — that is, within the space that is developed in comics. And this is what is of interest to
us here, in this thesis, the fact that Groensteen does not divide the spatio-topical apparatus and
arthrology into principles of space and time respectively, that is to say, he does not simply equate

the repetition and the linking together at work in arthrology to a temporal duration, even as he

32 Groensteen, The System of Comics, 22.
33 Groensteen, The System of Comics, 22.
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calls general arthrology a linking of narrative flux. He remains stubborn — or rather, we should
say, his articulation betrays a stubbornness — regarding the ontological basis of space and spatio-
topia, and forwards arthrology only as a network of relations that work on this spatial grounding.
But how should we understand arthrology as being grounded in spatio-topia? Let us proceed

slowly.

Spatio-topia refers to the spatial in comics, it is the ‘mental form’ that has to be referred
to in the last instance, and the preliminary ontological basis of the medium. It stubbornly reminds
us of the fact that, in comics, elements are placed side-by-side on space, that they appear not in
the successive dimensions of past-present-future but coexist within the same dimension — that all
the elements of a comic book can pragmatically be placed on the same surface such that they
appear simultaneously together at once. Arthrology, on the other hand, is the principle of linking
together, of repetition and resonance between elements in a comic that is both linear and
translinear, relates elements beside each other as well as those across a text. Repetition, it seems,
necessarily takes place in time, it refers to a movement between the dimensions of the past and
the future — yet arthrology, as it is articulated in The System of Comics, is grounded in spatio-
topia, in the spatial principle which brings us to the single dimension of space. How are we to
articulate this repetition — repetition, which appears in time, takes up a duration of time — in the
single, simultaneous dimension of space? How do we think of repetition and linking together
where elements are repeated at the same time? Here we return to the question we had raised
regarding Hayman and Pratt, to the question of spatial unfolding that accompanies, in a certain
way, the notion of spatial juxtaposition. Let us formulate it again: It appears that the notion of
spatial juxtaposition (and spatio-topia) is related to a repetition that takes place in the dimension
of space. This spatial repetition — if we can call it that — confronts us with an aporia, the
impossible idea that, in repetition, in the movement from the dimension of the past towards the
dimension of the future, which is also the present annihilating the past and anticipating the future
— that in the movement between these dimensions of the past-present-future there is nevertheless
a simultaneity, a singularity of the spatial dimension. How should we address this problem? A
problem that seems to take us, from the specificity of a scholarship on comics, to a more general

ontological horizon — to the stakes of space, time, and being itself.
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Let us note here that neither Groensteen, nor Hayman and Pratt formulate the problem in
this way. For them, the spatiality of comics — in spatial juxtaposition or spatio-topia — is
ultimately simply a matter of the space of comics, the surface or the page of the comic book. To
put it in another way, the problem of spatial unfolding which appears in their work is submitted
finally to the work of an unfolding or repetition in given space — just as things unfold in their
spaces, so too does comics unfold in its space, on the surface of the pages of comic books.
Groensteen relates arthrology and spatio-topia simply by saying that arthrology takes place
‘within the spatio-topical operation — that is, within the space that comics appropriates and
develops’, and for Hayman and Pratt, the spatial nature of juxtaposition is theoretically necessary
only to distinguish it from other mediums such as film or television. Neither of them forward the
question of spatiality in comics as a general ontological question. Both texts establish an aporia,
which we may signify here with the name, spatial juxtaposition, yet both also elide this problem,
they sidestep it and resolve it in a manner that appears both simple and obvious. For what could
be more obvious than the idea that the relation between the elements in a comic takes place
within a given space, that the act or event of juxtaposition that defines comics has to occur in a
pre-existing space, which is the surface of the comic book page. What could be complicated
about placing images side-by-side on a comic book page: here the function of both space and
time in comics is obvious — space is that surface on which elements are juxtaposed, and time is

the medium through which the juxtaposed elements unfold within this given space.

