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Summary 

This thesis makes an original contribution to knowledge by showing that, since 
the 1970s, British feminist cartoons and comics have played an important part 
in the Women’s Movement in Britain. A key component of this has been humour. 
This aspect of feminist history in Britain has not previously been documented. 
The thesis questions why and how British feminists have used humour in 
comics form to present serious political messages. It also interrogates what the 
implications have been for the development of feminist cartoons and for the 
popularising of feminism in Britain. The work responds to recent North American 
feminist comics scholarship that concentrates on North American 
autobiographical comics of trauma by women. This thesis highlights the 
relevance of humour and provides a comparative British perspective.  

The timeframe of the research is 1970 to 2010, chosen as representative of a 
significant historical period for the development of feminist cartoon and comics 
activity and of feminist theory and practice. The research methods included 
archival data collection, complemented by interviews with selected cartoonists. 
A close visual and textual analysis of specific examples was also conducted, 
drawing on literature from humour theory, comics studies and feminist theory. 
The examples have also been considered as responses to the economic, social 
and political contexts in which they were produced. The main finding is that the 
increased visibility of feminist cartoons and comics today, often in the form of 
the graphic novel, is a result of structures built and consolidated by feminist 
activity since the 1970s. These structures include those created around the 
means of production, distribution and reception of feminist cartoons and comics, 
such as feminist publishing companies. This finding suggests that feminist 
activity continues to be crucial in ensuring gender parity in all aspects of the 
industry.  
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PART I 
CHAPTER ONE: Introduction  

Research Rationale  
Who doesn’t turn first to the cartoons or comics in a newspaper or magazine, 

especially the funnies? This light-hearted and ephemeral form offers a 

pleasurable distraction from the often serious context of news or comment 

alongside which it appears. Yet the cartoon or comics form can use humour to 

disseminate a message as serious as the surrounding subject matter. This 

thesis offers an original contribution to feminist and comics history by providing 

the first cultural history of feminist comics and cartooning in Britain. My 

questions are around how and why the cartoon and comics form has been used 

to disseminate the messages of feminist activity and theory. In particular, I am 

focusing on the social, political and economic mechanisms that have enabled 

this. I also ask how and why these works have used humour.  

 

This opens up a neglected seam of creative visual endeavour. British 

cartoonists such as Steve Bell (1951-) and Martin Rowson (1959-) are 

acknowledged as British political cartoonists, whereas the works of artists such 

as Lou McKeever (aka Blue Lou c.1973-) and Merrily Harpur (1948-) receive 

scant mention. Jacky Fleming (1955-) and Angela Martin (c.1958-) are known 

as feminist cartoonists rather than British political cartoonists, but there were 

other cartoonists working alongside them whose contribution is largely 

unrecognised. Posy Simmonds (1945-) is rightly celebrated as a British 

cartoonist. Her work spans the range from newspaper cartoonist to graphic 

novelist and is widely lauded. However, the broad range of work by other 

feminist cartoonists such as Kate Charlesworth (1950-) and Kate Evans 

(c.1973-) has been little documented. We associate Dave Gibbons (1949-) and 

Hunt Emerson (1952-) with British comics emerging from the underground or 

alternative comix scene, and whilst the name Suzy Varty (c.1950-) may be 

known for producing the first British comic for women, less familiar names 

include Cath Jackson (c.1950-), Annie Lawson (b.1953), Janis Goodman 

(c.1960-), Jeremy Dennis (c.1973-) and many others, who have worked as 
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active cartoonists and comics artists. 

 

What is perhaps intriguing is the light this sheds on a hidden history of feminist 

comedy, satire, laughter and fun. Where the role of humour within feminism has 

been written about (Barreca, 1991,1992; Gray, 1994; Mizejewski, 2014; Rowe, 

1995) it is primarily in relation to performed humour rather than the visual form, 

and largely in the context of American culture and politics. For example, 

American cartoonist Betty Swords writing on women and humour offered 

insights into women cartoonists’ use of humour (Swords, 1992). But where 

women’s humour has been written about it is invariably framed within a 

discourse of the humourless woman and especially the humourless killjoy 

feminist (Ahmed, 2010; Mulkay, 1988; Critchley, 2002).  

 

The stereotype of the humourless woman refuses to sit comfortably alongside 

my personal experience of the laughter, pleasure and delight encountered 

repeatedly with groups of women, especially feminists. We can switch from the 

serious and bleak to tales that make us clutch our bellies and gasp for air with 

the hilarity and comic amusement in each other. We have laughed through our 

tears of pain and anger. Indeed, it is this seeming contradiction that has 

influenced my analytical pathway. Hélène Cixous and Catherine Clements’ 

“pleasure and pain” (Cixous and Clements, 1986) and Aristotle’s “tragic 

pleasure” (350 BCE) have led me to consider why and how these opposites can 

co-exist. I ask how this has impacted feminist humour and why the stereotype of 

the humourless feminist killjoy has persisted (Ahmed, 2010). The motivation 

behind my inquiry is that I do not want to be considered a humourless killjoy just 

because I am female and a feminist. My quest then is to kill the killjoy. In 

considering how feminist cartoons and comics are funny and in asking why they 

are viewed as funny or not, I have teased out underlying ideologies in the 

theories and histories of humour, feminism and comics to inform my analysis. 

 

But there is a problem: if the explanation of a joke or funny cartoon or comic 

destroys it, how can the element of pleasure and delight, fleeting in its nature, 
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be analysed in an academic framework? As British Cultural Studies scholar 

Andy Medhurst points out in his introduction to A National Joke: Popular 

Comedy and English Cultural Identities, “the analyst of comedy is the definitive 

killjoy” (2007:5). In proposing an analysis of the humour of the feminist cartoon 

and comic, this thesis must then be the definitive killjoy of the humourless 

killjoy’s humour, that is, the definitive double killjoy! Yet the visual ingredient, I 

claim, redeems my pursuit. I include reproduced images of wonderful drawings, 

which allow us to see the history and feel the humour and other emotions as 

well as read about them.  

 

Research Scope  
The structure of my research is a linear timeline from 1970 to 2010, divided into 

decades, each demarcating a chapter of the thesis. I recognise this as an 

arbitrary but convenient division. However, this timeframe coincides with the 

emergence of Second Wave feminism in Britain, a period of history that 

encompassed enormous changes and developments within and as a result of 

feminism. I have identified cartoons and comics that reflect this, in the social, 

political and economic context of a changing Britain. My research is in Britain 

because feminist cartoons and comics within this timeframe have not previously 

been documented. American cartoonist and historian Trina Robbins has 

documented their history in the USA (Robbins, 1993, 1999, 2013) and British 

comics scholar Mel Gibson has researched British girls’ comics within this 

period (Gibson, 2010a, 2010b; Gibson, Coogan, Huxley et al., 2011). In looking 

at British feminist cartoons and comics my questioning is around the use and 

role of humour in feminism and women’s cartooning. 

 

The mainstream has ignored humorous feminist cartoons, making them invisible 

and consequently devalued. Thus, my history necessarily begins with what I 

mean by “humour” as well as by “comic” or “cartoon”. In turn this demands 

interrogation of “feminist humour”. My intention has not been to engage with a 

formalist debate around meanings. Rather, I have drawn on theories from 

humour and comedy studies, comics studies, and feminism to establish a 
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conceptual framework from which to analyse my selected cartoons. I have also 

considered the historical position of feminism and cartooning in Britain in order 

to contextualise my enquiry. The purpose of my analysis is to show that humour 

has been an integral part of feminist activity, and one area in which this has 

been apparent since the 1970s is cartoons and comics. 

 
Why the Comic? 

In deliberating on why feminists chose the comics form, what struck me was 

how different the drawing styles were to those of mainstream comics, 

particularly in the 1970s-1990s.1 The work often had a “simple” or untutored 

look. In 1929 Belgian artist Georges Prosper Remi who was known by the pen-

name Hergé (1907-1983) pioneered the ligne claire (clear line) style when he 

began his well-known Adventures of Tintin (1930-1976)2 (Figure 2) (Gravett, 

2017b).  

 
Figure 2: Hergé’s character Tintin and Snowy the dog (Hergé, 2013). 

 

The traditional cross-hatching style of mainstream comics was replaced with 

simple lines, less contrast and flat colour. Tintin has become known beyond a 

comics readership and endowed with a personality, in spite of being composed 

of two dots and a few simple lines. Psychologist John Sudbery refers to British 

cognitive neuroscientist Mark H. Joyce’s 2005 psychological study, which 

showed that “The schematic pattern of a face (two dots and simple lines 

appropriately placed inside a circle) are among the earliest visual stimuli to 

which babies show preferential recognition” (Sudbery, 2009:36). What this 

implies is that characters depicted this way enable a wider recognition among 
																																																								
1 By mainstream comics, I am broadly referring to the type of comic published by global US 
giants DC Thompson and Marvel Comics. 
2 Published as albums between 1930 and 1976.	
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readers. American comics scholar Scott McCloud explains why the reader 

responds to a cartoon face more than a realistic image:  

When we abstract an image through cartooning we’re not so much 
eliminating details as we are focusing on specific details. By stripping 
down an image to its essential ‘meaning’, an artist can amplify that 
meaning in a way that realistic art can’t. (McCloud, 1993:30)  

 
Removing culturally weighted attributes such as clothing, hairstyles, bodily 

shapes and facial detail, the reader is invited to recognise themselves in the 

protagonist. It is this that creates “the universality of cartoon imagery. The more 

cartoony a face is, for instance, the more people it could be said to describe” 

(McCloud, 1993:31). This aspect contributes to the comic’s impact through 

visual shorthand. American comics scholar Joseph Witek refers to the “cartoon 

mode” as: 

marked by simplified and exaggerated characters which are created 
primarily by line and contour. Panel backgrounds and physical settings are 
often minimally represented. Little attempt is made to create a sustained 
illusion of three-dimensional space by such means as shading or the use 
of linear perspective. (Witek, 2012:30)   

 
I used the word “simple” to describe this drawing style. We may also equate the 

cartoon form with one that is easy to understand, and for entertainment. In part, 

as will become clear in the next section, this is a historical association.  

 

Although the style or semiotics of the comics form may appear “simple”, the 

meaning or likeness is culturally established and culturally specific, not “inherent” 

(Rose, 2007). The reader’s self-recognition is enhanced through cultural 

references, for which cultural knowledge is assumed. For example, the reading 

of the symbolic representation of a tower block will only make sense within a 

culture where tower blocks exist. This culturally specific knowledge is necessary 

for recognition of the images and also for understanding the narrative in a 

sequence of comics panels (or frames). The spaces or “gutters” between the 

comic’s panels hold missing information which the reader must fill. For example, 

one panel may show one person about to stab another. In the second panel, 

the stabbed person lies dead. The reader does not see the stabbing action, but 

uses their cultural knowledge to fill in the missing information and assume the 
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action. According to McCloud it is this process of reading a comic that he refers 

to as “closure” that “fosters an intimacy… between creator and audience” 

(McCloud, 1993:69). The gutters are visible on the page, even if the spaces are 

empty of drawing. A similar process of information filling is implicit in the telling 

and reception of a joke, as explained by American Popular Culture scholar Carl 

B. Holmberg (Holmberg, 1998:187). He refers to what Aristotle termed 

“enthymeme”, “a logical procedure or verbal formula for inducing audiences to 

draw conclusions without providing enough or all information” (Holmberg, 

1998:189). The audience fills in the missing information and makes the 

connections based on an assumed cultural knowledge, or a familiarity with 

references, for the told joke to work. There is a similar process in the functioning 

of the comic and the told joke relying on cultural knowledge and a process of 

information filling. We can see this process resulting in a narrative, but also in 

humour. 

 

However, many of the works I looked at were one-panel cartoons. In this case, 

the understanding of the humour still depends on the reader’s recognition of 

cultural references and ability to complete the information to elicit meaning. 

Comics scholarship has predominantly assumed a comic as sequential, that is, 

appearing as a series of panels presenting a narrative, such as a strip or a page 

(McCloud, 1993; Groensteen, 2007). Robbins included cartoons in her research, 

differentiating a “comic” from a “cartoon”, “if it includes even one of the 

following: two or more panels, continuity, or speech balloons inside the panel” 

(Robbins, 2013:6). I use this distinction as a guideline, but in places have used 

the words “cartoon” and “comics” interchangeably. Where alluding to cartoons 

and comics, I will refer to them as cartoons. I have referred to the “comics form” 

in discussion of both cartoons and comics. I also follow Robbins in referring to 

women who draw either comics or cartoons as “cartoonists”.  

 
A Historical Overview of British Feminist Cartoons and Comics  
Cartoons have long been important to feminist campaigners. Not only did the 

suffragettes introduce political questioning and action, they also left a legacy of 
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humour and visual imagery in the cartoons produced in Britain in the early 

1900s.  

 

 
Figure 3: Poster, “What a Woman may be, and yet not have the Vote”. A hand coloured 

woodcut produced by the Suffrage Atelier, 1913 (Suffrage Atelier, 1913). 
 

For example, Figure 3 clearly displays features of the comics form, and was one 

of many images produced by two British organisations, the Suffrage Atelier 

(1909-1914) and the Artists’ Suffrage League (1907-c.1918) to support the 

suffrage campaigns. Women’s struggle for the right to vote and to stand for 

government office in Britain began in the mid-eighteenth century and was 

formalised as the Women’s Suffrage Movement in 1903 by Emmeline 

Pankhurst, who established the Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU). 

Voting rights for women over 30 years of age were granted in 1918, with voting 

rights for women over 21, equal to men, granted in 1928. The Suffrage Atelier 

(1909-1914) was a London-based collective of professional women illustrators 

formed in 1909 to “encourage artists to forward the Women’s Movement, and 

particularly the enfranchisement of women, by means of pictorial publications” 

(Suffrage Atelier, 1913). The Atelier was founded by writer, illustrator and wood 

engraver, Clemence Houseman, her brother Laurence Housman, a fantasy 
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writer, and Alfred Pearse (Read, 2015). They used a quick, affordable printing 

process to reproduce posters and postcards supporting the message of 

women’s suffrage. The Artists’ Suffrage League (ASL) (1907-c.1918) was 

another group of London-based professional women artists chaired and co-

founded by Mary Lowndes (1856-1929), a leading poster artist in the Arts and 

Crafts movement, who supported the National Union of Women’s Suffrage 

Societies by producing posters and postcards as well as around 80 

embroidered banners (The National Archives, 2016a).3 Image and text were 

combined with satirical humour for an audience that included the non-literary. 

 

Furthermore, the suffragette strategies for production and distribution of 

cartoons in the 1910s can be compared to the 1970s feminist publishing 

initiatives. The See Red Women’s Workshop (1974-1990), considered in 

Chapter Four as a key example of feminist cartooning practice in the 1970s, 

was similarly a collective of professionally trained women artists. They too used 

a quick, affordable printing technique, in their case screen-printing, to produce 

posters and leaflets in support of the feminist campaign. In both instances, the 

artists would not have considered themselves cartoonists or comics artists; 

however, I assert that the visual language used positions them historically as 

British feminist cartoonists.4  

 

A humorous approach was evident in the campaign for suffrage, in attitude as 

well as the printed material disseminating their messages. An example is when 

journalist Charles E. Hands first used the term “suffragette” rather than 

“suffragist” in the London Daily Mail newspaper in 1906	(Woman – or 

Suffragette?, 2016), endeavouring to ridicule the women and diminish the 

campaign. The suffix -ette, imported from French, reduces something to a 

smaller version, as in, for example, “kitchenette”. The implication was that the 

suffragette was a smaller, trivial version of the suffragist. This example of the 
																																																								
3 The ASL produced the posters for the first public demonstration for women’s suffrage in 
London in 1907 that became known as the “Mud March” (The National Archives, 2016). 
4 Pru Stevenson and Suzy Mackie did not consider their works as comics but as graphic art. 
However, they agreed that some of their posters used the visual language of comics 
(Stevenson and Mackie, 2017). 
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power of early media also shows the power of humour, which, through ridicule, 

positioned women as the butt of the joke. However, the suffragette response 

was an early example of how derogatory language can be reclaimed as a self-

referential term of pride for empowerment.5 They retorted with “suffraGETtes”, 

hardening the g. The intimation was that they would GET the vote, rather than 

“jist” (just) aim for it (Steinmetz, 2015). 
  
The postcard was another example of where humour in cartoon form was used 

in suffrage campaigning, and the images often appeared as postcards and 

posters. For example, Figure 4 shows an image on a postcard satirising 

women’s lack of rights at the time.6 

 

 
 

 

																																																								
5 This linguistic reclamation was a strategy used during the 1970s by lesbian and gay and 
bisexual activists, such as in the term “queer”. 
6 There were approximately 1700 suffragette postcards held in The Women’s Library archive in 
2011, these included photographs and portraits as well as cartoons (The Women’s Library, 
2017). 

Figure 4: Postcard published by Suffrage Atelier, 
1909-1914 (© The Women's Library, 2017). 
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Before 1902, postcards had the name and address on one side and the written 

message on the reverse. Post Office regulations changed in 1902 to allow an 

image on one side, with the name and address on the reverse. From then until 

the First World War (1914) this period became a golden age for postcards 

(Atkinson, 1997:8). The suffrage movement benefitted, using cartoons such as 

those produced by the Suffrage Atelier on postcards to promote their campaign. 

In Chapter Five, I focus on the work of Cath Tate Cards (1983-), which 

produced humorous cartoons on postcards, communicating feminist messages. 

The 1980s can perhaps be viewed as another golden age of postcards, ending 

partly as a result of the prevalence of digital media in the 1990s.7 Distribution 

methods in the 1910s and the 1980s shared characteristics, relying on networks 

set up by grassroots feminist activity. For example, the Suffrage Atelier’s works 

were distributed via the WSPU national chain of shops and cartoons also 

appeared in their national newspaper, The Suffragette (1913-1918). During the 

1980s and 1990s the distribution networks set up by feminists included around 

sixty radical and feminist bookshops in Britain (Hanman, 2010) supporting the 

sale of feminist postcards and posters. Cartoons were also included in feminist 

publications. I consider this in detail in the following chapters but my point here 

is to position women’s collectives such as the Suffrage Atelier and the Artists’ 

Suffrage League as antecedents in the production of humorous cartoons 

supporting feminism. 

 
The use of humour to convey a political message was a significant component 

of the early comics form in Britain and technology played an important role in 

this history. The word comics originated from the term comicals, used to 

describe prints produced from the new copper plate etching technique. 

Humorous comicals referred to the early caricaturists’ works of the eighteenth 

century (Sabin, 1993:14). It was only in the mid-eighteenth century that the 

word humorous began to mean funny, or comic (Morreall, 2009:28). Prior to this 

“humor was a [bodily] fluid… thought to control moods” (Morreall, 2009:150). 

The early caricature works had elements that made them like posters of an 

																																																								
7 Along with other factors that are discussed in more depth in Chapter Five. 
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early age (Gaunt, 2015). This contextualises the suffragettes’ later use of the 

poster, as well as positioning suffragette posters as precursors to the See Red 

Women’s Workshop’s feminist posters of the 1970s.  
 
Humour in early caricaturist works challenged authority in a form that could 

reach a non-literary audience by creating identification with the images through 

a repetitive use of names, colour and features. The prints could incorporate 

dual meanings through the use of words and pictures (Gaunt, 2015). It is men 

who have been most widely documented and celebrated as leading political 

satirists of their time and predecessors of modern day political cartoonists,8 but 

the first published book in Britain on caricature drawing, A Book of Caricaturas 

[sic] (1762) was written and illustrated by a woman, Mary Darly (fl. 1756-1779).9 

She had begun by publishing illustrated political satire, but shifted the focus to 

wry visual commentaries on fashion and social manners (National Portrait 

Gallery, 2016). This emphasis on the domestic and the everyday rather than 

morality or party politics perhaps explains why Mary Darly is less well known as 

an important forerunner of political cartoonists. 

 

An increase in the popularity of satire over caricature enabled Punch Magazine, 

launched in 1841, to become financially successful. According to British 

Communications and Popular Culture scholar, Jerry Palmer, satire is a 

technique that exposes the social absurdities in the context presented creating, 

“humour that criticizes or victimizes someone or something” (Palmer in Morreall, 

1994: 7). Satire inserts an incongruity and/or hyperbole to a situation in order to 

change or influence beliefs and with a hope to provoke action. The use of satire 

in feminist cartoons is a technique heavily relied upon in the cartoons I looked 

at, often combined with incongruity. The satire diminishes the aggression in the 

humour, yet the message is powerfully conveyed. Pioneering the term “satirical 

cartoon”, Punch Magazine was considered sophisticated and inoffensive whilst 
																																																								
8	For example, William Hogarth (1697-1764) addressed subjects such as industry and idleness, 
presenting moral messages; Thomas Rowlandson (1757-1827) satirised public figures; James 
Gillray (1756-1815) created often-venomous representations of politicians; and George 
Cruikshank (1792-1878) was a party-political satirist (Gaunt, 2015).	
9	Darly ran a popular London print shop (fl. 1741-1778). 
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still anti-establishment, and politically motivated. Aimed at a core middle-class 

readership (Sabin, 1993:16), most issues carried cartoons, mainly drawn by 

men. Many of the cartoons satirised women and, much later, excessively 

ridiculed the suffragettes, reinforcing through humorous cartoons that women’s 

natural role was in the domestic sphere with children, their legal equals. It can 

be argued that this new form of satirical humour established as a norm that 

ridicule of women and feminism was a source of entertainment for the growing 

middle classes.  

 

Stereotypes of women were also a source of entertainment for the working 

classes in cheaply produced prints, also satirical but with a more slapstick style. 

By the end of the nineteenth century, economic and social change in Britain 

saw a culture of recreation developing for the working classes who now had 

more disposable income, leisure time and a higher rate of literacy. The Penny 

Dreadfuls were part of this (Chapman, 2011:18). They were cheap, mass-

produced, illustrated, sensationalized serials, created for entertainment.10 The 

cartoons replicated the comedy of the pub and music hall culture, in which 

women were represented as battleaxe wives or nubile stereotypes (Sabin, 

1993:16). Thus, a mainstream form of humour for both the middle and working 

classes included a reliance on ridiculing women. 

 

From 1884 to 1923 Ally Sloper’s Half Holiday was published and can be 

considered the first British modern comic. What differentiated it was inclusion of 

the first recurring character, Ally Sloper (Sabin, 1993:17). He was a working 

class drunk and reprobate, the ultimate Victorian anti-hero (Chapman, 2011:19). 

The character did not challenge the status quo, described by British Popular 

Culture scholar Roger Sabin as “the ‘little man’ who ‘knows his place’” (Sabin, 

1993:19). Popular with and targeted at the working classes, what Ally Sloper 

successfully reinforced through humour was an offensive stereotype of the 

working classes. This exemplifies what British Media scholar Anita Biressi 

																																																								
10	Also known as “railway literature” they were sold at train stations to distract passengers from 
the dangers of train travel (Sabin, 1993:262).	
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describes as “how culture works to classify, label and formulate class judgments” 

(Biressi, 2013:1). Biressi’s assessment can be applied to how Victorian humour 

judged women.11 

 

From 1890 for the following seventy years the discussion of feminist cartooning 

has been predominantly within the context of girls’ comics (Robbins, 1993, 1999, 

2013; Gibson, 2010a, 2010b) as the comics industry took a new direction. In 

1890, Alfred Harmsworth, the proprietor of Amalgamated Press, published an 

Ally Sloper-style humorous comic, Illustrated Chips, targeting a younger 

audience. Its immediate commercial success12 created a lucrative market for 

children’s comics (Sabin, 1993:23). The editorship and production, even of girls’ 

comics, was almost exclusively male until the 1970s (Chapman, 2011:110). Yet 

Robbins’ research in the USA disputes the general assumption that during this 

time comics were by boys for boys to read (Robbins, 1993, 1999, 2013), 

proving a high readership and enjoyment of the form among girls (Robbins, 

1999:7). In Britain, girls’ comics included aspirational storylines for middle-class 

girls, such as career heroines in Girl (1951-1964, Hulton Press, IPC), but largely 

reflected and reinforced social convention. In the 1950s, when the sales of 

comics began to fall, it was partly a result of a moral panic around the effect of 

the crime and horror genre in comics.13 This warrants mention here because it 

highlights the misogynist message in mainstream comics at the time. The panic 

was induced in 1954 by the publication of German-American Psychiatrist 

																																																								
11 Significant to the historical position of women cartoonists, it was a woman, Marie Duval, a 
pseudonym for Isabelle Émilie de Tessier (1847-1890) who created and developed Ally Sloper, 
the “comedy icon of his age” (The Marie Duval Archive, 2016). Yet Duval’s role has only 
recently been fully acknowledged within the documented history of British comics. Duval drew 
hundreds of comics and cartoons for magazines such as Judy (The Marie Duval Archive, 2016). 
and much of her humour was from satirising subjects within the everyday sphere of women and 
fashion. Although Duval’s work was popular at the time (Grennan, S., Sabin, R. and Waite, J., 
2016) there is a parallel with the position of Mary Darly, a century earlier, whose widespread 
popularity did not ensure her the status of her male contemporaries in the historical 
documentation of the form. I suggest that the similarity of interest in the everyday, rather than 
political morality or party politics, is part of the reason for less recognition of the works of these 
two early British women cartoonists.  
12 It was on the proceeds that the proprietor, Alfred Harmsworth later launched the Daily Mail 
and the Daily Mirror (Sabin, 1996). 
13 This was introduced to Britain from the USA following the successful importation of the 
superhero genre. Horror comics titles included Tales from the Crypt (1950-1955, EC Comics), 
The Haunt of Fear (1950-1954, EC Comics) and The Vault of Horror (1950-1955, EC Comics). 
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Frederic Wertham’s Seduction of the Innocent (Museum Press). Wertham 

argued that comics led to juvenile delinquency in young people, based on his 

finding that most children in reform institutions were comics readers (Sabin, 

1993:31). This resulted in publishers forming the Comics Magazine Association 

of America (CMAA) and adopting what became known as The Comics Code. In 

1955, the British Government under the Children and Young Person’s Harmful 

Publications Act banned the import of this genre to Britain. Predominantly as a 

result of The Comics Code the readership of comics declined, sales fell and the 

reputation of comics was damaged. Seduction of the Innocent presented 

images and storylines of vicious misogynistic sexual violence and racism, 

reflecting dominant values of the time. Although Wertham has been 

represented as “America’s greatest comic-book villain, an evil Freudian genius” 

(Parilie, 2013:1), in many ways his analysis foreshadowed a critique of comics’ 

normalisation of violence, misogyny and racism within culture. The problem is 

that his consideration of comics books was in isolation from their social and 

historical context. As a result, he blamed comics as the sole cause of juvenile 

problems, not as symptomatic of a wider social malaise. Such connections were 

also being made with other cultural forms.14 The generation whose childhood 

comics reading was curtailed by The Comics Code became the underground 

comix artists of the 1960s. It is ironic that in an anti-censorship reaction to The 

Comics Code (Lambiek Comiclopedia, 2016) the early underground comix were 

almost exclusively masculine, including narratives with graphic misogyny and 

violence.15 

 

American male cartoonists produced the first underground comix in 1963,16 

facilitated by technological developments enabling cheap production and self-

publishing. The American countercultural politics of the 1960s protested against 

racial segregation and the Vietnam War. In 1967 the Women’s Liberation 

Movement (WLM) heralded the emergence of “one of the most visionary social 

																																																								
14 The Motion Picture Production Code, or “Hays Code” 1934 was another example of how a 
moral panic erupted from films being seen as causal rather than symptomatic of social ills. 
15 A good example of this is work by American underground cartoonist Robert Crumb. 
16 Cartoonists included Gilbert Shelton, Jack Jackson and Frank Stack. 
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movements in challenging the gender exclusions of social democracy” (Fraser, 

2013:3). One of the visual reflections of this general anti-establishment climate 

was in comics that were reintroduced to an adult readership; the spelling with 

an “x” referring to the often X-rated content of sex, drugs and radical politics. 

But in spite of coinciding with feminist activity in both the USA and Britain, this 

so-called alternative culture included little contribution from women. Critics such 

as Robbins have documented how unwelcome women were as contributors to 

comix in the USA (Robbins, 1999:83).  

 

From 1966, the underground or counterculture alternative press emerged in 

Britain, with publications such as International Times (1966-1973) and Oz 

(1967-1973). They had a receptive audience for their inclusion of reprints of 

American cartoons and comic strips (Sabin, 1996:110). Although such 

publications and their leaders had a reputation for their radicalism in Britain, this 

did not extend to an understanding of or engagement with feminism, and they 

were often openly sexist (Chambers, Steiner & Fleming, 2004). It was feminist 

political activity that prompted and supported women cartoonists to produce 

their own works in the USA and Britain. The campaigning of the Women’s 

Liberation Movement was for equal pay, equal education and job opportunities, 

free 24-hour nurseries, free contraception, and abortion on demand. This later 

expanded to include financial independence, sexual self-determination and 

freedom from violence. In 1970 in San Francisco, USA, Robbins was looking for 

a way for comics to reflect the WLM’s demands. She produced the first 

underground all-women comic anthology, It Ain’t Me, Babe (Last Gasp), 

subtitled “Women’s Liberation” (Robbins, 2013:87).17 This developed into the 

first Wimmen’s Comix Collective in 1973. As it expanded, editorship rotated, 

and contributions were included from Britain and Europe (Skinn, 2004:162). 

Suzy Varty was the first British cartoonist to collaborate with American women 

cartoonists. This inspired her to compile, edit and contribute to the first British 
																																																								
17 In 1972 in Laguna Beach, Southern California, USA, Joyce Farmer and Lyn Chevely (calling 
herself Chin Lively) self-published Tits & Clits (Nanny Goat Productions), the second all-women 
comics anthology. 11 women attended the first meeting of the Wimmen’s Comix Collective in 
Berkeley, California, USA. The collective published Wimmen’s Comix no. 1 (Robbins, 1999:91). 
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womens comic, Heroine, published by the Birmingham Arts Lab in 1978 

(Ar:Zak). Themes in women’s comix visually communicated subjects such as 

sexual harassment, abortion, single motherhood and sexism. This thesis takes 

up the story from the early 1970s with an exploration of feminist cartooning in 

Britain as it transformed the long history of sexist British satire, and echoed the 

experiments of the suffrage cartoonists. 

 

The Structure of the Thesis  
I have divided the thesis into two parts. The first part (Chapters One to Three), 

presents the rationale and scope for my research and my key questions. In this 

chapter I have singled out features of the comics form relevant in establishing a 

definition of feminist humorous cartoons. I have also introduced the historical 

context up until the 1970s.   

 

Chapter Two sets out the theoretical framework of my thesis. Starting with 

contributions from key comics scholars that provide a basic useful vocabulary, I 

then look at the work of Canadian comics scholar Bart Beaty. His sociological 

perspective has usefully challenged the formalist approach, but his focus does 

not deal with gender or feminism. For this I draw on Trina Robbins’ historical 

review of women’s cartoons and comics from a North American perspective. 

British curator and writer Diane Atkinson complements this with a British 

historical context, concentrating on the place of humour. However, it is Hillary L. 

Chute’s critical analysis of women’s comics that my research intends most of all 

to extend. Chute integrates a feminist approach to trauma theories in her 

analysis of chiefly American women’s comics.18 My methodology incorporates a 

feminist approach to humour theories in my analysis of women’s comics within 

a British context. I have drawn on ideas from humour theorists such as John 

Morreall (2009), Michael Mulkay (1988) and Michael Billig (2005) to inform my 

thinking, as well as writers such as Linda Mizejewski (2014), Kathleen Rowe 

(1995), Frances Gray (1994) and Gloria Kaufman (1980), who have offered a 

																																																								
18  Chute considers works by Phoebe Gloeckner, Alison Bechdel, Marjane Satrapi, Aline 
Kominsky-Crumb and Lynda Barry. All are North American cartoonists except Marjane Satrapi, 
who is an Iranian born cartoonist based in France. 
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feminist position on humour. In discussion of what can be construed as feminist 

humour and how this is manifest in feminist cartoons, I have incorporated Julia 

Kristeva’s concept of the “abject” (1982), Hélène Cixous and Catherine 

Clement’s ideas around “pleasure and pain” (1986) and Mikhail Bakhtin’s 

notions of the “grotesque” and “carnivalesque” (1968). These influences are 

positioned within a background of three approaches to humour: the superiority, 

relief and incongruity theories. The narrative I build uses this framework to 

analyse specific images selected from each decade. Chapter Three exemplifies 

my methodology, asserting the value of close attention to a few images as a 

way of enabling the reader to feel and enjoy the argument visually. I 

acknowledge the potential flaws of subjectivity in such an approach, and the 

challenge of recognising and confronting assumptions made along the way. 

 

Part Two (Chapters Four to Seven) presents my case studies, examining the 

four consecutive decades from 1970 to 2010. I chart two trajectories. Firstly, I 

explore the changing means of production of feminist cartoons; each chapter 

loosely presents three categories: the “individual”, the “collective” and the 

“protest” cartoon. I use examples to reveal how these models have transformed 

and overlapped over time, determined by social, economic and political 

influences. I use this narrative to explain the position of feminist cartoonists and 

their work today. Secondly, I examine how and why styles of humour have 

changed over this period, in order to establish the function of humour within 

feminism. Third, each chapter showcases the particular achievements of 

individual artists and collectives. 

