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Introduction  

 

[My mother] threw me overboard in some way, you know, using me 

narcissisticallyé but then she threw me this amazing life preserver: ñYou can 

write your way out of thisò. (Bechdel, 2014) 

In this thesis I read Bechdelôs memoir Are You My Mother? (2012) together with two 

of its literary references. The first reference is Virginia Woolfôs novel To the 

Lighthouse ([1927] 2000), which is directly quoted in the memoir. The second is a 

poem by Adrienne Rich, ñThe Roofwalkerò (1984), which is one of the memoirôs 

indirect references.1 Alison Bechdelôs Are You My Mother? (2012) is an 

autobiographical comic book about the authorôs relationship with her mother and the 

way it has affected her relationship with other people, texts and the world at large, 

both in her personal life and in her creative work as a cartoonist.2 Virginia Woolfôs 

novel To the Lighthouse tells the story of what happens among family members and 

house guests at a holiday house during two days ten years apart from each other, but 

its main topic is the competition between two approaches to knowledge, an 

intellectual approach against a more embodied, affective one. It also has a strong 

autobiographical character, as the main characters in the novel are fictional versions 

of Woolfôs parents, Sir Leslie and Julia Stephen. Adrienne Richôs poem is about the 

struggle of the poet to break free from accepted poetic tools and create new tools that 

are suitable for the politically informed poetry she aspires to create in the future. It is 

also autobiographical, because it discusses a personal issue the poet was struggling 

with at the time she wrote it. 

                                                           
1 By indirect reference I mean that the poem is not in itself mentioned in the book, but the book in 

which it belongs, The Fact of a Doorframe: Poems Selected and New 1950-1984 (1984), is. 
2 For the purposes of this thesis, I follow comic expert Hillary Chute in saying that comics is primarily 

a language and not a genre (not one genre) and comic narratives are ïif marginallyï literature, and 

therefore can be approached theoretically from the methods and concerns of literary studies (2008, 

462). 
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I mention the autobiographical character of Bechdelôs references for a reason. 

Bechdelôs memoir has, by its authorôs acknowledgement, a therapeutic goal: she 

writes it in order to cure herself from her preoccupation with her mother, to break free 

from her motherôs critical voice, and to re-establish a relationship with the world that 

is different from the one her primary relationship with her mother enabled her to have. 

She uses other peopleôs autobiographical writing as an aid in her quest for a healthier, 

happier self. Woolfôs novel provides her with a model of self-therapeutic 

autobiography. In fact, it was while reading Woolfôs diary that Bechdel came up with 

the idea of writing her memoir as a means of letting go of her motherôs grip over her. 

Woolf writes in her diary:  

I used to think of [my father] & mother daily; but writing The Lighthouse, laid 

them in my mind. [é] (I believe this to be true ïthat I was obsessed by them 

both, unhealthily; & writing of them was a necessary act.) (Woolf 1980, 208) 

According to Woolf, writing To the Lighthouse did for her what psychoanalysis does 

for its patients: enabled her to express a deep emotion, and through this expression she 

ñexplained the emotion and laid it to restò (Woolf, quoted in Bechdel 2012, 18). 

During the writing of her memoir, Bechdel hopes it can have a similar effect on 

herself.  

Adrienne Rich is a mentor figure, encouraging Bechdelôs work through her books and 

letters personally addressed to Bechdel, and setting an example of doing politics 

through art. Richôs work, essays and poetry, is used by Bechdel in order to argue, 

contrary to her motherôs belief, that personal writing has an important value for 

society at large. Bechdel, influenced by the psychoanalytic theory of Donald 

Winnicott, associates political compliance with the unhealthy compliance to parents 

that children who have had a faulty or errant upbringing exhibit. Bechdel refers to 

Rich to argue that her personal writing is political the way Richôs was, in order to 

counter her motherôs argument that ñthe self has no place in good writingò (Bechdel 

2012, 200) and to show that with her work she is part of the feminist lesbian tradition 

of writers who do politics by writing the self in history and bringing the experience 

and issues that concern women and lesbians in popular culture. Thus, she hopes she 

can alter her ñcompliantò relationship with her mother and the conservative structures 

in society which her family represents, making a step toward healthy disobedience. 
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Bechdel has said in an interview that her mother has taught her the power of writing 

to affect change in oneôs life: ñyou can write your way out of thisò (Bechdel and 

Thurman, 2014, 59.10-59.30), meaning out of the pain her mother has caused her by 

being responsible for Bechdelôs personality. With Are You My Mother? she makes it 

clear that not only her mother, but also a number of literary figures paved the way for 

her work, among whom it is Woolf and Rich who play the most important role in the 

memoir. 

I first read Are You My Mother? while I was working on a paper about literary 

genealogies, that is, the study of relations of continuity and influence among writers 

of different generations, and the theoretical reflection on their consequence in literary 

production. Literary genealogies were an important focus of literary theory in the 

1970s and 1980s, but have lost scholarly interest since the 1990s, and then lost my 

interest too, for reasons which I will explain shortly. Whether they are the 

examination of continuity or competition among poets within the so-called Western 

canon (Bloom [1973] 1997, 1994), or more politically radical examinations by 

feminist scholars of the relationship of women writers with writers that are supposed 

to be part of and represent this canon (Gilbert and Gubar 1979), literary genealogies 

tend to rely on psychoanalytic theories, and to form analogies between artistic 

influence and familial relationships. These models necessitate a reading of texts which 

emphasizes the distinction between writers, focuses on their artistic subjectivity and 

celebrates their originality; or, on the contrary, a reading that describes literature as 

springing from a state of pre-lapsarian unseparatedness, and thus celebrates an 

idealized notion of belonging-together and of an absence of competition and hostility 

within a realm where there is no differentiation (Doane and Hodges 1987, 89-92). The 

use of family metaphors, which were used in literary genealogies, fell out of favour 

with literary scholars in the late 1980s and early 1990s, mostly because of the queer, 

lesbian and postcolonial critique they met: family metaphors were found to depend on 

heterosexuality and family relations specific to white Western cultures and not of 

those which colonialism suppressed (Wall 2005, 13 and Wilson, 1992, 76).3 However, 

even when arguing against genealogy models, many authors use its conventions (van 

der Tuin 2014, 42). Abandoning the question of genealogies in literature did not mean 

                                                           
3 See also Judith Butlerôs critique of origins in the form of oedipal narratives and matriarchal pro-

oedipal narratives. They serve conservative aims, she argues, and restrict the future (Butler 1999, 47-

48). 
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the end of the basic assumption behind it, namely that relationships between texts 

written at different times follow a linear temporality of influence that goes from the 

older to the newer text.  

Bechdelôs memoir lends itself to an analysis of how literary influence works. With its 

explicit allusions and the special place it reserves for writers of previous generations, 

it looked like a useful case study for my examination of literary genealogy models. 

