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Why It’s News: The Essential Characteristics of Graphic Journalism in Footnotes in Gaza, A.D.: New Orleans After the Deluge, and The 9/11 Commission.

The term “journalism” is becoming increasingly ambiguous and difficult to define in the modern world. With the advent of blogging, self-publication, comedians hosting their own “news” shows, the digital revolution, and the 24 hour a day news cycle, the world of journalism is in a constant state of change (Leslie). No longer are the lines separating “news and entertainment, opinion and fact, and professional and amateur” set in black and white (Brent, Cunningham, and Miller). Instead, the term “journalism” has settled into an ever-changing shade of gray. In a country in which 72% of its citizens think most news sources are biased and many young people view Google as their primary news source, “it is crucial for the health of our democracy that people have the skills to find what is credible” (Brent, Cunningham, and Miller). Finding accurate and effective forms of journalism, while increasingly difficult, is “more necessary than ever” (Leslie). 
A new genre of journalism - graphic journalism - therefore requires attention. Where did journalism in the form of comics come from, and what exactly is it? Is it a credible genre? Is there a place, or should one be made, for graphic journalism as a way of obtaining news? It is the goal of this paper to explore the evolution of the genre of graphic journalism and discuss it’s defining characteristics. Using Joe Sacco’s Footnotes in Gaza, Josh Neufeld’s A.D.: New Orleans After the Deluge, and Sid Jacobson and Ernie Colon’s The 9/11 Report: A Graphic Adaptation, I will prove that when used appropriately, graphic journalism adds significant qualities to reporting and performs many literary and journalistic functions that other forms cannot.
Evolution of the Genre

Graphic journalism has evolved over the past two decades as a fusion of comic books and reporting. As Neufeld says about A.D., it is “less than journalism and slightly less than art but . . . somehow bigger than both" (Brophy-Warren). In order to understand the genre, the progression from both sides (journalism and comics) to graphic journalism must be explored.

Journalism took its first steps toward graphic journalism with the advent of a concept called New Journalism or Literary Journalism (Royal 2-3). Literary journalism stands in contrast to traditional journalism in that it “seeks to communicate facts through narrative storytelling and literary techniques. . . What the literary journalist tries to do is to convey a deeper truth than the mere presentation of facts can accomplish” (Royal 2-3). Facts are presented to create a lasting meaning of the events described; the questions of how and why are as important as what (Priego). It is marked by dramatic literary techniques, subjectivity, immersion, and focus on the ideas and emotions of the human element; in other words, it is “the truth artfully told” (Royal 4; Priego).

While the concept has been around since the late 1800’s, it’s popularity and attention increased in the 1970’s (Royal 3), and demand from the public for the form has been especially high since the 1990’s (Royal 5). A 1993 study done by the American Society of Newspaper Editors found that the narrative form was better read and better at communicating information (Royal 5). This popularity, along with the power of graphic writing to highlight the aforementioned characteristics of literary journalism, made the environment favorable for a blending of the genres.