 

Chapter Four examines how the humour of 1970s feminist cartoons reflected a 

new political anger. I begin by analysing the emergence of the angry feminist 

stereotype and its conflation with the humourless feminist stereotype, drawing 

on feminist scholar Sara Ahmed’s ideas on happiness and the “feminist killjoy” 

(Ahmed, 2010). The cartoons contradict this stereotype, yet rely on a 

superiority-driven style of humour, incorporating satire with elements of 

aggression. In the production processes, the focus on individuality in the 1970s 
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was regarded as counter-productive to the workings of feminism. This is 

manifest in the protest comic Why Miss World? The work was the product of the 

Women’s Liberation Workshop and the individual artist is not named. The 

collective was a key aspect of 1970s political organisation, and a vehicle for 

protest and cultural production. The See Red Women’s Workshop (SRWW) 

example shows how this model was adopted in the production processes of 

feminist cartoons. And yet cartoonists were also responding individually to 

feminist ideas in their artwork, and I look at the cartoons of Jacky Fleming as an 

example. 

  

In Chapter Five, I explore how the cartoons of the 1980s show self-deprecation 

appearing in their humour. While the 1980s saw improved opportunities for 

women combined with developments in technology, debates within feminism 

became more sophisticated and complex. The subject matter of the 1980s 

cartoons suggest a crisis of identity and representation for women, as much 

about their place within feminism as about patriarchy. The aggressive 

characteristics of 1970s humour turned inward in self-mockery. I interpret this in 

terms of relief theories of humour (Freud, 1905; Spencer, 1911). The relief can 

also be interpreted as facilitating a community bonding. This is particularly 

apparent, as I show, in the lesbian cartoons of the time. The tensions and 

frictions in feminism were not restricted to heterosexual feminists, but were also 

present within the lesbian community. I consider how the conflict between 

everyday concerns and politics were a focus of both lesbian and heterosexual 

cartoonists. The humour was used as a cloak for gentle critique through self-

mockery, and here I bring in Kristeva’s ideas of the abject (1982). The individual 

cartoonists’ works displaying these tensions include Fanny Tribble (1983), 

Maggie Ling (1986), Ruth Cohen (1980) and Paula Youens (1987). A section on 

lesbian cartooning shows autobiographical reflections on lesbianism combined 

with wider political protest. Meanwhile, the concept of the collective became 

recast in the 1980s, as I demonstrate by looking at Cath Tate Cards (1983-) and 

the Sourcream anthologies (1979-1982). Feminism had begun to incorporate 

more cohesive strategies in many senses. Its professionalization and 
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organisation was transforming the grassroots nature of earlier activities, forming 

positions for feminist activism within institutions such as local government and 

academia. Although Sourcream was produced by a group of women, it was a 

collection of women, rather than a collective, and I discuss the changes in how 

and why this functioned. Cath Tate Cards was a small business, influenced by 

feminist practice adapted to a changing era. The economic and political climate 

was less supportive of the arts and cartooning continued largely unpaid as art 

practice. But government grants still existed, plus rent was often affordable and 

unemployment benefit was available. I look at how these features, together with 

a newly established structure supporting the market for feminist cartoons, 

enabled feminist cartooning practice.19 In this decade the feminist cartoon is 

used in wider protest, reflecting the debates around Thatcherism, LGBT 

activism and the Greenham Common Peace Camp. Although I argue that the 

collective changed from its original manifestation during this decade, as with 

Cath Tate Cards, at the same time it was perhaps never more faithful to its core 

values than how it functioned within the Greenham Common Peace protest. 

 

In Chapter Six I trace how in the 1990s a younger generation of women 

questioned the assumptions of Second Wave feminism, seemingly 

unappreciative of earlier feminist cartooning as humorous. The 1990s feminist 

cartoons featured a new, brasher form of humour, with a celebratory or 

carnivalesque tone, which I interpret, in agreement with American feminist 

Popular Culture scholar Kathleen Rowe, as abject turned monstrous (1995). I 

consider works of individual cartoonists, Lucy Sweet (1994), Lorna Miller (1999) 

and Rachael House (1995-98), whose works display an autobiographical voice, 

with a political message. As examples of the 1990s collective, I look at Bad 

Attitude, Harpies and Quines, led by younger women, and FANNY, led by more 

established cartoonists. The collectives exhibited a new vigour and enthusiasm, 

harking back to the ethos of the See Red Women’s Workshop. Within specific 

protest cartooning, professionalism becomes more evident. This decade saw 

																																																								
19 By newly established structures I mean, for example, the network of radical and feminist 
bookshops providing sales outlets. This is discussed more specifically in the forthcoming 
chapters. 
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the first long-form protest graphic novel by a British woman, in the form of 

Copse, self-published by Kate Evans (1998). 

 

In the 2000s, which I discuss in Chapter Seven, the repositioning of the cartoon 

as “graphic novel” creates a professional space for the feminist cartoonist. The 

works are often autobiographical and, as with the works considered by Chute, 

often based around experiences of trauma and/or identity. Yet humour is 

evident and can be interpreted by relief theories. Individual artists in the 

examples I have selected are formally trained as artists and present narratives 

with serious messages, often autobiographical. I look at the work of Simone Lia 

(2003), Katie Green (2013), Paula Knight (2016), Sarah Lightman (2016) and 

Asia Alfasi (2006). I interpret Laydeez do Comics (LDC)20 as a community-

building organisation and a contemporary iteration of the collective. The 

emphasis is on knowledge sharing, as with the early conscious-raising groups. 

It provides a supportive network for the new visibility of feminist cartoons in 

Britain, a result largely of the commercial success of the graphic novel. I 

consider this activity within the context of a growing neo-liberalism reinforced by 

the “creative industries” and an economic precarity. In part the community 

element is a quiet form of protest, at once preparing and supporting potential 

entrants to the industry, but also providing a base from which to challenge 

injustices. The other new form of the collective I consider is the organisation 

Graphic Medicine (GM).21 It focuses on mostly autobiographical works of illness, 

bridging academia, the health profession and cartooning practice. Both LDC 

and GM present feminist cartoons within a global arena as a result of the 

Internet. During the 2000s the influence of the Internet has had huge 

consequences for feminism, offering a way of disseminating messages and new 

forms of activism. Another generation of younger women have participated in 

the debates that have taken place on a global scale. 

 

In Chapter Eight I conclude with a summary of my findings, and determine how 

																																																								
20 Set up by Sarah Lightman and myself in 2009 as a forum for discussion of graphic novels. 
21 Ian Williams, a general practitioner based in North Wales, started Graphic Medicine in 2007 
as a blog.	
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these offer an original contribution to comics studies as well as to feminist 

history. I evaluate the implications of my findings and reflect on potential areas 

for future research.  
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CHAPTER TWO: A Theoretical Framework 
Comics Scholarship 

British and American scholars have noted a momentum that has gathered since 

the 1990s in academic writing about comics (Hague, 2014; Smith, 2015). The 

origin of comics scholarship reflects the democracy of the form itself, with early 

criticism coming from comics fandom, creators and journalists. In the USA, The 

Comics Journal, founded in 1977, may be considered as an early critical 

publication, though not peer-reviewed. The academy came late to the form with 

the bi-annual multidisciplinary International Journal of Comic Art, established in 

Philadelphia, USA, in 1999 to offer an expanded platform for academic writing. 

It aimed:  
to publish scholarly and readable research on any aspect of comic art, 
defined as animation, comic books, newspaper and magazine strips, 
caricature, gag and political cartoons, humorous art, and humor or cartoon 
magazines. (International Journal of Comic Art, 2014) 

 
The stereotype of the comics fan bears some resemblance to the “Trekkie” 

stereotypes outlined by American Media scholar Harry Jenkins (1992). He 

characterised them as socially inept nerds, “‘kooks’ obsessed with trivia, 

celebrities, and collectibles; as misfits and ‘crazies’” (Jenkins, 1992:11). What 

contemporary British comics scholarship has introduced is a new kind of fan, 

imposing what Pierre Bourdieu referred to as a new “distinctive expression” 

(Bourdieu 1980:253) on cartoons and comics. Whilst the entrance of actors with 

greater cultural capital may be divisive, reflecting social privilege, its inclusion of 

women and feminists has resulted in a new set of associations with the form, 

beyond traditional fandom.22 

 

Since 2009, British comics scholarship has established three main annual 

British comics conferences: Comics Forum, Leeds; Transitions at Birkbeck, 

University of London; and, since 2010, The International Graphic Novel and 

Comics Conference (various locations). Two peer-reviewed journals were 

established in 2009 and 2010 respectively: The Journal of Graphic Novels and 
																																																								
22 I propose this in relation to the types of works I have looked at and the contemporary 
association with the form that I focus on in Chapter Seven, such as associations with 
autobiographical narratives and health. 
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Comics (London: Taylor and Francis) and Studies in Comics (London: Intellect 

Books), and two academic websites: comicsforum.org (2009) and 

comicsgrid.com (2012). University courses at BA and MA level that include 

elements of comics studies have been established since the introduction of the 

BA Design Illustration, Graphic Novel and Children’s Publishing at Glyndŵr 

University, Wales in 2009. In 2011, the University of Dundee introduced an 

MLitt in Comics Studies and in 2015 Teesside University launched a BA in 

Comics, Graphic Novels and Sequential Art. 

 

Comics scholarship has approached a form that employs ingredients of art and 

literature, but is neither. Theoretical components have been borrowed from 

established disciplines including linguistics, semiotics and art theory. 

Narratology has offered a methodology for addressing how the comic “works” 

as a narrative. American comics artist and writer Will Eisner (2004) echoed 

French structuralist philosopher Tzvetan Todorov’s narratological methodology 

as set out in Poetics of Prose (1977)23 in proposing a schema of five parts for 

comics narratives (Eisner, 1996).24 Scott McCloud built on this, setting out five 

basic “storytelling goals” (McCloud, 2006:146).25 He elaborated on this, 

presenting six steps to create a work in any medium (McCloud, 1993:162).26 In 

1993 McCloud’s earliest theorising of comics was published in Understanding 

Comics, presented entirely in comics form. Unique in its use as a tool for both 

creators and academics, it was key in establishing comics as a field for 

theoretical study, alongside his successive works (McCloud, 2006, 2007). The 

focus was on how the form and style within comic art works and how it is 

different to prose or image.  

																																																								
23 The first stage of a text presents a state of “equilibrium”. The second stage introduces the 
“disequilibrium”. The third stage is the “sorting out” of the disequilibrium and the final stage is a 
“transformed equilibrium” (Herman, 2007:22). 
24 Eisner identified five parts: the setting, the introduction of a problem, the dealing with the 
problem, the solution and the end (Eisner, 1996). 
25 First it must be rooted in experience, which must speak to the reader. Second, it must present 
interesting conflicts between characters, individuals and worlds. Third, it must surprise the 
reader by taking them to places they have never been and must provoke emotions, such as 
suspense, laughter and sadness. Finally, it must have the capacity to make the readers care, to 
want to know how the story turns out and to return for more (McCloud, 2006:146) 
26 The idea/purpose, form, idiom (style or genre), structure (composition), craft and surface 
medium (McCloud, 1993:162). 
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With structuralist analysis providing the framework for debate, terms such as 

“panel” and “gutter” were added to, creating a new lexicon. McCloud introduced 

“closure”, as mentioned, borrowed from Gestalt psychology, and French comics 

scholar Thierry Groensteen (2007) introduced terms such as “braiding” to 

explain how the form is read across a page.27 Although useful tools in the 

analysis of works, as American feminist narrative theorist Susan Lanser 

proposed in “Toward a Feminist Narratology” (Lanser, 2002), the study of 

narrative should take place simultaneously with a study of the social and 

political. The underlying problem with narratology, as she saw it, was that it 

grew from a scientific, descriptive and non-ideological basis. Feminism, in 

contrast, has developed as an evaluative political position. The formalist 

approach through the lens of feminist ideology requires other ingredients. 

 

Here, Canadian comics scholar Bart Beaty’s work (2012) has been valuable. 

Responding to McCloud, Beaty argues that scholarship has overlooked social 

history and the aesthetic value of the comics form, “substituting in their place an 

essentialising formalism” (Beaty, 2012:35). He writes that where Groensteen 

(2007), and Hayman and Pratt (2005) challenged McCloud, it was restricted to 

an unsuccessful pursuit of “a universally acknowledged functionalist definition of 

comics” (Beaty, 2012:36). Rather than define the form, Beaty took the 

discussion of comics into another arena using sociology of the arts as an 

alternative analytical framework. He argues for comics to be: 

understood as a distinct field of cultural production, or, following the 
example of Arthur Danto, George Dickie and Howard S. Becker, a 
‘comics world’. (Beaty, 2012:8) 
 

Beaty enabled an emphasis on the visual element of comics. His interest was in 

the hierarchies that exist in what Bourdieu termed the field of cultural production 

(Beaty, 2012:7). Comics, positioned within popular culture, have been 

																																																								
27 “Contrary to breakdown and page layout, braiding deploys itself simultaneously in two 
dimensions, requiring them to collaborate with each other: synchronically, that of the co-
presence of panels on the surface of the same page; and diachronically, that of the reading, 
which recognizes in each new term of a series a recollection or an echo of an anterior term” 
(Groensteen, 2007: 147).  
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considered as a base form of art distinct from the high status of fine art. Beaty’s 

aim was not to argue that comics should be taken as a legitimate art, but to 

interrogate “the specific historical and social processes that have led to the 

devaluation of comics as a cultural form” (Beaty, 2012:7). He examined how 

factors within the industry such as the institutions of the gallery and museum 

have contributed to this binary within a North American context. 

 
Beaty’s approach is relevant to an analysis of how and why specific historical 

and social processes have influenced women’s comics. He briefly references 

the masculine structure of the comics world, mentioning the Hammer Museum’s 

Masters of American Comics in 2005. This exhibition was “a canon of fifteen of 

the most influential artists working in the medium throughout the 20th century” 

(Beaty, quoting from the exhibition catalogue, 2012:197). The exhibition 

included only male artists. However, Beaty’s focus is elsewhere, leaving space 

for feminists to contribute a value-driven analytical framework.  

 

For this I began with Trina Robbins’ comprehensive overview of the North 

American history of women cartoonists in A Century of Women Cartoonists 

(Robbins, 1993). She added to this in From Girls to Grrrlz: A History of 

Women’s Comics from Teens to Zines (1999), which she updated in Pretty in 

Ink (2013). Robbins presents an alternative historical narrative to those 

assumed by writers such as Eisner (1996), McCloud (1993) and Beaty (2012). 

She looks at mainstream comics, fandom and underground comics in an 

American context from a female perspective. Her research demonstrated that, 

contrary to assumptions, women have historically made and read cartoons and 

comics.  

 

Robbins’ approach is pertinent to my research because she is both cartoonist 

and historian. Her documentation has enabled her to position her own 

cartooning activity within the history.28 Whilst she does not present her narrative 

in comics form as McCloud does, she includes autobiographical elements with 

																																																								
28 This is not dissimilar to my own approach! 
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her experience of the underground comix of the 1970s. What she makes 

apparent is that her cartooning began within structures being built and 

implemented by feminism. By this I mean that her early work included 

illustrating for the first West Coast Women’s Liberation newspaper. When she 

wanted to contribute to the alternative comix, she is quoted as saying, “We 

found the entire commix scene to be a closed Boy’s Only club with no room for 

women” (quoted in Skinn, 2004:156). So she set up a women’s collective to 

publish the first women’s comix using the collective, a working model of 1970s 

feminism. What this shows is that, in the USA in the 1970s, women’s cartoons 

and comics were emerging as part of feminist activity, which is what I 

demonstrate happened in Britain. As an overview, Robbins provides an 

essential addition to the narrative of comics history. However, the context is the 

USA.  

 

Diane Atkinson’s book Funny Girls Cartooning for Equality (Atkinson, 1997) 

offers a British perspective on feminist cartoons. Published to accompany an 

exhibition by the Fawcett Society of the same title, it includes 145 works. Her 

emphasis is on single panel cartoons and her survey covers 130 years, from 

early Suffrage until 1997. Atkinson’s attention is on the use of humour in 

feminist cartoons and she arranges her data according to themes, such as 

political power and work. Her narrative shows the progression in style and 

content, as well as the changes for women during that time. Her key argument 

is that the feminist cartoons evidence a humour built on the British satirical 

cartoon tradition. I expand on this with a more theoretical approach to feminist 

humour, acknowledging the different forms and purposes of humour behind and 

beyond satire. Atkinson includes many of the cartoonists that I have considered 

in my research, such as Jacky Fleming, Angela Martin and Kate Charlesworth.   

 

Atkinson and Robbins provide historical overviews rather than in-depth feminist 

critical analysis, the most sophisticated of which, to date, is perhaps Hillary L. 

Chute’s Graphic Women (2010). Looking at long-form graphic novels created in 

the auteur tradition, Chute argues that the uniqueness of the form was “the 
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visualization of the social” (Chute, 2010:123). She acknowledges comics as a 

successful vehicle for visualising “autobiographical memory” (134). She 

emphasises the visual as the aspect that made them readable as “natural” and 

the “product of compulsion” (57). Her examples include graphic memoirs based 

on personal experiences of trauma (Gloeckner, 2001; Bechdel, 2006; Satrapi, 

2007).29 Bringing together a political and gendered perspective with formalist 

tools, she uses art historical frames and incorporates trauma theory and 

feminism into her analysis.  

 
Chute showed how the comics form can be used in women’s memoir of trauma 

to present a politicised feminist voice, arguing throughout the book that “graphic 

narrative puts pressure on dominant conceptions of trauma’s unrepresentability” 

(182). The main premise behind Chute’s argument is based on American 

Comparative Literature scholar Cathy Caruth’s (1996) interpretation of Sigmund 

Freud’s theory of trauma.30 Caruth stressed that “to be traumatized is precisely 

to be possessed by an image or an event” (Caruth, quoted in Chute, 2010:183). 

Chute argues that the comics form is successful because: 

Through its hybrid and spatial form, comics lends itself to expressing 
stories, especially narratives of development, that present and underscore 
hybrid subjectivities multiple layers of form and subject. (Chute, 2010:5)  
 

Chute’s approach has undoubtedly brought women’s comics to serious 

attention. 

In my own research, like Beaty, Robbins, Atkinson and Chute, I acknowledge a 

formalist approach to comics as a tool for analysis rather than the focus of the 

analysis. Beaty’s look at “the broader discursive frames that relate to the comics 

field as a whole” (Beaty, 2012:12) has influenced my methodology. But his 

focus was on comics as art, fandom as audience and the institution of the 
																																																								
29	Chute shows how Phoebe Gloekner and Aline Kominsky-Crumb’s works “share a 
commitment to the comics pages as an uncensored autobiographical space” (Chute, 2010:38) 
and Lynda Barry’s work shows “the political importance of the everyday” (126). She describes 
Satrapi’s work as “apparent visual simplicity coupled with emotional and political complexity” 
(137) and states that Alison Bechdel’s career “has innovated the shape of the contemporary 
comics field” (176).	
30 Sigmund Freud viewed the psychological trauma as a wound that does not heal at the time of 
trauma in the way a physical wound does. At the time of the trauma it is too much for the person 
to know. The healing, as he saw it, came later through the re-experiencing of the trauma, for 
example through nightmares (Freud, 1920). 
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gallery. My interest is in the relationship of the comic book, newspaper or other 

printed form as the historic intermediary between the reader and the comic. He 

did not assess the changing nature of a wider comics audience. If we accept 

that comics are part of popular culture, they must be understood as emerging 

from the activity of the audience as fluid and active. I show how the increase in 

feminist cartoons and comics produced from the 1970s until 2010 has resulted 

in a female cartoon and comics production and readership outside traditional 

comics fandom. My methodology may be what Bart referred to as:  

a strand of criticism that seeks to connect comics not to fine art but to a 
subcultural do-it-yourself sensibility that was perhaps best characterized 
by the American underground comics movement of the 1960s. (Beaty, 
2010:46) 

 
In defining such a critical approach, he cited American comics writer Rob Rodi 

who claimed that the underground, independent forms of comics 

are art because they are subversive, they operate outside the market 
constraints, outside mass culture, outside critical acclaim of high arts and 
can therefore be dangerous as ‘true artists are always dangerous’. (Rodi 
cited in Beaty, 2010:46) 
 

Beaty dismisses this as, “of course, simply another in a long line of essentialist 

definitions of the form” (Beaty, 2010:46). But Beaty chose not to reflect on how 

independent comics enabled a voice for those who otherwise did not have 

one.31 Although early underground comics were masculine, the “subcultural do-

it-yourself sensibility” (Beaty, 2010:45) introduced new possibilities and tactics 

for adoption by feminist cartoonists. But my questions are not around 

establishing the cultural position of feminist comics within an art framework, but 

around how and why feminist comics have been used with humour to convey 

political messages.32 

																																																								
31 Beaty also does not acknowledge art movements that have changed the art world and which 
have started with a politicised subcultural grassroots ethos or engaged with public spaces, with 
the explicit intention of creating an ambiguity. For example, the 1980s US feminist artists’ group 
The Guerilla Girls used spaces such as public billboards as galleries, integrating artworks within 
sites of advertising. In the 1970s, postal or mail art quietly subverted the gallery system to allow 
a space where women could produce art.  
32 My inquiry is not into the relationship between fandom and the gallery, but how the feminist 
cartoon has operated to generate a wider audience. For example, in the US context the 
followers of Alison Bechdel’s Dykes to Watch Out For comic strip were from a lesbian 
community, not from comics fandom. It was from here that part of the support came for her first 
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My attention to humour, then, brings my focus closer to Atkinson’s, however my 

research includes the ensuing decade and explores the processes surrounding 

the production of the cartoons. Both Robbins’ and Atkinson’s work consider 

single panel cartoons in their histories. My methodology incorporates case 

studies of different platforms for cartoon and comics works, such as single 

frame cartoons, comic strips, posters, anthologies and collective works. I apply 

in-depth visual and textual analysis to specific works. In this respect my 

approach is closer to Chute’s, who uses close visual and textual analysis. 

However, by focusing on longer-form graphic narratives as novels within a 

literary context, she does not consider the role that other comics art forms play. 

My research extends Chute’s proposition in asking whether comedy and 

laughter can be serious and political. Although the idea of humour and laughter 

is recognised as relevant within trauma theory, this was not the focus in Chute’s 

analysis. My research offers a new direction, highlighting the fun and funny side 

of comics and feminism.  

 

By focusing on trauma theory, Chute injected a seriousness and depth into 

comics, a form generally assumed to be one of transience and laughter. Chute 

also brought academic attention to the longer form works of women comics 

artists. This had not been done before and has been rightly received as 

important critical work within comics scholarship. My concern is that such a 

focus might imply that if women make comics they have to be autobiographical 

works about traumatic experiences. Trauma or tragedy is considered 

momentous and of symbolic value in Western society, and works of tragedy 

have historically been taken more seriously. It follows that if women’s work is 

about tragedy or trauma it will therefore be taken seriously. However, a tragedy 

or trauma is something that happens to someone and the traumatised are 

positioned in binary opposition to the untraumatised, becoming othered: lesser, 

victim. The woman who experiences trauma is a victim of trauma. The woman 
																																																																																																																																																																		
full-length graphic memoir, Fun Home (Bechdel, 2006). The book also appealed to a literary 
audience, through literary references throughout the narrative. This book has become 
canonized within literature rather than the fine art and gallery context, meaning it is thus 
excluded from Beaty’s consideration.  
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who presents her trauma as autobiographical narrative presents a victim’s 

autobiographical narrative. My proposal is this risks being viewed as causal, 

that women who make comics must be making comics about autobiographical 

trauma, ergo women and/or women’s comics are the testimonies of victims. The 

serious element can in turn become conflated with humourlessness; hence the 

woman comics artist becomes associated with the humourless victim.  

 

Humour 
I am not suggesting that the trauma of, for example, abuse should be viewed as 

comedy, as funny, fun or pleasurable. What I am saying is that narrative can be 

framed as comedy or humour as well as trauma; that two apparently 

contradictory positions can be experienced simultaneously. One reason for the 

importance of my focus on humour is because, as British Drama and Comedy 

Studies writer Frances Gray argues, “Our society puts a high premium on 

humour” (Gray, 1994:4) – as high a premium as is put on tragedy. Humour is 

considered good for us, essential for romance, transcendent of politics yet also 

politically useful. American feminist, comedian and English scholar Regina 

Barreca notes how the confidence to joke is viewed as a leadership quality 

(Barreca, 1991:5). To be humourless, therefore, is considered to be lacking, 

“like barrenness in the Old Testament, a failure both social and personal. And 

like barrenness, it is assumed to be primarily a woman’s problem” (Gray, 

1994:5). Gray draws on Foucault’s theories of social power and control in the 

discourse of sexuality. Such control takes place through structures reinforcing a 

view that sexuality is part of a person’s self. Laughter is bound up with power in 

the same way, controlled through structures dictating a view that it is part of a 

person’s unique individuality (6). In other words, humour, like sadness, can be 

viewed as political and as a way of reinforcing social control. It makes sense 

then that feminists have used humour as a political strategy or tool. To explore 

how two seemingly contradictory positions such as tragedy and comedy or 

serious political intent and humour can be communicated, and how this can be 

applied to feminist humour, demands interrogation first of what we understand 

by “funny” or “humour”.  
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My turn to humour theory is not with the intention of engaging in a debate on 

the formal qualities of humour and laughter per se. Such debate is extensive, 

illuminating and relevant (Carroll, 2014; Critchley, 2002; Morreall, 1987, 2009; 

Mulkay, 1988), but is not the point of my research. My purpose is to draw out its 

salient characteristics in order to build a theoretical framework for analysing 

how and why feminist cartoons and comics have employed humour. To this end, 

I will interchange the words “humour” and “funny” and use “laughter” as 

resulting from these. My starting point is served by American humour theorist 

John Morreall’s general definition of humour, that “Laughter results from a 

pleasant psychological shift” (Morreall, 1987:133). I recognise that, as British 

social scientist Michael Billig comments, theories of humour cannot be reduced 

to a biological response of laughter (Billig, 2005: 178). In other words, humour 

and cartoons do not always generate laughter, nor can it be assumed that 

humour is always positive. Morreall identified two characteristics that recur in 

the superiority, incongruity and relief theories of humour.33 First, a psychological 

shift or an incongruity needs to take place suddenly. Second, the shift must be 

experienced as pleasant. The laughter is the result of the shift, not the shift itself. 

In order to contextualise Morreall’s definition, I will begin by presenting a brief 

summary of the three concepts. It is important to clarify that there was no 

singular theory within each of the three; furthermore, there are overlaps of the 

theoretical perspectives, which have been closely discussed by John Morreall 

(2009).  

 

The superiority theories, as represented by Plato, Aristotle and Hobbes,34 

dominated views until the early eighteenth century. Humour was understood as 

the joy experienced through feelings of superiority over others. Morreall’s 

psychological shift here would be similar to what Hobbes referred to as the 

“sudden glory” (1651) that accompanies the recipient’s recognition of their 

																																																								
33 Morreall argues that these theories are insufficient separately to provide a cohesive theory of 
humour and laughter, but attributes from each can create a new theory (Morreall, 2009). 
34 Ancient Greek philosophers Plato (428/427-348/347 BCE) and Aristotle (384322 BCE) and 
English philosopher Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679). 
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sense of superiority in the joke. In terms of social power relations, such binary 

opposition is hierarchical. The laughter produced is malicious and aggressive, 

at the expense of those less powerful. During the eighteenth century the 

superiority theories were challenged by two alternatives, the incongruity or 

resolution theories, and the relief or release theories.  

 

Philosophers including Immanuel Kant, James Beattie, Arthur Schopenhauer 

and Søren Kierkegaard35 developed incongruity theories. This approach 

maintained that humour takes place when there is a contradiction or incongruity 

between two reference frames. British sociologist Michael Mulkay referred to a 

recipient’s first reference frame as “serious discourse” (Mulkay, 1988:22). The 

second alternative is the impossible or unlikely reference frame: “Judged by the 

criteria of serious discourse humour is nonsensical” (Mulkay, 1988:26).36 It is in 

the sudden movement between these distinct “incompatible frames of reference” 

(27), serious and non-serious, real and unreal, that humour occurs. Morreall’s 

sudden psychological shift takes place when the “critical task” of solving the 

puzzle, or mismatch, occurs (Mulkay, 1988:17). This is the “getting” of a joke, 

which results in the laughter and joy.  

 

The relief theories of humour were advanced first by Lord Shaftesbury in 1717 

(Morreall, 2009:16) and later by philosophers such as Herbert Spencer and 

Sigmund Freud.37 Humour was seen as a form of physiological release of 

nervous energy through laughter during social interaction, as a way of relieving 

social inhibitions and tensions. Laughter was not associated with stigma or 

irrationality, as with the superiority and incongruity theories (Morreall, 2009:17). 

Morreall’s sudden psychological shift can be understood here as taking place at 

the point of laughter, in the release of repressed psychological desires. In order 
																																																								
35 German philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724-1804), Scottish poet and philosopher James 
Beattie (1735-1803), German philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer (1788-1860) and Danish 
philosopher Søren Kierkegaard (1813-1855).   
36 Mulkay draws here on Mervin Pollner’s idea of “mundane reasoning” to show that for humour 
to function, the recipient needs to have a real and objective understanding of the everyday 
world (Mulkay, 1988). Such objective understanding could include, for example, cultural ideas of 
heterosexual normalcy dictating the frames of serious discourse. 
37 English philosopher Herbert Spencer (1820-1903) and Austrian neurologist Sigmund Freud 
(1856-1939). 
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to modify a definition of humour towards a meaning of “feminist humour”. I will 

apply feminist interpretations of the theoretical framework of humour outlined so 

far and question the position of women within it. 

 

If, according to superiority theories, social power is assumed to be masculine, 

women become located as a less powerful group. A joke or cartoon positioning 

a woman as the butt is therefore considered funny. The laughter from the 

dominant, in this case masculine, group is hostile towards women, the less 

powerful group. One technique for achieving this in cartoons is through the use 

of stereotypes. Perhaps some of the most savage examples were the anti-

suffrage cartoons of the early twentieth century.  

 

 

Figure 5 presents the stereotype of the suffragettes as humourless. The 

implication was they were too humourless to be attractive to men, or “kissed”, 

which in the context of this c.1910 cartoon we may interpret as meaning married. 

The stereotype is “harmful or at least offensive” (Eisner, 1996:11), functioning to 

maintain social order by reinforcing the dominant group’s political and social 

power. In this way marriage, relying partly on attractiveness, was presented as 

the primary aspiration for women, irrespective of intellectual qualities and 

political demands. Significantly, the visualisation of the suffragettes here is as 

humourless; their turned-down mouths and frowning expressions depict this, but 

Figure 5: An anti-suffrage cartoon by John Hassall c.1910 used on a postcard 
(Hassall, c.1910). 
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the inference is that they are ugly. It is an early visible manifestation of the 

humourless feminist, a stereotype firmly cemented by ridicule in cartoon form 

and by masculine laughter, and sustained to the present day. I examine this 

further in Chapter Four in relation to feminist activity during the 1970s, where an 

association with feminism and humourlessness was reignited. Figure 5 

therefore is an aggressive and hostile attack on feminism using humour 

according to a superiority model. 

 

However, jokes and cartoons can reject or transmogrify stereotypes and the 

power of laughter through a reversal of the superiority theory and a redirection 

of the laughter. The superiority theory was exemplified in Aristotle’s Poetics 

(350 BCE) where the comedy of Part Two was referred to as base, with 

protagonists as the common people, or lower classes. The situations portrayed 

were those of everyday life. The hardship and pain of their narratives was the 

source of amusement for an audience from the higher classes. In Umberto 

Eco’s The Name of the Rose (1994), the commoners reversed the direction of 

their laughter towards their rulers. In doing so they had “a compelling weapon 

that could overturn the class system… the high will be lowered by comedy” 

(Holmberg, 1998:189). If women, as powerless, applied this reversal strategy, 

they could theoretically destabilise the power dynamics through humour to 

support a campaign for political power. But this is not necessarily transformative 

from a feminist perspective.  

 

The cartoon in Figure 6 can be read as an example of a reversed superiority 

model of humour. The newspaper seller becomes representative, a stereotype, 

of all men, to which the hostility is targeted. The woman in this case becomes 

the instigator of the joke rather than the target. It can be argued this reflects a 

radical feminist approach: the male character visually symbolising patriarchy as 

the cause of oppression. The inclusion of aggression in humour is appropriate, 

indicating the anger of Second Wave feminism. But such humour is reactive, 

relying on gender stereotyping and hostility rather than eschewing stereotypes 
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to create a different, proactive form of humour. In reversal, it is simply mimicking 

the pattern rather than transforming it.  

 

 

 

But the male character is so obviously innocent to the anger directed at him by 

the woman that we can also read the cartoon as satirising radical feminism. In 

addition, we can read it as satirising the masculine hierarchical nature of the 

newspaper industry. In this case, although superficially, the anger is obvious 

and is seemingly relying on a superiority reading, it is the use of satire that is 

more revealing.  