But Bechdelôs critique of the institution of motherhood and the structural oppressions 

at work in intra-familial dynamics resonated with the queer critique of such models, 

and made me change my project from revisiting genealogy models to looking for 

methods for reading texts together that do not assume that texts can only affect other 

texts by being chronologically prior and finding their way to the bookshelves of the 

future writers. It made me wish to read Bechdel together with Woolf and Rich, in a 

way that does not simply examine how having Woolf and Rich in her library made 

Bechdel produce this particular work of art, but treats the texts as if they met for the 

first time. This way Woolfôs and Richôs work is relevant and effective in the present 

and future, without being treated as the seat of authority that Bechdel sometimes 

makes them be. This is particularly important as Woolf and Rich are canonical literary 

figures, whereas Bechdelôs work, though very popular, still belongs in the margins of 

literature. Their respective positions can make a reading that focuses on the influence 

conferred on Bechdel by the older writers dangerous: it may look like an attempt to 

legitimize Bechdelôs work by association, or sound patronizing toward her. 

Just like Bechdel writes her memoir in order to break free from the oppressive 

influence of her mother without sacrificing the good things her mother has offered 

her, I am writing this thesis in order to show how we can make use of previous 

generations of writers, without putting ourselves in the position of ñdaughtersò who 

have to either free themselves from parental authority or be dutiful to it. I am using 

the method of diffractive reading, as developed by feminist philosopher and 

theoretical physicist Karen Barad, because feminist epistemologist Iris van der Tuin, 

in making a case for generationality in feminism, argues that diffractive reading is 

suitable for affirming and strengthening links between writers without fencing them 

away from each other in distinct temporalities, and for reading them through one 

another without hierarchizing one over the other (van der Tuin 2014, 97). Reading 

Bechdelôs memoir diffractively with Woolf and Rich is like an experience where 
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Bechdel and I together contemplate the possibilities of reworking intergenerational 

relationships in a way that allows for keeping the past alive, indeed revitalizing it, 

while avoiding its patronizing restrictions on the present. This is why the title of the 

thesis takes Bechdelôs quote, which describes the ambiguous relationship with a 

mother that is both to blame and to thank for Bechdel being who she is, and 

substitutes ñwriteò with ñreadò: ñyou can read your way out of thisò. I want to argue 

that there is a way for feminist writers and literary scholars to create, through 

diffractive reading, a vibrant relationship with the feminist (and not only) past in a 

way that does not reproduce distinctions and generalizations, and does not foreclose 

possibilities of imagining the past differently. 

In the methodology chapter I explain how I diffractively read Bechdel out of the 

problematic relationship to the world her mother has thrown her in. I explain the 

origins of diffraction in quantum physics and feminist philosophy, as well as the 

reasons I believe it can be a productive tool for the literary analysis of the specific 

texts. I also argue that the character of literature and graphic narrative requires an 

adapted form of the method, which takes into account the literary experience of 

reading. For that purpose, I bring in the theory of literary scholar Louise Rosenblatt, 

whose approach to literary reading also bears the epistemological influence of 

quantum physics. 

The methodology chapter is followed by two literary analysis chapters, each of which 

brings in a literary reference of Bechdelôs ïthe first chapter brings Woolf and the 

second Richï to  ñhelpò Bechdel rework her relationship with her mother, herself, 

creativity, other people and the world. But they ñmake useò of the other writer in a 

way different than Bechdel does in her memoir. The older texts are not used as 

models for doing autobiography or for their prestige, which reflects on the quality and 

value of Bechdelôs work. Instead, my diffractive reading of Bechdel with Woolf is a 

graphic-literary-philosophical reflection on the nature of external reality and the 

question of knowledge, which can ñcureò Bechdel from the epistemological crisis (her 

extreme self-consciousness and chronic doubt about the reality of her experiences) 

that an erratic upbringing has brought upon her. My diffractive reading of Bechdel 

and Rich enables Bechdel to practice a politics of art that is not characterized by her 

usual overemphasized intellectualism, but instead by an embodied affective creative 

apperception, which Bechdel associates with psychic health.  
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Methodology 

 

As established in the introduction, this thesis investigates and brings to existence what 

happens during an encounter between Alison Bechdelôs Are You My Mother? and 

Virginia Woolfôs To the Lighthouse, as well as between Are You My Mother? and 

Adrienne Richôs ñThe Roofwalkerò. In order for these encounters to be treated as 

events that take place during my reading, and not as a fixed relationship between the 

texts, I need a method of reading that addresses not the influence that can be traced in 

the text as an effect of the fact that the writer has read these other texts, but rather an 

influence that appears when a reader reads them together. In this chapter I intend to 

explain why diffraction as a reading methodology enables one to read texts together in 

such a way. I will offer a short overview of how the term ñdiffractive readingò was 

first coined, how the method was developed and how it has been used so far. Then I 

will proceed to explain the reasons I believe it can be a productive tool for literary 

analysis, how the character of literature and graphic narrative require an adapted form 

of the method which takes into account the literary experience of reading, and why it 

is suitable for what I want to do with my thesis.  

 

Diffractions/Transactions 

Diffractive reading is a reading methodology that originates in feminist philosophy. 

The first person who used the term ñdiffractionò in a way that can account for how 

texts acquire and produce meaning is Donna Haraway, in her work 

Modest_Witness@Second _Millennium.FemaleManÉ_Meets_OncoMouseÊ (1997). 

Talking about scientific objectivity and the production of knowledge, Haraway argues 

for replacing the optical metaphor of reflection with that of diffraction, because 

diffraction does not reproduce sameness, like in what has come to be called the 
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representationalist paradigm,4 but shows patterns of difference and their importance 

(1997, 16). The use of reflection as a metaphor is very common in Western 

philosophy and science and has even dominated feminist and other critical discourses 

around strong objectivity and situated knowledges, to the extent that they propose 

self-reflexivity as the solution to the problem of the self-invisible objective scientist 

(ibid., 16 and 33). Reflexivity, however, cannot help us escape the Scylla and 

Charybdis of realism and relativism, since, like reflection, it ñonly replaces the same 

elsewhere, setting up the worries about copy and original and the search for the 

authentic and really realò (ibid., 16). In other words, a reflexivity that makes the 

knower interrogate how their position in the world affects their perception of it, may 

question the realist idea of objectivity (one can only know how things appear from 

their position) but continues to ignore their participation in the making of the world as 

it is. Harawayôs metaphor of diffraction departs from the notion of self-reflexivity to 

the extent that the latter asks for an examination of what role the knowerôs position in 

the world (gender, class, race, species, nation, and so on so forth) plays in the 

production of knowledge, but takes for granted such identity markers and the 

knowerôs pre-established position as the subject in the practice of knowing. 