Before we once again complicate matters — before we indicate again that space and time
are in a certain way entangled in comics, which is already established in these texts, forcefully,
as have seen, in McCloud but also indicated in Groensteen — and before we reiterate that in this
scholarship, a certain primacy of the spatial emerges in the medium of comics, that it seems that
comics brings to surface the spatiality of the entanglement of time and space — before we enter
questions once again, let us first look at the matter of juxtaposition more closely. Especially, the
matter of the event of juxtaposition as it takes place on the space of the comic book page. Here
we may enquire, in a way that the texts we have been reading do not, about the following: If
juxtaposition is the act which defines comics, if it is the event that brings comics into being, then
how can any space preexist its existence? Does juxtaposition not refer to an act which precedes

and constitutes all elements in comics? And more insistently, if it precedes the very space that it
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occurs on, then where does juxtaposition take place? Could we even conceptualize it as an act, or

as an event? How should we theorize spatial juxtaposition in this context?

Let us make the question more specific. Juxtaposition of elements is made possible in
comics only if each element in comics appears as distinctive, related to elements other than itself
and placed side-by-side with other elements, differentiated from them by a necessary gap or
interval which separates one element from another. This relation over an interval, over this
distance or separation — which, for example, could be the gap of the gutter between two panels —
constitutes the act or event of juxtaposition, and brings into being every possible constituent or
content of comics. Juxtaposition is the necessary condition for comics to come into being, for
comics to exist at all, and every function of space and time is made possible by this act. In a
certain sense, it is neither an act nor an event, since it is neither active nor passive, nor can it be
broken down into parts or observed as a process of production. Nevertheless, it ‘precedes’ and
‘produces’ the time and space of comics — there is no temporal narrative in comics without this
preceding ‘act’ of juxtaposition, neither can a space be called the space of comics before the
‘event’ of juxtaposition takes place — there is nothing in comics more ancient that this ‘event’; it

brings into being comics itself, no surface or space comes before it in comics.

Yet juxtaposition is no less spatial. The elements related through juxtaposition appear on
the space of comics, on the surface of the pages of a comic book and no more does juxtaposition
predate this space than this space predates juxtaposition. On the one hand, there is no surface or
space in comics that is not already marked by the event of juxtaposition, only after this event
does a space become the space belonging to comics — there is no tabula rasa in comics. But on
the other hand, the very act of juxtaposition can happen only on the surface of comics, on its
space and within its pages. Even as juxtaposition produces the time and space of comics, even as
the entirety of comics is brought into being by it, it itself continues to remain enduringly spatial,
the elements and intervals involved in the ‘act’ of juxtaposition only taking place on the body of
the comic book. Yet this spatiality of juxtaposition is not reducible to the space of the comic
book, it is not simply the given, present space of a comic book page — rather, it is a spatiality that
produces the very space on which it takes place. Taken in this sense, spatial juxtaposition
indicates for us a certain spatiality which produces space, a certain spatiality that ‘precedes’ and

‘generates’ the time and space that is functional within comics.
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But perhaps the matter cannot be stated quite so simply. Till now we have been
emphasizing only one side of the problem, which appeared to us to be forcefully put forward by
the theoretical scholarship which we have followed till now — that of the spatial in juxtaposition.
But now we must also take into account the function of time at the level of this spatiality,
especially as it pertains to the question of repetition. Let us elaborate: If the act of juxtaposition
necessarily involves a minimum of two distinct elements, which must be related to each other,
then it also necessarily involves an act of repetition between two elements. One must perceive
one element from the other, and this insinuates a passage of time, a duration without which
repetition cannot take place. Even if it seems that elements can be placed side-by-side,
simultaneously on the same surface at once, this notion only elides the fact that a temporal
duration must intrude upon the experience of juxtaposition. To put it in slightly different terms,
there is no experience in the world that does not involve a duration — and to say that elements are
juxtaposed only on space is to articulate an abstract, empty notion that cannot be justified in a

rigorous account of any phenomenon.

We can take this criticism further — that if one tries to defend against this external
repetition of elements in juxtaposition, by arguing, say, that even if the passage between the
elements in juxtaposition imply a duration, the elements themselves, being moments in time, are
static or ‘present’ —we can simply take our argument further into a matter of internal repetition.
We can say that the necessity of temporality implies that even if one moment has not passed into
the next, that ‘within’ this moment there is already an ‘anticipation’ of the next moment — not the
anticipation of sensibility but an ontological ‘anticipation’: the moment is already marked by this
necessary temporal relation with another moment or element that it must be related to. Repetition
is already at work, internally, in each and every element that appears in the world, including in
those involved in juxtaposition. And one has to address this matter of repetition, of repeatability
— both external and internal — if one is to properly contend with the notion of spatial
juxtaposition. Even if our emphasis on spatiality till now was justified, given our readings of a
certain comic studies scholarship, we cannot move forward any longer without engaging with

this question.