 

Whilst Figure 6 inspires a wry smile, I acknowledge that I do not find it 

particularly funny. Although I have stated that laughter cannot necessarily 

gauge whether something is humorous, it requires further probing. The 

troublesome elephant in the room of my research is that many of the humorous 

feminist cartoons I have looked at are only mildly amusing, and I question why 

this is and if it matters. What has further problematised my research is my 

observation that misogynist jokes can elicit laughter (often my own) from self-

proclaimed feminists.38 To explain why we laugh when we feel we shouldn’t, 

and why we don’t laugh when we feel we should, I will explore ideas of power 

already raised in consideration of the superiority theories of humour.  

																																																								
38 When in a presentation about feminist cartoons I included a mainstream sexist cartoon 
alongside a feminist cartoon, it was the sexist cartoon that gained the laughs. One explanation 
could be that not only were the audience primed to laugh at the cartoon form, they were primed 
for it to be acceptable to laugh because it was a talk about feminist cartoons. 

Figure 6: © Cath Jackson, Magenta cartoon strip in Outwrite, 1982 (Jackson, 1982:1). 
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As noted, to be humourless is to be socially powerless. This not only applies to 

the telling of jokes, but to the reception of jokes. If we accept that humour is 

dependent on the social context in which it occurs (Critchley, 2002; Berger, 

1997; Billig, 2005) and that the dominant, in the case of Figure 5, masculine, 

group considered Figure 5 funny at the time, then to laugh at women would be 

necessary to protect one’s worthiness. British Comedy Studies scholars Sharon 

Lockyer and Michael Pickering developed this idea in their introduction to 

Beyond a Joke: The Limits of Humour (2005): 

To claim that we lack a sense of humour is to launch an assault on our 
self-esteem, on an attribute of ourselves that helps define us as an 
integrated person worthy of being known. It is tantamount to declaring us 
as deficient as personalities. (3) 
 

As Barreca writes, “Women have been told that they have no sense of humor 

based on those times when they do not laugh at jokes or stories by men” 

(Barreca, 1992:3). In order to fit in, women accepted the standard of what was 

funny (Gray, 1994:35). In Figures 5 and 6 the mainstream audience male-

identified. If they did not “get” Figure 6, then the joke teller/cartoonist, the 

feminist, was deemed humourless. In conceiving of humour as Eco did, as a 

“weapon”, British feminist dramatist Bryony Lavery wrote, “if we say that women 

are not funny, they can’t use that weapon” (Lavery quoted in Bonner et al., 

1992:299). The women become impotent in the “fight” because they are denied 

a weapon, the weapon of humour. This contributes to a convincing explanation 

of feminist amusement at sexist cartoons and the lack of amusement in a 

mainstream male-identified audience or readership in feminist cartoons. 

Following this argument, we can understand humour as a weapon creating 

power by targeting a group, either powerful to weak or reversed from weak to 

powerful. This involves aggression or hostility. But a question arises around 

what happens when the joker or cartoonist targets this aggression towards the 

self to create humour. Although surely antithetical for members of a powerless 

group to turn the laughter and aggression onto themselves, self-deprecating 

humour relies on this. As Gray asserts, “self-deprecation as comic strategy has 

been a cause of feminist unease” (Gray, 1994:139). 
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Is Self-Mockery Self-Hate? 
Self-mockery or self-deprecation as a form of humour is apparent in some of the 

cartoons I looked at, particularly during the 1980s, and this led me to question 

whether such humour was female or feminist, or indeed misogynist. Gray 

argues such humour could be read as self-hate and an endorsement of 

society’s expectations, which in turn validates humour directed at the powerless 

(Gray, 1994:140). I will discuss this with an example of a cartoon by Barbary 

O’Brien (Figure 7).  

 

In “A Note on Humour” (Feminist Arts News, 1980:3), cartoonist Fanny Tribble 

wrote: 

Women’s cartoons have more to do with a tradition of humour than any 
artistic tradition. That is, I think my cartoons have more to do with Jewish 
jokes and Black jokes and, personally, Catholic jokes which are so often 
self-denigrating but in an in-crowd way. The audience is taken for granted, 
along with its values and confidences.  
 

Perhaps the humour in Figure 7 can be read as self-deprecating “in an in-crowd 

way”, providing a role in consolidating a group. The strengthening of a group as 

a function of humour is a point I will expand on in forthcoming chapters. But this 

does not account for the element of self-hate, because the superiority theories 

can also explain humour as consolidating a group. As Barreca writes, self-

deprecating humour is the most “traditional” form of women’s humour (Barreca, 

1991:24). She cites American English scholar Nancy Walker, who maintains 

that self-deprecating humour is “ingratiating rather than aggressive” (Walker in 

Barreca, 1991:24). To make fun of oneself or one’s group rather than others, 

“allows the speaker or writer to participate in the process without alienating the 

members of the majority” (Barecca, 1991:24). In doing this, the powerful remain 

unthreatened (Barreca, 1991:25).39 Gray concurs with this as a possibility, 

suggesting humour could be read as providing release for a female audience 

(or readership) that is used to seeing women fulfilling male desire. In turn this 

nurtures empathy in the audience or readership (Gray, 1994:152). If we return 

																																																								
39 According to Barecca, traditionally in domestic humour, the woman who makes fun of her 
home, children or husband is relying on a type of extended self-deprecation, in that she is 
responsible for them, “to kick her kids is to kick herself” (Barecca 1991:25). 
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to Figure 7 we can interpret it not as challenging the status quo stridently, but 

confronting beauty norms through gentle satire. So the question is whether this 

creates unity in self-hate, or whether it is a type of humour with a more 

transformative potential. 

 
 

 

 

By referencing other groups, Tribble points towards Freud’s theorising of the 

self-mockery of Jewish humour.40 Freud distinguished between two forms of 

humour, one directed against others and one directed against the self, or self-

deprecating humour (Freud, 1905:256). Freud challenged the interpretation of 

this as self-hate, arguing that such humour includes a dialectical element of 

self-praise. With Jewish jokes this included “their real faults as well as the 
																																																								
40 Freud differentiated between humour, jokes and the comic. Whereas he explained jokes and 
the comic in terms of a release model, he incorporated elements of superiority into his 
theorising around humour (Freud, 1905). 

Figure 7: © Barbary O’Brien, cartoon on a Cath Tate postcard 
(O’Brien, 1993). 
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connection between them and their good qualities” (Freud quoted in Billig, 

2005:164). Social psychologist Leigh Marlowe built on Freud’s explanation in 

terms of satire, explaining female self-deprecatory humour as “an act of 

satirising the dominant group’s view and affirming one’s own, subversive view of 

reality” (Marlowe, 1989:163). Following these lines of thought, Figure 7 can be 

argued as representing a feminist cartoon in the sense that it evokes 

recognition and/or a sense of empathy in the group that it is directed at.  

Freud’s theory can be built on to understand the tension that exists in self-

deprecating feminist humour. The conflict is between being a part of something 

and at the same time excluded from something else. Visually displayed in 

Figure 7 the bag on the woman’s head makes her a woman but at the same 

time not a woman. This evokes French feminist Julia Kristeva’s ideas of “the 

abject that simultaneously beseeches and pulverizes the subject” (Kristeva, 

1982:5). The sinister implication of the bag over the head is the symbolism of 

suffocation, or the self-annihilation of the abject woman. It is the contradiction 

between the promise of something pleasurable and something intolerable. It is 

the division between acceptable self-mockery and the “just a joke” ridicule by 

those outside the group that contributes to the unease. Figure 7 is a fairly 

innocuous-seeming example of self-mockery, but the discomfort is around the 

capacity of this type of humour to condone dangerous and offensive ideas and 

behaviour.   

 

Michael Billig calls attention to this unease in the potential justification of 

offensive ideas as “just a joke” in Humour and Hatred: The Racist Jokes of the 

Ku Klux Klan (Billig, 2001). Exploring the link between extreme hatred and 

humour, he challenges the assumption that hatred is humourless (2001:3).41 He 

also cites German philosopher Theodore Adorno’s work on authoritarianism, 

which “depicts the bigot as being ‘mean-spirited’ and envying others’ enjoyment 

of life” (Billig, 2001:4). This, Billig asserts, strengthened a wider association of 

																																																								
41 Billig claims this assumption exists within some psychological theories, which he does not 
specify. 
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the real bigot as humourless.42 His point was that a cultural belief is nurtured 

that dictates hatred as incompatible with humour. British sociologist Christie 

Davies supports this view (1990). He maintains that stereotypes presented in 

jokes are not necessarily believed because they are too exaggerated, too 

extreme to take seriously. Therefore, a contribution to anti-Semitism, for 

example, in the form of a joke, is so trivial it is negligible (Billig, 2001:5-6). 

Davies therefore distinguished between anti-Semitism and the “playfulness” of 

jokes. Billig disputes Davies, contending that if a joke is primarily a type of 

communication, then it has the capacity to convey a social and political 

message, whatever that may be (7). Although Billig’s study is on extreme racist 

jokes, his argument is applicable to understanding extreme misogynist humour. 

Whilst I do not suggest the cartoon in Figure 7 is an example of misogynist 

humour, I have drawn on Billig’s argument around “just a joke” to question the 

possible implications of self-ridicule.  

 

Empathy and Relief  

If we accede that self-deprecating humour can be a form of feminist humour, or 

at least can contribute to feminist humour, it must be in the recognition, or 

empathy, ignited in the group. This leads to closer consideration of the relief 

theories of humour and how they engage with feminism. To clarify, the early 

relief theories saw laughter as a type of release valve for socially unacceptable 

emotions and feelings. In Freud’s theorising this was primarily around hostile or 

sexual desires. The laughter provided a physical relief from the social strain of 

repressing such taboo desires. Freud’s emphasis differed slightly. He argued 

that repression is necessary for social order and in the release of the taboo 

emotions; jokes preserve the energy necessary for repression.43 Freud’s 

theorising of the joke was part of a wider body of work he developed at the 

time.44 in which he argued that all workings of the unconscious are determined; 

nothing is innocent or trivial but must be understood in relation to repressed 
																																																								
42 It is notable that the humourless bigot is associated with other negative qualities such as envy, 
which are also attributed to the humourless feminist, as I look at in more detail in Chapter Four. 
43 The most obvious flaw in Freud’s theorising is the inability to measure these energies and an 
assumption that repression takes place at all: perhaps it does not. 
44 This body of work included Psychopathology (1901) and The Interpretation of Dreams (1900).	
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desires. In other words, according to Freud, there can be no such thing as “just 

a joke” or “just a dream”. I have considered aggression and hostility in humour 

in relation to the superiority theories and to the inward manifestation as self-

deprecation. What Freud’s theorising adds to this discussion is the role played 

by relief or release in these types of humour. His theories continue to shed light 

on why we laugh at jokes when we feel we shouldn’t. 

 

Freud’s concept of the “tendentious joke” explained why we laugh at what 

Freud termed “obscene” jokes: “the non tendentious joke scarcely ever 

achieves the sudden burst of laughter which makes tendentious ones so 

irresistible” (Freud, 1905:114). This is because the purpose of the “tendentious” 

joke, the type of joke that is disturbing or has an “insulting and wounding 

purpose” (Freud, 1905:107), is to “make possible the satisfaction of an instinct 

(whether lustful or hostile) in the face of an obstacle that stands in its way” 

(Freud, 1905:120). The non-tendentious, or “innocent” joke45 is based on banal 

thought, with no aim. The aim of the tendentious joke, according to Freud is 

twofold beyond pleasure. It can deliver aggressiveness, satire or defence, in 

which case it is a hostile joke. Or it may be an obscene joke or smut, told in 

order to provoke exposure of repressed sexual desires (115). The obstacle is 

the social inhibition and the pleasure is drawn from removing the obstacle. With 

a tendentious joke, this explains how we can laugh at it first and then realise it 

is offensive, which adds to the explanation of why we may laugh initially at 

misogynist cartoons without meaning to.  

 
Freud’s analysis of the obscene joke explained the process as involving smut 

being directed towards a particular person to whom the teller is sexually 

attracted, for example by a man towards a woman. Freud’s explanation was 

that, through the joke, the woman becomes aware of the speaker’s excitement 

and becomes sexually excited in response. If not, the woman feels shame and 

embarrassment. The sexual intentions cannot be realised in ordinary discourse 

because of social inhibition, but in a joke they are permitted: “A person who 
																																																								
45 The idea of an innocent joke seems to contradict Freud’s argument that there can be no such 
thing as an innocent joke or dream, as discussed by Billig (2005:153). 
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laughs at smut that he hears is laughing as though he were the spectator of an 

act of sexual aggression” (116). In the case of a cartoon, the reader is the 

spectator. Freud’s theorising around laughter as release is then useful in 

explaining why we laugh at hostile or offensive humour, including sexually 

obscene misogynist jokes.  

 

But sometimes the use of humour offers emotional relief where the joke is not 

offensive, hostile or sexual. For example, when the humour may revolve around 

illness or death, which may have certain taboos associated. In this case, 

Spencer’s model (Spencer, 1911) explained that laughter releases excess 

nervous energy from emotions considered inappropriate. 

 

For instance, Figure 8 shows a page from my graphic memoir, Billy, Me & You 

(2011), about my experience of bereavement following my child’s death. The 

narrative box at the top of the page presents the context of the bereaved 

mother. This dictates the reader’s appropriate emotion, of pity towards her. 

However, as the mother’s grading of responses is repeated in each panel, the 

reader reinterprets the situation. There is a shift in understanding the woman as 

a pitiful victim to reappraising her as judging the well-wishers. The energies of 

the reader’s emotions for the grieving mother become pointless and released in 

laughter. American Noël Carroll refers to laughter of relief as a feeling of levity, 

a lightness from a potential difficulty, a letting go as a bodily transformation, 

even if is only a small smile (Carroll, 2014:58).  
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This humour of relief that comes out of a response to someone’s pain is evident 

in the comics works I select for analysis in Chapter Seven. This links back to 

Chute’s application of trauma theory. Chute refers to the redrawing of the self 

as an element in the cathartic reliving of the trauma.46 But the use of repetition 

also has a role in text-based comedy, a clear example being in the use of 

catchphrases (Gray, 1994:138). And the characteristic of repetition in visual 

form can also be identified as contributing to the humour in the comics form.  

																																																								
46 Freud explained catharsis as the relief or expelling of the victim’s suffering achieved by 
reliving the traumatic experience in some form. With the support of the therapist this enabled a 
purgation or purification, the ridding of emotions leading to the rebalancing of emotions in the 
traumatised person. It is from a Freudian basis that Cathy Caruth developed her theories on 
trauma (Caruth, 1996).	

Figure 8: © Nicola Streeten, page from Billy, Me & You (Streeten, 2011:13). 
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In Figure 8 the visual layout, text and drawn self is repeated in each panel. The 

reader moves from pity to pleasurable relief. The connection I want to make 

here is between pity and pleasure, or empathy for trauma and relief through 

laughter. Where Chute emphasises the element of trauma, I wish to highlight 

the place of Iaughter in this process when it occurs. I will consider this in 

relation to Aristotle’s ideas of “catharsis” and “tragic pleasure”, and French 

feminists Hélène Cixous and Catherine Clement’s concept of “hell and pleasure” 

(1986:34) as presented in their work The Newly Born Woman (1986). 

 

For Aristotle, tragedy included “incidents arousing pity and fear” (Bywater, 

1920:35) and the catharsis was the emotion experienced by the spectator 

rather than the traumatised person, as in the more commonly used Freudian 

sense.47 In Joe Sachs’ translation, he explains this further, assessing Aristotle’s 

use of the word catharsis as not restricted to the sense of purification or 

purgation, but as “a beautiful metaphor for the peculiar tragic pleasure, the 

feeling of being washed or cleansed” (Sachs, 2016). The tragic pleasure is not 

as simple as a happy ending to the play; it is a deeper if transitory emotion, an 

understanding, a “delicious trouble” (Sachs, 2016). 
	

It is Aristotle’s “tragic pleasure” that evokes Cixous and Clement’s “hell and 

pleasure”, in which “The hysteric often laughs even as she howls” (Cixous and 

Clement, 1986:34). They argue that the experience of a trauma is also the 

moment when “reality” as it is understood and assumed becomes tested. In this 

testing, the reality becomes recognised as illusionary, a construct. In Figure 8 

the “reality” is the socially enforced understanding of the bereaved mother as a 

pitiable victim. If the bereaved mother behaves as judgmental, which is not 

pitiable, it positions her as superior to the well-wisher, and this shatters the 

assumption. In the light of a new understanding, the reader experiences “hell 

and pleasure at the same time” (34), a freedom of pleasure and joy, released as 

																																																								
47	For Aristotle, the catharsis was produced as a psychological emotion, to use British classical 
scholar Imgram Bywater’s interpretation. The response was to the pity and fear of the tragedy, 
rather than a catharsis in the tragedy of the dramatic incident itself (Bywater, 1920). 
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laughter in response to the cartoon. The pleasure therefore depends on 

disruption or incongruity, a shift between the two frames. 

The problem and reason why this pleasure and freedom is not recognised or 

acknowledged, according to Cixous and Clement, is because it relies on other 

people’s readings of the experience of trauma. From the traumatised woman’s 

point of view, 

it is pleasure in breaking apart; but from the other’s point of view, it is 
suffering, because to break apart is to aggress. The suffering is not 
originally hers; it is the other’s which is returned to her, by projection. 
(Cixous and Clement, 1986:34) 

 
In other words, whether the traumatised person laughs or cries, others will insist 

on viewing them as the suffering victim, refusing to suspend the rules that 

determine reality. Barreca uses this to explain why women’s comedy has been 

little acknowledged or misunderstood: “pain is projected onto her pleasure, 

unhappiness onto her joy” (Barreca, 1988:17). Where the introduction of 

incongruity confounds expectations, the recipient, primed for a challenge, can 

experience a sense of relaxation and release as in the earlier discussion of self-

deprecating humour.  

 

The Political Power of Absurdity  

Perhaps the least evidently “political”, compared to relief and superiority 

theories, incongruity theories are the most influential in modern humour theory 

(Morreall, 2009:10). Incongruity can repudiate stereotypes and occurs 

frequently as a feature in the feminist cartoons I looked at. As Billig writes, 

“Class, gender and the dreams of amiable reasonableness belong to the story 

of this theory” (Billig, 2005:6). With the potential to produce a new interpretation 

of reality and a recognition that in the humorous mode almost anything can 

happen, incongruity in humour can “violate and disrupt norms” (Carroll, 

2014:19).  
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Figure 9 is an example of how an apparently simple cartoon image without text 

produces humour through a sophisticated process of double incongruity. In 

doing so it challenges the stereotype of the objectified woman, satirising classic 

Hollywood cinema’s reliance on such representation. The reference is to King 

Kong (1933), the Merian C. Cooper and Ernest B. Schoedsack horror-fantasy 

film based on the narrative of a gigantic ape brought to New York. Motivated by 

love for a beautiful woman, the ape breaks free from its chains to pursue her, 

causing terror around the city. A promotional image from the film is shown in 

Figure 10. Mulkay explains that the recipient of the joke adopts a “distinctive 

interpretative stance” (Mulkay, 1988:17), interpreting rather than questioning the 

impossibilities presented in the joke. In this case, even the first “reality” 

framework presents the incongruity of a gigantic ape climbing the Empire State 

Building in New York.  

Figure 9: © Angela Martin, cartoon for Cath Tate Cards (Martin, c.1980).  
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However, we have different “plausibility requirements” in our approach to 

humour (Mulkay, 1988:17). Instead of concerning ourselves with the 

implausibility of a giant woman climbing a tower and holding onto an ape, we 

concentrate on interpreting the humour. In the case of Figure 9 the humour 

relies on our recognition of the iconic imagery associated with the classic film 

King Kong. The combination and movement between these two frameworks 

was termed bisociation by Arthur Koestler (Mulkay, 1988:26-30). It is as a result 

of bisociation that the potential for normalcy can be challenged, giving the 

humour political application.  

 

From this example, the use of the absurd ensures the humour is not directed 

specifically at one group; it exists not as aggression, but in a more cerebral 

sphere. The cartoon is a visual depiction of an oversized female body that 

“hijacks male space”. This is how American Gender Studies scholar, Linda 

Mizejewski, describes contemporary women stand-up comedians. Such 

hijacking, she writes, equates to a claiming of the “authority to be funny, they 

are also hijacking the cultural organization of heterosexuality itself”, where, she 

argues, “female value resides in being pretty” (Mizejewski, 2014:16). The 

drawing subverts the scopophilic pleasure associated with the representation of 

Figure 10: A promotional image from the film King Kong, 1933  
(Cooper, and Ernest, 1933). 
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women in classical Hollywood cinema. Instead, we can interpret the imagery in 

terms of Mikhail Bakhtin’s ideas of the carnivalesque pleasures of the body 

(Bakhtin, 1968). As she clasps her excessive body around the phallic 

skyscraper, dangling the small ape, the skyscraper is shown bending, as she 

bends the power in the reversal of roles. Whilst humorous, to use Kathleen 

Rowe’s description of the stand-up comedians with large bodies that challenge 

conventions of the pretty woman, it has “the lingering and empowering effect of 

the sign of the woman on top” (Rowe, 1995:44). 

 

Conclusion 
Primarily, my questioning of Hillary L. Chute’s analysis of women’s graphic 

memoirs of trauma has led to an exploration of the role of humour. I have taken 

strands from theories of humour, both historical, such as from Aristotle (350 

BCE) and Freud (1905); and more recent interpretations from writers such as 

Morreall (2009), Billig (2005) and Gray (1994). I have interwoven ideas from 

feminist writers such as Cixous and Clements (1986) and Kristeva (1982), and 

also brought in Bakhtin’s (1968) ideas of the grotesque. This theoretical 

assemblage combined with the feminist history and some of the key features of 

the cartoon looked at in Chapter One has enabled me to construct a more in-

depth interpretation around what I mean by “humorous feminist cartoons” for the 

purposes of my thesis. Certainly, feminist humour and feminist cartoons and 

comics refuse to be pigeonholed into one definition This leads on to a reflection 

on the methodology I used in the gathering and piecing together of my data. 
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CHAPTER THREE: Methodology  
 

 
 
 

 
Reflexivity 

A belief that personal experience generates questions that can ignite a research 

project has been the motivation behind this research. Some of the artists 

included in the research were influences during my formative teenage years 

and inspired the approach and style evident in my own work as illustrator and 

cartoonist. I have memories of Annie Lawson’s stall at Camden Lock in London 

during the late 1970s; Jacky Fleming’s postcards were stuck on my bedroom 

wall; and the comics by Posy Simmonds and Ros Asquith were part of the 

“sighttrack” of my early adulthood. The stark humour, unapologetic feminist 

messages and often seemingly unsophisticated drawing styles have remained 

with me. They have also given me the confidence to propose that the subject 

matter of an artwork is of equal validity to the style in which it is presented, and 

that humour is an important vehicle for the dissemination of a serious message. 

It is in this research that such a proposal is interrogated within a context of 

British cultural history.  

Figure 11: © Nicola Streeten, cartoon (Streeten, 2013). 
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There is an additional aspect to my personal experience that demands 

emphasis here as part of my reflexivity. In the decades since my initial 

inspiration from these women, my own cartooning practice has become 

established, positioning me alongside them, as one of them. Many of the 

women whose work I admired have become friends. Like them, I have created 

work that forefronts subject over form. Like them, I am part of a history that 

demands celebration. In co-founding Laydeez do Comics,48 the first women-led 

forum for the presentation of works by women I have, since 2009, reached out 

to women cartoonists past and present, inviting them to participate and present 

their works. In doing this I have embedded myself firmly in a community. The 

point I make here is that I had already made it my business to find out about 

British women cartoonists before I began my research in an official academic 

capacity. The consequence is that my status and reputation has enabled an 

ease of access to a wealth of stories and works. In other words it is my double 

articulation as practitioner and academic that I acknowledge here as an 

essential ingredient in my research journey. This has facilitated the collection of 

data and nurtured an additional depth to the discussions had with cartoonists. 

 

Overview 

My research methodology is composed of three elements: archival data 

collection; close visual and textual analysis of selected works; and interviews 

with specific artists. An autoethnographic approach to qualitative inquiry has 

been taken as a starting point. That is, the cultural influences on the self and my 

own experiences and position within the experiences during the research 

process have been recognised as informing the result. American Comparative 

Literature scholar Jane Gallop’s anecdotal theory has also been an influence, 

particularly in relation to the interview process, and the discussions and 

questions that have arisen from the interviews. As she observes, “Many 

personal conversations are sites of anecdotal theorizing: friends and 

confidantes exchange stories from our lives and together try to make sense of 

them” (Gallop, 2002:20). The term “friendship as method” (Adams, Holman 

																																																								
48 Laydeez do Comics is discussed in more depth in Chapter Seven p.244. 
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Jones & Ellis, 2015:61) is also applicable here within the methodology of 

autoethnography. However, I acknowledge the potential to misinterpret such an 

approach as an excuse to overlook ethical standards and veer into uncritical 

self-narrative. I have therefore applied it in combination with other approaches.  

 

Visual analysis has been an integral part of the research; the comics form lends 

itself naturally to a semiological reading, using the “sign” as an analytic tool in 

interpreting “head on the question of how images make meanings” (Rose, 

2007:74). The language of comics emerging and developing (McCloud, 1993; 

Groensteen, 2007) incorporates semiotic terms, such as icon, symbol and 

anchorage. I have therefore drawn on a semiological methodology. The 

attraction as a methodology is that it allows images to be selected for their 

conceptual interest, with more detailed case studies of fewer images relying on 

“analytical integrity and interest rather than on its applicability to a wide range of 

material” (Rose, 2007:79). A shortcoming of a semiological approach is the 

density of its terminology (Rose, 2007:78). With additional analytical terms 

being introduced within the relatively new academic discipline of comics studies, 

this can make the method clumsy and unsophisticated, becoming unnecessarily 

complicated to understand, apply and communicate. Such complication risks 

the creation of a hierarchy of knowledge, where the non-use of the terminology 

becomes equated with a non-understanding of the basic theory. The basic 

terms are useful but have been included in the research methodology as 

supporting my research, rather than as a focus of the research itself. Thus, as 

outlined in Chapter Two, my research began with McCloud and Groensteen’s 

influence, particularly with their terminology. Perhaps the major flaw of 

semiology is that the “constructions of social differences are articulated through 

images themselves” (Rose, 2007:77). That is, there is less attention paid to the 

activity that creates the sign, the social, economic and political considerations 

and context. As a complement to semiotics, my research methodology has 

included scrutiny of the context of production and dissemination of the works 

through a feminist lens. That is, drawing on feminist theories, activities and 

debates of the changing times. 
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Archival Data Collection 

Archival research began in 2013 at the British Library, the Women’s Library and 

the Feminist Library in London, as well as university libraries for more widely 

available publications. I began with a search for documents, pamphlets and 

ephemera relating to specific political events or activities relevant to feminism, 

for example the Greenham Common Women’s Peace Camp in the 1980s. My 

expectation was to discover an inclusion of comics but the results were 

disappointing. The focus of the documentation was on a written dissemination 

of ideas or details of meetings, written reports and the advertising of future 

events. The found literature included a lot of drawn and hand-rendered works, 

especially in the pre-computer decades of the 1970s and 1980s, but they could 

not be considered “comics” or “cartoons”, in spite of the very loose definition I 

have used. The archival search also included looking at zines and 

independently produced comics as a starting point. For this my archival search 

was extended to include the Victoria & Albert Museum comics archive; the 

British Cartoon archive, University of Kent, and the Women’s Slide Library, 

Goldsmiths. Throughout the archival data collection extensive online archives 

were also included in the search. The list below was a starting point for 

resources that have signposted to other sources as the process took place.  

http://www.paulgravett.com 
http://makeitthentelleverybody.com/ 
http://panelborders.wordpress.com/about/ 
http://www.brokenfrontier.com/ 
http://www.comicscreatorsguild.co.uk/ 
http://www.procartoonists.org 
http://www.laydeezdocomics.com 
 
Beginning with the 1970s, the sparseness of works within these archives was a 

blunt reminder that British women’s comics from this time have not been 

documented before. Incomplete archives exist particularly for the 1970s. Early 

archival searches also included looking at copies of feminist magazines, such 

as Spare Rib (1972-1993). This revealed Spare Rib in particular to have 

functioned as the main platform for comics by women artists. This use of comics 

to accompany copy was replicated in other feminist publications such as 

Trouble and Strife (1983-2002) and Feminist Review (1979-). 
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I divided the sorting of archival data into three stages. First, into key themes 

through an identified recurrence within my initial search. I then sorted the 

cartoons by humour, loosely identifying the dominant characteristics in relation 

to the theories discussed in Chapter Two. How a cartoon can use humour to 

push forward ideas within feminism has been a central consideration throughout, 

and some of the cartoons offered clearer examples of this than others. My third 

stage of the sorting was based on the provenance of the comic, that is, the 

reason for its creation: whether it was created as protest, as part of a collective 

or collection, or by an individual. Where possible I collected information on 

where it was published, whether it was commissioned for a publication or self-

published, how the publishing process materialized, and whether the cartoonist 

was paid or not. All the cartoons I have selected have been published in some 

form. 

 

An observation Roger Sabin and design historian Teal Triggs make in their 

consideration of zines (2001) is that just by being zines does not mean they 

address ideologies, politics or feminism. Their questioning has informed my own 

methodology. At what point, they ask, for example, does an autobiographical 

zine or comic about the everyday represent an example of “an 

oppositional/adversarial/‘rebel’ consciousness”? Is it the subject matter or the 

act of the making that can represent a counter-cultural “radical act”? (Sabin & 

Triggs, 2001:2). In my selection I have therefore tried to include a cross section 

of example works to create case studies. Where possible I have aimed to focus 

on less well-known material. For example, the prolific work of Posy Simmonds 

is important in the history of women’s cartoons and also humorous. However, 

my interest has been to investigate what other works were being made that 

have received a less wide spotlight. 

 

My visual and textual analysis of the selected works provided a springboard for 

a description and analysis of the social and political atmosphere of the decade, 

as well as the more specific social, political and economic relations and 

institutions surrounding the production of the image. The provenance of the 
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works added to this scrutiny and a cross section of works within the criteria was 

essential to ensure this. This segued smoothly into a consideration of the 

audience and how the comic would be viewed differently depending on where, 

when and how it was viewed. 

 
Visual and Textual Analysis 
“Visual imagery is never innocent: it is always constructed through various 

practices, technologies and knowledges” (Rose, 2007:26). Interpretation of the 

visual images can be made through consideration of three modalities: the 

production of the image, the site of the image and the site of the audience. That 

is, its compositionality, or how it pulls the viewer in; its technological site or the 

context in which the image is seen, for example whether a zine, gallery, poster, 

etc.; and the social modality, relying on the social practices of spectating, along 

with the social identities of the spectators. My analysis has been guided by 

these interpretations. 

 

A possible flaw in the use of this methodological approach is that the images 

have been chosen for a conceptual interest and a subjective interest, and that it 

relies on more detailed case studies of relatively few images. The images are 

therefore not statistically representative of a wider set (Rose, 2007:78-79). But 

as Gillian Rose asserts in her preface to Visual Methodologies (2007): 

there is no single or ‘correct’ answer to the question ‘what does this 
image mean?’ or ‘what is this ad saying?’ Since there is no law which 
can guarantee that things will have ‘one, true meaning,’ or that 
meanings won’t change over time. (Rose, 2007:xiv) 

Cultural theorist Stuart Hall’s model of reading media texts (Hall, 1973) is useful 

here in explaining why texts are read differently. He categorised three different 

ways individuals interpret or decode readings. The “dominant reading” or 

“preferred reading” is where the reader fully accepts what is conveyed. The 

meaning in this case communicates the dominant ideology as intended, or 

encoded by the author, yet the code appears “natural”. This is not to be 

confused with the author’s intended meaning, since it is possible for the 

producer to be unconscious of the ideological messages incorporated. A 
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second way texts can be decoded is a “negotiated reading”, where the 

preferred reading is mainly accepted but elements of bias are recognised. A 

third, “oppositional reading” is where the information is rejected. This is relevant 

to my earlier discussion of the simplicity of line in the feminist cartoons (p. 5), 

and my reference to the contrast with the drawing style of mainstream comics 

and cartoons. What might be considered “simple”, or “untutored” drawing in 

relation to the dominant or mainstream, can be instrumental as a visual 

challenge to a dominant reading. In Robert Philippe’s Political Graphics: Art as 
a Weapon (1980), he articulates this: 

Graphic art can be a political weapon. As such, it becomes more intense 
in tone and simpler in content at moments of crisis. It tends toward the 
basic, atavistic human desire to shout aloud – or at least to the radical 
reduction of ideologies to slogans. (Robert, 1980:278) 

My extensive searching in the key archives and within the networks in which I 

am linked have produced a wide selection of images. My belief is in the value of 

close attention to a few images together with thematic readings as a way of 

paying tribute to outstanding artists hitherto neglected. 

 

Interviews 

In preparation for carrying out the interviews, I took part in doctoral training in 

the application of interview techniques at the University of Sussex. I also 

conducted an ethical review process as part of this training preparation. I then 

carried out semi-structural one-to-one interviews with a total of nine cartoonists 

identified for interview. The cartoonists were selected as having most relevance 

to the research questions, and were those whose work I associated with 

specific decades. These included Jacky Fleming (1970s), Suzy Varty (1970s), 

Steven Appleby (1970s), Cath Jackson (1980s), Annie Lawson (1980s), Kate 

Charlesworth (1980s), Kate Evans (1990s), Rachael House (1990s) and Nina 

Burrowes (2000s). The interviews were restricted to one hour, and audio 

recordings and transcripts were the documentation of this primary research. 
They took place in public cafes and in some cases the cartoonist’s studio. In 

most cases, follow-up clarification emails were sent. At a later point in the 

research process, I also communicated by email with Lucy Sweet, Christine 



	 56 

Roche, Alison Fell and Janis Goodman with specific questions. 