Diffraction, on the contrary, not only accounts for the subjectôs position but is also a 

practice that reconstitutes the markers of this position and the relationship in which 

knowing engages both the knower and the known in unforeseeable ways. Diffraction 

is a knowledge-making technology that not only ñmakes a difference in the worldò, 

but also ñcraft[s] subject positions and ways of inhabiting such positionsò while 

making its own work ñrelentlessly visible and subject to critical interventionò (ibid., 

36). This productive dimension of Harawayôs diffraction is taken up by Aud Sissel 

Hoel and Iris van der Tuin who argue that looking specifically at the reading of texts 

as a diffraction means that we acknowledge that ñtexts and readings cannot be seen as 

                                                           
4 The basic tenet of the epistemological position of representationalism, also known as the 

representative theory of perception, is that subjective sensations, or else sense-data, are representations 

of physical objects, which are considered to be the causes of the sense-data. The physical objects, 

therefore, are considered to exist independently of our sensations, but it is through the sensations that 

we may know them, albeit indirectly (Bunnin 2004, 603). The consequence of this approach to the 

problem of the external world is that there is a separation between the sensations and the world, in the 

sense that external objects are the occasion for perception, but our perception is distinct from it: it is 

only the perception we have direct epistemological access to, whereas the external objects we cannot 

immediately know, let alone affect through our practices of knowledge. Representationalism is also 

known as epistemological dualism because practices of knowledge and the objects of knowledge 

belong in different planes of existence, are ontologically different (Honderich 1995, 171). 
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separate or separable from what we tend to accept as that to which they referò (2013, 

189). I would add that looking at reading as a diffraction also means that the reader of 

a text cannot be seen as separate or separable from the literary work she reads but is 

conditioned by it and becomes part of it. I will explain this further in the next section, 

using the theory of reading developed by literary scholar Louise Rosenblatt. 

Rosenblatt makes an argument about the relationship between reader and text that is 

quite similar to my reading of Harawayôs diffraction. She moves away from the realist 

understanding of texts, informed by the same shift in Western epistemology which 

informs Harawayôs work. With her transactional theory of reading, developed in the 

late 1930ôs but given its name three decades later, Rosenblatt answers the centuries-

old question ñwhere is the meaning of the text located?ò in a way which signals the 

emergence, in literary studies as well as in the sciences in general, of a new scientific 

paradigm. In Rosenblattôs own words her theory of reading is a movement within a 

more general shift ñin the whole way of thinking about human beings in the natural 

world and their knowledge of it.ò (Rosenblatt 1985, 97) The shift she talks about is 

the shift away from the paradigm in which Newtonian physics belongs: a paradigm 

which endorses a dualistic view of human beings as separate from nature and which 

seems to come to an end with the early 20th century developments in physics, namely 

subatomic and quantum physics. 

Rosenblatt adopts the term ñtransactionalò to describe literary reading as event after 

she reads John Dewey and Arthur F. Bentleyôs philosophical treatise Knowing and the 

Known (1949), in which developments in physics, biology and other sciences between 

the late 19th century and the mid-20th century are viewed as an opportunity for 

reconsidering predominant approaches to epistemology and for adopting a 

philosophical terminology that reflects them. Dewey and Bentley examine in 

particular the transformation of viewpoints that takes place in physics in the early 20th 

century, because they believe that the approach they propose toward the question of 

knowing and knowns had already been developed by contemporary physicists (1949, 

135). The term transaction, employed in physics to describe a certain manner of 

observation, denotes an epistemological approach according to which the knower and 

the known are not separate entities that pre-exist an observation, but they emerge 

together during the event of the observation/transaction. In contrast with transaction, 

the term interaction suggests the classical Newtonian approach according to which the 
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world consists of separate already-defined entities which act on one another, and 

scientific observation does not change the nature of the objects observed. In the 

emerging scientific paradigm, on the other hand, the observer is always already part of 

the object of observation, so that acts of observation actually change the ontology of 

the things observed. 

Rosenblatt argues that the fact that she, a literary scholar, is informed by the current 

view of science as ñan interpretive endeavor, in which the observer must be taken into 

account in the observation and absolute objectivity is unattainableò attests to her 

purpose to ñcounteract the tendency toward polarization of art and science and to 

stress their complementary contributionsò (Rosenblatt 1995, xviii-xix). Indeed, as 

Karen Barad argues, quantum physics ñshook the very foundation of Western 

epistemologyò (Barad 2007, 97): once science has called into question the Cartesian 

view of knower and the known as inherently distinct, our view of knowledge in 

general must change, and, consequently, the idea of what knowledge is within literary 

theory, namely textual understanding (or meaning-making), cannot fail to be affected 

too. 

Let us come back to the question of where textual meaning is located, under the light 

of this epistemological framework: in Rosenblattôs transactive theory of reading the 

work of literature is in fact the transaction between the text and the reader. It is 

located neither in the written words on the page nor in the readerôs mind. Indeed, from 

the epistemological point of view of the ñnew paradigmò Rosenblatt talks about how a 

reader and text emerge together during the reading event, during which ñeach 

component [é] functions by virtue of the presence of the otherò (Rosenblatt 1978, 

14). Then, "the boundary between inner and outer world breaks down" (ibid., 21) and 

"sharp demarcation between objective and subjective becomes irrelevant" (ibid., 18). 

Reader and text "each forms an environment for the other" (ibid.), meaning that each 

responds to the stimuli of the other, and they are both conditioned by being created in 

the other. This means that on behalf of the reader their previous experiences affect the 

literary work created in the moment of reading, and on behalf of the text its clues lead 

to a change in the reader as the reading comes to be added in the readerôs life of 

experiences, an experience that goes outside and beyond their world as experienced 

thus far (ibid., 21). Such clues that make the event of reading a specific experience are 

the clues that make the reader take on the efferent or the aesthetic stance toward what 
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she experiences. Rosenblatt differentiates between reading for extracting information 

from a text, which she calls efferent reading, and reading for the sake of experiencing 

what happens during the actual reading. The two stances are usually both present 

during any kind of reading, and they are rather two ends of a continuum than a binary. 

It is the aesthetic stance, however, that allows the event that is the literary work to 

take place, by creating a distance from ñrealityò in order for the words and images of 

the text to be the reality during the event (ibid., 22-31). This event is the poem, the 

novel, the short story, and, I will add, the graphic narrative. The consequence of this 

approach is that the text is not fixed and one, but variable and multiple.  

Rosenblatt is considered by some to be the first reader-response theorist, because with 

her first book on the subject, Literature as Exploration, published in 1938, she shifts 

the attention of analysis from the formal qualities of the text to the diversity of the 

readersô responses. Doing this, she breaks with the tradition of New Criticism, the 

formalist literary approach predominant at the time. However, she differs from the 

majority of reader-response theorists of the 1970s and 1980s (who often claim her as 

their antecedent) and the poststructuralist literary theorists who also pointed out that 

the meaning of the text depends on the reader, because she does not believe that any 

possible response to a literary text is equally valid and valuable. In contrast with them, 

she places great emphasis on the role of the text to determine meaning as well. With 

her article ñThe Transactional Theory: Against Dualismsò, written in 1993 in response 

to a number of literary criticism anthologies that position her in close theoretical 

relation with the reader-response theorists and the poststructuralist critics, she makes 

sure to differentiate herself from both. In the poststructuralistsô relativism she sees a 

hierarchization of the subject/reader to the detriment of the object/text: even if the 

subject/reader is not considered to be the unitary liberal subject but is a subject 

position in the web of structures that determine textual interpretation, the power of 

meaning-making lies with the reader. This way of thinking belongs with the 

Newtonian mechanistic paradigm, according to which knowers and knowns belong to 

different spheres of existence whether the one or the other is given priority 

(Rosenblatt 1993, 380). For Dewey and Bentley, however, there is ñno knower to 

confront what is known as if in a different, or superior, realm of being or action; nor 

any known or knowable as of a different realm to stand over against the knowerò. 