While much evidence exists pointing to the existence of comics or graphics of one form or another for hundreds of years (McCloud 10-15), for the purposes of the exploration of the evolution of graphic journalism, I will begin with the comic book superheroes of the 1940’s in America. The superhero comic books, while maintaining great popularity, eventually instigated a reaction that sought to offer an alternative to their “commercially-driven tales addressed to a teenage audience” (Priego). The result was the rise of the loosely defined genre of “graphic novel,” which produced both fictional and non-fiction stories.
This genre, especially it’s non-fiction sector, obtained increased credibility with the publishing of Art Spiegelman’s Pulitzer Prize-winning memoir Maus: A Survivor’s Tale, which addresses his father’s experiences during the Holocaust (Priego; Williams). Following Spiegleman, other graphic novelists made the 1990’s the “age of the autobiographic comic story”; some called the somewhat melancholy reflections of these mostly young-adult writers “an illustrated literature of loserdom” (Priego). Examining real life, not the sensationalized experiences of superheroes, became the focus of much of the genre.
Joe Sacco, more than any other writer, took the genre one step further into graphic journalism as a professional in both genres. “It’s not your typical journalist, after all, who seeks inspiration from Robert Crumb. And it’s not your typical comic-book artist who goes looking for wanted war criminals,” writes Dave Gilson. Sacco published a series of comic books titled Palestine between 1992 and 1996 based on interviews and observations during a trip covering events there in 1991-2 (Kamola 7). These were compiled into a book of the same name in 2001 to great critical acclaim. Sacco followed Palestine with Safe Area Gorazde and Fixer, both regarding conditions in war-torn Bosnia (Kamola 8). These publications served to solidify Sacco as the best-known creator of graphic journalism (Williams) and establish credibility to the genre.
Graphic journalism owns several defining characteristics that differentiate it from the genres from which it originates. The main distinction between graphic journalism and the graphic memoirs mentioned above is that graphical journalism is not primarily autobiographical (Priego). While the author is often present in the texts, the focus is not on the author but on the people and circumstances of the places he visits. Maus’ text and Satrapi’s Persepolis, another well-known graphic memoir, both narrate significant events in human history; however, these are personal stories centralized on the effects of the events on each author (Priego). Sacco and others in the genre recount situations they’ve witnessed as observers seeking to report. They give voice to those who are most directly affected and attempt to tell their story (Gilson; Minzesheimer).
Graphic journalism also differs from photo journalism. While it does freeze time and use still images, the sequencing of the images provides a sense of motion. These are not just collected images; they are images placed in a deliberate order and not intended to stand alone (Williams). Additionally, the graphics are not mere additions to the text, illustrating the story. Brooke Gladstone, author of The Influencing Machine, a graphic journalism text being released in May 2011, says, “You don’t just write something and then have someone write a picture. You present visually what doesn’t have to be said” (Tenore). There is a marriage between text and picture; both are essential to the story, doing together what each cannot do alone (Williams).
Summary of Texts
Footnotes in Gaza chronicles Sacco’s investigation into two events in November 1956 in the Gaza Strip that involve large scale killings of hundreds of Palestinian civilians by the Israeli military. These massacres, much to Sacco’s disdain, “barely rate footnote status in the broad sweep of history” (ix). This text depicts these events as well as Sacco’s journey in 2002 and 2003 to obtain information from multiple eye-witnesses still living in Gaza. Sacco examines the massacres in juxtaposition with the modern day violence he experiences during his investigation in an attempt to show how those events have shaped attitudes and actions over the course of time. Although Sacco shows these events from the Palestinian perspective, he states a desire that his text will motivate Israeli soldiers from 1956 to step forward and offer their points of view as well (x). 

In A.D.: New Orleans After the Deluge, Josh Neufeld seeks to offer a more personal look at the events of Hurricane Katrina through first-hand accounts. Published in 2009, A.D. follows seven real people in their experiences before, during, and after one of the greatest disasters in our nation's history. Neufeld's chronicle of this natural disaster portrays several aspects of this experience. Major themes from the text include motivations behind staying or evacuating, the experience of loss from both near and far, the progression of the damage in different areas of New Orleans, and the recovery effort.

The book's origin began during Katrina, as Neufeld volunteered with the Red Cross delivering meals in Biloxi, Mississippi. While there Neufeld blogged about his experiences, and he later self-published a collection of these blogs. Jeff Newelt, comics editor for the online magazine Smith, discovered the book and approached Neufeld about the project. The comic tales of the seven real individuals featured was originally released in 13 installments on the Smith website. The published book has added expanded chapters and updates on the individuals in the text. (Gustines)

The 9/11 Report: A Graphic Adaptation is an attempt by Jacobson and Colon to put the original 9/11 Commission Report into the format of graphic novel. The text’s goal is to mirror the findings of the Commission and make them more accessible and effective to a wider audience (Alpert; Minzesheimer). The authors seek to add nothing in the form of political commentary from their own perspectives but instead quickly lay out the facts as established by the 9/11 Commission (Alpert; Minzesheimer). The text includes a minute by minute timeline of the events on that fateful day, the progression of counterterrorism efforts in the U.S., the evolution of Al Qaeda and their process in making the attacks happen, suggestions for our country’s leaders in light of these attacks, and grades for subsequent actions by the government in the years following 9/11 according to the Commission’s recommendations. Members of the Commission have praised Jacobson and Colon’s efforts for “their close adherence to the findings, recommendations, spirit, and tone of the original Commission Report” (Jacobson and Colon ix).  
Strengths

Several strengths of the genre demand that it be taken seriously as a literary and journalistic form. One of the strengths of graphic journalism is its ability to better communicate the intensity of the ideas and emotions of a story. This is one aspect that literary journalism sought to improve over traditional journalism; graphic journalism does this even better (Priego). Says Gladstone, “It’s time for us to understand that there are more ways than just words to express complex ideas” (Tenore). Graphic journalism portrays intense events; the benefit here over traditional journalism is that the graphics can match that intensity and depict it, as opposed to maintaining the detached, calm prose of reportage.