 

My Methodological Journey – Assumptions and Encounters 

My initial expectation was that cartoons would have been created in response 

to specific British historical feminist activities and events. With the time frame in 

place, I predicted a neat and contained thesis to materialise. Items would be 

presented in boxes, much in the way the comics form itself operates, with 

actions or elements of action contained in the “panels”. However, the selection 

and research process itself has mirrored McCloud’s concept of “closure” within 

comics scholarship (McCloud, 1993). My role as researcher has been to fill in 

the missing information in the cultural history of cartoons and comics to 

understand the whole historical picture. In addition, my research process has 

included my own laughter and pleasure along the way, as I achieved closure of 

the joke or “got” the cartoons.  

 
Even as I smiled at the wonderful material I was finding, I could not help 

bemoaning the archival lack with older generation cartoonist and publisher 

Corinne Pearlman.49 She invited me to look at her bookshelves and it was an 

early realisation that the archives of British women cartoonists exist within the 

private collections of older cartoonists. My decision to conduct semi-structured 

interviews with cartoonists from each decade was conceived as a way of 

providing a personal voice to the historical narrative. Initially I considered this 

supplementary. As the interviews took place, it became clear that the anecdotes 

shared offered an intriguing everyday reality of experiences of feminism, 

reflecting ambivalence I had not expected. As a consequence, I reconsidered 

my research title. The interviews also had greater significance to the research 

methodology than originally supposed. They offered me access to material that 

was not archived in public institutions and/or was now out of print or had never 

been published. Talking with the artists led me to look for cartoons in 

publications where their works appeared that I might not have considered, such 

as regional newspapers. Discussion also led me to discover their 

																																																								
49 Editor and creative director at independent publisher Myriad Editions, Brighton. 



	 57 

contemporaries, who I was in some cases unaware of. Another dimension that 

appeared during the interviews was access to the means of production of the 

works. For example, identifying details such as whether cartoonists were paid 

for published cartoons and how they survived financially are points that could 

not be deduced from an examination of the artefact, yet they are revealing in 

constructing a wider picture of how and why feminist cartoons have developed 

as part of an industry. 

 
The research process has not been without its anxieties and questions. All the 

interviewees are friends or acquaintances and a number of the older generation 

cartoonists are currently working on longer-form comics projects, meaning their 

contribution to the research area is not confined to the past. Although the 

process has positively consolidated my relationships with them, it has also 

made me conscious of a personal responsibility to them. A part of this has been 

to question the role of academic research and researcher and my own role 

within it, aware that “Breaking down the barrier between the professional and 

the personal has been central in the feminist effort to expand the institution of 

knowledge to include what and how women know” (Gallop, 2002:18). Thus their 

anxieties and questions have become mine.  

 

The idea of The Comics Tea Party, 2015, was to add an innovative extension to 

the individual interviews during my research process. A public audience event, it 

referenced American visual artist Judy Chicago’s The Dinner Party (1979) in 

celebrating the forgotten or ignored women artists within comics. I invited 

cartoonists whose works represented a diversity of experiences. They included 

Steven Appleby, Kate Evans, Rachael House, Annie Lawson, Janette Parris 

and Sofia Niazi (OOMK zine). Three “academic” speakers were invited: 

Professor Will Brooker (University of Kingston). Dr Matt Green (University of 

Nottingham) and Dr Ernesto Priego (City University, London). I also invited 

Professor Roger Sabin (Central Saint Martins, University of the Arts, London), 

Candida Lacey, Director of Myriad Editions and PhD researcher Pen Mendonça 

(Central Saint Martins, University of the Arts, London) to begin the event with a 

panel discussion around our impressions from a visit to the Angoulême 
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International Comics Festival 2015.50 We had attended in different capacities, 

and reflected on the presence or lack of presence of women there. This 

positioned the event within the wider international comics context. This was 

followed by delivery of conventional academic papers and these starkly 

contrasted with the subsequent artists’ in most cases amusing presentations. 

The social implications of sharing a meal of tea and cake offered to the 

audience, was intended to be significant. Tea is a meal with domestic or 

feminine associations and symbolises comedy and pleasure. An indulgence, 

but at the same time an everyday event, I aimed to challenge the exclusivity 

and class associations of the dinner party. The “tea” aspect became a 

performative element. Artist, curator and PhD researcher Sarah Lightman 

(University of Glasgow) baked cakes and had inserted feminist text printed on 

edible paper into them. Following the tea break, she gave a short presentation 

establishing that everyone had ingested feminism. Admittedly the event was a 

construction, limited also by the element of exclusivity in the university setting, 

but it was successful in stimulating debate. All participants, a group of around 

fifty people, were invited to respond to the day in drawn, photographed, written 

or other form. The results were compiled into a printed booklet for circulation 

following the event.51 A large number of the images were captured and 

distributed online via Storify (Storify, 2015).52 The event allowed me to 

challenge my assumptions about the archive and documentation. Firstly, as 

Victoria Worsley, Archivist at the Henry Moore Institute in Leeds noted, “the 

personal nature of the archive gets lost when it goes into the institution. An 

archive is all about social interactions” (Gunning, Melvin & Worsley, 2008). The 

cartoons came to life as part of the animated input from their makers. It was 

also more informative, enabling the artists to position their work within the 

																																																								
50 The Angoulême International Comics Festival is one of the largest and most important annual 
comics festivals in the world. 
51 A downloadable version of the booklet is available via this link: 
https://app.box.com/files/0/f/3595664035/1/f_151852248243. Also available via the website 
(British Consortium of Comics Scholars, 2017). 
52	https://storify.com/ernestopriego/bccs?awesm=sfy.co_j0eQM&utm_medium=sfy.co-
twitter&utm_content=storify-pingback&utm_source=t.co&utm_campaign= is a visual 
documentation of the day collected from social media.  
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economic, political and social contexts in which it was made and to weave a 

story around it. It was a reminder that we are our own archives, since most of 

the artists whose work I am researching are still living. 

 

A second reflection on archives was that although the archive is the space 

behind the displays and histories that comprise knowledge, it is the curators, 

managers, exhibition designers and academics who have power in deciding 

how this knowledge and expertise is presented. It is then the visitor who 

becomes the “eye”, and the shop and its contents and the reviews that reinforce 

the taste of the visitor experience. In hosting an event at a university, the 

archival knowledge was being added to, because of the institutional context, but 

it was the contribution from the non-institutionally affiliated artists that was 

providing the content of the history. This reinforces the idea that “history from 

below” is as valuable as “from above” (Sabin, 1999:5). However, the driving 

force for such changes is largely from white, middle-class feminists and 

therefore remains a history from above in terms of class. In this I recognise the 

role of clerisy or the role of “self”, which, as British Gender Studies scholar 

Beverley Skeggs writes, “is part of a system of inscription, exchange, 

perspective and value attribution” (Skeggs, 2004:19) that does not “pre exist the 

discourses that constitute it” (19). A third reflection was on documentation and 

the power of the cartoon in becoming the outward manifestation of 

documentation of academic ideas. This was the motivation behind producing a 

“zine” of the day. The online publication of the visual experience of the day 

complemented this. The combination of online image with the presence of the 

maker is perhaps how the modern archive could locate itself. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	 60 

PART II 
CHAPTER FOUR: The 1970s: Anger and the Humourless Feminist 

This chapter reveals the beginning of a powerful practice of political cartooning 

in Britain within the newly revived Second Wave women’s movement in Britain. 

The emerging form of feminism was characterised by anger, arguably 

necessary in order to be taken seriously. But the cartoons reflected humour. 

This humour, I argue, was infused by and responded to anger not only 

identifiable within feminist politics but within the wider political, economic and 

social context in Britain at the time. The Edward Heath era (1970-1974) was 

marked by political discontent. Dominated by conflict between the government 

and trade unions, memories of power cuts and strikes are representative of the 

time. Wider popular culture included movements such as punk rock that burst 

forth from 1976 to 1979, with a raw anarchy reflecting a political outrage and 

disaffection with the status quo and the Conservative government under 

Margaret Thatcher’s leadership from 1979. 

 

Humorous feminist cartoons were being produced within newly forming cultural 

platforms created by feminist activity, rather than appearing in mainstream 

publications. But in spite of the evidence of humour being a part of feminism in 

this form, the influential stereotype of the angry feminist dominated, missing the 

subtlety of satire and even farce so prevalent in the protest. I have discussed 

the conflation of humourless with ugly in relation to an anti-suffragette cartoon 

(Figure 5). Now anger was added to this stereotype, branding feminists as ugly 

and angry, both implying humourlessness. The consequence was a more 

harmful image of feminism than one that relied on unadulterated anger, which, 

as American cultural theorist and feminist Sianne Ngai notes, is one of the 

“grander passions” (Ngai, 2005:6-7). The stereotype of the humourless angry 

feminist was invasively and powerfully reinforced in mainstream publications, for 

example in newspaper cartoons, such as the Bernard Cookson cartoon in 

Figure 12.  
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It is the idea of the angry humourless feminist that I begin with as part of a 

review of feminist theory and activity in the decade. I then survey the position of 

comics in Britain and reflect on humour within a wider cultural context to 

contextualise the emergence of feminist cartoonists. I follow this with three 

examples of cartoon work, which I analyse within the historical and political 

backdrop of Britain. My first example is a specific Women’s Liberation 

Workshop pamphlet, Why Miss World? (1971), produced in response to the 

Miss World protest in 1970. The reason for this choice is that it includes cartoon 

documentation of a specific feminist protest, illustrating the position and 

importance of protest. It is the most short-lived of the types of works I look at 

and the least visible today. It is the sort of publication I had assumed I would 

find in great quantity in the archives, but did not. I propose three reasons for this. 

Firstly, the ephemeral nature of such works meant many were not considered 

archive-worthy at the time. Secondly, they would not have been categorised as 

“comics” or “cartoons” in the archival process, thus are less acknowledged or 

visible as such. Thirdly, because of the feminist emphasis on collectivism, the 

Figure 12: © Bernard Cookson, cartoon, 1973 (Cookson, 1973). 
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lack of individual names, as in the case of this example, meant there was not a 

focus on preservation. British feminist journalist Polly Toynbee wrote in 1985 

that if a “sister” was quoted in the press she was accused of “ego-tripping” or 

dismissed as being opportunist. As a result many statements were issued 

anonymously (Walter, 1998:171).  

 

Whilst acknowledging the importance of anonymity as a political point in the 

collective work from this era, it is productive to recognise how feminist theory 

was being absorbed on an individual level. To identify how and why individual 

cartoonists were using the comics form and why they considered humour 

important is the rationale for my second example, which looks at cartoonist 

Jacky Fleming (1955-). Fleming’s work began with a personal response to 

feminism that influenced her career. I have selected cartoons in which Fleming 

critiques women’s representation in the media and art, and in which she 

satirises attitudes to violence towards women. However, the “collective” or 

“collectivism” in feminism of the time was significant and my third example is 

chosen to draw attention to its influence on cartooning activity. The See Red 

Women’s Workshop (1974-1990) was a collective of women artists who 

produced posters and leaflets. Although they did not consider their works to be 

cartoons or comics, the posters often use the language of comics. The 

message of the work and the working practice was driven by and determined by 

feminist politics, and provides insight into the social and political context. I have 

picked works that responded to the debate around women’s domestic and paid 

work. The final poster I consider is a direct response to Thatcherism, probably 

made in the early 1980s.53 Produced slightly later than the other examples, it 

provides a bridge to the next chapter, demonstrating a subtle change in 

ideology. 

 

 

 

 

																																																								
53 The original members of the collective are unable to recollect exact dates of production. 
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British Feminism 
The British socialist feminist Sheila Rowbotham encapsulates the mood and 

motivation of British feminism as the decade began: 
So what are we complaining about? ... a smouldering, bewildered 
consciousness with no shape – a muttered dissatisfaction – which 
suddenly shoots to the surface and EXPLODES… 
 We want to drive buses, play football, use beer mugs not glasses. We 
want men to take the pill. We do not want to be brought with bottles or 
invited as wives. We do not want to be wrapped up in cellophane or sent 
off to make the tea or shuffled in to the social committee. But these are 
only little things. Revolutions are about little things. Little things which 
happen to you all the time, every day, wherever you go, all your life. 
(Rowbotham, 2001:211)  

 
Feminism urged women to examine their everyday lives, the “little things”, and 

take action. Feminist grassroots activity in Britain emphasised changing the 

lives of women through direct action. The four basic demands identified by 

feminism in 1970 were: equal pay, equal education and job opportunities, free 

contraception and abortion on demand, and free 24-hour nurseries (British 

Library, 2015). Small, organised consciousness-raising (CR) groups were 

formed independently of men, where debate took place and campaigning and 

protest was organised. The emphasis was on personal experience, initially oral, 

and the women-only aspect was considered essential (Humm, 1992:1-4).  

 

It was women-only feminist groups that led single-issue pressure campaigns. 

Examples included the Leeds women’s clothing factory workers’ strike in 1970 

against the union’s acceptance of lower wages for women workers. From 1970 

to 1972, the Women’s Liberation Movement (WLM) supported the Night 

Cleaners’ campaign and strikes in London to unionise dangerous and poorly 

paid mainly women’s labour. On 21 June 1975, the National Abortion Campaign 

(NAC) held a feminist demonstration that attracted 20,000 people, who marched 

to successfully defend the 1967 Abortion Act against James White’s Abortion 

Amendment Bill. It was the biggest rally since the women’s suffrage campaign 

(Wellcome Library Archives, 2016). If passed it would have meant that 80% of 

the abortions performed at that time would have been illegal (Spare Rib, 

1975a:8). Government reforms were taking effect that benefitted women, such 
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as improving the welfare system, increasing the availability of contraception, 

and ensuring entry of more women into higher education and types of work not 

open to them before. However, these changes were not a result of feminist 

activity. Rather they were consequences of adjustments in the labour market: 

organisation of production and the population increase. That is, in areas that 

could “serve to rationalize capitalist production” (Rowbotham, 1973:168) 

government reform supported the WLM’s demands. It was on specific single 

issues as mentioned that feminist activity focused. 

 

Feminist theory of the 1970s included “best-sellers” such as Germaine Greer’s 

The Female Eunuch (1970), Kate Millett’s Sexual Politics (1970), Adrienne 

Rich’s Of Woman Born: Motherhood as Experience and Institution (1977), 

Andrea Dworkin’s Woman Hating (1974), Anne Koedt’s The Myth of the Vaginal 

Orgasm (1970) and Sheila Rowbotham’s Hidden From History (1973). The 

theories and the activity were infused with anger. But as British Australian 

feminist theorist Sara Ahmed articulates in her consideration of the role of 

emotion in the production of feminist theory, the nature of the anger that makes 

women feminists is not the immediate anger at women’s oppression, but a 

mediated anger. She explains how the anger we may feel in identifying as 

feminists is an anger that is already present in “a reading of the world in a 

particular way and also involves a reading of the reading” (Ahmed, 2003:239). 

That is, anger is one of a number of emotions involved in identifying as 

feminists that brings us to a critical questioning of the world we know. Yet the 

pleasure or laughter aspect was visible and visualised in the cartoons that 

appeared. If we agree with Ahmed that the anger was mediated, we can argue 

that so too was the humour. Such mediation created satire in the cartoons, a 

humour that could be explained as wit that contained hostility, as a mediated 

anger. I have introduced the word “wit” here and suggest that, although “wit” 

and “humour” may not be clearly distinguishable, there is a difference. British 

literary critic and social commentator William Hazlitt identified: 

Humour is the describing of the ludicrous as it is in itself; wit is the 
exposing it, by comparing or contrasting it with something else. Humour is, 
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as it were, the growth of nature and accident; wit is the product of art and 
fancy. (Hazlitt, 1841:23) 
 

What Hazlitt indicates here is that wit is amusement resulting from cerebral 

activity, an intellectual process. If this is so, we may be amused by the 

“cleverness” or “wit” of a cartoon, without laughing. It is therefore a useful idea 

in explaining how a cartoon can be very funny (witty) without making us laugh.  

 

To return to the angry feminist, in The Promise of Happiness (2010) Ahmed 

convincingly addresses how the “angry feminist” became translated into the 

stereotype of the “Feminist Killjoy”, which, I would add, intimates “humourless”. 

Her explanation is based on Western culture’s emphasis on happiness. She 

refers to the proliferation of happy housewife blogs that reinforce the idea of 

feminists as envious happiness failures. Darla Shine’s Happy Housewives 

(2005) proclaims that women who do not share her route to happiness should 

“Grow up! Shut up! Count your blessings!” (Shine cited in Ahmed 2010:52). 

Such indignation at feminist debate is strikingly similar to the umbrage 

expressed by readers in a 1975 issue of Spare Rib (Spare Rib, 1975b:8). In 

spite of the regular insertion of humorous cartoons, two issues of Spare Rib 

magazine in 1975 reflected the popular image of feminists as humourless and 

without joy. The editorial was entitled, “Why is your magazine so depressing?” 

(Spare Rib, 1975b:8). The feature included readers’ letters and questions. One 

example read: 

But Spare Rib is so depressing to read. All the articles are about being in 
prison, or being anorexic, or not being able to have orgasms, or not getting 
equal pay. I read magazines to get away from all that. (Spare Rib, 
1975b:8) 
 

It was plain from questions received from readers such as “What do you mean 

by a women’s liberation magazine?” that there was not a clear readers’ 

consensus as to what feminism was. Furthermore, a heteronormative discourse 

prevailed, as evidenced by the question, “But what have lesbians got to do with 

women’s liberation?” (8). An acceptance of conventionality and doubt about 

challenging the status quo was indicated: “You’re always talking about political 

change – why? Why can’t that be left to people in power?” Questions reflected 
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bafflement around the purpose of feminism: “You seem to assume that all 

women are dissatisfied with their condition. What about women who want to 

stay at home and look after their kids, or like having doors opened for them?” 

(Spare Rib, 1975c:6). 

 

So, although written in the twenty-first century, Ahmed’s theory is as applicable 

now as fifty years ago. “Happiness shapes what coheres as a world” (Ahmed, 

2010:2) and is used to justify oppression. Linguistic examples include the 

“happy housewife”, the “happy slave” and “domestic bliss”. “Happiness is used 

to redescribe social norms as social goods” (2). But as Ahmed points out, 

happiness is not easily measurable. “The belief that you can measure 

happiness is a belief that you can measure feelings” (5), with a clear distinction 

between good and bad assumed. The use of happiness barometers such as 

marriage creates a situation where the indicators become misunderstood and 

instead interpreted as predictive and causal. “Certainly to be a good subject is 

to be perceived as a happiness cause, as making others happy. To be bad is 

thus to be a killjoy” (65). By questioning assumptions such as the heterosexual 

institution of marriage as a route to happiness, 

The feminist killjoy ‘spoils’ the happiness of others; she is a spoilsport 
because she refuses to convene, to assemble, or to meet up over 
happiness… The word feminism is thus saturated with unhappiness. (65)  

 
In Ahmed’s analysis of mainstream culture, a form of displaced envy of the 

happy housewife is the projected cause of the humourless feminist: 

There is a desire to believe that women become feminists because they 
are unhappy, perhaps as a displacement of their envy for those who have 
achieved the happiness they have failed to achieve. (Ahmed, 2010:67) 

 
The description of the feminist as envious further denigrates her. Envy is not 

grand like anger, but “amoral and noncathartic… weaker and nastier” (Ngai, 

2005:6-7). The detractors, the feminists, are blamed for disrupting the 

happiness. They are, in American feminist theorist Judith Butler’s sense, 

making trouble: 

To make trouble was, within the reigning discourse of my childhood, 
something one should never do precisely because that would get one in 
trouble. The rebellion and its reprimand seemed to be caught up in the 
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same terms, a phenomenon that gave rise to my first critical insight into 
the subtle ruse of power: The prevailing law threatened one with trouble, 
even put one in trouble, all to keep one out of trouble. (Butler, 1990:vii) 

 
“The figure of the female troublemaker thus shares the same horizon with the 

figure of the feminist killjoy” (Ahmed, 2010:65). But, Ahmed notes, “What is 

striking is that the crisis in happiness has not put social ideals into question and 

if anything has reinvigorated their hold over both psychic and political life” (7). It 

is not the social ideas being questioned by the feminist that are considered 

“bad”, but the feminist subject (65).  

 
With examination of the comics activity at the time it is easy to identify reasons 

why women cartoonists may have been angry. From the end of the 1960s the 

British mainstream comics industry began to decline. However, three successful 

titles emerged from the alternative counterculture: 2000 AD (IPC/Fleetway, 

1977); Viz (House of Viz, 1979) and much later Deadline (Tom Astor, 1988). 

These titles shared characteristics that differed from mainstream publications. 

They were anthologies, targeting an older readership, aligning themselves with 

magazines rather than comics, and influenced by the 1970s punk movement 

(Sabin, 1996:133). The other characteristic they shared is that they did not 

provide opportunities for women cartoonists, in spite of aligning themselves with 

a radical politics that challenged existing social structures. In addition, Viz’s 

cartoon “The Fat Slags” was arguably blatantly anti-feminist; I will consider this 

in more detail in Chapter Six in the context of the 1990s, when Viz was at its 

most successful. The marginalisation and objectification of women in these so-

called alternative mainstream comics was noticeable. 
	

The weekly comic 2000 AD continues today and was created and first edited by 

writer and editor Pat Mills, serialising stories in each issue. It used science 

fiction, fantasy and violent satire to address questions of state power, racism 

and imperialism with a punk tone. The main character was Judge Dredd. It sold 

approximately 220,000 copies on launch in 1977 (Mills, 2012) and some of the 

most well-known names in mainstream comics have contributed (2000 AD, 
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2016).54 There were no women contributors in the 1970s, but a few in the 1980s 

and 1990s.55 Following its success, Mills launched a comic for girls, because 

they generated greater sales. The resulting Misty (IPC/Fleetway, 1978) comic 

had longer stories and an emphasis on horror and the supernatural. It sold 

approximately 270,000 copies on launch in 1978 (Mills, 2012). Still there were 

few women involved in the production. Pat Mills offered his explanation: 

because all the younger female magazine journalists looked down on girls’ 
comics and didn’t want to write or edit them, aspiring to teenage and 
women’s glossy magazines instead. (Mills, 2012) 

 
Viz began in 1979 as a photocopied alternative comic or zine produced by two 

brothers in Newcastle and by the end of the 1980s was one of the biggest 

selling magazines in Britain. Parodying post-war comics and appealing primarily 

to a middle-aged male readership (Dennis, 2015), it mocked the politically 

correct with “Its irreverent mix of bad language, childish cartoons and sharp 

satire” (Viz, 2015). Feminism was also satirized in cartoon strips and characters 

such as “Sid the Sexist”, introduced in 1982. This raises the question of whether 

labelling mockery as satire deemed it an acceptable form of humour, or whether 

it was simply misogynist. I will discuss this further in Chapter Six, in relation to 

Viz and the cartoon strip “The Fat Slags”. 
 

Notable underground or counter-culture alternative press in Britain featured 

cartoons by artists such as Robert Crumb and Gilbert Shelton. Such 

publications included International Times (1966-1973), Oz (1967-1973), Black 

Dwarf (May 1968-1972), Frendz (1969-1972) and Ink (May 1971-1972) 

(Beatchapter, 2016). There were some women contributors, including Germaine 

Greer, and Sheila Rowbotham was an editorial member of the Marxist 

newspaper Black Dwarf, but in these publications women cartoonists were 

scarce, with the exception of artist Nicola Lane who was the only woman 

cartoonist for International Times (IT). The January 1969 “Year of the Militant 

																																																								
54 Well-known names in mainstream comics included Alan Moore, Grant Morrison, Mark Miller, 
Neil Gaiman and Gareth Ennis. 
55 These included Angie Mills in1983, Melinda Gebbie, Hilary Robertson in 1989 and Rachel 
Pollack in 1993.  
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Woman?” issue of Black Dwarf published an essay by Rowbotham. Writing in 

2001, she recollects her response to the cover designed by Martin Sharp, who:  

had heard ‘women’ and thought ‘ridicule’. On the pink cover a cartoon 
dolly bird looked out from a ‘V’ sign, holding a hammer and sickle. Below 
this image he had drawn a woman in a boiler suit in comic-book style, her 
pocket buttons substituting for protruding nipples… ‘Women’s liberation’ in 
the designer’s mind seemed to evoke everyone taking their clothes off. 
(Rowbotham, 2001:210) 

 
She describes how her text was overlaid with photos of naked celebrities, which 

she insisted were removed at cost to Black Dwarf (Rowbotham, 2001:211). 

Sexual liberation was certainly an important aspect of 1960s feminism, but as 

Rowbotham outlines, is could be misinterpreted. The resulting attitudes to 

sexual politics within the counter culture were often misogynistic. The American 

Wimmins Comix (1972-1992) had also experienced misinterpretation of sexual 

liberation, which had motivated them to produce their own publications: 

The gospel of free love was supposed to be a way of challenging 
bourgeois ideology; it was also, of course, a way for young men to 
blackmail women into sleeping with them. ‘Chicks’, as the underground 
journalist Richard Neville called them, were told that they were 
conservative or boring if they refused male attention. (Sandbrook, 
2010:372) 

 
As with 2000 AD, the inclusion of women appears to have been largely because 

they knew the editors. For example, Nicola Lane was a friend of Heathcote 

Williams, Mike Lesser and Richard Adams. An established artist already,56 she 

was encouraged to participate in IT by Mike Lesser, who was her boyfriend at 

the time and with whom she lived in a squat in Notting Hill, London (Lane, 

2017). Lane’s cartoon strip “Beryl in Peril” was based on the original line-up of 

characters Dennis the Menace, Beryl the Peril and other characters from The 

Dandy and The Beano comics, but representing them as radical adults. Her 

cartoons were humorous and carried a feminist message. But whilst male 

cartoonists such as Crumb and Shelton gained international acclaim for their 

cartooning, Lane’s work as a cartoonist has been less often acknowledged and 

she went on to pursue a career as a fine artist. Seminal underground 
																																																								
56 Lane had been working as a practising artist in New York. She worked as an illustrator for 
Esquire and Ms. She returned to Britain in 1975 and began working immediately for IT (Lane, 
2017). 
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publication Oz began in Australia, edited by Richard Neville. Women 

contributors included Marsha Rowe who was one of the founding members of 

Spare Rib. In 1970 Germaine Greer guest edited the “Cunt Power” issue of Oz 

in which she presented a feminist manifesto. She later admitted her ideas had 

been “tidied up” in response to a male editorial control (O’Brien, 1999:187). A 

notable contribution to the British underground comics press was the 

Birmingham Arts Lab, which formed in 1973 and had an in-house printing press 

hand-built and operated by cartoonist Hunt Emerson (Wakefield, 2015). 

Cartoonist Suzy Varty was the only woman member.  

 
Feminist Cartoons and Comics 

There were mainstream publications that carried women’s cartoons, including 

national and regional newspapers. Notable is the regular cartooning done by 

Posy Simmonds for the Guardian from 1972. Simmonds entered the industry 

directly following her training and was never without paid employment as a 

cartoonist. She experienced no prohibition on account of her gender and 

although she has been supportive of grassroots activity, it has never been a 

significant part of her activity or approach. Simmonds would perhaps not identify 

herself as a feminist cartoonist, nor a cartoonist motivated by her politics. Yet in 

her weekly strip “Posy” for the Guardian that ran from May 1977 until 1987, it 

was the satirical observation of the left-wing, middle-class family the Webers 

that “told you as much as any discussion about nuclear power and private 

education” (Durrant, 2007). Her observations were never offensive, which 

perhaps goes some way to explain her unblemished career and popularity. She 

did not contribute to the women’s collectives’ anthologies, but her cartoon strip 

The Silent Three,57 originally produced for the Guardian, was reproduced in 

Feminist Review (1979-). The relevance to feminism was her satirising of white 

middle-class assumptions, which were being contested within Second Wave 

feminism. Other cartoonists whose work appeared in mainstream periodicals 

such as The Spectator, Private Eye and The New Statesman included Merrily 

																																																								
57  Originally produced as The Silent Three of St Botolph's, a series of weekly strips that 
parodied Evelyn Flinders’s 1950s girls’ adventure story strip. Beginning in 1977 Simmonds 
produced 93 strips (Gravett, 2012).	
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Harper (recognised as a “political cartoonist”), Sally Artz, Riana Duncan and 

Ros Asquith.  

 

Undoubtedly the most important and biggest platform for feminist cartoons was 

Spare Rib magazine. It was started in Britain in 1972, by Marsha Rowe and 

Rosie Boycott, who had both worked for the alternative press, Boycott at Frenz 

and Rowe at Oz and Ink (Phillips, 2011:52). Both had been frustrated by the 

restriction of women to service roles within such publications, which didn’t 

represent an “alternative” role for women. It was this that spurred them to set up 

Spare Rib (52). Launched for £2,000 raised through donations, the first print run 

was 15,000 (52). It was run as a collective, with ten full-time and five part-time 

workers who were interested in a publication that expressed: 

a critical dissatisfaction about women’s experiences… overturning taken-
for-granted patriarchal assumptions about femininity and women’s daily 
experiences of motherhood, family life, heterosexuality, feminine sexual 
images, division of labour and women’s emotional dependence in 
marriage. (Chambers, Steiner & Carole, 2004:165) 

 
Cartoons by women were included from the very first issue until its final issue in 

1993. Spare Rib complemented newsletters that were circulating debate and 

news specifically from WLM activity and which were text-heavy publications with 

only occasional inclusion of illustration or cartoons. These included the biannual 

Red Rag, produced by the Red Rag Collective of Marxist feminist WLM 

members, formed in 1972. The Women’s Information and Referral Enquiry 

Service (WIRES) published the national internal WLM newsletter, with news of 

groups, campaigns, conferences and opinions, between 1975 and 1985.58 The 

London Women’s Liberation Workshop was set up in 1969 and published 

Shrew as their magazine until 1974, then again in 1976. It was produced by 

different groups of women to encourage a variety of opinions. Shrew did feature 

cartoons and illustration, including work by cartoonist Sarah Beazley. These 

																																																								
58 These are the most well-known at the time, but other feminist newsletters produced around 
Britain included: Women’s Report, Leeds, Bread and Roses, Leeds Women’s Liberation 
Newsletter(s), Bradford Women’s Liberation Newsletter(s), Libertarian Women’s Network 
Newsheet / Newsletter, Women’s Voice, Women’s Struggle Notes, Scarlet Women, Socialist 
Woman, Revolutionary and Radical Feminist Newsletter (Rev/Rad), London Women’s 
Liberation Newsletter and Catcall.	
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publications functioned to circulate information and were distributed by the 

Publications Distribution Co-op (PDC), a radical alternative distributor that set 

up a distribution network supplying radical publications to independent 

bookshops. Alongside this, the feminist newsletters were also distributed at 

local WLM meetings and conferences. In addition, specific campaign pamphlets 

were also distributed within the WLM networks, of which Why Miss World?, 

which I will examine as my first case study, was an example. When cartoonist 

Suzy Varty compiled, edited and contributed the first British women’s comic 

Heroine, published by the Birmingham Arts Lab in 1978 (Ar:Zak),59 she 

distributed it through these feminist distribution networks. Copies were sold at 

the 1978 Birmingham National Women’s Liberation Conference (Skinn, 

2004:174), “where it was praised as feminist art” (McKie, 2014). This paved the 

way for other women’s comics collectives and anthologies to follow. 

 

What set Spare Rib apart was the collective’s intention to provide a form of 

consciousness raising, targeting an audience of feminists and “not-yet-feminists” 

(Chambers, Steiner & Carole, 2004:165). It functioned as the “main notice 

board and journal” (Toynbee, 2010:86) of the WLM in Britain, vital because the 

women’s movement had “no structure, no umbrella organization, no 

headquarters” (87). Whether a conscious decision or not, the inclusion of 

cartoons and a recognition of the importance of humour supported the aim to 

reach out and make feminism more widely accessible, or popular. By the end of 

the 1970s, all issues included a regular double-page cartoon spread, as well as 

single-panel cartoons. By the end of the 1970s a total of around twenty-seven 

women cartoonists’ works had been featured and a number of women 

continued to cartoon elsewhere, such as Jacky Fleming, Christine Roche and 

Lesley Ruda.  