There are ñno óentitiesô or órealitiesô of any kind, intruding as if from behind or 
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beyond the knowing-known event, with power to interfere, whether to distort or to 

correctò (Dewey and Bentley 1949, 136). Rosenblatt also disagrees with the (non-

poststructuralist) common reader-response theory assumption that readers are 

psychological unities that pre-exist their engagement with the text. The reader is 

conditioned by the text at the moment of reading, so that there can be no (same) 

reader before this moment. 

It is ironic, therefore, that Rosenblatt is considered by some to be a reader-response 

theorist, because for a reader-response theory to exist, Rosenblattôs theory must be 

suppressed. In Steven Maillouxôs words: ñRosenblattôs prior dismantling of the 

reader/text distinction had to be ignored in order for a certain kind of theoretical work 

to be done, and that theoretical work needed to be done, it was thought, in order to 

provide a foundation for reader talk in criticism and pedagogyò (1990, 40-41). The 

theoretical work Mailloux talks about can be the work of examining the conventions 

and norms that regulate processes of interpretation, the work of determining the 

broader field of possible interpretations by taking into account the diversity of 

responses, or the work of looking for the qualities that define the informed reader 

(Ravaux 1979, 712). In all these cases Rosenblattôs work is not only irrelevant but an 

obstacle, because in order for a scholar to examine different responses to a text and 

focus on the role of the reader, the distinction between the text and its readers must 

remain intact. In short, when a scholar wants to analyze formal qualities of the text 

independently of the readersô affective engagement with it (like in New Criticism), 

Rosenblattôs epistemological approach cannot be used. When one wants to examine 

how various (pre-defined) readers respond to a (pre-defined same) text, Rosenblattôs 

approach is also useless. Rosenblattôs theory seems to provide us, however, with the 

best suited method of engaging with specific reading events: when a text and the 

knowledge of the text, as well as the reader of the text, all emerge in a complex 

transaction which constitutes the literary reading. Her method can answer questions 

like ñwhat is the specific text/knowledge/reader that emerges in this constellation of 

transactive factors/agents?ò  

It becomes clear, as the explanation of Rosenblattôs theory develops, that we are 

talking of no easy feat: with the abandonment of pre-defined knower and known, 

there cannot be a general methodology of analysis of reading events/literary texts. No 

easy answer to the question where the meaning is located so that we can look for it 
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there: rather, the question must change, for there are not two ends in space-time 

between which the meaning can be found, but the relations allow for a space-time that 

constitutes the meaning to come about. The answer can only be provisional and 

restricted to the particular event under observation by the particular observant. My 

reading of Bechdel, therefore, does not claim to discover meanings that resides in the 

memoir, but rather to convey the meanings that emerge in my interaction with it. 

Something that Rosenblattôs theory does not explicitly address (although it does allow 

room for it) is the possibility for a reader to be reading more than one literary texts 

together. What is the relationship between the texts in that case? If I approach my 

reading of Bechdel as an event during which a specific work of literature emerges, 

how does the presence of Woolf, and later of Rich, affect the method of reading that 

needs to be employed? I need to remind my reader that my methodological 

exploration aims to approach the texts that are read together in this thesis not as texts 

that come from different times and, therefore, where one of them is the frame of 

reference or constitutes the environment for the other, but as texts that are created 

anew during the event of my reading them together. That is, even though Woolfôs and 

Richôs work pre-exists the work of Bechdel, and has informed it by way of influence, 

I do not want to explore the results of influence on the latter work. This thesis is not 

me reading a text by Bechdel which bears the traces of Woolfôs or Richôs influence 

(although of course Bechdelôs work does bear these traces). And it is not me, 

informed by the writings of Woolf or Rich and bearing this knowledge as a tool for 

interpretation, reading Bechdel (although I have read Woolf and Rich before, and they 

are part of my past experiences that constitute me as a subject, therefore I do bring 

this knowledge to every event of reading in which I participate). My aim is to 

describe, and therefore to participate in bringing into existence, an event during which 

two texts and me come together and new meanings emerge in the process. The 

question the next section addresses is what happens in the event of reading (at least) 

two texts at the same time and what reading method is appropriate for it. This is where 

the metaphor of diffraction, which Haraway employed first, returns. 
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Diffractive reading as literary reading 

The importance of the term diffraction, as used by Haraway, is also elaborated on by 

Karen Barad in Meeting the Universe Halfway: Quantum Physics and the 

Entanglement of Matter and Meaning (2007). When Barad talks of diffraction she 

does not only mean diffraction in optics, but also diffraction as a quantum 

phenomenon. This last one is important because it demonstrates how quantum physics 

breaks down the paradigm of classical physics: quantum physicists first showed with 

experiments (in which diffraction played an important role) that particles can 

sometimes behave like waves, showing in practice the indeterminacy principle, that is, 

that the ontology of anything cannot be determined without regard to the apparatus of 

observation, or else that the apparatus participates in the ontology of the thing 

observed. As Dewey and Bentley have also argued, this has the revolutionary 

consequence that, from this moment on, the epistemological access to something and 

the thing itself are considered to be entangled with each other and not separable. 

Barad argues that diffraction apparatuses ñhighlight, exhibit, and make evident the 

entangled structure of the changing and contingent ontology of the world, including 

the ontology of knowingò (Barad 2007, 73).  

What would it mean, though, if we looked at reading texts together as a diffraction? 

Barad uses diffraction as a figuration for her reading methodology because it is a 

method ñattuned to the entanglement of the apparatuses of production, one that 

enables genealogical analyses of how boundaries are produced rather than presuming 

sets of well-worn binaries in advanceò (ibid., 30). This very important aspect of 

diffraction, that it does not presume what the object and what the subject is in 

advance, makes it suitable for the reading of more than one texts together, particularly 

when we do not want to use one of them as a frame of reference through which we 

examine the other. In her work, Barad theorizes the relationship between ñthe naturalò 

and ñthe socialò without assuming the one as a fixed referent for understanding the 

other. With diffractive reading, she argues, she is able to attend ñto entanglements in 

reading important insights and approaches through one anotherò (ibid., 30). In 

thinking insights from science and social theories through one another, Barad refuses 

to position schools of thought against each other and instead places them in 

conversation in a way that attends to the relational ontology that is in the heart of the 
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revolutionary paradigm quantum physics brought about, as well as in a way that does 

not prioritize the one over the other (ibid., 92-93).  

The diffractive methodology has been taken up by Iris van der Tuin, who argues that 

diffractive reading enables feminist philosophers to practice what Elizabeth Grosz 

calls an affirmative engagement with ñprimary textsò in a way that engages these texts 

in a process of transformation (Grosz 2005, 2-3). This way one can avoid the 

dialectical relationship in which critique binds theories together: a relationship which 

in the end, according to van der Tuin, reaffirms the ñprimary textôsò authority and 

primary status (van der Tuin 2014, 45).  