Footnotes in Gaza does this in several ways. Early in the text, Sacco displays how bored many journalists are who are covering the events in Gaza. It’s easy to be shocked and appalled by this as a reader - how can one be so detached, so bored with tragedy? Then he is able to show why: in a quick progression of seven panels, he shows separate tragedies back to back to back. “Two dead! Five dead! 20 dead! A week ago! A month ago! A year ago! 50 years ago,” is written in each successive panel, along with wailing and mourning and corpses (5). When each panel is seen on it’s own, it’s full of grief and anger and horror. The reader is touched by each one. When placed together and viewed as a whole, however, it is easy to feel weary with the death and see each panel as a small matter compared to the whole of 50 years of violence. Sacco can show both intensity and detachment, along with the complexities and history of this story, on one page. 

On another page, Sacco uses direct quotes from interviews and formal reports to explain an Israeli attack: “(They) used the old trick of laying down one or two rounds and waiting several minutes for a crowd to form before returning to the original target. . . Thus may casualties. . . About 50 Palestinian civilians were killed and 100 wounded” (72). These words are amplified as they are located on a swirl of visuals depicting the confusion, pain, death, and torture experienced by the civilians. The words tell what happened. The visuals show what it felt like. Either alone would not suffice in creating this affect on the reader. 

Sacco doesn’t merely show the reality for those who are shot, but also the reality of those who survived, particularly the women. On one page Sacco shows a tight picture of five women who are hearing the Israeli soldiers firing on their husbands and fathers who had been gathered together in the street. The agony on their faces cannot be explained in words. Just below this is a graphic showing the results of the massacre and the women being forced to carry away the dead bodies. The visuals force the reader to linger, to ponder, to sympathize long after the text on this page has been read. ( 95)

Sacco ends his text with one last attempt to make the reader feel the events, to put his audience in the place of the Palestinians who endured these atrocities. In the final interview Sacco shows, a man is asked, “What is the worst thing you remember from that day?” His slow, detached response: “Fear. Fear.” On the same page Sacco responds with his final words of the book by saying,
“Suddenly I felt ashamed of myself for losing something along the way as I collected my evidence, disentangled it, dissected it, indexed it, and logged it onto my chart. And I remember how often I sat with old men who tried my patience, who rambled on, who got things mixed up, who skipped ahead, who didn’t remember the barbed wire at the gate or when the mukhtars stood up or where the jeeps were parked, how often I sighed and mentally rolled my eyes because I knew more about that day than they did.”

What follows are 21 wordless panels, Sacco’s attempt to communicate the fear and be the voice of those he’s interviewed. Panel by panel, he shows the experience through the eyes of one there, of one who saw the soldiers and the dead bodies and the weeping family members and the beatings and the large sticks being swung at his own head. Traditional journalism simply cannot conclude stories with this kind of power. (384-8)

The power of emotion in graphic journalism is also evident in A.D.: New Orleans After the Deluge. Just like Footnotes, A.D. seeks to humanize the events of a tragedy that occurs over a fairly short time. Neufeld shows the experiences of both those who stayed in New Orleans during the hurricane and those who evacuated. For those who stayed, it was a time of great frustration, anger, pain, and fear. These emotions don’t have to be inferred by the reader; they can be seen through the visuals. On one page in particular, a family who was told they were going to be given a room in a hospital find out their room has been given away. A child is crying, the mother is doubtful, the grandmother is despondent, and the other adult family member shows great anger. All of this can be seen and felt in one panel. (59)

In another five page sequence, the reader sees the experience of one who stayed in her apartment during the storm. Using full page panels and very little text (other than expletives driven by fear), Neufeld shows an experience that would be almost impossible to report through the written word alone. The house is shaking, windows are breaking, and the ceiling abruptly caves in on top of the bed where the character had just been laying. We see her diving for cover and praying for her life. Moment by moment, her terror and helplessness is shown almost entirely through visuals. (67-71)