In order to address this question — that of repetition, both ‘external” and ‘internal’ — first

let us observe that these two notions are dependent on each other, that even if the argument
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regarding internal repetition seems to be distinct from that of external repetition, they finally
depend on the same ontological basis, that of the necessity of temporality in the experience of
repetition. The initial criticism, that juxtaposition implies a separation of elements and hence a
movement in time, is simple enough to answer: we can simply state that it is conceivably
possible to perceive two distinct parts at the same time, and in a single dimension. There is no
apparent contradiction in saying that juxtaposition must refer to separate, discrete elements, and
that they may be perceived at once and simultaneously on the same surface. The second part of
the argument of external repetition — that experience of a phenomenon necessarily involves
temporality and hence repetition — is more difficult to contend with. Let us proceed slowly.
Every phenomena in experience is necessarily in time, and this involves a movement, a
repetition, from one moment to another — there is a gap, an interval between two moments, the
dimensions of time, such as the past, present, or future cannot appear together, or else the
entirety of time would appear simultaneously. Yet, and at the same time, there must be a
simultaneity between two moments, between the dimensions of time, or else time would not pass
at all. In a certain sense, and necessarily, two moments in time must be simultaneous and appear

at the same time.

This is not a simple contradiction but a constitutive aporia of time, which simultaneously
involves and includes the spatial — that which is the non-temporal — into the working of time
itself. Repetition, in this sense, between two elements is not simply temporal or a passage of time
but must also imply a constitutive simultaneity between the elements. Without this constitutive
simultaneity, without this spatiality, time would not function. Similarly, even in the case of
internal repetition, we may observe that the ‘anticipation’ of another moment which marks the
element does not occur after a moment of time, after a shift from one moment to the other but
must occur simultaneously with the element. This is not simply a reduction of the element to
spatial simultaneity but a result of the fact that this simultaneity is at work in external repetition.
To put it in other words, internal repetition is dependent on the ontological necessity of external
repetition — because external repetition is necessary to phenomena, its ‘anticipation’ internally is
also legitimate. By the same token, since external repetition must contend with a constitutive
spatiality and simultaneity, its ‘anticipation’ is also similarly simultaneous in this respect.
Understood in this way, we must contend that repetition is not only temporal — that since

temporality itself is in a constitutive tension with spatiality, repetition must also contain a
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necessary simultaneity and spatiality as a condition of its operativity. One can think here — one
can conceptualize, a notion of spatial repetition, of a certain spatiality that must accompany

repetition in all its aspects.

And this spatiality must not be confused with the notion of empirical space,
although in a certain way, it is derived from the latter. In the same way that we distinguished the
concept of spatial juxtaposition from the ‘space’ of a comic book page — by contending that in
comics, a certain spatiality ‘precedes’ and ‘produces’ space and time — we must now differentiate
the concept of spatial repetition from the idea of a given, empirical space. The spatiality of
juxtaposition is what ‘produces’ comics as comics — before juxtaposition, the space (and time) of
comics does not exist, rather it comes into being through this act, which is itself spatial. A certain
space, then — the spatiality of spatial juxtaposition — ‘produces’ the time and space of comics,
‘precedes’ the existence of the space of the comic book page while also being derived from it.
And this phenomena is not just restricted to comics, but is a constituent feature of our ‘real’
experience of time and space. Any ‘empirical’ experience of space is necessarily temporal — that
is, we must experience any space as a series of temporal experiences rather than as a ‘singular’
dimension — this is an irreducible aspect of our cognition of space, the ‘continuity’ of space is not
a given fact but a consistency of the endurance of certain elements in time which are also
constantly ‘lost’ in the past and ‘arriving” from the future. Space, then, is necessarily given
‘within’ such an experience of temporal repetition — the ‘external’ repetition of the experience of
space ‘in’ time, and the ‘internal’ repetition of an inherent, pre-figured temporal shift which no

experience be without.