In my thesis I first read Bechdelôs memoir together with Woolfôs novel To the 

Lighthouse and then with a poem by Adrienne Rich, ñThe Roofwalkerò. What makes 

diffractive reading an appropriate method is my intention to read Bechdel together 

with the otherôs work in a way that does not prioritize the one over the other by 

turning one of into a frame of reference to examine the other through. It is also the 

productive aspect of diffractive reading, which transforms texts into something they 

were not when read individually. Diffractive reading may originate in philosophy, but 

I want to argue that reading diffractively texts that are primarily literary is just as 

useful to the extent that it produces certain thematic patterns which cannot be 

observed in them when read otherwise. Since the diffractive reading that I practice 

brings together Baradôs diffractive reading with Rosenblattôs transactive reading, it 

can accommodate the particular character of literary reading, where thematic patterns 

emerge through stylistic choices, and textual cues lead the reader into the aesthetic 

stance, that is, a focus on the subjective, affective element of meaning-making. 

Still, adapting a method from philosophy into literary studies requires some 

justification. Especially since, although the diffractive reading is a new method in 

philosophy, there may be methods to a certain extent similar to it in the drawers of the 

study of literature under a different name, such as intertextual reading and 

comparative reading. Reading texts together, looking for thematic patterns they share 

is usually called a comparative method. Reading a text with the textôs intertextual 

references is called intertextual reading. Reading Bechdel together with her literary 

references is a form of intertextual reading and an intertextual reading can make a 

productive and transformative use of the intertext, which is what I intend to do with 
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the texts I am reading. I therefore need to examine whether diffractive reading can be 

considered a form of comparative or intertextual reading or not, and explain why I 

choose to use the term diffractive reading to describe my method. 

Reading texts not as self-contained systems but as belonging in stratums of 

connectivity can be called an intertextual reading. Intertextuality is a very broad and 

vague term and has diverse definitions, which range from the somewhat more 

traditional idea of a relation of influence between texts to the idea that one can read 

the whole social field in one text, as well as from an opening up of interpretive 

possibilities to a narrowing down of them (Mart²nez Alfaro 1996). There are roughly 

two general trends in intertextual reading as far as the interpretation of texts is 

concerned.5 The first approach is that of the poststructuralists, which proceeds from 

Julia Kristevaôs definition of intertextuality. For Kristeva, any analysis of text must 

investigate the status of each word as belonging to a three dimensional textual space 

the coordinates of which are writing subject, addressee and exterior texts. Anterior 

and synchronous literary and cultural texts constitute the horizontal axis of the textual 

space, which is a mosaic of quotations. The ontological presuppositions behind this 

method of analysis is that no text is closed, every text derives meaning through other 

texts, and texts can be anything that has acquired meaning through culture and in the 

social (Kristeva 1986, 37). Barthes is a typical representative of the first trend: he 

focuses not only on the productivity of reading texts together with their quotations, 

but even more so on reading them with their anonymous absorption of social ñtextò. 

For Barthes, texts only derive meaning through their relations to other texts, these 

other texts being, in effect, generated, like the any text, not by the subjectivity of an 

author but by the langue and culture at large (Barthes 1977, 146). His approach opens 

up the text so radically that the interpretations can be as many as the textôs intertext: 

infinite. This results in the liberation of the reader from any hermeneutive constraint, 

as she is able to trace relations between texts without deference to the authority of the 

writer (Irwin 2004, 230) but it thus forgoes the possibility of effectively analyzing 

texts (Clayton and Rothstein 1991, 23). This relativist tendency has been criticized by 

literary scholar William Irwin, who rightfully argues that behind the refusal of a 

transcendental signified and the assumption that textual meaning is produced through 

                                                           
5 I use the word interpretation because of respect to the tradition of these trends, but in my approach 

any reading of texts is a meaning-making practice, which departs from hermeneutic ideas and focuses 

on the productivity of reading.  
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reference to texts and only texts, lies ñthe anti-logocentric assertion that language can 

never capture realityò (Irwin 2004, 235). Although I do not agree with the majority of 

Irwinôs critique of intertextuality (for example, his belief that the text is fixed and 

unchanged regardless of the readerôs interpretation or its interaction with other texts 

could not be more different from my approach), I find his point on the relativism of 

the poststructuralistsô approach very insightful, as it points out what feminist 

philosopher Claire Colebrook has identified as the most problematic aspect of 

poststructuralism, namely its humanist foundation. Colebrook argues that 

poststructuralismôs move away from realism to relativism did not mean a similar 

move away from a representationalist humanistic paradigm of thought, as it still owes, 

in its refusal of a transcendental signified, its existence on equivocity, which ñaccepts 

two levels*/signifier and signified, sign and world, representation and the 

real*/without asking the genesis of this differenceò (Colebrook 2004, 291). This 

espousal of an equivocal ontology is what makes Rosenblatt, in her 1993 article, 

disagree with the poststructuralist approach that grants absolute freedom to the reader: 

her approach to reading as a transactive event and my Baradôs diffractive reading are 

based on an ontology widely different, as I explained earlier.  

The second major trend on intertextuality, the most representative of which are 

Jonathan Culler, G®rard Genette and Michel Riffaterre, attempts to put limitations to 

the infinitely expanding intertext of the poststructuralists, in order to establish some 

criteria that may enable the development of a method for the practical analysis of 

intertextuality in literature (Mart²nez Alfaro 1996, 277). The kind of intertextuality I 

find in the relation between Bechdelôs text with Woolfôs and Richôs texts is the one 

Genette offers in his Palimpsestes (1989): the presence of one text in another which 

takes the form of plagiarism, quotation or allusion (Mart²nez Alfaro 1996, 280), since 

the texts I am reading together with Bechdel are in fact chosen from among the texts 

Bechdel herself chooses to include in her memoir. They are part not only of the textôs 

pre-text but they belong to the list of the textôs conscious allusions. Bechdelôs hybrid 

language of comics means that her way of alluding to texts can be through image, text 

or both. Bechdel talks about Woolfôs novel, but she also draws its cover on her desk, 

to show that she has been reading it. She does the same with Richôs poetry: she writes 

about it and she draws her lover reading it, although the specific poem that I read 

together with parts of the memoir is not specifically referred to in it. Woolfôs novel is 
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moreover quoted in the memoir, in the particular way Bechdel has of quoting texts: 

she copies by hand excerpts of texts as they appear in the original book and includes 

them not in the speech bubbles or in the captions, but in the main frame as images. 

Nevertheless, having decided to consider the graphic medium as a kind of literature, 

even if marginal (Chute 2008), also means that I need to consider these textual 

relationships as literary allusions and quotations. 

Even though my choice of texts is limited, and therefore closer to Genetteôs idea of 

intertext than the broad intertext of the poststructuralists, this approach to intertextual 

reading, is not similar to my use of diffractive reading, because of its viewpoint on the 

relationship between the texts. The idea that the meaning of the text is limited by the 

meaning of the texts it refers to is closer to the traditional idea of reading a text 

together with its literary allusions/references; in this sense, it is closer to the studies of 

genealogies or literary influence of Bloomôs type, mentioned in the introduction, 

rather than that of van der Tuin, whose cartographic approach to genealogies can be 

the means of reinvigorating feminist futures of the past by enabling the actualizations 

of virtual pasts in the Bergsonian sense, where past is not actual, that is, fixed, even 

though it is real, that is, specific (Van der Tuin 2014, 55). Following van der Tuin, my 

approach does not address these texts as what they were before the encounter of my 

reading of them, but what they become during the latter. From this follows an 

avoidance of categorizing the texts on the basis of linear temporality ïsince I do not 

focus on how the reading of the other text has influenced Bechdel in her writing, it 

does not matter very much to my analysis which text was written before the other. I 

also want to avoid hierarchizing them by considering one of the texts as the main 

object of analysis and the other as its context or frame of reference, or by assuming 

that influence follows a singular route from the oldest to the newest text. I, therefore, 

refrain from using the term intertextual reading in my description of method. 