Another emotion Neufeld is able to depict powerfully is that of desperation. He takes two full pages to draw a rather large man on his knees, tears streaming down his face, holding out a sleeping baby as if it is thrust towards the reader. The baby is drawn larger, for emphasis, as the man pleas, “But. . . you gotta help me. . . What am I s’posed to do with her?” And there is no answer. It’s as if Neufeld is forcing the reader to answer this man, knowing full well there is no answer. Only in this manner can the true desperation of the situation be felt. (140-1)

Neufeld also uses his text to show the experiences of his characters long after the hurricane and the flooding are over. Towards the end of the text, two of the characters who evacuated come back to their apartment to see what remains. A traditional news story would read, “It was a total loss.” That doesn’t come close to telling the whole story. With graphic journalism, Neufeld is able to provide a more intense read. He takes two full pages to show them standing amidst their trashed belongings in what used to be their living room. The audience sees them experience the shock of this “total loss” (170-1). Humanizing the experience with examples such as these shows “a level of journalistic integrity rivaling or exceeding that exhibited by much of the mainstream media during and after Katrina (Fuchs).

Graphic journalists can also convey mood and emotion through colors and drawing style. While Sacco wrote in black and white, Neufeld uses black and white line drawings washed in one or two hues to convey changes in mood (Tenore; Weinstein). For example, gold is used at the beginning to symbolize the glory days of the city, green is used during the march of the storm, and red highlights the violence that ensued. Neufeld is deliberate in his color choices, admitting that the unpleasant colors have been chosen to “convey the horror and tension of the situation” (Weinstein).

The visuals in The 9/11 Report produce less of an emotional shock to the reader simply because the images are no longer shocking to readers. This generation has been inundated with so many pictures and so much video of the events of the attack that there is little that is new for the reader to see. It’s not that the images fail to elicit an emotional reaction: they do. The emotions, however, are not necessarily new. The remembering of the emotions and familiarity of the attack does come flooding back; however, no claim can be made that the graphic format of this text intensifies the memory for readers. With this event, it doesn’t stand a chance.

What it is able to show, however, that few readers have seen, is various perspectives of the attack. Like A.D., The 9/11 Report is able to put reader’s in the shoes of those that were there and force them to imagine the realities of being inside the buildings. The reader can see from the perspective of those in the South Tower before it was hit, looking at the North Tower (72). The artists show what emergency personnel saw when entering the towers (73-78). They also depict those inside the towers after the planes hit who are trying to escape and help the wounded (74). Again, while the experience isn’t necessarily more intense because of this form of reporting, it is able to provide a more real picture because of the perspectives it can show.

Another aspect graphic journalism is able to display in ways that traditional journalism can not is the depiction of time. The 9/11 Report is a great example of this. Towards the beginning of the text, the authors provide a fold-out visual timeline that juxtaposes the events of the four hijacked planes with each other in a minute by minute picture of what is going on in each plane (6). The reader can see the entirety of the events between 7:58 A.M. (the departure of the first plane) and 10:28 (the collapse of the North Tower of the World Trade Center). The timeline shows “what was happening, who knew what and when, and the communications gaps and failures among government agencies” (Minzesheimer). The major events of each flight are depicted together in a visual way that no other medium could as effectively produce. This timeline is able to show each flight as both a separate tragedy and a piece of the larger tragedy as a whole. 

Sacco is a master at using the medium to more effectively show the relationship between events of different times. He commonly will show the same geographic spot in various years to show changes. For instance, Sacco shows how Palestinians were relegated to the Gaza Strip in 1948. He then, on three subsequent pages, shows a refugee camp in 1948, the mid-1950’s, and present day. Each picture is of the exact same location so that the reader can easily see what has changed and what has not. (26-9)

Similarly, Sacco uses a single page with three long horizontal panels stacked on top of each other to show an event. On the top panel, the audience sees Sacco, his guide, and an individual who had seen a massacre and was telling them about it. It is present day, and the street where they are standing is the site of the massacre. The street is bustling with everyday activities, vehicles, and a line at the ATM. Just below this is the middle panel, in which Sacco draws the same street with several male Palestinians lined up against a wall. The bottom panel moves the angle of the shot so that the reader can also see how three Israeli soldiers are taking their time, taking aim, preparing to kill the group with machine guns. From this page Sacco can show that although a lot has changed on this street, the image of what happened cannot be removed for this individual. Also, this event speaks through the decades and influences present day attitudes. He uses this device several times in the text to connect past and present. (88, 99, 204)