 

One of the features of Spare Rib was that “The boundary between reader and 

writer started to dissolve” (Phillips, 2011:52). This was a result of the collective’s 

																																																								
59 Contributors included: Suzy Varty, Trina Robbins, Sue Ash, Lyn Foulkes, Julia Wakesfield, 
Kate Walker, Meg Amsden, Judy Watson, Paula Williams and Borin Van Loon.	
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rejection of capitalist consumption and a rigid adherence to the idea that one 

could not be a feminist and a capitalist. This meant anyone could submit writing 

to the magazine, and content relied on group consensus (Chambers, Steiner & 

Carole, 2004:167). This reflected feminism’s emergence from and with 

socialism, with a joint aim of transforming society. The result for Spare Rib as a 

publication was an inconsistency in quality of content, which is also evident in 

the drawing style of the cartoons. The magazine had an amateur, self-help tone 

to it, visually magnified by the reliance on the cheaper offset litho printing 

technique.60 The simple line drawing style dominant in the cartoons in the 

1970s issues may well have been influenced by the limitations of the printing 

technique. There was a stark contrast with the high production, full colour 

glossy women’s magazines such as British Cosmopolitan, which it intended to 

compete with. As British cultural studies scholar Janice Winship writes: 

To compare Spare Rib with commercial magazines is like evaluating the 
appeal of a spartan whole-food diet by reference to the rich diet of junk 
food. (Winship, 1987:123) 

 
 

Spare Rib’s success was surprising considering the bigger newsagents refused 

to stock the first issue, and that in the same year the National Magazine 

Company spent £127,000 on the launch of Cosmopolitan, a magazine that 

“represented a new and explicit sexual self-assertiveness based on a 

consumerist ideology of feminine competitiveness and individual success” 

(Chambers, Steiner & Carole, 2004:165). Ten years later Spare Rib had a 

circulation of 35,000 and an anthology published by Penguin (Toynbee, 

2010:86). Spare Rib was the first feminist magazine to consistently include 

cartoons, setting a precedent for future feminist magazines that was echoed in 

feminist book publishing companies as they were set up.  

 

In the July 1978 issue of Spare Rib a double-page cartoon feature by Lesley 

Ruda is entitled “The Funny Side Of The Street (The Continuing Moving Story 

																																																								
60 This photographic method enabled pages to be set on a typewriter. Where pictures were 
included they tended to be less distinct. The alternative was the expensive and technically more 
skilled method of letterpress (Phillips, 2011:47). 
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Of The Struggle Against Poverty Of Humour In The Women’s Movement)” 

(Ruda, (1978:24-25). There is reference within the cartoons to the combined 

oppression from the powers of capitalism and patriarchy. However, this is the 

first reference in the magazine to the idea of humour as a weapon, a weapon 

denied to women, as indicated in the title. It suggests the inclusion of cartoons 

was a deliberate attempt to counter the stereotype of the humourless feminist. 

 

Many of the cartoonists I looked at had their early work published in Spare Rib. 

And it was Spare Rib cartoonists such as Lesley Ruda, Jo Nesbitt, Liz Mackie 

and Christine Roche who were active in establishing cartooning collectives, as 

well as developing their work and becoming established individual cartoonists. 

Inclusion of feminist humour was a defining component of their works. It is this 

emphasis on humour, as well as a tracing of the networks, that I scrutinise in 

looking at the cartoons produced and the nature of their production. But before I 

turn to my case studies, I will first consider how humour operated within a 

mainstream context and how humour using the cartoon form expressed 

dominant attitudes to women. 

  

Humour 

By the 1970s, the Working Men’s Clubs and Institute Union had become 

established in the North of England. Providing entertainment for working-class 

men, live performances were a regular feature, including comedy acts that 

aimed for an immediate reflex response to the humour. “Misogyny, along with 

racism and homophobia was an easy way” to achieve this (Gray, 1994:135). 

Women were scarce in the programming of comedy in any form and to 

participate they had to become the object of laughter in order to be considered 

funny. In other words, as American cartoonist Betty Swords, who was one of the 

few women who began cartooning in the 1950s, wrote, “Women don’t make the 

jokes because they are the joke” (Swords, 1992:69). Perhaps the most 

extraordinary cartoon I uncovered in my research is shown in Figure 13. I will 

examine this in more depth as an example of attitudes to rape in 1970s Britain 

and what this cartoon reveals about mainstream humour at the time.  
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Can Rape be Funny? 

 
 

 

We must assume that the cartoon on the men’s underpants in Figure 13, 

shocking by the standards of the twenty-first century, was produced as a 

humorous, possibly Christmas gift idea. On sale in British retail store Tesco in 

1977, the humour comes from the unexpectedness of the display. Exhibited on 

the most private piece of male clothing, the inference is that whoever saw these 

pants would be intimately related to the wearer, rather than a rapist’s victim. 

The image depicts a white, middle-aged, male. His unshaven appearance, 

stereotypical flasher’s mac and trilby hat offer visual signifiers of a working-class 

man. An insidious implication is that all friendly white working-class men are 

rapists. If we read the stripes of the socks as the stripes of prisoner clothing, a 

further pernicious insinuation is being made that working-class men are 

criminals. The rapist is running away, as if disturbed in his act, but he is not 

shown being caught. The frightening message is that friendly neighbourhood 

rapists do not get caught. The contradiction of “friendly” with “rapist” and the 

chilling reality that most rapists are known to their victims is what makes this 

Figure 13: Tesco men’s underpants (Spare Rib, 1977:11). 
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cartoon most disturbing. Naïve in my speculation that Tesco’s buying decisions 

would have been motivated beyond a financial consideration, I was 

disappointed to discover the archives for Tesco are limited to financial reports, 

so I have been unable to trace the cartoonist (Tesco, 2014). However, it 

indicates Tesco considered a market existed for this commodity. In itself this 

assumed a social acceptability of the content. On 8 October 1977, a group of 

women picketed the local Catford branch of Tesco in South London, collecting 

signatures on a petition in protest against this product, and the underpants were 

withdrawn from stores in response to this (Spare Rib, 1977:11). 
 

The rapist pants show how humour in comics form, although presented as light-

hearted, reinforced a misogynistic attitude to women in a subtle and acceptable 

way. I invite you to reflect on whether the rapist pants humour could have 

worked if it had been a photograph of Peter Sutcliffe above the caption. Dubbed 

by the press the “Yorkshire Ripper”, Peter Sutcliffe sexually attacked and 

murdered thirteen women across Yorkshire between 1975 and 1980. Another 

high profile sexual attacker in Britain was Peter Cook, the “Cambridge Rapist”, 

sentenced in 1975 after a nine-month campaign of terror (Sandbrook, 

2010:379). These cases were mythologised by the media and introduced a 

climate of fear for women. These phenomena cannot be overlooked in a 

consideration of the cultural role of women at the time: 

Crimes directed against women… exposed a simple, virulent loathing of 
the female… Only a culture which nurtured and encouraged a deep-
seated hatred of women could produce a mass killer of his type… 
Misogyny wears many guises, reveals itself in different forms which are 
dictated by class, wealth, education, race, religion, and other factors, but 
its chief characteristic is it pervasiveness. (Smith, 1989:xvi) 
 

Significant to my research is that cartoons can be included in what Smith refers 

to as “guises” of misogyny. An example is a cartoon (Figure 14) from a 1977 

issue of Police, the magazine of the Police Federation, featured in Spare Rib in 

April 1978 as part of a page devoted to the media’s treatment of rape (Spare 

Rib, 1978:40). 
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Three white elderly male judges share their “sneaking admiration” for rapists, 

celebrating an idea that all men are potential rapists. In 1971, American feminist 

poet Susan Griffin’s article Rape: The All-American Crime (Griffin, 1971) was 

published, in which she asserted that “Rape is held to be natural behavior, and 

not to rape must be learned” (Griffin, 1971:27). She called for the “conspiracy of 

silence” that existed around rape to be broken (Griffin, 1971:27). The three 

judges in Figure 14 together signify the seriousness of the case under 

consideration. Their high-backed chairs connote legal chambers and the books 

and scrolls signify their position of power within the judicial system. The viewer 

is invited to laugh with the superior judges, at the powerless female victims of 

the crime. The joke reminds us that the decisions they make will be indisputable, 

yet influenced by their personal and subjective opinions. British Sociology and 

Women’s Studies scholar Ruth Waterhouse references Mulkay’s work on 

Figure 14: Uncredited cartoon from Police, 1978 (Spare Rib 1978:40). 
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heterosexual humour: “The joke teller can express with impunity, the ‘serious 

discourse’ of male domination via the unserious discourse of humour… the 

discourse of women, serious or otherwise, is effectively silenced” (Waterhouse, 

1996:170). Figures 13 and 14 illustrate what feminist journalist Angela Phillips 

wrote in 1974: “although it is against the law the glorification of rape is built into 

our culture” (Phillips, 1974:30). In 1975, North American feminist Susan 

Brownmiller published Against Our Will: Men, Women and Rape. She argued 

that men’s potential to rape gave them power over women, men’s genitalia was 

their weapon, constituting the underlying cause of women’s oppression. To 

become liberated, women must strip men of the power to rape. This echoed the 

opening of Griffin’s essay: “I have never been free of the fear of rape” (Griffin, 

1979:26). In 1976 Britain’s first Rape Crisis Centre opened in London and in 

1977 the first Reclaim the Night protest march took place in Edinburgh, 

triggered by anger over the police and media handling of the Sutcliffe crimes. 

Feminist writer and activist Julie Bindel wrote: 

The Yorkshire Ripper was still terrorising the north of England and the 
police had been advising that, to avoid attack, women should stay inside 
after dark. The march responded directly to this warning (placards read 
‘No curfew on women – curfew on men’) and hundreds of women shouted 
about their anger at being kept off the streets – the supposedly public 
highways, after all – by the threat of male violence. Marches occurred 
simultaneously in 12 English locations, from Manchester to Soho. (Bindel, 
2006) 
 

The question feminists were asking was why women were being put under 

curfew and not men. By the end of the 1970s there were sixteen rape crisis 

centres in Britain that were funded by charitable trusts (Sandbrook, 2010:380).  

These examples of how rape was used in humour support the idea of humour 

being a weapon in the reinforcement of dominant attitudes towards women. In 

Hélène Cixous’ The Laugh of The Medusa (1976) she roused women to take 

arms against patriarchy and misogyny through laughter as a legitimate weapon. 

Art historian Marina Warner quotes Adriana Caverero writing about the 

maidservant from Plato’s Theaetetus: “The servant, as a female figure of 

oppression, is nonetheless capable of a desecrating laughter. Her laughter 

resonates within her confinement to the ‘sphere of necessities’” (Warner, 
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2000:327). The reference to the “sphere of necessities” leads neatly into my first 

case study. The pamphlet Why Miss World? documented in humorous cartoon 

form a protest that used everyday necessities of flour, paper, tomatoes and ink 

as comical “weapons”. 

 
The Protest Comic, Why Miss World? 

The disruption of the Miss World Contest, at The Royal Albert Hall in London, 

by the Women’s Liberation Movement on 20 November 1970 was, as 

participating feminist scholar, activist and organiser Sally Alexander describes it, 

“One of the most spectacular consciousness raising episodes” (BBC News, 

2014). The flamboyance and success of a publicity stunt that in Britain “had 

almost 24 million viewers – the highest rated television programme that year” 

(Another Nickel In The Machine, 2010), was key in establishing “attitude and 

identity” (Malchow, 2011), giving profile and a public voice to the demands of 

the Women’s Liberation Movement. A printed 21-page black and white 

pamphlet, Why Miss World? produced by The Women’s Liberation Workshop 

(1971), provided documentation of the event. The artwork is uncredited. This 

was in line with the “idealistic feminist rhetoric” (Walter, 1998:171) of the WLM 

that was anti hierarchical. There was no space for individual egos: such an 

approach was viewed as patriarchal. The uniformity of style throughout 

suggests the artwork was by the same artist. The disruption was an example of 

comedy infused with a serious subtext. There were around fifty women and 

some men participating as activists in the disruption (Another Nickel In The 

Machine, 2010). Inconspicuously dressed, the women had “flour bombs, flour 

inside scrunched up pieces of paper” (Another Nickel In The Machine, 2010) in 

their handbags, to be thrown when a signal was made. As American historian 

Howard Malchow notes, “It brought a ‘politics of theatre,’ borrowed from the 

counterculture and alternative left, to the women’s movement” (Malchow, 2011). 

The elements of hysteria and Bakhtin’s carnivalesque seem particularly 

appropriate in such a bodily focused protest and cause. Malchow’s observation 

was that “the element of subversive ‘play’ in radical feminism was meant to 

expose through ridicule the pretense, hypocrisy, and pomposity that cloaked the 

real machinery of social oppression” (Malchow, 2011). Providing a diary-like 
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record, or witness account, the cartoons accompanied a written documentation 

and responded to the element of humour and the visual, reclaiming both.  

 

The pamphlet and cartoons offered an alternative visual display of the event, 

permanent, though ephemeral in form. Yet in the histories of the WLM they 

have been overlooked in the collective memory and immortalization of the event. 

commemorated by the slogan that appeared on the back cover of the pamphlet, 

shown in Figure 15. 

 

 
 
 
 

 

To set the mood, the comedian and compère of the pageant, Bob Hope, who 

was a very popular showman at the time, said in his opening welcome, “I am 

very happy to be here at this cattle market tonight, mooooo. No it’s quite a cattle 

market, I’ve been back there checking calves” (TV insider 1, 2008). The joke is 

misogynistic, implying women are dumb animals. This “comic scapegoating” is 

a reliance on the butt of the joke. British philosopher Simon Critchley argues 

that most humour works “to reinforce consensus and in no way seeks to criticize 

Figure 15: Uncredited, back cover of Why Miss World? pamphlet, 
1971 (Why Miss World?, 1971). 
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the established order or change the situation in which we find ourselves” 

(Critchley, 2000:11). If this is so, Hope’s jokes supported a social acceptance of 

the sexual objectification of women that also played into deep structures of 

sexual as well as gendered power. As Frances Gray argues, “Comedy positions 

the woman not simply as the object of the male gaze but of the male laugh – 

not just to-be-looked-at but to-be-laughed-at – doubly removed from reality” 

(quoted in Waterhouse, 1996:166). The joke generated hilarity and laughter 

from the audience but provoked so much anger amongst the protestors that the 

signal went off early.  

 

 
 
 

 
In Figure 16 the humour is created by visually reversing the direction of hostility. 

The inclusion of sweat drops from Hope connotes that he is out of control and 

introduces a visual pun. He is “hot” but in the wrong way; he is desperate and 

also leaky, degenerate. The text supports his desperation. As he recognises not 

all the women are “getting” the joke, he implores “keep on smiling darn you!” In 

Figure 16: Uncredited (Why Miss World?, 1971:10).  
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this caricature it is his sexuality that is displayed and shamed, through the 

phallic nose, testicular nostrils and wilting microphone. It is the fascinating 

grotesquerie of his face and his monstrous physicality juxtaposed with the small 

woman which strips him of his power, creating and inviting ridicule. The woman, 

in contrast, is represented as inanimate. Her body, at a slight angle, signifies a 

cardboard cut-out doll, objectified. The cartoons in the pamphlet visually 

responded to the interchange of play and humour with the strong presence of 

anger in the protest through a feminist lens. But it was only the anger that 

became associated with the WLM’s protest, not the humour. The mainstream 

media saw Hope as harmless; his status as a popular comedian was not 

lessened by the event. Ironically, it reinforced the stereotype of the WLM as 

angry humourless feminist killjoys. 
 

The WLM demonstrators were arrested on assault charges for throwing flour 

bombs, tomatoes, stink bombs, ink and leaflets at the stage (Another Nickel In 

The Machine, 2010). The trial of the Miss World demonstrators was the first 

British women’s liberation trial since the suffragettes (Shrew, 1970:31). Some of 

the women defended themselves and Figure 17 depicts the trial. The heavy 

black shading denotes the women protestors reclaiming power, at the forefront 

of the panel; the symbol of female power is visible. The judge is caricatured as 

a bulldog, using the tradition of physiognomy. He is at the top, representing 

authority, yet his head is only just visible and his hands suggest he is clinging 

onto the bench. By positioning him as an animal, this is reversing the direction 

of the hostility, mimicking the joke Hope made in his welcome with a reference 

to women as animals. The drops of sweat and emanata signify his anxiety and 

lack of control, juxtaposed with his angry expression. The panel is filled with text 

but there are no speech bubbles, suggesting a unified chorus of shouting from 

the protestors. The texts move in different directions, conveying a lack of order 

in the courtroom.  
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The pamphlet concludes by saying: “The attack on Miss World was great – we 

need also to go beneath it, beyond symbolic demonstrations to build a strong 

supportive movement of women who will take the offensive” (Why Miss World?, 

1971:21). There was a realisation that there needed to be more in the Women’s 

Movement than going “from demo to demo with nothing in between” (21). 

Despite the fact that, even in the pamphlet, activists were wondering how to 

effect enduring change rather than symbolic protest, I suggest that cartooning 

was part of a breakthrough in visual politics, enabling the WLM to take their 

protests beyond the immediate. My next case study examines how an individual 

cartoonist was influenced by feminist ideas in her work. 

Figure 17: Uncredited (Why Miss World?, 1971:15).  
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The Quiet Anger of an Audacious Girl in Jacky Fleming’s Cartoons 

Jacky Fleming was a young student of Fine Art at Leeds University during the 

1970s. During her final year she was taught by British art historian Griselda 

Pollock, who introduced her to feminism: “It made complete absolute sense, 

things fell into place” (Fleming, 2014). Fleming describes her excitement at 

having a view pointed out to her that she hadn’t previously considered: 
That’s what I love about feminism, that things become visible that you 
didn’t even know were missing. That’s the joy of it. Things come into focus 
that you didn’t even know had been left out. If you don’t know something’s 
been left out, you’re not going to pursue it or research it because you’re 
not aware of it. (Fleming, 2014)  

 
Similarly, if there is no awareness of an alternative source of laughter, or 

alternative group sound, the existing laughter is joined without knowing there is 

something missing.  

 

Fleming enthusiastically began reading feminist texts; “In a way I think I’ve been 

a messenger, interpreter of those ideas, making them accessible, putting them 

into an accessible form” (Fleming, 2014). As an undergraduate Fleming 

submitted an essay to Pollock in drawn form, which Pollock suggested she take 

to Spare Rib. It was this drawing that was included as a double page spread in 

the 1978 issue (Figure 18). It was the only time Fleming’s comics were included 

in Spare Rib, but it began her published cartooning path. It led to publications of 

postcards, cartoon books, and newspaper cartoons and strips. 

 

The comic begins with the image of a young girl, which during Fleming’s career 

developed to become her most recognisable recurring character. Shown getting 

up and looking at her reflection, the drawn lines are scribbled, scruffy. The girl’s 

unkempt hair suggests innocence and youth, but also cheekiness.  
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Fleming’s young girl character bears similarity to the Suffrage Atelier’s “Vote 

Girl” cartoon, shown in Figure 19. The use of a girl by the Suffragettes was a 

bleak reminder that legally, at that time, women only had the status of children. 

In terms of humour, the depiction of the feminist as a prepubescent girl 

represented her as playful and charming. It was a strategy that was as valuable 

in the 1970s as in the 1910s in subverting the stereotype of feminists as angry 

and humourless. It also injected an incongruity as the characters addressed 

adult subject matters. 

 

 
 

 
Fleming’s character is also reminiscent of Eloise (Figure 20), a character with 

unkempt hair and precocious ways. Fleming developed her character by adding 

a bow in her hair as shown in Figure 22 and 23, and later adopted pink as a 

spot colour. Eloise was created in the 1950s by US nightclub entertainer Kay 

Thompson and illustrated by Hilary Knight for what became a series of 

children’s books, first published in 1955. The young girl lived in the Plaza Hotel, 

New York, with her pet pug and pet turtle. She spoke with the language of an 

adult socialite and merged adult and childish behaviour (Monahan, 2015). This 

produced humour through absurdity and incongruity. Fleming utilises a similar 

mix of childish and adult behaviours in her cartoons to convey political feminist 

messages. Whilst Thompson’s Eloise invited reflection on the absurdities of 

Figure 19: The Vote Girl (Suffrage Atelier, c.1910). 
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upper class socialites, Fleming’s girl drew attention to the absurdities in the way 

women were viewed socially. The humour can be understood with reference to 

incongruity theories. The incongruous situation must be resolved before it can 

be funny, and in a cartoon this is the equivalent to the punchline of a joke. In 

American social psychologist Jerry Suls’ analysis of the appreciation of cartoons 

he argues that “A joke or cartoon is constructed to lead the recipient astray and 

produce surprise” (Suls, 1972:84). This can only take place if the recipient 

understands the context and will have “expectations about the picture 

disconfirmed by the caption” (Suls, 1972:82). Although Fleming does not use 

text in the cartoon in Figure 18, she creates expectations through the visuals. 

 

 
 

 

The second scene (Figure 18) is of the girl looking up at a billboard 

advertisement. A photograph of a woman’s face looks out from the billboard. 

She looks beyond rather than at the viewer, not interacting but to be looked at, 

admired, as the idealised woman. “The stereotype is the Eternal Feminine. She 

is the Sexual Object sought by all men, and by all women… virtue is assumed 

from her loveliness, and her passivity” (Greer, 1970:58). The sequence 

continues with the little girl applying make-up. The message is of the influence 

of the media and advertising on young girls.  

 

The second tier begins with the girl walking past a photograph of a woman 

symbolic of a fashion model, collaged onto the drawing. The collage element 

Figure 20: Eloise, 1955 (Thompson, 1955). 
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offers the media’s narrative of how women should be, contrasted with the drawn 

images in which the girl mimics the photographed women. The drawing style, 

like the representation of the girl, is scruffy, real in its untidiness. It is juxtaposed 

with the polish of the photographed image. This visual polarity emphasises the 

feminist message of the unreachable goals of beauty portrayed in the media, 

but also the absurdity in the contrast, which creates humour. The girl is next 

seen in an art gallery, signified by two statues of nude women. Pollock had 

presented reasons why in the history of art there was not a single woman artist 

mentioned:  

Once Griselda had pointed out that there had been female artists and then 
explained the whole process by which they were excluded very 
deliberately. Then your entire world picture has shifted. Everything looks 
different from that point on. It is wonderful. It’s like turning a key. Feminism 
to me is as revolutionary as Galileo saying that the earth wasn’t the centre 
of the universe and it’s the same thing. You are shifting the focus. 
(Fleming, 2014) 

 
Fleming’s conversation with me contained a striking language of sight. She 

talked of how something looks, of ideas becoming visible and coming into focus. 

My starting point for this thesis was Hillary Chute’s Graphic Women (2010), in 

which she demonstrates that the success of the comics form in presenting 

stories of trauma is the visual element. I assert that where humour is combined 

with a serious message it is the visual element of the cartoon that makes it a 

successful and a unique vehicle for conveying ideas. 

 

The girl positions herself, naked, in an incongruous setting. Enjoying this 

absurdity, we reflect on how so many works of art in galleries and museums are 

of female nudes, by male artists. Fleming’s protest in her cartoon strip is against 

high art as well as advertising. This implies a comment not only on gender but 

also race and class. The final tier shows the legs of the dressed guards 

standing over the naked girl. The scale of the drawing adds a sense of violence 

and anger to the image. The booted legs of the men are big and shaded, 

adding to the sense of threat against the vulnerability of the small young girl. In 

the final image this violence is reinforced as they carry her out of the gallery. 

The humour here is drawn from the disproportionate response of the guards to 
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the young girl, as she is treated as “dangerous”. Fleming’s point is that the girl is 

only doing what she is supposed to do in her quest to become a woman. She is 

imitating the visual representation of idealised women, not only presented in 

advertising, but also in the gallery. It is this last panel that forms the equivalent 

of the punchline to the cartoon. The use of humour has been essential to 

Fleming in her work. A major influence was the work of cartoonist John Glashan, 

who wrote, “I have discovered that the nearer humour approaches seriousness, 

the funnier it will be. Being funny is not funny. Humour is seriousness in 

disguise” (Glashan, 2011). The influence is identifiable in Figures 21 and 22. 

 

Fleming said her “original intent was to make people laugh, the comedy element 

of it was crucial” (Fleming, 2014). The reason she gave was “because what’s 

better than having a laugh, what’s better than the combination of clever and 

funny, it’s the best combination isn’t it” (Fleming, 2014).  

 

 

 
        

Figure 21: John Glashan, cartoon, 1975 
(Glashan,1975).	

Figure 22: © Jacky Fleming, c.1975 
(Fleming, 1975). 
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After the publication of her drawings in Spare Rib, the next cartoon Fleming 

produced was as a postcard (Figure 23), where she used and refined the young 

girl character as a source of her humour. She photocopied the drawing to 

produce cards to sell on a market stall in Leeds, with a group of fellow 

undergraduate students displaying and selling their works. Fleming added her 

cards to the stall “at the last minute on a whim” (Fleming, 2017). They quickly 

sold out. She talked about the experience that inspired her to draw it. She was 

attacked at an underground station in London on her way to work. She later 

found out her attacker had been previously charged with attempted rape, but 

was now living in a nearby hostel. When she arrived at work, her colleagues 

said, “Well what do you expect, wearing those earrings?” Fleming was shocked 

at this response: “That was an eye-opener, that I was being blamed for a man’s 

violence, because of what I was wearing. That was another one of those crucial 

moments of, this is so wrong” (Fleming, 2014). At the time, she said, there were 

a lot of self-defence classes being held and a strong belief, “That self-defence 

classes were the answer to male violence… the cartoon was an indictment of 

that” (Fleming, 2014). 

 

 
 
 

                           Figure 23: © Jacky Fleming, cartoon, 1978 (Fleming, 1978a). 
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The first Rape Crisis Centre in Britain opened on 15 March 1976 and its first 

annual report in 1977 stated that “self-defence classes have always been an 

integral part of our scheme” (Rape Crisis Centre, 1977:23). They were 

considered to be advantageous for channelling anger and gaining confidence 

and control. It was a response to the idea in society of man seen as the 

aggressive predator and woman as passive prey. The word victim for the raped 

woman was considered inappropriate, reinforcing the idea of the woman as 

passive. The central aim was to challenge the identity of the raped woman as 

passive and to fight back.  

 

In 1974, Angela Phillips noted that the first thing police looked for before 

pressing a rape charge was signs of a struggle, as evidence of a women putting 

up a “fight for her virtue” (Phillips, 1974:30). But it was worse for a woman to 

struggle, as violence was met with greater violence by perpetrators (30). In 

1973 feminist Maggie Lomax criticised the enthusiasm for promoting the 

teaching of self-defence to women: “we are too conditioned into believing 

ourselves to be the guilty ones, perpetually internalising our hurt, terrified of that 

moment in court when the prosecutors suggest that you were a willing party to 

the rape” (Lomax, 1973:32). She referred to the Chiswick Women’s Aid Centre, 

pointing out that women did not go there to ask for defence: 

we women have had so much violence perpetrated on us, that to learn 
defence is like accepting ‘their’ system, entering into their violent world – 
when what we are surely striving for is birth, life, love where one shall not 
dominate over the other, most of all physically. (Lomax, 1973:32) 

 
Fleming’s cartoon can be read as satirising this debate around self-defence; it 

relies on the idea of laughter as a more powerful weapon than violence. 

However, the success of the cartoon’s humour is in the duality of its reading. It 

also visualises the anger and violence women feel about men who attack. In 

this reading self-defence is endorsed as something even a small girl is capable 

of, affirming the idea that women can do anything. Yet the female fight results in 

the comic parcelling up of the attacker into a neat and simple string bundle, 

rather than a bloody mess on the floor. The laughter in this reading is angry 

laughter, drawing on the superiority theory, yet softened by the incongruity of 
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the cute child protagonist.  

 

The popularity of Fleming’s cartoon and the relevance of the debate around 

self-defence, particularly in Leeds where Fleming was based, must be 

understood in relation to the activity of Peter Sutcliffe in Yorkshire, already 

mentioned. Fleming’s concluding words in the conversation I had with her were 

revealing: 

My motivation, my interest in feminism isn’t really equal pay or maternity 
rights or the kind of things that you know, there are a lot of issues. It’s not 
that I’m not interested in them, but the source, the real source of the 
motivation is male violence and the way that this society ignores it. It’s 
invisible, invisible. (Fleming, 2014) 

 
As British Gender and Feminist Media Studies scholar Karen Boyle states, 

“making men’s violence visible was a crucial aspect of early feminist work” 

(Boyle, 2005:xiii). The reasons were to make the gendered nature of the 

violence explicit and to make the hidden visible so it became recognised as 

violence (xiii). In a humorous and visual reference to the debate, Fleming’s work 

is an example of the power of feminist cartoons.  

 
The Collective: See Red Women’s Workshop 

My consideration of the See Red Women’s Workshop (See Red) is to 

demonstrate the influence of the collective on the lifestyles and work of groups 

of women. See Red was an all-women print making collective in London formed 

in 1973 by a core group of arts graduates: Pru Stevenson, Suzy Mackie and 

Sarah Jones (Stevenson & Mackie, 2015). The women were keen to use their 

skills to produce posters to further the cause of the Women’s Liberation 

Movement, to subvert, explore and challenge the stereotypical role of women 

within the male art world. Stevenson and Mackie advertised in feminist 

magazine Red Rag for others to join them in forming a group that would:  
look at and combat the negative images of women in advertising and the 
media. See Red grew out of that meeting and a collective was formed 
producing silk screened posters for the women’s liberation movement as 
well as for community groups and others on request. (See Red Women’s 
Workshop, 2015) 
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Robert Philippe wrote that “The poster has been and still is one of the main 

vehicles – if not the major one – of political graphic art” (Philippe, 1982:306). In 

commenting on its ephemeral quality, he states that “this lessens neither the 

importance of their message nor the labour of the artist. It merely places poster-

art in the sphere of contingency” (306). The See Red collective’s decision to use 

the silk screen-printing process was based on its immediacy and portability. 

They could take their screens home to work on and travel to events such as the 

Annual National Women’s Liberation Conference to work on the screens there 

(Stevenson & Mackie, 2015). They chose the name from “to see red”, meaning 

feeling angry, the word “see” reflecting the visual aspect of their approach 

(Stevenson & Mackie, 2015). However, they reflected that they did not want the 

work to convey anger directly or be didactic in tone (Stevenson & Mackie, 2015), 

but to be accessible. Humour was an important element in the work, although 

the aim was not primarily to be funny. Stevenson refers to the “See Red 

quizzical eyebrow”, meaning their intention was for women to respond to the 

posters by being encouraged to look with them at society (Stevenson & Mackie, 

2015). Sally Jeffery quotes Val Charlton, one of the collective members: “It was 

very important that the thing looked right. It wasn’t any conscious style. It had to 

look competent and professional… I felt the visual side should be witty” (Jeffery, 

2010). As discussed earlier, the use of “witty suggests a cleverness in the 

references” that does not necessarily elicit laughter. However, Ian Sinclair, 

reviewing an exhibition of the posters in 2009, writes about “staggeringly good 

posters on display, many of which made me laugh out loud with their radical 

politics and sharp humour” (Sinclair, 2009). 

 

The group had a clear political motivation: 

Working collectively was central to the ethos of See Red, as was sharing 
skills and knowledge. Members belonged to women’s consciousness 
raising groups and were active in various radical and alternative 
organisations. (See Red Women’s Workshop, 2015) 

 
As historian Temma Kaplan writes, it was through women’s neighbourhood 

networks that political action groups were mobilised during the mass textile 

industry strikes in Barcelona, Spain, in 1913 (Kaplan, 1982). The collectivism of 
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women’s experiences was a core part of feminism of the 1970s, along with 

consciousness raising. The collective was viewed as a way of sharing work, 

allowing women to gossip and share ideas and thoughts that could influence 

what they did. It also provided a solution to the isolation of the family within a 

capitalist structure. Attending CR groups was important for generating ideas. 

Within their personal lives, the See Red collective had no division between work 

and life. With little money, the members lived in collective households or squats, 

working part time and sharing childcare. An important focus of their approach 

was domestic issues, reflecting personal life as a political statement (Stevenson 

& Mackie, 2015). See Red had London premises in Camden Town where they 

worked, with a shop window. They put three posters in the window, including 

the one in Figure 24. Within 24 hours a brick had been thrown through the 

window. Following that they moved to South London to a derelict building near 

Walworth Road and in 1978 shared the space with a sister collective, Women in 

Print. They completed the renovations themselves. As with the approach to the 

printmaking and design, the onus was on skill sharing and knowledge 

(Stevenson & Mackie, 2015). Situated in the heart of a National Front 

stronghold, in 1978 the premises were broken into at night, the inks poured 

around the studio and the posters urinated on, but the building was not set fire 

to. With poisonous inks and solvents and no health and safety strategy, the 

collective felt relieved the attack had not been more severe. Mackie reflects that 

women’s groups were seen as a threat and in response to the attack the 

collective produced a poster and became security conscious (Stevenson & 

Mackie, 2015). 

 

The poster in Figure 24 encapsulates the feminist debates around work in the 

1970s. It protests about the division between paid and domestic work, using red 

to reflect the protest element. The poster visually depicts the “split woman” who 

had to work a double shift. The unpaid domestic work in the home is depicted 

on the left as mother and wife, and the paid employment on the right as 

unskilled factory worker. The point they wanted to make, according to 

Stevenson, was that the capitalist boss benefitted from both forms of women’s 
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work (Stevenson & Mackie, 2015). If we read the image as a comic, it is divided 

into two panels, with the division drawn as a line through the middle of the 

woman, decentring her. She is visually split, symbolically a split subject. There 

is no gutter between the panels, signifying the lack of space, distance or 

distinction between the woman’s work roles. Drawing on feminist film scholar 

Laura Mulvey’s idea of the male gaze, theorised in her seminal 1975 essay 

Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema (Mulvey, 1975), I interpret the scenes as 

presenting the male-orientated capitalist gaze, the view of the idealised working 

woman. Mulvey analysed the way mainstream films “construct an ideal viewer” 

through the way men and women were represented in films, speculating how 

this would appeal to a spectator. In film, she argued, the male gaze occurred 

when the views from three perspectives, the audience, the director behind the 

camera and the characters within the film, were from the perspective, and for 

the pleasure, of a heterosexual man. I argue the poster shows how the ideal of 

the woman as worker was constructed through the views, perspective and 

pleasure of the employer, husband and male audience. 
 