In the literary analysis chapters that follow, I argue that the texts I am reading together 

in couples contain a substratum of philosophical and political questions, but I am not 

suggesting that the texts have some things in common which my reading will simply 

find and point out, as is usually the case with comparative methods. Instead reading 

texts diffractively means that patterns of similarities and differences are produced 

during the reading, without having necessarily been there in advance. Whether 

diffractive reading can be considered another comparative method or not is contested 
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ground, and I will not attempt to make a decision, as it depends on the definition of 

comparison. If one considers the comparative methods to be contingent upon a 

representationalist paradigm, then diffractive reading is an entirely different method, 

as it belongs to a radically distinct frame of thought. Comparative Literature scholar 

David Ferris argues that comparison, the way it is practiced now, intends to affirm the 

world, in the sense that it is based on the presumption that art reflects the world like a 

mirror: it is a form of knowledge based on likeness, which means it assumes it as an 

indisputable fact that the work of art refers to something or someone that exists in the 

world. Comparison, then, privileges what is known as the world over the recognition 

of the conditions of knowing the world (Ferris 2011, 36-38). In Ferrisô own words, 

ñthe task of comparison is a task that originates in relation to the world. It is not a task 

that belongs to the worldò (ibid., 35). This idea of comparison, in Ferrisô view, is the 

characteristic method of the humanities in general insofar as the significance of the 

humanities has historically resided in the reflection of what it means to be human, i.e. 

what the humanities study (art, literature, culture, history, etc.) are questions or 

answers to the enigma of what the human being really is (ibid., 33). In that light, 

diffractive reading cannot be a form of comparative reading, because it follows a 

different idea of how the humanities relate to the world. Diffractive reading ïlike any 

kind of knowledge practice, whether it takes place within the hard sciences, or in the 

humanitiesï  is of the world, because it does not simply refer to the world but is a 

material engagement that participates in the re-making of the world (Barad 2007, 91). 

When texts are read diffractively, the knowledge produced is not about them, but is 

part of the textsô re-making. 

On the other hand, if comparative reading is taken to mean, more generally, any kind 

of reading texts together, this can include diffractive reading. Another comparativist, 

Birgit Kaiser seems to be of this opinion when she calls for a reinvigoration of the 

comparative method, that is, a re-configuring of what it means to read comparatively, 

via the diffractive approach (Kaiser 2014, 277). For Kaiser, diffractive reading can 

enable literary scholars to realize the full impact of the notion of the productivity of 

reading, which common practices of comparative reading have ignored, since they 

follow the reflective mode which detaches the reading practice from its object: 

looking for similarities in works, relations between works and patterns of travelling 

texts as if the similarities, relations and patterns were there to be found, existing 
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independently of the reading; as if the latter was a reflection on the texts from a 

distance, a reflection that does not affect them(ibid., 284). 

Whether it is a kind of comparative reading or not, diffractive reading requires that we 

re-envision the way texts meet each other ñno longer as objects of national (or 

regional) descent, pre-existing their encounters in a comparison, but as órelataô whose 

qualities and effects are specified by way of relating while specifying the óapparatusô 

(the texts, the reading and the reader) at the same timeò (Kaiser, 276-277). This is 

most suitable for the purposes of this thesis, since its object is to explore how 

Bechdelôs Are You My Mother? and Woolfôs To the Lighthouse approach the 

relationship between subject and reality, and how Bechdelôs Are You My Mother? and 

Richôs ñThe Roofwalkerò approach the question of the politics of writing when read 

together in a way that allows for certain patterns to emerge with/in the textsô 

encounter, that is, when read together diffractively, by me (whatever ñmeò means in 

the process of this reading: for this too emerges in the event of the reading-together ï

but more on that later). In order to do so I will begin with explaining how Bechdelôs 

text approaches these subjects alone, and then move on to see how its approach 

changes if read together with Woolfôs or Richôs text. Since this seems hardly to be 

faithful to the idea that Bechdel and Woolfôs texts, as well as Bechdelôs and Richôs 

texts, do not pre-exist their encounter, I need to make a distinction between the text-

as-symbols-on-a-page and text-as-what-emerges-in-the-event-of-reading, what literary 

theorist Derek Attridge describes as the distinction between the uniqueness and the 

singularity of a literary text. The unique arrangement of words and images of both 

books makes them, in a sense, the same always: which means that these words (and 

images) in this order will always constitute these texts. But the singularity of the texts 

is something different: it does not lie in any unchangeable essence but rather ñarises 

from the workôs constitution as a set of active relations, put in play in the reading, that 

never settle into a fixed configurationò (Attridge 2004, 68). Attridgeôs description of 

the literary work as singular in the sense that every reading of it is a different event 

shows the influence of Rosenblattôs description of reading as an event. As I have 

already explained, Rosenblattôs transactive theory of reading describes the work of 

literature as the transaction between the text and the reader. For her the literary work 

is located neither in the written words on the page nor in the readerôs mind, but 

emerges at the moment of their transaction ïthe event during which reader and text 
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co-emerge (Rosenblatt 1995, 27). The consequence of Rosenblattôs and Attridgeôs 

approach is that the literary work is variable and multiple even if the printed words 

and images are unique and unchangeable. Reading Bechdel ñaloneò then is a poor 

way of saying that I will explore first what is produced during the event of my 

meeting with Bechdel before I move on to observe (or, more correctly, be part of 

enabling) the results of all three of us (whether it is Bechdel, Woolf and me or 

Bechdel, Rich and me) meeting together. Both in the ñindividualò reading of Bechdel 

and the diffractive reading with Woolf and Rich, I use a combination of close reading 

of brief passages or panels with a more general reading in the search of thematic 

patterns that emerge in the each of the works as a whole and their combination. For 

the close and general reading of the graphic text in particular, the tools I use come 

from the semiological box offered by comics expert Scott McCloud, in his Making 

Comics: Storytelling Secrets of Comics, Manga an Graphic Novels. 

 

 

The reader 

As mentioned earlier, Kaiser has argued that a diffractive reading enables us to look at 

texts as ñórelataô whose qualities and effects are specified by way of relating while 

specifying the óapparatusô (the texts, the reading and the reader)ò (Kaiser 2014, 276).  