Sacco is also able to show the relationship between events that occur mere days apart. In one scene, which is more of a collage of events than separate panels, he lists two events: a suicide bomber kills 17 Israelis, and an Israeli attack the next day on a refugee camp kills eleven Palestinians, all non-combatants. The graphics, from top to bottom, show joyful citizens reacting to news of the suicide bombing just above a picture of an exploded bus, then graphics of the dead Palestinians. In one page Sacco can show this cycle of violence and the daily uncertainty faced by those in Gaza. (291)

Neufeld also uses the flexibility provided by the genre in displaying time. Neufeld begins the text with a progression of the storm before he ever introduces any of the people involved. For the first 19 pages, the only text provided is dates (covering 10 days) and place names to show how the storm systematically took over the region (3-21). Neufeld begins with the story of the storm; however, immediately following he goes back in time to the beginning to introduce the people and what they were doing in preparation for the hurricane. By portraying the same time period from two different lenses in two different parts of the text, the reader gets multiple layers of one large story.

An additional benefit of graphic journalism is the efficiency with which a story can be told. Gladstone has found the experience to be challenge in learning to write tightly: “Sometimes you’ll find that writers will do something that’s called throat clearing; they’ll temporize for a while and then they’ll get to the point. I have to get the point with every single word” (Tenore). Words are chosen carefully, as they cannot get in the way of the graphics, and vice versa. Superfluous information is eliminated, and each frame is given a level of importance (Whalen). This produces a fast-paced approach that can cover events deeply and quickly.

This is one of the reasons for publishing The 9/11 Report. The speed and layout of the book is geared towards helping particularly younger readers understand what happened and where we as a country should go from here (Alpert). Colon, one of the authors, originally gave up reading the original 568 page published report by the Commission after about 50 pages (Minzesheimer). With the graphic journalism format, however, now “it becomes more immediately clear the catastrophic nature of it all in a more gripping way than you might get from the report itself” (Alpert). In this way comics can increase the audience for heavy topics (Williams).