Our general supposition of the nature of empirical space — that of a pre-existing being or
object that is simply ‘given’ in time — is not fully guaranteed by experience. Yet, as we saw
before, this ‘movement’ or ‘succession’ of time must also indicate a ‘simultaneity’, a spatial
coexistence between moments without which time would not ‘pass’. This spatial is not reducible
to empirical space, although it is in a certain way derived from it — the ‘passage’ or consistency
of time is derived from the ‘continuity’ or sameness of space, but the spatial that we are
attempting to conceptualize here is not the empirical space that pre-exists time but a simultaneity
that makes the functioning of time possible. Not a pre-given element that is then ‘submitted’ to

time and temporal ‘changes’, but rather a strange continuity that holds together the divisibility of
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time as divisibility. A spatial repetition must accompany any temporal repetition — the
multiplicity of time, the different dimensions of past, present, and future, must also imply a
‘singular’ dimension, a continuity which overdetermines the irreducible discontinuity of the
dimensions of time. In a certain way — and through an apparent impossibility, an absurdity — any
occurrence or duration of time must also take place at once. Not as a reduction of time ‘inside’ a
space, that is, not as the obvious impossibility of all of time appearing at the same ‘place’ — but
rather that this ‘absurdity’, this strange ‘logic’ of continuity must accompany the discontinuity
and dynamism of time in some way. In this thesis our attempt will be to pursue this ‘logic’, this
continuity which must remain with, and animate time and experience — which must be supposed
in, and ‘produce’ the most general notions of space, time, and being. And we contend that it is

comics which ‘expresses’ this strange continuity most powerfully.

This is not to say that, at any ‘final’ ontological level, spatiality holds primacy over the
temporal — that the ‘logic’ of continuity holds any necessary preeminence in the tension between
the continuous and the discontinuous, the spatial and the temporal — not at all. Nor is it even that
the notions of spatial juxtaposition and repetition that we have extracted from a certain
scholarship on comics, from Hayman and Pratt, Groensteen, and McCloud, would necessarily
provide us a more secure basis to conceptualize phenomena in a general ontological sense. But
rather that it appears to us, following this literature, that the medium of comics brings to surface
the problem of spatiality in a powerful way, that it illuminates a certain aspect of the aporia of
dis/continuity, of space/time, which may be worthwhile to pursue for us not only within the
context of comics studies, but also perhaps in a more general, ontological sense. And we have
conceptualized this ‘aspect” which comics expresses, as a ‘problem’ of spatiality, a strange
‘logic’ of continuity that appears in the unfolding of comics which we have tried to call by the
names of spatial juxtaposition and spatial repetition. For us, these notions bring forward the
ontological necessity of the spatial in the constitution of the temporal, and it is not enough here
to say simply that space and time are conjoined — this is not simply a ‘fact’ or evidence that can
be stated, but an aporia that must be pursued, worked with. Neither is it enough to say here that
time and repetition works over and above the spatial — in the way we have tried to articulate it
with the arguments of ‘external’ and ‘internal’ repetition — since it reduces the spatial simply to

being a site of temporal work, simply to a ground on which things move in time. Let us stay,
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then, a little longer with the notions of spatial repetition and juxtaposition, with the problem of

spatiality in comics and its relation to the temporal, along with its import for general ontology.

Soon after McCloud encounters the problem of the spatial in his analysis of time, and
after he states that in comics space and time are one and the same, McCloud makes an attempt to
conceptualize the simultaneity that time suffers in comics — but interestingly, he does this in
strictly temporal terms: in the figure of the Now. Here McCloud returns to his earlier conjecture
that each panel in a comic book represents a moment in time, and that as the reader moves from
panel to panel, they also move through successive moments in time. McCloud returns to this
model in order to demonstrate the enduring nature of a Now in comics — indeed, he begins with
the claim that not only in comics, but even in film and television, and also ‘real life’, one is
always in the Now — in the present which endures over time, within which we are always
situated. McCloud then goes on to argue that if any current panel, one which the reader is
perceiving, can be thought of as the present, then all panels preceding it must be thought of as the
past, and the panels which are to come, for instance the next panel in the reading order, would
represent the future. But in comics, unlike other media, this past-present-future appears at once,

on the same surface — both the past and future, says McCloud, are visible all around us.

Wherever the reader focuses their eyes is the Now, but at the same time their eyes take in
the surrounding panels which represent the past and the future. McCloud calls this movement of
the eye over panels a ‘storm front’, as if the reader leaves a cool, low-pressure past behind them
and keeps moving towards a warm, high-pressure future ahead of them; and like a storm, says
McCloud, this reading can change directions. In comics, unlike film or even novels, there is no
fixed direction that the eye has to necessarily take — the usual reading directionality, left-to-right
and up-to-down is only a convention — since the past and future panels are visible on the same
space, in the same dimension, which McCloud calls the Now, a reader may choose to read in any

direction they prefer. Conditioned by film and even the experience of ‘real life’, a reader expects
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a linear progression of time, but comics belies this expectation, and invites the reader to engage

with a non-linear progression of its narrative.