Even if we suppose that I have specified the texts and the reading sufficiently, I have 

yet to account for myself as part of this reading-together ñapparatusò. This I have not 

seen done in philosophical uses of diffractive reading, but only hinted at. And is 

understandable, considering how difficult it is. For example, Barad talks about the 

genealogy of diffractive reading: it belongs with both the tradition of feminist theory 

and contemporary physics. To account for the specificity of knowledge, the position 

of the knower is, for both traditions, paramount not only to enabling the determination 

of the kind of knowledge produced but also to defining the nature of the phenomenon 

observed, for the observer is part of the phenomenon. However, Barad shows why a 

typical ñpositioningò of an ñIò is not fit for a diffraction experiment: 

[I]tôs important that any óIô that might have seemed to give a sense of 

narration be interrupted, since this positioning is counter to diffracting. There 
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is no óIô that exists outside of the diffraction pattern, observing it, telling its 

story. In an important sense, this story in its ongoing (re)patterning is 

(re)(con)figuring me. óIô am neither outside nor inside; óIô am of the 

diffraction pattern. Or rather, this óIô that is not ómeô alone and never was, that 

is always already multiply dispersed and diffracted throughout 

spacetime(mattering), including in this paper, in its ongoing being-becoming 

is of the diffraction pattern. (Barad 2014, 181-182) 

Clearly, if it was not me doing the reading, the patterns that emerge in the reading-

together of Bechdel and Woolf, as well as in the reading of Bechdel and Rich, would 

not have been the same. However, with the danger of reproducing the divide between 

the humanities and the sciences, I am obliged to admit that to account for a person that 

is part of a diffractive reading practice is much harder than taking into account a 

simple device like the one-slit and the two-slit apparatuses that showed the 

indeterminacy of the nature of matter, for the following reason: when the reader is not 

the disembodied rational subject of Cartesian metaphysics, she is also not the subject 

of psychoanalysis, governed by drives controlled by a socially contracted ego, and 

therefore cannot be abstracted. She is an embodied, embedded subject, who drags 

along a whole indeterminate and limitless web of connections impossible to fully 

account for. And the more so, when ïto be faithful not only to Barad but also to 

Rosenblattôs notion of the literary text as the event of the encounter of reader and 

texts, when both reader and texts do not pre-exist as such but emerge during the 

eventï this person during and after the reading is not the same person that she was 

before. Being thus concerned with remaining ñfaithfulò to my theoretical framework 

makes me particularly aware of the danger of beginning a kind of reader-talk which 

explains how the psychological profile or the basic schema of the reader brings about 

the specific form that a text takes in interaction with her. This, as explained earlier, 

assumes a stability in the reader which does not fit with the notion of the event of 

reading that this thesis supports. 

Nevertheless, if I should venture to mention the parts of ñmeò and my position that 

have played an important role in enabling these specific patterns to come about during 

the reading, those would be philosophical questions around onto-epistemology and the 

nature of politics that were the focus of my studies in the Gender Studies Programme 

at Utrecht University. In the following chapters, the preoccupation with these 
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questions will become apparent. However I do not want to support the idea that it is 

simply me that brought this focus to the works I am reading. In Bechdel, Rich and 

Woolfôs work I found the questions that concerned me just as much as I brought them 

with me, and I would be lying if I claimed that I am certain that the questions would 

exist, or have the form they have now, if it were not for the reading of these works of 

art. 
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ñSubject and Object and the Nature of realityò  

plexiglass domes and jars on nerves (Bechdel and Woolfôs 

onto-epistemological questions) 

 

 

Introduction  

Bechdelôs memoir and Woolfôs novel are more than literature and graphic 

autobiography. They are texts that do philosophy ïin the sense that they deal with 

issues such as the nature of reality and the nature of knowledgeï in unusual forms 

(literary and graphic). For example, it has been observed that Are You My Mother? 

should be read more as a graphic essay than as a memoir (Bradley 2013, 163) and that 

Woolfôs fiction is ñfictionalized epistemologyò (Hintikka 1979, 6). The borderlines 

between the literary and the philosophical are pervious and shifting, and it would be a 

mistake to argue that there are literary works which are not philosophical at all, or 

philosophical works which are not literary in the least. It is, however, important to 

stress the philosophical qualities of the two works I am reading together in this 

chapter: in this chapter the two books are read together as philosophical treatises with 

a common theme: subject and object and the nature of reality. Their literariness and 

graphic imagery is not ignored but treated as another way of doing philosophy, for 

these philosophical texts do philosophy differently by way of literariness and graphic 

imagery. 

As stated in the methodology chapter, Rosenblattôs transactive theory of reading 

distinguishes between two stances of reading: the efferent and the aesthetic stance. 

These two stances mean two different objects on which the reader focuses their 

attention. Efferent reading is reading for information that can be extracted from a text 

and aesthetic reading is reading with a focus on the feelings, sensations and the 

general experience that happen to the reader during the reading. Although these two 

stances are more a spectrum than a binary, and they most of the times coexist in 
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different amounts, it is the presence of the latter that gives the work of literature its 

literary quality. The work of literature is precisely the event that takes place when the 

readers immerse themselves in an aesthetic contemplation whose object is what the 

perceivers make of their responses to the stimulus that a text provides, a 

contemplation of ñwhat the words could make them see and hear and feel and thinkò 

(Rosenblatt 1978, 40). Bechdel and Woolf do philosophy by way of graphic imagery 

and literariness because my reading of them (prompted by textual clues) follows the 

aesthetic stance: it is not an abstract contemplation of these philosophical questions 

that the works I am reading invite me to make, but a contemplation of them that takes 

the form of literary experience. 

The title of the chapter is meant to be a joke. In To the Lighthouse Lily Briscoe asks 

Andrew Ramsay what his fatherôs philosophical books are about. His answer ñSubject 

and object and the nature of realityò, pretentious and vague, marks a certain image of 

philosophy and the philosopher, which Lily (and most likely Woolf herself) finds at 

the same time admirable and ridiculous. She wants to know what this can mean and 

Andrew trying to help says ñThink of a kitchen table, then, when youôre not thereò. 

Lily thinks of this kitchen table every time she thinks of Mr. Ramsayôs work, even at 

this moment when she walks into an orchard with a friend and ñseesô the table lodged 

in a pear tree. Her respect for Mr. Ramsayôs elevated existence is tempered with pity 

(and a touch of sarcasm) when she thinks:  

Naturally, if oneôs days were passed in this seeing of angular essences, this 

reducing of lovely evenings, with all their flamingo clouds and blue and silver 

to a white deal four-legged table (and it was a mark of the finest minds so to 

do), naturally one could not be judged like an ordinary person. (Woolf 2000, 

28) 

The joke is on a disembodied traditional Western philosophy which needs to separate 

itself from the ordinary experience of a lovely evening in order to contemplate the 

nature of knowing and the nature of reality. On a philosophy, moreover, which is built 

on a humanistic presumption (Westling 1999, 858). The joke is also on a philosopher 

who bullies his children and sucks the life out of his wife with his temper and 

neediness, and who is weak and stoops low to get peopleôs praise because he needs it 

to feed his feeble ego. It is a joke on Woolfôs father, as Mr. Ramsay is a satiric portrait 

of Sir Leslie Stephen (ibid., 860). 
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But funny as this title sounds, it is what To the Lighthouse concerns itself with, as 

Bechdel observes (2012, 255). It is also what Bechdelôs book is about, and what this 

chapter is about as well: subject and object and the nature of reality. But let us stay 

with the humour of it a bit longer, because it may help us, like it helped Woolf and 

Bechdel, to approach this topic, if not with less ambition, at least with a sense of the 

ridiculousness that accompanies these vast ambitious projects. The use of 

exaggeration and parody can be a means of exposing the limitations of systems of 

thoughts,6 and this is the first step towards imagining alternative systems. A parody of 

a certain philosophical jargon and attitude is a good company to keep when you set 

out to do philosophy differently. 