 
 

Figure 24: © See Red Women’s Workshop poster, 1976  
(See Red Womens Workshop, 1976). 
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In Figure 24 both panels show men looking onto the scenes through windows. 

The men inhabit the public sphere, the women the private or inner sphere. In 

Mulvey’s terms, the men are looking from behind the camera, controlling how 

the woman is viewed. In this context they control how the women are viewed 

and function as workers. She is unseen, yet seen. Here, the men represent 

capitalism, indicated by the pound sterling symbol on their hats, symbolising the 

moneyed economy. The man on the right wears a bowler hat and suit, signifying 

the uniform of the factory boss. The debate on domestic labour was concerned 

with the relationship between housework and capitalism. The debate drew on 

Marxist categories and theories to challenge left-wing ideas and explain how 

women’s unpaid housework supported the mechanisms of capitalist economic 

production outside the household. That is, by not being paid for housework, 

wives were contributing to the capitalist reproduction. If the husband had to pay 

for housework, he would expect a commensurate increase in wage. In the left 

panel, the man looking in represents these wider processes and relationships of 

capitalism. 

 

The status of women within the family and the status of private unpaid 

housework was an area of ambiguity. British psychoanalyst and socialist 

feminist Juliet Mitchell summarised the problems facing women in Marxist terms. 

In 1966, in her essay “Women: The Longest Revolution”, she wrote: 

The family as it exists at present is, in fact, incompatible with the equality 
of the sexes. But this equality will not come from its administrative 
abolition, but from the historical differentiation of its functions. The 
revolutionary demand should be for the liberation of these functions from a 
monolithic 
fusion which oppresses each. (Mitchell, 1966:36) 
 

For Marxist feminists, there was a call for “production” to be seen not only as 

the creation of objects but the labour around the care of humans. The family 

became a source of the production of labour in Marxist feminism. In 1972, 

British feminist Rosalind Delmar argued the “family” should be central in an 

analysis of women’s oppression that included aspects of the biological and 

psychological as well as the economic (Stanley & Wise, 2002:52). In the poster, 

the family is portrayed on the left. The husband sits in the armchair, smoking 
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and watching television. The television screen shows a woman smiling out at 

the man; the media message is of the idealised alluring woman. The half of the 

wife in this panel blends into the armchair as part of the furniture, reinforcing the 

assumed presence or invisible labour in the capitalist process.  

 

American feminists Betty Friedan and Hannah Gavron drew attention to 

housework as invisible labour and in the 1970s British feminists Ann Oakley and 

Lee Comer insisted that housework be recognised as work, challenging 

assumptions about “women’s natural, immutable desire and ability to mop, 

clean, sweep and shop” (Kaluzynska, 1980:32). In 1974 Ann Oakley’s 

Housewife was published, based on her research into attitudes to housework in 

Britain. Her findings showed that housewives experienced social isolation, 

loneliness and social anxiety (Oakley, 1974:127). This is reflected in the poster, 

in the central wife’s expressionless face as she stares out at the viewer, her 

eyes heavily shadowed to connote tiredness. Oakley’s findings showed women 

had a sense that they “ought to be satisfied with dreary work” (Oakley, 

1974:232). She stated that “Housework is work directly opposed to the 

possibility of human self-actualization” (Oakley, 1974:222). 

 

The poster does not propose solutions. However, by positioning the viewer 

within the private sphere, it directly invites scrutiny of the “bigger picture”, with 

the collective and from the feminist viewpoint, provoking the viewer to question. 

The Wages for Housework Campaign was initially proposed as a 

consciousness-raising tool, rather than an intention that should be actualized. 

Feminists Mariarosa Dalla Costa and Selma James offered explanation for this 

in their 1973 pamphlet The Power of Women and the Subversion of the 

Community. To demand that such labour become formalised would function 

“further to entrench the condition of institutionalized slavery” (Dalla Costa & 

James, 1973:36). In other words, if women became paid for domestic labour it 

would reinforce it as women’s undervalued work.  
 

Oakley proposed three ways that the liberation of housewives could be 
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achieved: 

The housewife role must be abolished. 
The family must be abolished. 
Gender roles must be abolished. (Oakley, 1974:222) 

 
From its founding membership, the See Red collective expanded to collaborate 

with other women, including members of the Hackney Flashers Collective, that 

included cartoonist Christine Roche, who joined See Red for a while 

(Stevenson & Mackie, 2016). Around thirty-eight women worked with See Red 

between 1973 and 1990 when they finally closed (Stevenson & Mackie, 2016). 

They produced over forty posters, controlling all aspects of production, including 

making their screens and frames. Their posters did not have any one named 

group member credited, to make a feminist statement as mentioned previously 

by avoiding the masculine celebration of the individual. Stevenson and Mackie 

recall the concerned reaction of their male contemporaries and male art 

students to their decision not to credit. But their motivation was to disseminate a 

message (Stevenson and Mackie, 2016). The collective produced a group 

product, with a strong belief that anyone could design a poster.  
 

As the collective developed, they set up an apprenticeship scheme and also 

began working within community politics (Stevenson & Mackie, 2016). The 

posters, both in style and subject matter, reflected the political changes in 

Britain. Figure 25 was produced at the beginning of the 1980s and my analysis 

serves as a link between the 1970s and the next chapter, which concentrates 

on the 1980s. In terms of the growth of Thatcherism, British Culture and Politics 

scholar Heather Nunn refers to how Margaret Thatcher’s gender “informed the 

construction of her persona, was drawn on to vitalise her political discourse and 

was frequently disavowed” (Nunn, 2002:13). Her persona was also literally 

drawn on within popular culture, visualising her political discourse as 

exemplified in the See Red Women’s Workshop poster “Tough” (Figure 25). 
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Figure 25: © See Red Women’s Workshop poster, “Tough”, c.1978 
(See Red Women’s Workshop, c. 1978). 
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The formal portrait-style photograph of Margaret Thatcher is central to the 

image. She sits, smiling, her head slightly inclined to one side whilst her eyes 

look straight out directly at the viewer. Her gaze does not demure; she is not 

like the images of women in advertising to be looked at, but to be directly 

engaged with. Her pose suggests caring interest in the viewer. Her coiffed hair 

and manicured nails suggest money and class. Her hands are placed so we 

see her ringed finger. But she plays with her gender, offering mixed signs. She 

is the picture of demur femininity, the impression of the “ordinary” wife. Her 

gender is used to give the appearance of sameness, but she is not all that she 

seems. The wedding ring is on the right hand. As British feminist Joan Smith 

observed in relation to Thatcher’s handbag, a more obviously visible sign than 

the ring, she never relinquished the privileges of being a woman, symbolised by 

her handbag. She may have operated “like a man” but “she has recourse to 

temper when argument fails, to emotion – to the unpredictability that is said to 

be the hallmark of feminine behaviour” (Smith, 1989:113). Thatcher may have 

exploited her gender to her advantage, but her policies were not aligned with 

feminist aims or a belief in the importance of the Welfare System.  

 

Feminist writer Beatrix Campbell wrote that by putting Margaret Thatcher in 

power when modern Second Wave feminism had ensured that “women’s 

insurgence, women’s presence, women’s nerve and audacity was palpable” 

(Campbell, 1992:13), the Conservatives were “very brilliant”. Thatcher endorsed, 

“the feminine not the feminist” (14). 1970s feminist groups had seen the ethos 

of the welfare state as a vehicle of egalitarian redistribution that could be 

applied to gender as it had been to class. The emergence of a neoliberal mood 

shattered this hope (Fraser, 2013:4). Thatcher proposed “equality of opportunity” 

as a replacement for a pursuit of equality, and aimed for “the right to be unequal 

and the freedom to be different” (Thatcher quoted in Nunn, 2002:31). As Nancy 

Fraser notes, it was at this time that “a rising neoliberalism declared war on 

social equality” (Fraser, 2013:1).  
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See Red’s application of the blue filter imitates the conservative party use of 

blue. The viewer’s eye is drawn from the photo to the scribbled red text in the 

speech balloon that reads “TOUGH”. The upper-case text and exclamation 

mark signify shouting. The use of red indicates socialist ideology and also 

danger or anger. The scrawled nature of the text is suggestive of being quickly 

written, without care, reflecting the lack of care given to the impact on women of 

Thatcher’s policies, contrasting with the care and polish of the photo pose. The 

visual language and aesthetic is subtly different from the style of the earlier See 

Red poster in Figure 24, resulting in a different signification. The use of 

photographic imagery not only references the tradition of photo comics, or 

fumetti, but also suggests it is more directly “real-life”. The handwritten text 

signifies a personal response to reality; the upper-case style here indicates 

declaration and protest. The poster also incorporates the properties of collage.  

 

Graphic designer Jamie Reid created the now iconic artwork for the single cover 

of “God Save the Queen” by the punk band The Sex Pistols in 1977. Reid’s 

style became influential in graphic design and we can detect this influence, 

whether consciously or not, in the See Red poster in Figure 25. As art critic 

Robert Garnett writes about Reid’s work, it was made in “a space apart from the 

institutionalized spaces of art and graphic design” (Garnett, 1999:18). The See 

Red posters and other cartoon works being made by feminists in the 1970s 

were also being produced in that space, apart from mainstream comics and 

newspaper cartoons. This freedom enabled a new aesthetic to emerge. The 

postmodern idea that art was dead imposed an equality on art and commerce 

that allowed this.  

In Subculture: The Meaning of Style, American Popular Culture scholar Dick 

Hebdige (2012, 1979) refers to punk as an example of a subculture, explaining 

subcultural style as an expression of “a fundamental tension between those in 

power and those condemned to subordinate positions and second-class lives” 

(Hebdige, 2012:132). He writes about the “subcultural bricoleur”, building on 

Levi-Strauss’ original anthropological concept of “bricolage”. That is, objects or 

signs, combined and represented out of their recognised context, he claimed, 
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have different meanings in their reconfiguration (Hebdige, 2012:103). An 

example of this influence is in the typography and imagery used in Figure 25. 

The symbolic head and shoulder commemorative photographic portrait of 

Margaret Thatcher is placed in an ornate golden frame. This symbolically 

classed order of the image is disrupted by See Red to create a new anarchic 

meaning. Disturbance is achieved through the application of the collaged 

speech bubble and the handwritten “Tough!” The connotation of a graffiti style, 

associated with vandalism, introduces a disfigurement of the original meaning of 

the image to make a new meaning (Hebdige, 2012:112). The message of the 

traditional portrait of the Prime Minister is subverted. Instead of signifying 

authority, to be celebrated and admired, she is presented as symbolising a 

regime of vandalism.  

From the central photographic image, the viewer’s eye is relayed to the header 

text at the top of the poster, “MY MESSAGE TO THE WOMEN OF THE 

NATION”, then to the frame or border around the photo. I refer to “border”, in 

reading the image as a comic and therefore using the language of comics. The 

irregular shape of the border references the decorative edging for a painting, a 

moulded gilt frame; the use of orange is close to the colour of gold leaf. The 

frame is part of an image; its purpose is to draw attention to the picture. It not 

only frames the image literally, but also culturally, packaging a message of 

aspiration to higher-class values through the use of ornate design and material. 

But here it hides the social impact of the ideas. The border is divided loosely 

into panels with a drawn narrative of the consequences of Thatcher’s policies. 

The text factually presents Conservative policies and actions with numerical 

amounts. The panels are irregular in size and shape and in places the speech 

balloons create the panel edges. There are no gutters between the panels. If 

we read this as a full page of a comic, we can interpret the border as the gutter, 

which is where the reader fills in the missing information (McCloud, 1993). In 

this case the dominant photograph of Margaret Thatcher is central. It is the 

missing information of her policies that give the full picture of what Thatcher 

represented. The viewers must complete this themselves to attain McCloud’s 

concept of closure (1993), and understand the Conservative’s political narrative. 
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In the border panels it is the drawn images, all of women, that visualise the 

gendered implications of the policies.  

 

The See Red poster visually engages with economic and political policies of the 

time, foregrounding the position of women. It visually references specific 

government decisions, rather than a broader debate as in the case of Figure 24. 

The poster is humorous but not necessarily in the sense of making us laugh out 

loud. The aesthetic is also different, as mentioned, influenced possibly by the 

movements in graphic design. This contrasts with the earlier poster, a 

straightforward screen print. As well as developing their aesthetic style, the 

collective itself had also evolved by the end of the decade, reflecting the 

changes in the WLM.61 The core See Red founders were white and middle 

class and conscious of this in the context of debates around difference within 

feminism. However, the members actively worked towards diversity within the 

collective membership. Examples of how they successfully achieved this was by 

working with black women’s collectives and groups, such as The Brixton Black 

Women’s Group (Stevenson & Mackie, 2017). 

 

The presence of anger is evident in the humour in Figures 24 and 25. However, 

in Figure 25 there is a direct anger towards the growth and consolidation of 

neoliberalism under Thatcher, and the negative impact on women of Thatcher’s 

policies is highlighted. Some of the specific effects referred to in the panels 

include the impact of rising unemployment on women, enforcing reliance on 

social security. Another policy that affected women was the imposition of Value 

Added Tax (VAT), introduced in 1977 to compensate for income tax reduction 

and increased to 15% in 1979 (UK Tax History, 2016). VAT was levied on 

everyday items, such as washing powder, as shown in the image. This directly 

hit lower-income women, especially those with children, as did the addition of 

																																																								
61 Within the first seven years of See Red operating, the stated four demands of the WLM had 
changed to seven demands: 1. Equal pay, 2. Equal education and job opportunities, 3. Free 
contraception and abortion on demand, 4. Free 24 hour nurseries, 5. Financial and legal 
independence, 6. An end to discrimination, 7. Freedom from intimidation by threat or use of 
violence or sexual coercion, regardless of marital status and an end to all laws, assumptions 
and institutions which perpetuate male dominance and men’s aggression towards women. 
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VAT on domestic fuel. The closure of government-funded nurseries was 

masked by the emphasis on consumer rights within the private sector, 

promoting a notion of “the customer knows best”. This neoliberal rhetoric of 

freedom and choice was also apparent in some areas of health service 

provision, such as how mothers “chose” to give birth. Whilst offering choice to 

women with sufficient income, women on lower incomes were excluded from 

the power of such choices (Lovenduski & Randall, 1993:47). Women 

particularly affected by deregulation and privatisation of the Welfare State 

included single mothers working or wanting to work, and the elderly.  

 

Conclusion 
The examples in this chapter demonstrate that the ideas of feminism were 

influencing some women who had been trained in art to visualise feminist 

political messages. This varied between individual cartoonists, who worked in 

isolation but contributed to the early feminist publications, such as Jacky 

Fleming, and the collectives, such as See Red. The integration of feminist 

politics, not only in the aesthetics of the artwork produced but in details such as 

working and living practices, is shown in the example of the See Red collective. 

In all the examples I have looked at, self-initiated work was being made that 

rejected more traditional art forms, both in terms of aesthetics and the means of 

production. These case studies also highlight the advent of a non-mainstream 

infrastructure being built as part of the feminist project. The inclusion of humour, 

whether consciously or not, was a part of this.  

 

In my interrogation into the unfunniness of the feminist cartoons, I have applied 

Freud’s theorising of the joke as a basis for explaining how aggression and 

hostility in humour can work. Regina Barreca and Betty Swords have offered 

feminist contributions to this discussion. If an audience does not laugh, this 

does not necessarily mean that a cartoon or comic is not humorous. What may 

be funny for one person may not even produce a wry smile from another. In 

reversing the direction of the laughter, I have argued that women can also use 

humour as a “weapon”, and I have shown how some of the cartoons illustrate 
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this. British sociologist Sam Friedman (2014), in his research into live and 

television comedy, offered an additional explanation. The motivation in his 

research was to question how we discern what is and is not funny, and funny to 

whom. His aim was to identify what determines people’s taste in comedy and 

their sense of humour, as a way, partly, to replicate and update Pierre 

Bourdieu’s classic 1960s work Distinction (1979). He argues the incorporation 

of cultural values in the process of reviewing not only had power to determine 

what was “funny” but also fixed a framework of what funny was. In Friedman’s 

reflection on his previous role as a comedy critic, he observed the power he had 

in judging what was to be deemed funny when writing reviews. At the same time, 

he was clear to point out that his judgment of a comedian’s funniness was not 

determined by how much the audience laughed (Friedman, 2014:2).  

 

Friedman’s reflections could partly explain the invisibility of the feminist cartoons. 

As this chapter demonstrates, they appeared predominantly within a structure 

being created as part of the feminist project. Within this, the review networks 

had not yet been established. As a result, early feminist cartooning did not have 

a channel for influencing wider comedy taste. The process of developing this 

channel, alongside a new language in terms of drawing, humour, production 

and dissemination started to become more sophisticated during the 1980s. The 

subject matter did too, reflecting the complexity of feminist debate and activity 

as it evolved, as I will consider in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: The 1980s: An Alternative Direction for the Anger 
In this chapter I demonstrate a surge of cartoon works by women in 1980s 

Britain. The casually misogynist and racist assumptions of previous years 

began to be challenged, and it was this alteration that prepared the path for 

feminist works to become more noticeable. Although the growth in alternative 

comics remained a largely masculine endeavour, works by feminist cartoonists 

continued to be produced parallel to the mainstream within the framework of the 

feminist structures that had been built in the 1970s. I identify and scrutinise the 

appearance of self-deprecation in the humour of the feminist cartoons in this 

decade. I question why this change in humour took place and what the 

implications were for feminism.  

 

My case studies show how the means of production of feminist cartoons 

changed, refining and borrowing from the model of the collective established in 

the 1970s. But my first case study focuses on individual cartoonists’ works that 

particularly addressed a crisis and critique of feminist identity, including work by 

Maggie Ling, Fanny Tribble (b.1949) and Paula Youens (b.1953). Their 

cartoons and humour are a visual reflection of the tensions within feminist 

debates as well as the wider political and social frictions. My second case study 

looks at cartoons by lesbians that addressed the politics of identity of the  

LGBT community that became visible during the 1980s. I include works by 

cartoonists Cath Jackson and Kate Charlesworth (1950-), as well as 

considering the influence of American cartoonist Alison Bechdel (1960-). I 

continue by considering Cath Tate Cards (est. 1983), a private business 

launched by one woman. I use this as an example of how a business was 

influenced by feminist politics. It demonstrates how the ideals of collectivism 

became consolidated within a changing economic framework, to cultivate 

activity, including entrepreneurial creativity. I show how this functioned to 

benefit women making feminist cartoons. I compare this to the activity of the 

Sourcream women’s comics collective to evaluate the new ways in which 

cartoons by women were being produced and how cartoonists were facilitated 

to do this, economically and politically. My final case study is a look at cartoons 
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about Greenham Common Peace Camp, as responses to a specific political 

protest that emerged from the 1980s. 

 

British Feminism 

1980s Britain was a time of politics of personal freedom, based on the 

neoliberal idea of equality championed by Conservative Prime Minister 

Margaret Thatcher. It can be interpreted either as a period of advancement or 

diminishment. In spite of a changing economic and political emphasis, elements 

such as unemployment benefit and grant structures still in place enabled a 

nurturing of experimental entrepreneurial approaches. This was reflected in the 

quantity and quality of work produced within the arts more widely, and 

specifically within cartoons and comics. To be clear, it also facilitated a lot of 

poor-quality work and dead-end entrepreneurial ideas. By the 1980s, grassroots 

feminist consciousness raising was taking place within the context of a new 

dialogue between feminists and trade unions. This was particularly evident in 

the miners’ strike, which took place from 1984 to 1985, and was “the largest 

[and] longest Trade Union struggle in Britain”, in response to the government’s 

decision to close the coal mines (League for the Fifth International, 2004). The 

activity included groups of working-class women not previously exposed to 

feminist ideas. But feminist activity was taking on other guises too. British 

Women’s / Gender Studies scholar Gabriele Griffin describes how in the early 

1980s “feminist activity was increasingly characterized by institutionalization 

and professionalism, both of which have worked to the benefit and to the 

detriment of women” (Griffin, 2005:4). The benefits were that women had a 

voice in policymaking and decisions in law, education and labour. Historically 

liberal feminism emphasised access for women to choices and freedoms 

through reform of institutions such as law and education, enabling equal 

opportunities. However, this definition became too simplistic during the 1980s, 

when feminist work was being done to challenge and reform existing institutions, 

by women who would not consider themselves liberals (Hinds, Phoenix & 

Stacey, 1992:7). Activity that had begun from grassroots collectives in the 

1970s around issues such as battered women and rape started to organise 
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themselves at a local urban governmental level, creating a “municipal feminism” 

within British politics. Women were establishing and working on committees 

within government-funded centres. This meant women could get paid for 

previously voluntary work. One example of how this was beneficial was the 

group Southall Black Sisters (Griffin, 2005:6). Because they had already 

established a public face, the work they did and reputation they had provided a 

service that supported government provision. Paradoxically therefore, some 

aspects of feminism benefitted during Thatcher’s Conservative years.  
 

British Politics scholars Joni Lovenduski and Vicky Randall provide an 

explanation of the contradictions of Thatcherism as an ideology (Lovenduski & 

Randall, 1993:33). In spite of appearing to be determined by a moral right, they 

argue this was a secondary consideration to the economic one. They presented 

Thatcherism as combining two conflicting strands. One was “neoliberalism”, in 

which economic prosperity was a priority and key driver. The second was “neo-

conservatism”, which stressed the values of hierarchy and order with the 

patriarchal family as key to social order (34). The economic concern was 

combined with the ethos of the moral right. The two strands were therefore 

opposed and it was as a consequence of economic policy, rather than a moral 

concern, that neoliberalism affected “policies in fields such as social security 

and trade-union regulation… [and] the health services” (34). This is why, 

according to Lovenduski and Randall, the policies were not in all cases 

detrimental to women. However, they argue, “economic liberalism has impacted 

on women in far more serious and far-reaching ways” than the moral right (45).  

 

The wider political tensions were compounded by the fractions within feminism 

that had begun in the early 1970s, with vigorous debates about what a feminist 

could and should be. One of the central components of the ongoing debate was 

that women did not just want control over their bodies in relation to fertility, but 

also with regard to sexuality. The focus changed to identity politics, or 

“difference”. The assumption of “woman” as universal was disputed and feminist 

theories were criticised as being based on a supposed position of white, 
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heterosexual, middle class. African American activists such as Kimberlé 

Williams Crenshaw and Angela Davis were prominent in challenging these 

ideas in the black feminist movement, with influential texts during the 1980s 

including bell hooks’ Ain’t I a Woman (1981) and Audre Lorde’s Sister Outsider: 

Essays and Speeches (1984). The concentration shifted to cultural politics 

(Fraser, 2013:1). Feminist theory was challenged as heterosexist in works such 

as American scholar Adrienne Rich’s Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian 

Existence (Rich, 1983). A feminist lesbian politics developed, recognised and 

reflected visually in cartoons published during the 1980s, both in the USA and 

in Britain. 

 
Comics and Comedy, A New Alternative 
The 1980s and 1990s were “a kind of golden age for nonconformist titles: 

among them were comics that tackled topics never covered before” (Sabin, 

1996:177). What is glaring in the line-up of artists and titles gaining attention in 

Britain is the lack of women. It was largely a masculine alternative. Although 

more politically engaged than the earlier anarchic, often misogynist and racist 

works of the underground comix of the 1970s, feminist politics was not overtly 

obvious in this new mainstream alternative. Examples of innovative works 

included Pat Mills and Joe Colquhoun’s British comic strip Charley’s War (Titan 

Books), originally published in Battle Picture Weekly (IPC) from 1979 to 1986. It 

offered a harsh depiction of the horrors of war through a story of a soldier’s 

experiences in the trenches. More topical for the 1980s context, illustrator 

Raymond Briggs’ graphic novel When The Wind Blows, published in 1986, 

narrated the effects of a nuclear war through the eyes of an elderly couple in 

rural England. Comics artist Bryan Talbot produced the first episode of The 

Adventures of Luther Arkwright (Dark Horse) in 1978, that was completed as a 

“steampunk epic” graphic novel published in 1989. A major work for 

experimentation with the form and its potential was Alan Moore and Dave 

Gibbons’ graphic novel Watchmen (Titan Books), serialised in 1986 and 

published as a collection in 1987. It was a dystopian tale of modern society that 

renewed an interest in the superhero genre comics form, by challenging the 

standard heroic approach. It was a work that altered assumptions about the 
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comics form. In 1988, Al Davison’s The Spiral Cage (Titan Books) was the first 

British graphic memoir to be published, telling his personal account of living with 

spina bifida. The comics form was also being used in other new ways, for 

example in the adaptions of classics. For example, Hunt Emerson brought the 

political conflicts of the mid-1980s into his comic interpretation of Lady 

Chatterley’s Lover (Knockabout Comics).  

 

There were some women cartoonists included in this new wave. Posy 

Simmonds (b.1945) continued to be recognized for her cartoons. Her True Love 

(1981) was the first graphic novel to be published in Britain. It parodied girls’ 

romance comics of the 1950s and 1960s, presenting a humorous satire of 

heterosexual love (see Figure 82). Deadline magazine (Tom Astor, 1988-1995), 

established itself as a platform for new comic talent and included humorous 

cartoons by women such as Rachael Ball (1964-) and Julie Hollings. In 1983, 

inspired by RAW,62 comics writer and curator Paul Gravett and graphic designer 

Peter Stanbury launched Escape magazine (1983-1989). The aim was to 

showcase new British works. Although comprised mainly of work by male 

cartoonists, it included some women’s cartoons, such as those by Carol Swain 

(1962-) and Myra Hancock (Gravett, 2017a). Demanding acknowledgement 

here is the popular feminist comic strip series “Tank Girl” by Jamie Hewlett63 

and Alan Martin, which ran from the first issue of Deadline. It was a fantasy 

narrative about a tank-driving female protagonist who had a mutant kangaroo 

as a boyfriend. It gathered a huge and enthusiastic following for its championing 

of feminist values. I reflected on whether this series created by two men should 

																																																								
62 One of the biggest influences on comics at the time was the publication in 1980 of the 
experimental comic anthology RAW that American designer Françoise Mouly co-edited with 
artist Art Spiegelman. It included the serialization of Spiegelman’s Maus. This is the story of 
Spiegelman’s parents, Vladek and Anja Spiegelman, from their first meeting in pre-war Poland 
to their survival of the death camps at Auschwitz and Dachau, and their move to New York after 
the war. The innovation of the comic is the portrayal of the characters as animals. The Jews are 
mice, the Germans cats, the Poles pigs and the Americans dogs. It was later published in two 
volumes in 1986 and 1991 and has become a publishing phenomenon, selling over two million 
copies worldwide.  
63 Jamie Hewlett designed the poster for the 2014 Comics Unmasked exhibition at the British 
Library, mentioned in Chapter Seven. Although the image by Angela Martin shown in Figure 66 
was displayed prominently as part of the exhibition, she was not considered a big enough name 
to commission for the official poster (Edwards, 2014).			
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be included as a case study in my research, since it clearly popularised 

feminism and used humour. I decided it should not. The drawing style is very 

different to the other works I have looked at, positioning it firmly within a 

mainstream alternative tradition. But the central difference is its location within a 

fantasy genre. Fantasy has not been a focus or interest in my research.64 The 

works I have considered have responded more obviously to the theories and 

activities of feminism within the political, economic and social context of Britain. 

It was outside the new alternative that I found evidence of a buoyant body of 

feminist and humorous cartoons flourishing. Significantly, a new readership was 

also being created outside the conventional fan-based comics readership. I will 

examine exactly how this was taking effect in the next section. But first I will 

briefly comment on a “moment” known as the “Alternative Comedy Movement” 

led by 23 protagonists,65 that took place within British comedy between 1979 

and 1988.  

 

My reasons for mentioning this are firstly because it transformed the course of 

British comedy by addressing conventional and accepted ideas of what comedy 

could be. The historical tradition of live comedy, as with cartoons, grew from a 

reliance on negative stereotypes, presented as caricatures in cartooning history. 

Developed to rely on a hostile and aggressive form of mainstream humour 

during the 1970s in both stand-up and cartoon form, this started to change. 

Friedman describes a cultural shift taking place that turned British satire into an 

“overtly political form” (Friedman, 2014: 20) with “new forms of critical, 

experimental, surreal and political comedy” (Friedman, 2014:12). This was 

similar to the change in the new alternative comics. Although rather male-

dominated, as with the alternative comics, there were notable exceptions, 

including Dawn French and Jennifer Saunders, and this alternative comedy had 

become politicised in a way that was not supposedly prohibitive for women to 

																																																								
64 Perhaps the question to ask about “Tank Girl” is whose fantasy was being represented.  
65 This included Alexei Sayle, Rik Mayall, Ade Edmondson, Keith Allen, Tony Allen, Robbie 
Coltrane and later Dawn French, Jennifer Saunders and Ben Elton, they began as “Alternative 
Cabaret” and soon set up a nationwide “circuit” for alternative stand-up comedy (Friedman, 
2014). 
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participate in. The contributing comedians saw the potential of comedy to be “a 

radical mode of communication to galvanise political action and energy” (20), 

with an expectation of the audience to engage with complex ideas. Key to the 

change in comedy was, as Friedman notes, that it “did not necessarily intend to 

please or invoke laughter, but aimed to challenge audiences. This meant 

material that probed darkly humorous areas and often invoked unpleasant 

emotions such as shock, disgust and sadness” (20). Such attributes became 

increasingly apparent in the feminist cartoons produced from the 1980s, as my 

case studies will reveal. The works were distinctive in what they were standing 

against, and as with their predecessors of the 1970s they were not necessarily 

or obviously humorous. A second reason for mention is the appearance of a 

definitive characteristic of self-deprecation in the humour. I will discuss in my 

case studies how this was also pronounced in some of the feminist cartoons 

being produced. Before presenting my case studies I will identify how and 

where feminist cartoons were appearing. 

 

Feminist Cartoons and Comics 

Cartoons, as I outlined in Chapter Four, had been part of the newly forming 

feminist structures in 1970s Britain. As these consolidated and expanded, so 

too did the opportunities for feminist cartoonists. Cartoonists who had cut their 

teeth on Spare Rib in the 1970s continued to work for new feminist magazines 

as they appeared. These were largely run as women’s collectives, an enduring 

mechanism of feminist practice. For example, launched in 1979, Feminist 

Review was a peer-reviewed scholarly publication, describing itself as a 

socialist and feminist journal, run by a collective. The editorial policy was: 

To give priority to work, which seems to us to further the theoretical and 
political debates central to the Women’s Liberation Movement, but this 
relevance may, we should stress, be indirect rather than explicit. (Feminist 
Review, 1979:2) 

 
It contained longer and more in-depth articles, and most issues carried cartoons 

or comic strips. Funded by charging a fee for its lecture series (Chambers, 

Steiner & Carole, 2004:164), this periodical came out aiming “to bridge the gap 

between academic and political work” (Feminist Review, 1979:2), as Women’s 
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Studies programmes entered academia in Britain. Women’s Studies was 

established within the academy in the USA in the 1970s. In 1980 the University 

of Kent, Canterbury, introduced the first named programme, a Master’s Degree 

in Women’s Studies (Downing, 2013). As Griffin notes, the main example of 

institutionalised feminism was Women’s Studies as a higher education 

discipline, becoming increasingly popular as a result of responding to the 

market (Griffin, 2005:5). The introduction of the concept of “the market”, though 

previously dismissed as a tool of capitalism, brought beneficial results for the 

newly popular Women’s Studies courses within higher education. Consumer led 

and defined (Campbell, 1992:15), this represented an aspect of Thatcherism 

that benefitted feminism. This was also advantageous for feminist cartoonists, 

who were able to place cartoons and comics in the academically funded 

journals. An offshoot of this included the use of cartoons in university publicity, 

such as course posters. Furthermore, the academically driven conferences 

introduced new outlets for feminist cartoonists to sell their self-published 

products, such as postcards or comics anthologies. 

 

Trouble and Strife was an independent radical feminist magazine produced 

from 1983 to 2002 by a collective of women who borrowed Spare Rib’s office. It 

described itself as follows: 

Trouble and Strife is cockney rhyming slang for wife. We chose this name 
because it acknowledges the reality of conflict in relations between women 
and men. As radical feminists, our politics come directly from this tension 
between men’s power and women’s resistance. (Trouble & Strife, 2017) 

 
Positioning itself as a more accessible publication than an academic journal, its 

agenda was less news-based than Spare Rib. Not directed at a broad feminist 

readership, it “sought to give voice to a distinctive current in British feminism 

which was, the original editors suggested ‘central to movement practice [but] 

too often silent in print’: radical feminism” (Cameron & Scanlon, 2009:5). 