Yet does this notion of a non-linear progression of reading exhaust the sense of spatial
juxtaposition or spatial repetition that we have set out to pursue? To make the question more
specific — we are attempting, with the notion of spatial repetition, to pursue a spatiality that is
constitutive of the temporal while being ‘simultaneous’ with it, we are trying to conceptualize
this spatialization that irreducibly informs every phenomenon. There is a certain aporia of time
and space at work here, whose consequences are not exhausted by simply stating that we can
take different directions in time. For if we look closer at McCloud’s metaphor of the ‘storm
front’, we will quickly realize, that this storm does not move non-linearly over the comic page,
but simply changes directions — that is to say, when the storm ‘turns back’, for example, it is not
turning literally back towards the past but rather that, the panel that represented the ‘past’ for this
storm now simply represents the ‘future’. Even if the reading changes directionality, the linear
progression of time remains. Maybe we can speculate here, taking a slight detour, that any
attempt at a ‘non-linear’ description of time would have to contend with a paradox — that a
simple ‘going back’ or ‘splitting off” of time would not fully constitute a non-linear progression,
since the linearity of a past-to-present-to-future would remain — it would still be in a line going
from past to the future; to be properly non-linear, time would have to take ‘another’ direction, an
other direction that appears structurally impossible for us to imagine — even if the world were to
suddenly start ‘rewinding’, let’s say, even then, it would still be a matter of backwards motion

rather than an other directionality of time.

But let us return to the matter of the Now. Here we might have a ground to further our
conceptualization of spatiality in comics, and even more, relate it to the general ontological
question regarding space and time. Since as McCloud says, all our experience happens in the
Now, the temporal passage from the past towards the future must also always be in the Now, in
the present where we experience everything — McCloud demonstrates this in comics by showing
that the panels representing the past and future are visible all at once. This simultaneity of the
past, present, and future in the Now insinuates a spatiality, a spatial dimension to the unfolding

of time — but McCloud does not pursue the ontological implications of this spatiality, except in

34 McCloud, Understanding Comics, 104-6.
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arguing for a certain ‘non-linear’ reading order within comics, nor does he dwell upon the spatial
nature of the Now. How should we think about the Now? On the one hand, McCloud says that
we are always in the Now, that the passage of time must also always take place in this single
dimension, but on the other hand, McCloud also seems to imply that this Now in comics is the
present, wherever the eye lands on the reading order, which also takes in the past and future
surrounding it. But if the Now is the present, which simply ‘takes in’ the memory of the past and
the anticipation of the future, then this implies a discontinuity, a discontinuity of our experience
in the Now with our experience of the past — but we must always remain in the Now. Conversely,
if we think of the past and the future continuous with the Now, then all moments of time would
have to coexist with us here and now — which is an impossibility. Then what should we make of
this Now? How should we theorize this present, which is the ground of our experience here and
now, but also simultaneously holds together the past and future?

Here we may take recourse to a text — a more directly philosophical, ontological text —
where the notion of the Now appears by name, and within a dialectical analysis of space and
time, as the presence of the present: that is, The Philosophy of Nature by Georg WF Hegel. There
Hegel describes the Now as Eternity — which is also synonymous, for Hegel, with the Idea and
Spirit — which is not before or after time, but rather an eternity that is the absolute present
without the before or after.®> Hegel derives this concept of Now from an exegesis of space and
time, which he places at the beginning of ‘Mechanics’, in the first part where space and time are
considered the fundamental categories of Nature as self-externality. To put it briefly, Hegel
conceives Nature as the other of the Idea, which at the end of Science of Logic is the Notion that
unites the subject and the object, the self and the other — but Hegel says that Idea thus put
forward is only one part of the whole, it has only been demonstrated as the ideal, subjective Idea;
it must also prove itself in the objective world, must freely release itself to its other and return to
the self as Idea.® Nature is this Idea that has freely released itself in the objective world, it is the
self-externality of Idea — and space is the being-outside-itself of Nature, positive self-externality

that is indifferent to itself. What follows is a tortuous analysis — but let us follow it here, at least

35 Georg W.F. Hegel, Philosophy of Nature, trans. A.V. Miller (Clarendon Press, 2004), 15.

36 Georg W.F. Hegel, The Science of Logic, trans. George Di Giovanni (Cambridge University Press,
2010), 752-53.
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in its outline, since it reveals a number of ontological features regarding the nature of space and

time which may be helpful for us.