In order to show how a diffractive reading of Bechdel and Woolfôs works enables a 

graphic-literary-philosophical reflection on the nature of reality and the question of 

knowledge, I will start with a reading of Bechdelôs approach towards these subjects 

and then move on to see how its approach changes when read together with Woolf. 

 

 

Plexiglass domes 

Bechdel describes her relationship to the world of things, people and texts:  

Here, in fact, is a picture of me in my office. 

Alone. 

Physically cut off from the outside world. 

But taking detailed mental note of it. (Bechdel 2012, 133) 

                                                           
6 The subversive dimension of humor both as political strategy and as a means of discursive 

emancipation is a common philosophical notion. Laughter is believed to test the limits of 

representation, and through its slippages, semiotic gaps and generally its ability to draw on forms of 

structural weakness it undermines hierarchies and oppressive institutions (Gantar 2005, 92). Woolf in 

The Three Guineas expresses the belief that laughter is ñan antidote to dominanceò (Three Guineas, 

note 32, chapter 3) which can explain her using it when defying her paternal philosophical authority. 

Judith Butler also finds in laughter a certain power of resistance to and critique of powerful institutions 

when she talks about the effects of parodic practices on the gender system (Butler 1999, 176). But 

laughter has also a creative, and not only a critical, aspect: Rosi Braidotti, discussing the political and 

philosophical potential of sexual difference, compares the project of sexual difference with subversive 

laughter because of its ability to bring into existence alternative systems of thought as well as 

subjectivities (Braidotti 2001, 107). 
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An old drawing she made as a child of an office that is a ñperfect environmentò, an 

ñenclosed impregnable spaceò with a ñkeep-outò sigh, is now analysed by her and is 

found to have a Seussian influence. In Dr. Seussôs Sleep Book, a book for children 

Bechdel had read when she was a child, she finds the image of a ñplexiglass domeò. It 

looks like an impregnated uterus, but Bechdel sees it as a metaphor for the mind, her 

mind. In it, a creature cut-off from the world performs measurements on things that 

come in the dome from the outside world through a complex apparatus, things that 

have the form of small spherical particles. The plexiglass dome allows for information 

from the outside world to come in, but like a wall it keeps the mind separate from the 

world (Bechdel 2012, 132-133) (see figure 1). Bechdel has learned how to keep the 

world at bay by her mother, who would ñgo off duty at nightò (ibid., 129): she would 

sit in the living room reading and refusing to be bothered by her daughter. Like her 

mother, young Bechdel would create separate spaces in the common rooms of their 

house, which she calls her ñofficesò (ibid., 131) where she would feel ñinviolableò 

(ibid., 130) and where she would work on her drawings.  

But it is not only in her offices that Bechdel was cutting herself off from the world. 

She remembers being an extremely self-conscious child in all aspects of her life, in 

the sense that she feels she was always observing herself from afar. There is a 

distance that she maintained from her experience, and, in spite of the many years of 

therapy, still does. What may have appeared like the spontaneous behaviour of a child 

enjoying being outside was in fact an elaborately constructed fantasy of a person who 

was prevented by something from plunging into the experience (ibid., 143) (see figure 

2). On page 134, Bechdel creates an interdepended combination of image and texts, 

where image and text contribute different information towards meaning-making: a 

realistic frame is contrasted with a caption that alters the meaning of the image. The 

eye moves from a frame that creates in the reader a feeling of being there in the 

moment, of witnessing little Alison flinging herself on the lawn (and therefore the 

image depicts something that feels very real) to a caption that suggests that the image 

is not what it looks like. Instead of simply being there, Bechdel observes herself being 

there, and builds a narrative around the observation, like when she is experiencing a 

revelatory moment during therapy, and she interrupts the session to make notes (ibid.,  
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Figure 1. Drawing of a drawing from Dr. Seussô Sleepbook, used by Bechdel to describe her mind as cut off from 

the world, from Alison Bechdelôs Are You My Mother?, 132-133 (Copyright É 2012 by Alison Bechdel.) 

 

152) (see figure 3). The interruption is marked graphically by an abrupt change in the 

choice of frame: the close-up turns into a frame that invites the reader to look at the 

scene from above, visualizing the being cut off from the world that her therapist talks 

about.  

There is a paradox at the heart of Bechdelôs memoir. She writes it with the hope that it 

can bridge the gap between her mind and the actual world of experience ïand in 

optimistic moments she argues that her diary-writing has saved her in that way (ibid., 

151)ï but she fears that instead it turns out to be, like her childhood diary, just another 

ñprojection of a mental apparatusò (ibid.), suspect by definition because her mind is 

cut off from the world and because it is not an expression of herself as she truly is. ñI 
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was plagued then, as now, with a tendency to edit my thoughts before they even took 

shapeò (ibid., 49) (see figure 4), she says, and that means that her autobiographical 

writing must show, at best, an edited version of who she is. She explains why for her 

the edited version is not her true self using the psychoanalytic theory of Donald 

Winnicott, an important mid-twentieth century child psychoanalyst who plays a 

central role in the memoir both as a character and as a theoretical reference. Winnicott 

distinguishes between the ñtrue selfò and the ñfalse selfò in ñMind and Its Relation to 

the Psyche-Somaò (1954). He explains that, in conditions of a healthy, happy 

upbringing, the psyche is not localized anywhere in particular, but in the whole of  the  

 

 

Figure 2. Bechdel depicting herself as a child constructing fantasies which prevent her from spontaneously living 

her experience, and as a child-artist working in ñone of her officesò, from Alison Bechdelôs Are You My Mother?, 

142 (Copyright É 2012 by Alison Bechdel.) 
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Figure 3. Bechdel in her therapistôs office, interrupts the session to make notes. The interruption is 

accompanied by a change in the choice of frame: the close-up turns into a look-from-above frame, 

stressing her distance from the world of experience. From Alison Bechdelôs Are You My Mother?, 152 

(Copyright É 2012 by Alison Bechdel.) 

 

body. Psyche for Winnicott means ñthe imaginative elaboration of somatic parts, 

feelings, and functions, that is, of physical alivenessò (1954, 202, original emphasis). 

In the same conditions, the mind as mental function develops in order for the infant to 

turn a good-enough environment into a perfect one. However, an erratic or in some 

way faulty care-taking in the earliest stages can result in ñmental functioning 

becoming a thing in itself, practically replacing the good mother and making her 

unnecessaryò (ibid., 203, original emphasis). The consequence of this is that the 

infantôs psyche gets ñseducedò into the mind (becomes a pathological psyche-mind) 

and loses the intimate relationship it had with the soma (body). What follows: 1. there 

is no partnership between the mind-psyche and the body, but the mind-psyche resides 

either in the head or somewhere around it, and 2. the individual finds it hard to 

identify with the dependent part of themselves: in fact, psychoanalyst Alice Miller 