Following Spare Rib’s lead and using many of the same artists, Trouble and 

Strife included cartoons. Another example materialising from a women’s 

collective, the London Based Feminist Newspaper Group, was Outwrite 

Women’s Newspaper, published from 1982 to 1988:  
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Self-defined as an ‘internationalist feminist’ publication, the paper focused 
on ‘the development of feminism worldwide’ and an examination of 
women’s oppressions ‘in the context of imperialism, racism and class 
divisions’. (Grassroots Feminism, 2009) 

 
The editorial policy in Issue no. 1 stated its mission: 

 
To fight oppression experienced by all women actively combatting racism, 
sexism and imperialism. To provide information, opinions and news of 
positive achievements of women which will be of benefit to women – to 
organise around, to learn from, to share and to build our strength on. To 
provide a forum for women to write and communicate with each other. 
(Outwrite Women’s Newspaper, 1982:2) 

 
The front page of the first issue featured a comic strip by cartoonist Cath 

Jackson, launching her comic strip “Magenta” (Figure 6 is an example). In 1985, 

Everywoman magazine was set up by a collective, as “the only current affairs 

magazine for Britain and Ireland which is written for women, by women” 

(Everywoman, 1985:3). Its aim was to produce a feminist periodical as a 

rejoinder to the idea that feminism was dated and “to reflect the interests and 

concerns of women about what is happening around us, and how we make our 

own needs and opinions heard” (3). Targeting feminists and non-feminists as 

“real women”, it was documentary in style rather than glossy, and informational 

as well as inclusive of fashion and food (Chambers, Steiner & Carole, 

2004:152). It included regular cartoons by women and it paid contributing 

cartoonists.  

 

A magazine-style publication which emphasised women and the arts was 

Feminist Arts News. Published between 1980 and 1991 it began as a black and 

white, photocopied, stapled A4-size handout. A different regional women’s 

group edited and produced each edition, with a theme for every issue. There 

was a business “open collective” that oversaw the production aspects, such as 

continuity, liaison and subscriptions. The aspiration was for it to be self-

sustainable and enable contributors to be paid. To that end an Arts Council 

Grant was unsuccessfully applied for. The reasons given for rejection was the 

rotating collective nature of the editorial structure, which the collective felt 

“maintains the character of the magazine and which we are therefore unwilling 
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to abandon” (Feminist Arts News, 1981:1). In 1980, Feminist Arts News No. 3 

was a “Special Comix Issue” led by the Manchester Art Group that was made 

up of Kath Prior, Fanny Tribble, Ewa Zyborska and Fanny Ives. The editorial 

described where the idea came from. “A letter one of us received lately asked, 

‘Why are there so few women cartoonists?’ … there are plenty of cartoonists, 

it’s just there’s only one or two big women’s names in the popular press: Posy 

Simmonds, Claire Bretécher”66 (Feminist Arts News, 1980:1).  

 

The increasing affordability of printing encouraged groups to produce their own 

publications. One example was a group of London-based teenagers and young 

women who set up the Shocking Pink Collective in 1979, to produce “Not quite 

a magazine, but not really a fanzine, Shocking Pink” (Blasé, 2011). The idea 

came from a discussion at a feminist conference for a publication that 

responded directly to counter the messages of the increasing number of 

commercial girls’ and women’s magazines being targeted at their generation, 

such as Jackie and Just 17. The collective was formed after advertising in 

Spare Rib for members to join. 50% of the collective were lesbians, which 

influenced the content of the magazine. The title subverted the traditional 

feminine associations with pink. In the setting-up and running of the magazine, 

the Spare Rib collective advised them, as did photographer Jo Spence. The 

Women’s Centre in Kings Cross helped in lending them meeting space at the 

Cockpit in Holborn, London. They hosted fundraising gigs to pay for the printing, 

and the first issue cost approximately £800 for 2,000 copies. The aesthetics of 

the magazine combined collage, photography and comics elements. In 1983 

the collective wanted to focus on other pursuits and Shocking Pink ended with 

the remaining money kept for a future second incarnation. In 1987 a new 

collective of women, including sisters Jo Brew and Angie Brew, Louise Carolin 

and Rebecca Oliver, relaunched Shocking Pink. The focus continued to be on 

young women, emphasising topics such as sexuality, lesbianism, violence 

against women, women’s culture and music. Jo Brewer stressed the importance 
																																																								
66 Claire Bretécher (1940-) was a popular French cartoonist whose cartoons focused on women 
and gender. 
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of “jokes, making things funny” (Blasé, 2011). They began with an office in a 

squat before moving to South London Women’s Centre. Distribution was by 

Central Books and the magazines were sold on demonstrations and in lesbian 

pubs. They had their own computer and Jo Brewer pointed out that the 

magazine could not have been sustained without an office, since the collective 

members’ living situations were too precarious (Blasé, 2011). 

 

Other opportunities for women cartoonists began to materialise, offering 

sustainable (in other words paid) publication opportunities. For example, 

independent feminist publishing companies began setting up in the 1970s. 

Carmen Callil founded Virago Press in 1973, joined by Rowe and Boycott a 

year later as directors. Other companies included The Women’s Press (1978) 

and Kitchen Table Press (1980). By 1988, eleven companies had set up in 

Britain (Cochrane, 2013). Four of these included women’s cartoon books in their 

title lists.67 This enabled cartoons that had first appeared in periodicals and 

newspapers to be republished. Larger mainstream publishers such as Penguin 

also began publishing women’s cartoon books. Subject matter included 

women’s work, identity and relationships.68 The cartoons reflected feminist 

debates around these subjects. Sheba Feminist Press was an independent 

publisher formed in 1980 to prioritise the writing of “ordinary, non-privileged 

woman in post-imperial Britain” (Mith, 2016). They set up specifically to be more 

diverse than the “high-modernist clique” that controlled British publishing. Their 

mission stated: “That means more than simply being ready to publish writing by 

women of colour, or lesbians, or working-class women; it means recognising the 

multiplicity of voices within these communities” (Mith, 2016). In 1982 Sheba 

Feminist Press published Sourcream No. 2, a comic anthology including works 

by 13 artists, such as Viv Quillin (b.1946), Fanny Tribble, Fiona Scott and Janis 

Goodman (1962-). In addition, Sheba Press began publishing books of 

women’s cartoons by women such as Viv Quillin and Angela Martin.  
																																																								
67 The Women’s Press (1978), backed by a larger press, Quartet; Virago Press (1973); Sheba 
Feminist Press (1980); and Pandora Press (1983), an imprint of Routledge and Kegan Paul 
(Young, 1989). 
68 Example titles include: One Woman’s Eye by Maggie Ling (1986, Virgin Books), A Good Bitch 
by Angela Martin (1984, The Women’s Press).	
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As part of the formation of this new infrastructure, independent radical and 

feminist bookshops were opening with Sisterwrite, Britain’s first feminist 

bookshop, opening in Islington, London, in 1979.69 A total of around 60 

bookshops opened during the 1980s and 1990s, supported by the newly 

growing network of independent distributors. Protests and political gatherings 

also provided networks supporting these feminist platforms. 

 

Another popular way for cartoonists to publish their works on a paid basis 

particular to the 1980s was the postcard. It was a way of spreading the feminist 

message and proved most successful when incorporating a humorous cartoon 

on the front. As with the other forms of publishing, the postcard flourished as a 

result of technological developments resulting in affordable printing. The three 

most well-known companies in Britain for feminist cartoons on postcards were 

Leeds Postcards, Cath Tate Cards and later Wildcat Cards (1988-1994).  
	

Leeds Postcards formed in 1979 and ran as a co-operative for a “niche market”: 	

inspired by the German political postcards published by Klaus Staeck. 
Postcards as a political tool and agent for change! ... These oppositional, 
inspiring images were too small to need permission and could be put on 
display sent and shared eg. at school and in the workplace. (Leeds 
Postcards, 2015) 

 
In what Margaretta Jolly refers to as “the hot-headed world of email 

relationships today” (Jolly, 2008:246) the role of the postcard in the twenty-first 

century is diminished, certainly different. In the case of feminism in Britain 

during the 1980s, the postcard can be seen, as Jolly argues for the letter, as 

part of the network for the establishment and consolidation of feminism. The 

postcard cartoons carried similar messages to the cartoons appearing in 

magazines, which were often republished as postcards. In this way, as 

mentioned in my introduction, this was similar to the suffragette use of cartoons. 

																																																								
69 Radical bookshops across the country included Bookmarks, Central Books, Collets, 
Compendium, Freedom, Housemans, Silver Moon, Sisterwrite and Sisterwise in London; 
Grassroots, The Women’s Bookshop and Wiry in Manchester; Frontline in Leicester; Greenleaf 
in Bristol; Mushroom in Nottingham; News From Nowhere in Liverpool; October Books in 
Southampton; Radish in Leeds; Word Power and Womenzone in Edinburgh; The Cowley Club 
and Public House Bookshop in Brighton (Hanman, 2010). 
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The postcard cartoons represented condensed reflections of the debate about 

women’s relationships to each other as well as to men.	The original Leeds 

Postcards closed in 1996 (Tate, 2016b).	

 

One consequence of this expansion of feminist publications for British feminist 

cartoonists was that paid commissioning opportunities began to materialise, as 

well as a variety of places to showcase their works. It also reflected the fact that 

humour was valued, whether consciously or not, in cartoon form, as an integral 

part of the dissemination of feminist debate. Another outcome of published 

feminist cartoon books and magazines was the introduction of reviews. This led 

to a wider broadcasting of the cartoon works, and the possibility of reviews 

being replicated in more mainstream periodicals and newspapers. It was as a 

result of these processes that women’s cartoons could begin to become visible.  

 

In the next section I will look at individual cartoonists’ responses to the changes 

in feminism in 1980s Britain and examine how and why the humour changed 

from the outwardly angry humour of the 1970s. 

 
Feminist Cartoonists and A Crisis of Feminist Identity? Fanny Tribble,  
Maggie Ling, Ruth Cohen and Paula Youens 
 
In 1983 the Spare Rib collective addressed criticisms targeted at them about 

the lack of difference and diversity in their organisation and editorial policies. 

Impassioned deliberations resulted in a decision to change from an all-white 

collective to “one which was half ‘Women of Colour’” (Chambers, Steiner & 

Carole, 2004:167), as well as representing the concerns of lesbians, working-

class and older women. The revised strategy was to include more coverage of 

topics that related to women of colour, as well as issues surrounding 

imperialism and the developing world. The cartoon by VAL (Figure 26) 

appeared in the issue announcing this decision.  
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Figure 26 shows sailing boats representing some of the different strands of 

feminism. Clearly, the message is of feminism being “at sea”, an obviously 

rough sea. Yet the boats do not look sufficient for the turbulence. The drawing 

includes two distinct waves, connoting the metaphorical use of waves within 

feminism. The wave in the background can be read as early second wave 

feminism with the “middle class heterosexual” and the “lesbian feminists” boats 

on the point of collision with “Irish feminists”. Riding the crest of the wave in the 

foreground are “working class dykes”, “sisters against disablement” and 

“women of colour”, reflecting the prominent emphasis on “difference” in 1980s 

feminist debate directly impacting Spare Rib. Sunk at the bottom of the sea is 

the Spare Rib boat with two sharks circling above. They appear to be smiling. 

The use of the ‘knowing’ animal, representing an observational comment, is 

where the humour is located, but also the serious message. The use of animals 

injects incongruity. It offers distance from the question being asked, which is 

Figure 26: © VAL, cartoon (VAL, 1983). 
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whether a predatory faction within feminism would be pleased to see Spare Rib 

“go under”. The boat is empty and has lost its sail. The humour is the potential 

schadenfreude or superiority of an anti-feminist or a shark’s opinion. 

 

As part of Spare Rib’s editorial change of direction, Issue 132 in July 1983 

printed their intention “to have a regular page of cartoons by women. Women of 

Colour are specially invited to contribute” (Spare Rib, 1983:23). Following 

issues increased the number of cartoons and comics with regular double-page 

spreads. In the same issue (No. 132) attacks on Spare Rib were printed, “from 

the Women of Colour”, writing that “white women continue to remain the 

oppressors of women of colour”. The August Issue the following month (133) 

included a half-page entitled “More Cartoons” (Figure 27).  

 
 

 

 
Figure 27: © Michelle and uncredited, cartoons, 1983 (Michelle, 1983:40). 
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It is difficult to ascertain the extent of work by black women cartoonists in Britain 

from the 1970s. A possible explanation for the invisibility was that the new 

feminist structures had been predominantly built by white, privileged women. By 

the 1980s there was evidence of a determined solicitation of difference, as in 

this Spare Rib issue. A consequence of this in some cases was racial tokenism, 

satirised in Figure 27, the cartoon shows one of the four office workers as black, 

whilst more prominently also depicting the office cleaner as black. Tokenism is 

also satirised in Figure 28, quietly critiquing the political debate. The point to 

make is that just because it is difficult to find examples does not mean there 

was no black feminist cartooning activity. Certainly there were black feminist 

collectives setting up to campaign. One example was FORWARD (Foundation 

for Women’s Health Research and Development). Efua Dorkenoo, a biosocial 

scientist, researcher and nurse, founded FORWARD in 1983 (FORWARD, 

2017).70 Their campaigning did use posters and leaflets, but the visuals at that 

time did not use cartoons. With more direct relevance to this thesis, the already 

mentioned Wildcat Cards was set up in 1988 by Sheffield-based cartoonist and 

graphic designer Fi Frances (1940-2001). The aim was to promote images by 

women by producing them on greeting cards, postcards and posters. Frances 

actively sought input from women from diverse backgrounds and in 1990 

established Wildcat Cards Collective, which ran the business collectively, 

operating mainly through mail order. The collective was dissolved in 1992, 

continuing to be run as a business until 1994 (Jisc Archives Hub, 2017).71 

																																																								
70 “FORWARD evolved from the Women’s Action Group for Female Excision and Infibulation 
(WAGFEI), a small group of UK-based women concerned about FGM. Efua coordinated the 
group between 1981 and 1983 under the auspices of the London-based international human 
rights organisation, Minority Rights Group (MRG)” (FORWARD, 2017). 
71 In 1990 the collective had four women: Fi Frances, Maya Chowdhry, Mal Finch and Judith 
Dixon. In 1991 additional members included: Rose Tanner, Sarah Broughton, Jacquie Burgess 
and Charlotte [?] (Jisc Archives Hub, 2017). 
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A lack of diversity was not the only criticism of feminism, and individual 

cartoonists gently satirised the crisis of having one’s identity as a feminist 

challenged by other feminists. I will look at how this was done in the following 

examples. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 28: © Tamsin, cartoon (Tamsin, 1983:29). 
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In Figure 29, “The Cause” by Fanny Tribble, is a cartoon that appeared in a book 

publication of her cartoons, Heavy Periods (Grass Roots Books, 1983). Described 

in a review as “painfully funny” (Margolis, 1980:13), the co-existence of the 

contradictory words and the double meaning of the title stress the association with 

bodily excretions. This calls to mind Kristeva’s idea of abjection with the 

“ambiguous opposition I/Other, Inside/Outside – an opposition that is vigorous but 

pervious, violent but uncertain” (Kristeva, 1986:7). As Kristeva wrote, “laughing is 

a way of placing or displacing abjection” (8). An anxiety around feminist identity, of 

being outside and inside feminism, is hinted at in the text of the comic strip. The 

technique of repeatedly presenting her drawn self-image indicates an 

autobiographical dialogue. The character looks and speaks out from the page 

directly to the reader, with text in speech balloons not thought bubbles. There are 

no drawn panel borders, but the space around each image reads as panels. Her 

dialogue is continuous, the text presenting an argument with each statement 

contradicting or problematising the previous. At the heart is a conflict between 

pleasure and the realities of the everyday messiness of feminist relationships, life 

and politics. In Kristeva’s words: 

Discomfort, unease, dizziness stemming from an ambiguity that, through 
the violence of a revolt against, demarcates a space out of which signs 
and objects arise. Thus braided, woven, ambivalent, a heterogeneous flux 
marks out a territory that I can call my own because the Other, having 
dwelt in me as alter ego, points it out to me through loathing. (Kristeva, 
1986:10) 

 
This “braided, woven”, ambivalent impression described in Kristeva’s writing is 

created visually through the use of what Groensteen terms “braiding” 

(Groensteen, 2007) in Tribble’s comic strip. Groensteen used “braiding” to 

mean the process of making connections across the page, multiframe or in this 

case the whole comic strip.72 The text, the repetition of the self, the downward 

looking eyes in the fourth panel and fleeting lack of frown mark in the fifth 

contribute to the overall impression and meaning of the strip. The use of 

																																																								
72 I referred to this earlier in Chapter Two. Groensteen was interested in how the comics form is 
read as a page. “Braiding” refers to the connections made between the panels in a comic that 
he refers to as “arthrology”. This was a development of what Scott McCloud had earlier referred 
to as “transitions” (Groensteen, 2007). 
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narrative is subtle, with no narrative arc or resolution. The humour is in the 

ambiguity and ambivalence. The small repeated detail of the pin badge with the 

text “B’ham” on her t-shirt can be read as providing the historical and theoretical 

feminist context for her identity crisis. Although it took place earlier than the 

cartoon, in 1978, the political ramifications for feminism of the final National 

Women’s Liberation Conference in Ladywell, Birmingham were lasting. It was 

the final one because disagreements that took place between different factions 

of the movement, particularly around ideas of race and class as well as 

between the revolutionary feminists and the socialist feminists, resulted in the 

impossibility of having a single Women’s Liberation Movement (Gay 

Birmingham Remembered, 2016). Tribble’s personal situation, described 

through the repetition of language such as “oppression” and “identify”, is 

juxtaposed with the wider feminist conflicts, creating a satirical critique of 

feminism.  

 

The use of self-deprecation in the humour of Tribble’s cartoon enables her to 

keep on-side without directly challenging feminism; in other words, she can 

maintain the “Inside/Outside” (Kristeva, 1986:7) opposition. Friedan describes 

the use of deprecation by Tony Allen, a key figure in the alternative comedy 

movement, as an inversion of the  

insider-centred approach of trad comics… a distinctly ‘critical’ 
observational stand-up that invited audiences to laugh at themselves and 
by implication the contradictions of culture, to see the logic, truth and 
humour of self-depreciation. (Friedman, 2014:21)  

 
The alternative comedians applied this approach to the lives of their audiences 

but also to themselves. By presenting themselves as vulnerable, they revealed 

“through laughter, the perceptions and prejudices of their own life” (Ken Stott 

cited in Friedman, 2014:21). It is this quality, emphasising observational humour 

with a personal narrative, that is evident in Tribble’s cartoon in Figure 29 as well 

as the feminist cartoons in Figures 30 and 31.  
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The humour in Maggie Ling’s 1986 cartoon in Figure 30 also relies on self-

mockery to present her ambiguous personal relationship with feminism. 

Although drawn later than Tribble’s cartoon, there is a distinct similarity in the 

aesthetic and subject matter. Ling’s cartoon reads as autobiographical, with her 

repeated self-image looking out to the reader. Similar to Tribble’s cartoon, there 

are no backgrounds and no drawn panel borders, but the sequence of the 

narrative is clear. The focus is on the woman’s facial expressions and her bodily 

positions. She clasps her hands around her legs, making her body smaller and 

signifying defensiveness. The use of grey for her clothes makes the discussion 

of her feminist contraception narrative drab, mundane and everyday. Yet the 

tea connotes the pleasure and comfort of the quotidian domesticity of the home. 

The use of red under her can be read as menstruation, the continual reminder 

of the bodily, the abject, with which she negotiates. The sense of self-mockery 

is to do with her journey of reproductive control. In this she follows the feminist 

project. Yet in the final panel the use of “love” adjacent to her pregnant body 

suggests her submission to the heterosexual narrative of romance and its 

implications. Again, she is mocking herself and her former clarity that has been 

blurred by falling in love. “Born again” could be read as her rethinking of 

feminism, either to reject her former understanding or to negotiate her new 

position, through a feminist lens. The red scribble over her signature signifies 

her newly coupled and pregnant situation, introducing discussions around the 

imposition of the male surname on a child as a patriarchal tradition. 

 

Ruth Cohen’s cartoon strip (Figure 31) appeared in Feminist Arts News in 1980 

and critiques a faction of lesbian feminism. The specific addition on the right of 

the cartoon by Fanny Tribble is revealing for two reasons. Firstly, Tribble’s claim 

is that the feminist publications censor cartoons. This contradicts my previous 

argument that the cloak of humour and use of the comics form allowed women 

cartoonists to critique feminism. It begs the question of whether a form of self-

censorship also existed in the women’s cartoon collectives such as Sourcream 

(1979-1982) and indeed Feminist Arts News (1980-1993). The subject matter is 

how feminists were challenging other feminist identities, as already addressed 
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in the Fanny Tribble, Maggie Ling and VAL cartoons. In this case the policing of 

feminist identity goes beyond the personal and becomes applicable to feminist 

publications. This was hinted at to some extent in VAL’s cartoon, with regard to 

the suggested criticism of Spare Rib. Secondly, Tribble maintains what I have 

argued, that the succinctness of the argument in cartoon form is effective in 

presenting a debate and view. The precise, accessible form of the drawn 

scenarios enables questions to be released as well as repressed.  

We can interpret these cartoons by relying on the relief model of humour. The 

release allows the shared values of the audience to be recognised and a 

reinforcement of the community within feminism, whilst recognising the potential 

conflicts. British anthropologist Mary Douglas in her essay “Jokes” (Douglas, 

1975) wrote about the implicit meanings in jokes, which provoked laughter as 

communal catharsis or ritual purifier: 

A joker enjoys privileges of open speech others are forbidden, and can 
therefore cleanse the community; his modus operandi is different from the 
straightforward flouting of taboos, however… [The joker] has a firm hold 
on his own position in the structure and the disruptive comments he 
makes upon it are in a sense the comments of the social group upon 
itself… he lightens for everyone the oppressiveness of social reality, 
demonstrates its arbitrariness by making light of formality in generality, 
and expresses the creative possibilities of the situation… his jokes expose 
the inadequacy of realist structuring of experience and so release the 
pent-up power of the imagination. (Douglas, 1975:107) 
 

In Figure 31 the use of the autobiographical device of Tribble’s drawn self, 

addressing the reader, accompanied by the text on the right enforces the sense 

of debate or conversation. The impression from all three cartoons is that 

conversations were taking place internally on a personal level, and internally 

within feminism.  
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Paula Youens’ cartoon in the 1987 issue of Feminist Review (Figure 32) 

highlights the sense of criticism from other feminists, whether real or imagined. 

Here the disapproval is from the newly professionalised feminists. The drawn 

background defines the context as an interview with a female academic 

researcher; the filing cabinet drawer is labelled “thesis”, signifying higher 

education, rather than the more informal adult education. The “emanata” 

(Walker, 1980), the drawn lines around the mother and baby’s heads used to 

convey emotion, visually communicate the fraught situation of the mother and 

baby. The irony and the humour comes from the label on the folder, 

“Motherhood: The Female Experience”. The interviewer displays irritation with 

the noisy baby, shown in the underlined “QUIET” of her text. She wants the 

research to be conducted according to the existing (male) model of academia. 

The humour is reinforced through the visual. The noise is the female experience 

of motherhood. The message, also expressed in the previous three cartoons 

(Figures 29-31) is of the distance between theory and experience. That is, the 

experience of motherhood as recorded or recognised within the academy, and 

the theoretical feminist debates and ideas, may not be consistent with the 

everyday and often chaotic lived reality. In this way, the critique draws humour 

in the cartoon as well as being thought-provoking. Figure 32 shows the woman 

as abject, the outsider, now controlled by the feminist; “the jettisoned object, is 

radically excluded and draws me toward the place where meaning collapses” 

(Kristeva, 1982:1). It illustrates the difficulty of representing powerful enabling 

women. 

 
 

 Figure 32: © Paula Youens, cartoon (Youens, 1987:80). 
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Lesbian Cartooning: Cath Jackson and Kate Charlesworth. 
In spite of the increasing visibility of the lesbian community during the 1980s, 

mainstream popular culture was predominantly heteronormative and 

homophobic, with no recognition of alternative lifestyles such as lesbianism. In 

1996, Ruth Waterhouse reflected on her reading of the Andy Capp cartoons 

during her childhood and the assumed heterosexuality she saw in humour. The 

lesbian must become the “laughed at”, the butt of the joke or the outsider, not 

“laughing with” the “insider’s normality” (Waterhouse, 1996:165). The more 

visible lesbian community was not immune to tensions between pleasure, the 

everyday and politics, and lesbian cartoonists were quick to identify and present 

humour in such situations. The cartoons and comics reflected the recognition of 

a commonality combined with an acknowledgement of intersectionality. 

Waterhouse pointed out that “lesbian cartoon humour has both enriched the 

pages of feminist and lesbian magazines and journals and been enriched in 

turn by such publications” (Waterhouse, 1996:169). She asserts the importance 

of making the invisible visible in a positive way, since stereotyping can be as 

damaging as invisibility. To this end, “both lesbians and feminists have been in 

the business of creating alternative and transformative ways of representing 

women” (Waterhouse, 1996:178).  

 
Lesbian cartoonist Cath Jackson’s cartoons directly targeted such invisibility. A 

regular contributor to Trouble and Strife (1983-2002) and City Limits (1981-

1993), her characters Wonder Wimbin and Vera the Visible used stereotypes 

about lesbians transformatively, in a style that “communicates an intentional 

and celebrated difference” (Waterhouse, 1996:182). Jackson’s approach marks 

part of a turn in feminist cartoon humour from targeting the satire outward, 

towards men, to targeting it back to the self in a form of self-deprecation. The 

purpose is not to attack, but to question the prejudices within the lesbian 

community through humour. 
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Sharply observational, Jackson’s cartoon strip in Figure 33 satirises the “rules” 

and stereotypes within lesbianism. She accurately captures the iconography of 

the dress code of the butch lesbian and the converted lesbian feminist. The 

attention to the detail such as the pint of beer, the knitting and feminist earrings 

of the “new face” increases the humour in the recognisability. The reference to 

“evening classes” locates the cartoon historically in the 1980s and also satirises 

the idea of the need for lesbianism to be politically theorised or learnt at a time 

when different theories were emerging. In the Onlywomen Press Collective 

edited Love Your Enemy? The Debate Between Heterosexual Feminism and 

Political Lesbianism (1981) the authors stated: 

We do think... that all feminists can and should be lesbians. Our definition 
of a political lesbian is a woman-identified woman who does not fuck men. 
It does not mean compulsory sexual activity with women. (Onlywomen 
Press Collective, 1981)  

 
This was based on the argument proposed by English-Australian lesbian 

feminist scholar Sheila Jeffreys in The Spinster and Her Enemies: Feminism 

and Sexuality, 1880-1930 (1985) that heterosexuality was a social construction 

to ensure men remained in power within capitalism. Therefore, for feminists to 

reclaim power they should be lesbians. For lesbians who understood their 

sexuality as based on attraction, there could be a conflict; this conflict is what 

the cartoons targeted for humour, laughing at themselves and their own 

contradictions as well as the more repressive wider society.  
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In Figure 34 Jackson’s cartoon strip manages to satirise the lesbian stereotypes 

as well as men, as she addresses heteronormative assumptions around 

parenting. The woman provides a straightforward and positive explanation of 

what a lesbian is to her young daughter. The humour is located in the style of 

the language and the expression conveyed in the over-large eyes. It is an 

earnest, theorised academic-style explanation. As in Figure 33, it reflects the 

innocent enthusiasm of the converted lesbian feminist. It is incongruous in a 

conversation with a young child, creating humour that is mimicked visually in the 

zealous expression of the mother. Whilst functioning as a consciousness-raising 

cartoon, educating the reader about what it means to live as a lesbian, the last 

panel is a reminder of the hostility and homophobia within wider society. The 

mother looks directly out, appealing to the reader to identify with her rather than 

heterosexism. The target of humour, the object of common critique, is the man. 

The humour therefore relies on the butt-of-the-joke formula for humour, as used 

in the 1970s and previously discussed. However, Jackson combines this with a 

mockery of the feminist lesbian community, a self-mockery, in this way 

lessening the hostility of the joke.   

 



	 136 

 

 
The self-mockery of the lesbian “lifestyle” and lesbian or single woman 

motherhood is illustrated in Cathy Balme’s 1986 cartoon strip in Figure 35. The 

first panel shows the protagonist “winsome Letuce Vase” cradling a cat, the 

traditional stereotypical lesbian or single woman child replacement or “Love 

child”. She is not portrayed as “winsome” but rather as self-centred and rigid as 

she voices her life plan dilemmas to the cat. Pouring herself a glass of wine in 

the second panel visually positions her as middle class. The assumed white 

privilege within feminism is a critique that the cartoon satirizes. The tropes of 

the evening class and knitting of Figure 33 reappear as Letuce attends the 

“Existentialism & twentieth century knitwear” evening class, a combination that 

is hilarious in its incongruity. It parodies the intense engagement with the 

Figure 35: © Cathy Balme, cartoon (Balme,1986:5). 
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philosophical combined with the down-to-earth everyday. The choice of 

“existentialism” reflects the anxiety around the debates and political choices 

within feminism. The humour intensifies as Letuce imagines the tutor as 

potential father material for her “love child”. Broaching the subject, her 

daydream is crushed with his proclamation of his homosexuality and dislike of 

children. The conversation reflects the informal nature of adult education 

evening classes and the site of social interaction between students and with 

tutors that it offered. This is shown through the students coupling off in 

conversations in the background. Letuce’s private reverie reflects the 

antagonism of her inner heterosexual romantic notion of the “correct” age and 

route to motherhood. As she plans the fictitious baby’s name, it takes the male 

tutor’s surname or is double-barrelled with her own, relying on a patriarchal 

tradition. In the final panel, she declares to her women friends that her career is 

her priority. This again demonstrates the contradictions in her behaviour and 

desires. The cat, overseeing the activity in all the panels except one, looks out 

at the reader, its eyes raised at the inconsistencies. The use of the animal to 

intensify the humour is a trope previously shown in the use of sharks in the VAL 

cartoon (Figure 26).  

 

In Figure 36 Jackson also visually pinpoints, using self-mockery, how lived 

experiences and desires do not necessarily conform to theory. The woman 

being carried off on a horse, by a “knight in shining armour” epitomises the 

heteronormative patriarchal romantic fantasy. In this narrative, the woman is 

weaker, dependent on the man to “save” her. The humour is enhanced by the 

visualisation of the rather weedy looking knight. However, the humour is mainly 

derived from satirising the woman’s worries about judgement from fellow 

members of her feminist C.R. group. Again, the use of the animal increases the 

humour by adding a judgemental voice, with the horse here shown as 

displeased, or disapproving. In the text she uses the acronym C.R., reinforcing 

that the cartoon is directed to a knowing audience. If the knowing reader is also 

familiar with Jackson’s cartooning, the character may be assumed to have 

political allegiance with lesbian feminism. This adds another layer to the cartoon, 
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provoking discussion about the fluidity of sexuality with bisexuality. The humour 

is in the indexing to the restriction of rules within feminist politics. 

 

 

 
 
 

 

In Figure 37, we see the male features editor of a newspaper giving feedback to 

Vera the Visible. The headline, “Wheelchair Woman Climbs Everest”, suggests 

an extraordinary feat, foregrounding a female protagonist as well as disability. 

The editor’s comments demand a reframing of the story from an able bodied 

heterosexual male position – his own. In other words, he demands his own 

visibility. The humour is in the irony of Vera’s invisibility conveyed through the 

visual. Standing silent before the seated editor, her expression wide-eyed, the 

reader knows her status as the invisible lesbian. Her sexuality is visible to the 

viewer through the title of the cartoon. The visualisation of Vera invites the 

reader to question what happens if the featured woman does not have a 

husband or children and/or is not heterosexual. The editor’s disinterest in a 

feature that does not reflect his own position draws attention to the lack of 

representation of women and disability in the media. In addition, the presence 

of Vera reminds us of the lack of representation of lesbians in the media. In 

Figure 36: © Cath Jackson (Jackson, 1986). 
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trying to redress this imbalance, Vera’s writing of the feature is not sufficient, 

since the editor must approve it. This highlights a point I return to throughout my 

thesis, that for feminists to present their views, it had to take place within a 

structure created by feminist activity, rather than the existing mainstream, 

masculine system. 

 

 
 

 

 
A number of lesbian and gay comics were being made in the underground 

comics scene, primarily in the USA and were influential in Britain. The most 

well-known of these, since the literary and financial success of her debut 

graphic novel Fun Home (2006),73 is American lesbian cartoonist Alison 

Bechdel. Her Dykes to Watch Out For (1983-2008) was a cartoon strip that first 

appeared in 1983 in a feminist newspaper Bechdel was volunteering for. A 

book-length volume of the cartoon strips was published in 1986,74 which “takes 

the form of an extended and unresolvable debate about sexual-political 

practices in a self-consciously lesbian-feminist subculture” (Martindale, 

1997:56).  

																																																								
73 Bechdel won a Guggenheim Fellowship in 2012, and in 2014 was named a MacArthur Fellow. 
74 By Firebrand Books.	

Figure 37: © Cath Jackson (Jackson, 1986). 
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The success of Bechdel’s strip was the social documentation of the 1980s. 

Through the brilliant accuracy of her observational draughtwomanship, she 

recorded the personal everyday worries and evident fun and love within the 

lesbian community. Figure 38 shows a detail from one of the strips from 1987. 

The popularity of Dykes to Watch Out For was that it followed the ongoing 

everyday dramas of a group of friends. The protagonist is Mo, “Worrier and 

kvetch extraordinaire, with a job at now-defunct Madwimmin Books on the side” 

(Bechdel, 2015a). Although the political context reflected in Mo’s speech is the 

USA, the issues are similar to those in Britain and Dykes to Watch Out For 

gathered many British fans.  