The quick-moving nature of graphic journalism aids Neufeld’s text as well. He has what would be a daunting goal, that of showing events of several unrelated experiences in the storm. While traditional journalism would likely have to treat each scenario separately in its entirety, Neufeld can move swiftly from character to character. He is able to move efficiently between characters and show them all chronologically with a simple switch of panels. The story then becomes one not only of individuals, but of several individual experiences that all tell the totality of the story.
Limitations
Limitations do exist to the genre. One of the biggest is the limited range of stories that can be covered in this format. First of all, the stories themselves must be “time-insensitive” (Tenore). The amount of time it takes to put together text and images to produce the intensity of experience that makes the genre so powerful is much greater than in traditional journalism. While literary journalism has this limitation to an extent in the publishing and editing of books, the wait time is much longer in graphic journalism and its creation “cannot be compelled by the expediency of the news cycle” (Priego; Kamola). A.D.: New Orleans After the Deluge was published in 2009, four years after the storm. The 9/11 Report, published in 2006, came out two years after The Commission's original report and five years after the attacks. Footnotes in Gaza describes events that occurred over 50 years ago. While the genre has little to do with that length of time, it is telling that Sacco’s investigative visits occurred six years before the publication of his text.
There have been some attempts at using graphic journalism in daily newspapers. The Edmonton Journal, for instance, used the genre in telling the story of a Canadian truck driver who became North America’s first paraplegic long-distance trucker after losing the use of his legs in an accident. M.E. Russell has run a regular comics column in the Oregonian describing some of his personal experiences. Another paper in Portland, Williamette Week, has used the format for features like interviews with bands. Out of all of these examples, however, none are covering major daily news stories. Print journalism continues to be the best source for those. (Williams)
The genre is also limited in that stories must be chosen with respect to the strengths of graphic journalism, especially the strength of communicating intensity. Comic books in general have enjoyed great popularity over the past century, and they routinely depict violence and struggle. Journalism or not, that is one story comics do well. Says Neufeld, “When ordinary people are put in extraordinary circumstances, (graphic journalism) is really effective in communicating how intense that scene is” (Tenore). Therefore, an effective topic for graphics journalism needs to have some elements of violence, disaster, tragedy, and/or emotion. The three texts explored in this paper work well because they adhere to this. Two of them cover some of the greatest tragedies in our nation’s recent memory; the other depicts the calculated slaughter of hundreds of innocent civilians.
Portfolio.com created a text that suffers for not having followed this parameter. “The Bear Trap” is a feature story published on the website in 2008 with the purpose of describing the collapse of Bear Stearns. However, the graphic format does little for telling the story. In an article in Columbia Journalism Review, Elinore Longobardi writes, “The Holocaust and life under a repressive regime in Iran offer excellent opportunities for strong graphics. But board meetings? A little less so.” If an older story is to be told, which is always the case in graphic journalism, then the medium must add something to the story. This is where “The Bear Trap” fails; the subject matter simply doesn’t fit in this format.
Graphic journalism also must fight another battle: reputation. For so long, comics have been seen as superhero fiction and devices for comedy (Tenore). Readers aren’t accustomed to getting their news this way, making it more demanding at times for them to understand the purpose of the graphics and read a form that they have little experience with (Tenore). Many mainstream readers find it easier to place comics in the realm of children and superhero junkies than to work through a new form of news. For many, comics are simply “beneath serious consideration” (Minzesheimer). Even one of the individuals Neufeld interviewed for A.D. assumed the retelling would “somehow be funny” because it was a comic book (Gustines).
Additionally, some argue that the heaviness of the issues can be undermined (Whalen). A.D., for instance, uses a more cartoonish, simple style in drawing people and places. Will readers be able to take these real individuals, who look like cartoon characters, seriously? Can they be sympathized with? Also, real terrorists committed acts of atrocity on 9/11. Can the true violence of the day be captured in cartooned images? Can artists produce the desired affects on readers by using cartoon people to show the willing slaughter of thousands of real people (Whalen)? One critic even takes aim at Sacco’s visual representations, which are the most realistic of the three texts, writing, “The artistic depictions of the characters and situations are not able to amplify the fact that these were real people whose lives were gruesomely taken” (Whalen).
Scott McCloud, in his text Understanding Comics, thinks iconic figures can indeed be effective in presenting serious ideas. In a process he calls “amplification through simplification,” McCloud argues that it’s easier to associate with a vague cartoon person than one realistically portrayed (30-1). “The cartoon is a vacuum into which our identity and awareness are pulled. . . an empty shell that we inhabit which enables us to travel in another realm. We don’t just observe the cartoon, we become it” (36). Also, McCloud argues that the more iconic the image (and therefore less emphasis on who the image is representing), the more emphasis on the idea and emotions being depicted (37). If McCloud is right, then these questions matter less. But the average reader will likely not understand this when deciding whether or not to consume graphic journalism.