Nature, then, is the Idea outside itself — to the extent that this very self-externality is what
defines it, which is immediately intuited in the abstract, universal notions of space and time.
Space, being the positive side of this self-externality, is the Being-outside-itself of Nature, it is
the utter externality and indifference that Nature as self-externality must be. Let us go slowly.
Since Nature is pure self-externality, it is utterly indifferent to itself, and expresses itself as
space, which wholly expresses abstract, mediationless indifference. Space is an ideal side-by-
sideness, which is absolutely continuous and contains no difference within itself. For even if we
consider a concrete space within space, let us say, a certain Here — then this Here is not yet a
place, but rather one Here among others which are abstractly side-by-side; it is only a possibility
of place, and is completely the same as any other Here — all of the Heres are spatial and are in the
final instance, space itself. Space expresses this positive externality, which is utterly indifferent

to itself and wholly continuous.®’

But self-externality is not pure externality, rather is it that which is external to itself.
Within self-externality, there must be a difference, a difference within indifference which makes
the purely external, purely self-external — self-externality must be different from, and external to
itself. A difference, then, has to be introduced into the indifference of space, and Hegel calls this
the first negation of space — which is the point, a minimum difference within space. This
negation is essentially a determinate, qualitative difference — the point is a determinate, discrete
element in space. Yet the point is still spatial, it is still akin to a Here and must return to the
indifference of space; the point is incapable of fully negating the indifference of space, and hence
must negate itself, move out of itself. This moving of the point itself outside itself is the line,
which is the point extended to another point — the negation of negation. Yet this negation of
negation, the line as it negates the point (negating space), is not fully negation-of-negation, since
it does not return the point to the indifference of space — which would be the proper negation of
negation — but only extends it to the discrete figure of the line. Hence, the line must negate itself
and transform into a plane, and continuing with the same logic, the plane negates itself into the

three-dimensional surface of space. This final negation completes the movement, and restores the

37 Hegel, Philosophy of Nature, 28-9.
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spatial totality which now envelops the negative within itself — it encloses its difference and

separates off a single whole space.®

This dialectic of space, this process of negation-of-negation — which is a pervasive
movement in the entirety of the Hegelian corpus, generally called aufhebung or ‘sublation’ — is
not necessarily directional, but rather represents a circle of negations; one may very well speak
of this movement from space to the point, going through the surface, plane, and line. What is of
relevance here, is that space contains a certain tension between difference and indifference, a
tension of self-externality that space expresses positively: the emphasis in space, is on the
positive indifference or continuity of the spatial surface. For even the point, which is the element
of difference within space, is ultimately spatial, it subsists on the same dimension as other points
and must return itself to the indifference of spatiality. For self-externality to properly express its
negativity, it must transform itself logically to time — where each ‘point’, that is, each moment,
only appears by annihilating other moments, and exists in a relation of pure negativity with them.

Time, then, is the abstract, universal intuition of self-externality in its negativity.3®

Here Hegel makes certain classically philosophical observations regarding time and
finitude. Time is a purely ideal intuition of the negative unity of self-externality, where the point
actualizes itself — difference has moved out of space, and is no longer submitted to indifference,
no longer paralyzed but now given to itself in all its unrest. Time is that being which, inasmuch
as it is, is not, and inasmuch as it is not, is; it is the direct intuition of Becoming, where
differences are momentary, but external to themselves. Each moment in time appears, only by
annihilating the earlier instance and by anticipating, constantly moving towards its own
destruction by the next instance — time is this unrest of finitude where things are in a perpetual
movement of coming-to-be and ceasing-to-be. Everything, it is said, comes to be and passes
away in time, but it is not in time that things come-to-be and pass-away, but rather it is time itself
that is this constant process: time itself is this becoming, an actually existent abstraction where

things are born and destroyed. Time, in this finitude — as a process of coming and going of

38 Hegel, Philosophy of Nature, 29-31.
%9 Hegel, Philosophy of Nature, 33-4.
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natural, finite things — expresses only a one-