While it is impossible for any journalistic form to be completely objective, the refraction inherent in drawings of events is another complaint thrust at graphic journalism. The fact that artists must at times work from imagination in creating a scene of actual events blurs the lines of fact and fiction for some (Whalen). The authors from our three texts worked from photographs as often as possible, but not in all cases (Fuchs; Sacco x; Whalen). There are no photos of the massacres in 1956. No reliable visual descriptions of events on the planes during 9/11 exist. No one was taking photos of the victims portrayed in A.D. as they reacted in real time to the terrors of the storm. Sacco himself, in the preface of Footnotes, mentions this obstacle: “The reader should be aware that there is another filter through which these stories passed before reaching the page, namely my own visual interpretation” (x). This refraction is unavoidable, according to Sacco, and he makes no apologies for it (x). “It occurs to me that I have seen the Israelis, but through Palestinian eyes - that Israelis were mainly soldiers and settlers to me now, too. . . What I’ve seen before my eyes isn’t often balanced” (Williams). In a separate interview, Sacco proclaims, “These are my prejudices, these are my doubts, and I’m writing about this, and you’re seeing it through my eyes” (Kamola 9).
Some, including Sacco, would argue that this is not actually a weakness or limitation of graphic journalism, but a strength. Traditional correspondents are equally biased but often can’t deal with that in their stories. An air of objectivity is assumed. Sacco can emphasize the reporter’s role by being part of the story; he frequently draws himself into scenes so the reader can see how he has obtained his information. Writes Williams, “We see that he is not a neutral conduit for news and information, but a person like ourselves.” News never just appears; it must come from somewhere and be told by someone, and Sacco masterfully and honestly shows from where (Kamola 10).
One technique Sacco uses often to portray this honesty is to show the faces of those he’s interviewed and often use their exact quotes to tell the story. For instance, on one page Sacco shows six different faces and each of their own words in response to the same question regarding an event (205). The reader sees the source and hears what Sacco has heard. He’s also not afraid to put several sources and their stories near each other when they contradict each other. In one spot in Footnotes where this occurs regarding the story of three brothers’ deaths, Sacco explains why he’s included the apparent contradictions: “I only want to acknowledge the problems that go along with relying on eyewitness testimony in telling our story. But all this should not let us forget the essential truth: Khamis’s three brothers were shot by Israeli soldiers on November 3, 1956” (116).
Sacco also brilliantly shows his process as a journalist, especially that of editing. In one scene, the reader sees Sacco and his guide sifting through information and trying to decide what to believe. “Who decides what is credible and what is not? We decide. We edit. We determine. . . It’s up to us to fill history’s glass with as much truthful, cogent testimony as we can. If some truth spills along the way, we apologize” (277). For the most part, this is the only way he interjects himself in the story, to show where he got his information, how he collected and edited it, and what events he encountered that developed any of the possible biases he might have as the teller of this tale. This openness is rare in any form of print journalism.
In this way, he can also show himself as an outsider in Palestine and the effects this has on his story (and that of other journalists). By depicting himself in a much more cartoonish way than any of the people in Footnotes, he stands out as someone who doesn’t quite fit in; he is an “intruding agent” (Kamola). Visually depicting this reality reminds the reader that his story is affected by that fact. In one place of the text, he shows himself sitting with Palestinians in a conversation that is interrupted by the sound of gunfire. When the shooting stops, Sacco writes, “I remain tensed up after the shooting stops. Because I’m not under fire every day. My pals, however, go on with the conversation. Not as if nothing has happened, but as if it happens often enough that it hardly merits a word” (297).
In another scene Sacco is sitting on a couch with two Palestinians watching images on television of dead American soldiers on display during the U.S.’s invasion of Iraq, the gore and the death’s being celebrated (370). Clear visual tension exists in seeing Sacco, an American, sitting next to Palestinians who are hoping for Iraqi victory. This image highlights the limitations of the stories in the American press. There is no real way to show a reporter’s bias caused by what they haven’t seen or experienced. Here Sacco is admitting through a simple picture that because he has lived a very different life, it is impossible for him to see and report the war or any other event in the Middle East in the same way a Palestinian would. This honesty creates a truer story, not one limitated by refraction and bias. He offers an “authentic social experience of violence while simultaneously rejecting the possibility of ‘authenticiy’” (Kamola 20).
Neufeld’s text, though to a much lesser extent, also shows the process of how he obtained his information. Towards the end of his text, he shows himself on the phone with the individuals themselves, collecting information about the recovery effort (157). He is seen talking to real people with real biases based on anger and fear from the experience. While he refrains from making biased commentary throughout the text and allows readers to form their own conclusions (Fuchs), he is able to show that the people from which he got the story are indeed humans and therefore flawed and biased. There is no attempt to hide the subjective nature of reporting; instead, with graphic journalism, it is out front and addressed.
The Future
Comics have entered the realm of literature to make classic texts more accessible and to provide vivid detail to novels and pieces of non-fiction. Will the world of reportage follow suit? Is there a strong future for graphic journalism? One piece of evidence suggesting an affirmative answer can be found at Stanford University. The “Stanford Graphic Novel Project” is an annual college course offered by the university in which its students produce a published, full-length graphic journalism text. Named one of the 20 best college courses in America, the course is a collaboration between undergraduate and graduate artists, designers, and writers. Their 2010 publication, Pika-Don, tells the story of an individual who survived both the Hiroshima and Nagasaki atomic bombings in 1945. This is the third book published by the project. (Haven)
Sacco’s success over almost two decades of establishing the genre with his work also indicates graphic journalism is here to say. He is realistic, however, and challenges those in his field to maintain high quality in both their graphics and their reportage: “In the end, we’re going to stop getting a pass just because we’re cartoonists. At some point someone is going to say, ‘How does this stack up against good prose journalism or documentaries?’” (Gilson). With texts like A.D., Footnotes, and The 9/11 Report, the comparison is a victory for graphic journalism.
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