 

The use of humour is key in Bechdel’s cartoon strip. It relies on incongruity to 

challenge a serious framework of “the moral myth of normativity” (D. B. Goltz 

quoted in Silverman, 2013:263). Such a framework creates and reinforces 

negative stereotyping. By changing the either/or binary to a both/and, the 

negative stereotypes can be corrected through comedy. That is, by challenging 

the opposites, the opposites stop. In Dykes to Watch Out For this is achieved 

through ensuring the characters in her strip are not peripheral, or marginalised, 

but lead, with Mo as the main protagonist. Hilariously representative of diversity, 

the characters are presented as a group of friends, real and individually defined, 

with nuanced identities rather than extraordinary or unfamiliar ones. Some of 

the characters in the strip are mothers, some are single and some are in 

relationships. They work in various professions and offer different types of 

lesbian identities. The narrative in which they participate is firmly in the 

everyday. Mo’s concern and worry in panels 3 to 5 are reflected in her face, her 

expressions highlighting her emotion. In panel 5 her concerns for worldly 

political issues of war and capitalism sit alongside her conflicting anxiety for the 

mundane yet increasingly urgent need to find work. It is this that prevents them 

from being stereotypes and enables the strip to challenge the cultural ideas 

around normalcy. The punchline of the strip in panel 7 reinforces this sense of 

contradiction with the even more ordinary essential of relationships. It is the 

promised balm of love that Mo is entirely unable to admit to wanting. It is here 
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that the humour is situated. First published as a collection in 1986 by lesbian 

feminist North American publisher Firebrand Books, it was targeted at a lesbian 

audience so there was no need for an undertone of heterosexuality. Bechdel’s 

strip attracted a committed fan base, including members of the British lesbian 

community. 

 

Is Kate Charlesworth Britain’s Alison Bechdel? This is not to argue that 

Charlesworth’s work is derivative of Bechdel’s, but that she offered a distinctly 

British perspective of lesbian community life and lesbian politics. Charlesworth’s 

newspaper strips are busy with a lot of text. This makes them more difficult to 

follow for the viewer unused to reading comics, compared to the simplicity of the 

one-panel Jackson cartoons or Bechdel’s strip, which has more panels. 

However, Charlesworth’s language presented the arguments well and 

succinctly and, within the context of the newspaper, had the effect of drawing 

the eye and building a following. In career and financial terms, she has had a 

steadier career course than Bechdel. A trained graphic designer and 

mainstream illustrator, her work has included cartoons for the Guardian (1994-

2003) including the strip “Millennium Basin” (1994-1996) and illustration for 

books such as All That… The Other Half of History (Pandora Press, 1986). She 

incorporated lesbian characters or storylines into her work wherever she could 

(Charlesworth, 2015). However, it was in her contributions to smaller 

publications such as Gay News (1978-1981) and comics anthologies such as 

Sourcream (1979-1984) and FANNY (1991-1997) that she had the freedom to 

reflect on the debates within the LGBT community and include humorous 

observations from her personal experiences. In the Pink Paper, a gay 

newspaper launched in 1987, she developed her most well-known character, 

Auntie Studs, as one of the cast in her weekly strip “Plain Tales from the Bars”, 

about which she says:  

She was actually always me. She was always drawn a bit older than me 
but I caught up with her a while ago. She’s kind of always single, butch 
and bold yet still kind of shy girlish creature of the woodlands, so that’s 
what I had to live up to. I also drew her like this because I felt I could never 
live up to a serious black leather jacket. So this is pure fantasy. 
(Charlesworth, 2015) 
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It was the first time she had drawn from what was happening in her and her 

friends’ lives and reflected on the lesbian community’s life. She combined this 

with her response to the social assumptions and heteronormative social norms: 

There was plenty to go on. At that time, what was to become the 
Legislation that became Section 28, that was Margaret Thatcher’s anti-gay 
legislation was just about to hit the fan and that was a long long fight and it 
utterly united the community that it probably wasn’t supposed to do. In the 
strip there were a pair of baby dykes, there was a gay couple, a leery sort 
of cat and an older woman, Auntie Studs. This strip is about identity and 
insecurity, which is a running theme. (Charlesworth, 2015) 
 

 

 
Charlesworth’s cartoon appeared on the front cover of The Pink Paper (Figure 

39) which reported a march through London on 9 January 1988, attracting over 

Figure 39: © Kate Charlesworth, cartoon for the cover of Pink Paper 
 (Charlesworth, 1988: Front Cover). 
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12,000 lesbians, gay men and supporters to protest against Clause 28 of the 

Local Government Bill, which banned the “promotion” of homosexuality by local 

authorities. American entertainer and activist Robin Tyler performed her stand-

up comedy routine at the rally, and was described as “hilarious”. Interviewed in 

the following week’s issue, she said, “Humour’s a way of making friends and 

bridging differences – a refuge in times of stress. Every civil rights movement 

has had humour come out of it” (Tyler, 1988:4). Kate Charlesworth’s use of 

humour in her cartoon strip acts to do both those things, directly addressing a 

specific political issue whilst also reinforcing a sense of community.  

 

Figure 40 is an example of Charlesworth’s response to Clause 28, reflecting the 

exposure and publicity Clause 28 brought to the lesbian and gay community. 

Peter, the invited gay phone-in guest, clearly conveys the reasons for 

opposition to Clause 28. He becomes more animated throughout the first five 

panels as his lesbian and gay friends are shown in panels 3 and 4 cheering in 

the background. This demonstrates how Clause 28 united lesbian and gay men  

in anger and provided a supportive network of friends. Peter’s final declaration 

of being out as a gay man finishes the phone-in. This is followed in panel 6 with 

his anxiety that his mother may have recognised him. The unexpected contrast 

suggests he is not out to his mother as a gay man, and creates the humour. It 

focuses on the personal lives in the lesbian and gay community, full of 

contradictions and anxieties and made more real and believable by being 

Presented in their entirety. 



	 145 

 

Fi
gu

re
 4

0:
 ©

 K
at

e 
C

ha
rle

sw
or

th
, 

ca
rto

on
 s

tri
p,

 “P
la

in
 T

al
es

 fr
om

 th
e 

Ba
rs

” (
C

ha
rle

sw
or

th
, 1

98
8a

:1
5)

. 
 



	 146 

As Simon Critchley points out (Critchley, 2000), humour will not be humorous to 

everyone, but only to those who “get” and share the political message. Humour 

and jokes are highly context specific, which Critchley explains in terms the early 

eighteenth century, via Shaftesbury’s ideas of “humour as a form of sensus 

communis… humour reveals the depth of what we share... not through the 

clumsiness of a theoretical description, but more quietly, practically and 

discreetly” (Critchley, 2000:18). This idea of sensus communis, a concept 

suggestive of Pierre Bourdieu’s Habitus (1977), is key in understanding the 

social working of the joke and humour in society, and in the function of the 

humour in feminist cartoons and comics: “the simple telling of a joke recalls us 

to what is shared in our everyday practices. It makes explicit the enormous 

commonality that is implicit in our social life” (Critchley, 2000:18). It is this 

sharing of humour that, I argue, played an essential role in the feminist cartoons 

from the 1970s, becoming consolidated in the 1980s. As women began finding 

they were not alone in their experiences, the humour cemented solidarity. The 

pleasure from the shared humour provided a sense of empowerment and was 

key in establishing and reinforcing the subcultural community. The cartoons 

were a way of doing this quietly, yet continuously. This is particularly evident in 

the lesbian cartoons. In Humour and the Conduct of Politics (Morreall, 2005), 

Morreall considers the idea of people laughing, “more often in groups than 

when alone” (Morreall, 2005:67). He applies American neuroscientist and 

psychologist Robert Provine’s ideas on laughter to accommodate the 

incongruity theory of humour. Provine proposed that when a group (tribe) is 

faced with a danger that passes or does not materialize, they laugh for pleasure. 

Morreall identifies the incongruity between “a perception of danger and an 

actual danger” (67). Applying this to contemporary humour, he sees this in 

terms of our experience of enjoying our ideas. So we laugh at ideas that will not 

“cause belief or action, but for the pleasure that entertaining those ideas will 

bring” (68). The role and benefit of humour, therefore, can be to critically 

challenge (74). In other words, “Laugh, smile, wryly grin, but remember our first 

step is to understand society; the second step is to change it” (Betty Boothroyd 

quoted in Atkinson, 1997:xv). Through her cartoons for newspapers 
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Charlesworth contributed to changing views on gay and lesbian politics, but 

also through her involvement in the growing cartooning community. This 

extended to her contribution to Cath Tate Cards and Sourcream, two important 

platforms for women’s cartooning in the 1980s that I will turn to next. 

 

The Cartoon Collective Reconfigured: Cath Tate Cards, Sourcream 

Catherine Tate set up the postcard company Cath Tate Cards in 1983 in direct 

response to Thatcher’s politics, embracing feminist politics and expanding 

through the inclusion of cartoons with a strong lesbian theme. Beginning as a 

cottage industry, it became a financially sustainable business which continues 

to run today. Tate was an active member of the Labour Party in the early days 

of Thatcherism and worked as a part-time secondary school history teacher in 

Streatham, South London. She was shocked by “what people were accepting 

and what they thought was a good idea” (Tate, 2016a). “I thought it was 

important to do images that were basically like propaganda and I thought there 

wasn’t anyone doing anything that was any good at the time” (Tate, 2016a). 

Although she had not studied at art school, she was interested in how images 

could work as propaganda. Fellow Labour Party member David Evans had 

written extensively about the work of German artist John Heartfield (1891-1968), 

an early pioneer of photomontage and the use of art as a political weapon. 

Evans suggested Porter attend an adult education evening class in 

photomontage, being taught by British artist Peter Kennard (1949-), whose 

photomontage work Haywain with Cruise Missiles (1980) was a much-

publicised response to the siting of U.S. missiles in Britain. Kennard’s work for 

the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament also included the iconic Broken Missile 

photomontage (1980).  
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Tate produced the photomontage in Figure 41 at the evening class in 1983, 

collaging a photograph of Margaret Thatcher with a photograph of her 

neighbour. She used the lettering from a Metropolitan Police leaflet that had 

come through her door explaining that to prevent street crime you should not 

wear jewellery when you went out (Tate, 2016c). She used scissors and paste 

and then re-photographed it. She offered the image to the Labour Party but they 

rejected it as a “Thatcher-bashing image” (Tate, 2016c). Kennard suggested 

Figure 41: © Cath Tate Cards (Cath Tate Cards, 1983). 
	



	 149 

she produce it as a postcard, which she did. It sold hundreds of thousands of 

copies and she also produced it on posters, mugs and t-shirts. In 1984 the 

poster version was used by one of the groups in the miners’ strike. On the 

woman’s basket they added “NUM food fund”, implying that Thatcher was 

stealing food from the miners (Tate, 2016b). 

 
There are a number of factors in Tate’s personal story that are relevant as 

commentary on Britain during the 1980s in relation to women producing 

cartoons. First there is her engagement with politics, which began during her 

time as a university student. Secondly, there is her access to and benefit from 

adult education services, subsidised and run by local education authorities 

(LEAs). For women that wanted to return to work, access to high quality adult 

further education was often key in obtaining qualifications. It was a provision 

aligned with personal self-development and was advantageous to women 

returning to education who had left at an early age, after a break to have 

children, or whilst they had young children. Characteristics included informality 

and part-time staff. The staff attracted to teaching in adult education included 

many artists, as it afforded them an income and hours that allowed them to 

continue their practice. This is significant in the case of Tate, as it facilitated 

direct access to leading artist Peter Kennard, who was her tutor. Adult 

education was one of the services reduced as a result of cuts to local 

authorities at the tail end of Thatcher’s government.  

 

Tate worked from her home producing more political photomontage postcards, 

mostly anti-Thatcher and anti-Ronald Reagan, then president of the USA. She 

shared the care of her two children with her husband and in her free time took 

the cards to sell to alternative radical bookshops. This network of bookshops 

not only sold books, but also served as meeting places for the exchange of 

ideas, talks and networking.75 Tate also sold the cards at conferences and fairs.  

 

																																																								
75 A major component in the demise of these independent bookshop businesses, which 
severely impacted the distribution structure of feminist literature and print, was the launch of 
Amazon, founded in 1994. 
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In 1988, at the women’s bookshop Silvermoon on Charing Cross Road,  

London, an employee introduced Tate to some women cartoonists interested in 

having their cartoons published as postcards. Tate met with Kate Charlesworth, 

Viv Quillin and Cath Jackson. This coincided with the time the Conservative 

government were putting the Local Government Bill (which included Clause 28) 

through Parliament. The three cartoonists were “absolutely spitting tacks” (Tate, 

2016b) about the Clause. Tate suggested they drew cartoons that she would 

produce as a set of six postcards. In this way, they could express their views 

and help the campaign against Clause 28. Figures 42 to 44 show three of the 

cartoons. 
	
Figure 42 is a cartoon by Kate Charlesworth based on the protest against 

Clause 28 in May 1988 by three women who abseiled from the visitors’ gallery 

to the floor in the House of Commons. Figure 43 is by Cath Jackson. At the time 

her regular strip “Vera the Visible” was in Time Out and she was also cartooning 

for City Limits. Figure 44 is by Viv Quillin. Originally the postcard did not include 

“in most cases”, but this was added to reflect the changing times (Tate, 2016c). 

Ironically, a law intending to ban the promotion of homosexuality resulted in the 

most successful promotion of homosexuality in Britain, through such things as 

postcards and cartoon strips in newspapers. 

 

Tate’s story describes the grassroots-style working practices of the feminist and 

radical political networks at the time. The community aspect was critical and the 

feminist cartoons benefitted from, reflected and fortified this community. There 

was a sense of mutual support that was motivated by something other than 

profit. As Tate’s bestselling and highly political postcards demonstrate, the 

structures were firmly in place to sustain an alternative voice that did not have 

to be compromised. Tate became aware of the wealth of women working as 

cartoonists, and expanded the range of women’s cartoons published on 

postcards and later calendars and diaries. Tate was keen to emphasise to me in 

conversation that she was not publishing women’s cartoons in a vacuum, but as 

part of a lively movement happening at the time. In 1984, The Women’s Press 

showcased the work of 66 women cartoonists in a cartoon book, Women Draw 
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1984. Art director Suzanne Perkins was a supportive advocate of women 

cartoonists and instrumental in the publication of a number of women 

cartoonists’ books.  

 

The cartoonists benefitted from payment for cartoons. Tate’s contracts with 

cartoonists were on a royalty basis, unusual for postcards or greeting cards. 

This decision was influenced by her time working as the London agent for 

Leeds Postcards. Because she had established the distribution networks, it was 

beneficial to include Leeds Postcards’ stock, which was different but 

complementary (Tate, 2016b). 
	

 
 

 
 
 

 

Figure 42: © Kate Charlesworth, cartoon for postcard, 1988 
(Charlesworth, 1988b). 
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Figure 43: © Cath Jackson, postcard, 1988 (Jackson, 1988). 
	

Figure 44: © Viv Quillin, postcard, 1988 (Quillin, 1988). 
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Sourcream 
In 1979 four London-based women cartoonists, Christine Roche (b.1939), Jo 

Nesbitt, Liz Mackie and Lesley Ruda, produced and self-published Sourcream 

No. 1. It was the first of a series of five British anthologies published between 

1979 and 1984 and was unique as a series of British women’s underground 

comics. The women had met through the Women’s Movement and were 

working for various publications, such as Time Out and Spare Rib. They 

considered approaching a publisher for the anthology, but decided they would 

have more freedom self-publishing. Christine Roche did not define the group as 

a collective but rather a group of cartoonists collecting their works together. In 

her case, she worked as a freelancer and cartooning was a solitary activity. She 

always worked from home and at the time was living in a derelict house off Brick 

Lane in London at very cheap rent. For the anthology, they did not want to mix 

the work, but divided the space to publish their own contributions. Although they 

valued each other’s opinion, there was no censure or democratic process over 

what they drew. It was a means for them to visually express views they thought 

publishers may not publish. An Dekke, a graphic designer friend of the group 

and a member of the Hackney Flashers, designed the anthology (Roche, 2016). 
 
As demonstrated in the development of Cath Tate Cards, the working practices  

were based on the idea of the collective of the 1970s, transformed to absorb both 

the economic influences of the 1980s as well as to benefit from the supporting 

radical and feminist market structures that had become established. In an article 

titled “Cartoonists Speak” in Feminist Arts News (1980), cartoonists explained why 

they contributed to cartoon and comics works for which they were not paid. Lesley 

Ruda wrote that she could not survive on her drawing alone, but worked as a 

painter and decorator. She explained her reason for continuing: 

The stuff I like experimenting with is seldom what I am asked for in jobs. 
That was largely the impetus behind doing a SELF-PUBLISHED book, 
Sourcream – to get it out in print that way… I am not only interested in 
how to get a message over but also commentary on the forms of cartoon 
representation that already exists around us. (Feminist Arts News, 1980:3) 
 

Following the publication of No. 1, a wider group of women became involved, 

responding to an advertisement placed in Spare Rib (Goodman, 2017). From 
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this Sourcream No. 2 was produced in 1981, published by Sheba Feminist 

Publishers in paperback format and including the work of thirteen women 

cartoonists.76 

 

Figure 45 is a full-page cartoon by Liz Mackie conveying ambivalence over the 

roles and expectations of women in 1980s Britain. The first image symbolises a 

block of high-rise flats. Celebrated by architects and subsidised by governments 

during the 1960s and 1970s, the high-rise was considered a panacea for the 

housing shortage, particularly for families on lower incomes. By the 1970s they 

were becoming recognised as fostering social isolation and crime, among other 

problems (Morton & Smith, 2016). It is the social isolation that the cartoon 

highlights. The drawing of the tower block functions as a comic page within a 

comic page, in which the individual flat windows can be read as panels. Each 

panel shows a separate scene to make up an overall narrative. Repetitive 

imagery in the panels shows women alone with one or more children. Each 

woman’s story is different but similar in the sense of despair conveyed in the 

repetition of “why can’t I cope”. The women are seen in roles of child carer. The 

panels increase in number in the descending tiers, adding a sense of 

overcrowding and of isolated women not coping.  

																																																								
76 One of the contributors, Janis Goodman, then moved to Leeds, where in 1978 she set up the 
women’s collective Leeds Animation Workshop (LAW) to make animations about social issues. 
Other members were Stephanie Munro, Milena Dragic and Jane Bradshaw. In total, they made 
24 short films based in Yorkshire (Dobson, 2010:122). 
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                         Figure 45: © Liz Mackie, cartoon (Mackie, 1979). 
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The eye is directed to the sign on the left of the tower block announcing the 

supposed benefit of “self-contained” living accommodation. The neoliberal idea 

of individualism through home ownership was being extolled by Thatcher, 

reflected in the legislation to implement the Right to Buy for council house 

tenants, passed in the Housing Act 1980. The selling of public housing reduced 

security for tenants as well as decimating tenant communities through dividing 

owners and tenants. The juxtaposition of the phrase “Capitalist Development” 

on the sign refers to Marxist ideas of alienation and isolation. The first panel in 

the bottom section of the cartoon symbolises an adult education classroom, 

indicated by documents in the women’s bags, reading “class register” for the 

teacher and “A-level physics” for the student. The clock and black shading in 

the window indicate evening. The role of adult education classes has already 

been mentioned in relation to Cath Tate. Their provision was in theory of benefit 

to women with young children, however, in practice, for single parents and low-

income and working-class mothers of very young children, the problem of 

childcare required for attendance was overlooked. The need for nursery 

provision, one of the original demands of feminism in 1971, is made apparent 

with the babies on the women’s backs. It visually answers the question, “who 

needs nurseries?”  

 

This demand continued during the 1980s with the setting up of the National 

Childcare Campaign. Demands for day-care to be provided by local authorities 

or employers were made through women’s committees in trade unions and 

through women’s sections in the Labour Party. Private childcare may have been 

increasingly available, but the expense was prohibitive for many women. The 

second panel reinforces the lack of understanding of the relevance of childcare 

provision among (male) employers. The satire is immediate. The placing of the 

meal is a visual reminder that many women still took responsibility within the 

family household for the domestic role, whether they worked outside or inside 

the home. Her expression is resigned, visually answering his question. The final 

panel provides the “punchline”. “Natural wastage” refers to an employment term 

for the situation where employers who leave an organisation are not replaced, 
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ensuring the continuing amount of production and profit for lower outlay, thus 

supporting a neoliberal economy. This satirises the debate discussed in the 

previous chapter, where women are relied on for capitalist employment systems 

to operate. The humour is reinforced with the play on words of “natural”. It 

suggests the essentialist notion of women being “natural” child-carers, an idea 

used by the moral right and manipulated to imply women are “natural” domestic 

workers. The meaning is also a natural wasting of women existing in positions 

of isolation and exclusion. Here Kristeva’s notion of the woman as abject is 

conveyed in the sense of exclusion in the cartoon.  

 

Viv Quillin’s cartoon (Figure 46) appeared in Sourcream No. 2 and is a witty 

parody of tampon advertisements, with “Nosepax” being an obvious word-play 

on the major tampon trademarked brand “Tampax”. Here again Kristeva’s ideas 

of abjection are evoked, as menstruation is reinforced as dangerous and dirty. 

Mulkay (1988) refers to a serious mode or discourse in which there is an 

assumption of objective phenomena in the everyday world experienced as 

reality, and a humorous mode within which almost anything can happen. 

(1988:17). If we apply this idea to Quillin’s cartoon, the serious mode assumes 

specific social behaviours and taboos surrounding menstruation. The immediate 

reference in the cartoon is to the eroticization and socially constructed 

surrounding taboos of some parts of the body but not others. For example, the 

nose does not represent what Mary Douglas refers to as “danger”, but a female 

genitalia does. Quillin highlights the absurdity and also the power of the taboos 

in her treatment of a non-dangerous body part. The language used, “leakage” 

and “difficult time”, along with the presentation of the product as “slimline”, 

present menstruation as something to be hidden, something that carries shame. 

Mulkay’s claim is that the generating of incongruity and contradiction is an 

essential element of humour, and he explains the process of the switch from 

serious to humorous as “bisociation”, a term introduced by Arthur Koestler 

(Mulkay, 1988:29). “Humour depends on bisociation, on the combination of 

divergent frameworks” (Mulkay, 1988:29). This interpretive duality is, Mulkay 

says, Walter Nash’s “locus of the joke” (27). A recognition and acceptance of 



	 158 

this is what enables the recipient to “get the joke”, and what enables a serious 

message to be conveyed whilst appearing as funny (Mulkay, 1988:31). Tying in 

with my discussion in Chapter Two about the use of incongruity in humour, the 

absurdity of the behaviour and language presented in “Nosepax” highlights the 

absurdity in the taboos and behaviours surrounding tampon use, enabling the 

viewer to question social attitudes and gender politics. 

 

The cartoon strip is divided into six panels, denoting television screens. The 

stripy cat is suggestive of the British cartoon character Bagpuss created by 

Peter Firmin and Oliver Postgate for a popular children’s television series 

broadcast in 1974. Such a reference, combined with a spoof television 

advertisement about tampons, directs the viewer’s attention to how attitudes to 

menstruation are being presented to very young children via advertising on 

television during children’s television.  

 

Quillin’s cat character was recurring in her work and a signature of her 

cartooning. Quillin’s cartoon “Talented Cat”, produced for Cath Tate Cards, was 

one of the company’s bestselling cards (Tate, 2016b). Bagpuss was a saggy 

old pink-and-white-striped cloth toy cat that appeared with thought bubbles 

above its head to show his thoughts. Quillin’s cartoon mimics this narrative 

device, responding to the Nosepax narrative. In the first panel the little bottle 

next to the cat has “Shh” on it and drawn flowers. In the third “Rose Fragrance” 

is written coming from the cat’s stomach. The silliness in this parallel narrative 

of a cat’s secret use of deodorant further enhances the absurdity of Nosepax. 

Again, this directs the viewer back to the social pressure for women to keep 

menstruation secret and the normalisation of shame in this process. Quillin’s 

cartoon is clever and satirical and relies on the viewer’s recognition of the 

attitudes to menstruation as socially constructed. It may not have been 

humorous for a wide audience, however, and probably had more meaning for a 

woman familiar with menstruation and this type of advertisement.  
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The cartoon in Figure 47 by Lesley Ruda from Sourcream Nos 4 & 5 visually 

and humorously presents the idea of “getting it”. The women’s symbols on the 

front of the magazine index Sourcream as the feminist comics anthology. The 

Sourcream humour relied on an assumed knowledge and understanding of 

feminism and socialism. Sketchily drawn, the shirt and tie indicate the man’s 

class, hinting that he may not be aware of or sympathetic to the feminist project. 

Sourcream symbolises a community he is not part of. The cartoon and the idea 

of “getting it”, whilst important in community building, refers back to my 

discussion in Chapter Two around how, if a joke isn’t funny, the joker is deemed 

lacking in humour; in this case, the feminist is deemed humourless by the 

unamused male reader. 

 

 

 

 

The representation of women of colour began to become more visible from 

1983, as shown in the drawing on the front cover of the Sourcream Special 

Issue Nos 4 & 5 produced in 1984 (Figure 48). The issue was funded by The 

Greater London Council (GLC) and the GLC Arts Association, which both 

supported diversity and difference in their funding decisions. The GLC was an 

Figure 47: © Lesley Ruda, cartoon, 1984 (Ruda, 1984). 
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influential local government body and, in 1982, a programme was initiated that 

ran until 1986, when it was disbanded by the Conservative government. It 

contributed over £4.5 million to women’s projects during this time (Humm, 

1992:6).  

 

              Figure 48: Uncredited front cover of Sourcream Nos 4&5 (Sourcream,1984). 
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The image in Figure 48 depicts the head and shoulders of a black woman. 

However, it is her features that signify her colour, not the colour. She is white 

and the background is flat black. One reading of this is it signifies the political 

and social background to the production of the image as “flat black”, that is, a 

clumping together of all women of colour as the same, mirroring the clumping of 

all women together as indistinguishable “women”, which the very nature of the 

call for “diversity” was responding to. I suggest the representation on the front 

cover could have been a result of, for example, a focus on “diversity” in the 

funding requirements, reflecting an anxiety around ensuring a quota of women 

of colour. 

 

There is no credit for the artist of the image. It is possible the artist signed their 

name on another page, but I was unable to identify this.77 This raises questions 

around authorship and whether the colour of the artist is important. The border 

surrounding the image has patterning suggestive of African decorative marks. 

The border, the “framing” of the central image – the visual representation of a 

woman of colour – is decoration, or tokenistic. Having the woman’s back 

towards the viewer positions the viewer as looking over her shoulder. If the 

readership is predominantly white women, this points to the idea of the minstrel 

show, the representation of the woman of colour produced for the white 

woman’s entertainment. A small white man stands on the woman’s shoulder. 

His speech is gobbledegook; the viewer cannot understand what he is saying, 

nor can the woman. It is unclear how to read this image. Whilst produced with 

the intentions of “diversity” and certainly reflecting the importance of drawn 

representations of difference, the image risks being read as having undertones 

of tokenistic racism. 

 

The Collective as Protest: Peace and Greenham Common 
Margaret Thatcher’s pro-war, and pro-nuclear weapons stance triggered the 

most spectacular feminist protest event within recent British feminist history, 

																																																								
77 I have had contact with Janis Goodman, a contributor to this issue, but she was unable to 
remember.  
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with life-changing effects on many participants. The women’s Greenham 

Common Peace Camp developed from a protest against the government 

decision to allow nuclear cruise missiles to be sited at RAF Greenham Common 

in Berkshire. In summer 1981, a “Walk for Life” saw groups of women walking 

from Cardiff to Greenham Common aerodrome, “where missiles were stored… 

to protest at the prospect of mass nuclear destructions” (Atkinson, 1997:56). 

The gathering of women at Greenham Common mirrored the formation of the 

WLM of the 1970s in that the activity was without formal structure. It began with 

40 women and children walking 140 miles to the base. As Jean Stead noted in 

1984: 

the women belong to no identifiable group. They are not attached to the 
Labour party, to CND, or to any other organisation. They have no 
communication system – apart from a bike ride to the nearest pay 
telephone kiosk. Yet they have become an embarrassment… to the British 
government and to Nato. (Stead, 2012:89) 

 
Why did this become a women’s peace camp? The Women’s Liberation 

Movement were supportive of the Labour Party and the Campaign for Nuclear 

Disarmament (CND) and had links with both organisations. However, there was 

a mounting feeling that attendance of CND meetings was not enough and there 

was growing distrust in Labour to implement an anti-nuclear programme. It was 

this combination of sentiments that led to a desire for action and the decision to 

make the protest a women’s peace camp. This was reflected in a pamphlet 

called The Greenham Factor (1981), sold to raise funds for the camp, which 

included the following Virginia Woolf quotation: “We can best help you prevent 

war not by repeating your words and following your methods but by finding new 

words and creating new methods” (Greenham Print Prop, 1981). Such new 

methods incorporated feminist theory and a growing eco-feminism to link the 

work of Greenham Common and a concern with the environment with a stand 

against patriarchy. This critique was shown in cartoons such as Maggie Ling’s 

cartoon in Figure 49, which used metaphor to show male destruction of the 

environment and by implication the world. 
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At first the Greenham peace camp was mixed, but women found men were 

beginning to run it, so they were asked to leave. This may appear an example 

of extreme separatism, but Jackson’s comic strip (Figure 50) identifies and 

satirises the subtle positioning of the male. Using sharp observational humour 

and situating the comic within the context of the everyday, Jackson clarifies that 

the problematic element of a male presence was the deeply held gender role 

assumptions which influenced behaviours. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 49: © Maggie Ling, cartoon, 1986 (Ling, 1986). 
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Natasha Walters described the Greenham Common Peace Camps as “a visible 

outpouring” of a style of feminism (171) that embraced a female-centred, 

maternalistic separatism. In 1982 the Embrace the Base event took place, in 

which “the women planned to encircle the nine mile perimeter of the Greenham 

common base with a chain of women holding hands” (Stead, 2012:92). They 

estimated they would need 8,000 women to do this and put a call out via 

feminist chain letters. Women were asked to bring something meaningful, 

symbolising life, with them to hang on the wire and concrete fence. 30,000 

women arrived at the camp to take part. This is also referenced in Figure 50. 

 

 
Greenham women were caricatured in the media as, “punks, some have 

shaved heads, and others make no secret of the fact that they are lesbians. 

They make no attempt to behave as middle-class housewives” (the Guardian, 

24 March 1984 quoted in Walter, 1998:38). As Walter observes: 

The more successful feminism becomes, the more desperate is the desire 
of the traditionalist to make feminist look unwomanly, undesired and 
undesirable. Using feminists’ appearance as evidence of their lack of 
femininity is central to that project. (Walter, 1998:38) 

 
In spite of this, a former camp resident remembers, “It was a dynamic, eclectic 

Figure 51: © Ange Stewart-Park (Stewart-Park 1983:45). 
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mix of women from across the world, of all ages from 14 onwards, with wildly 

different experiences, who came to the camp for completely different reasons” 

(Norton, 2002:12). Yet the combined enthusiasm and pleasure of coming 

together as a group in protest that I have touched on earlier included an 

element of naïve idealism. This became the basis of satirical self-mockery in 

cartoons such as Ange Stewart-Park’s in Figure 51.  
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The perceived threat of nuclear war was a political shadow that cartoonists 

Annie Lawson and Suzy Varty considered to be a major motivating influence in 

their political art. Annie Lawson’s phone tree in Figure 52 reminds us of the 

power of the hand-drawn and written in the practical dissemination of 

information during this time. It also reflects her deep immersion in political 

activity. Although not a cartoon, it is a visual record as well as a fantastic social 

documentation of the grassroots networks that underpinned the wider feminist 

project, a reminder of the human relationships on which the political activity 

hinged. Phone trees, along with the feminist chain letters and the cartoons, 

were the communication equivalents of what has now been replaced by email, 

text and social media.  

 

Events such as Embrace the Base incorporated the theatre of protest and 

became memorable as a result. Beatrix Campbell described Greenham 

Common as a sanctuary during the Thatcher years, with “a reinvigorating 

politics of spectacle and theatre, a robust energy, a politics of opposition which 

reminded you that you belonged to something called the Women’s Liberation 

Movement” (Campbell, 1992:14).  

 

Conclusion 
My case studies in this chapter show the progression of feminist debates and 

activities accompanied by a self-reflexivity, demonstrated in the humour of the 

cartoons that emerged. Debates were primarily around the politics of difference, 

becoming conceptualised in what is now understood as intersectionality. The 

conflicts between theoretical feminism and lived everyday experience are 

demonstrated perhaps most clearly in the lesbian cartoons, though they are 

also seen in the cartoons around motherhood. The growth of ecofeminism is 

another area where feminist politics were converging with wider political issues. 

The importance of humour was in allowing cartoonists to question and 

challenge contradictions. A defining attribute of the humour was self-

deprecation, which enabled a non-hostile, gentle questioning of feminism 

without jeopardising the continuing consolidation of the growing feminist 



	 170 

community. I have relied on a relief model of humour in explaining the use of 

self-deprecation to encourage empathy within the identifying group. 

 
A key development highlighted in this chapter is that, by the end of the 1980s, a 

firmly built foundation existed for an economic structure to begin supporting the 

growth of feminist cartoons. What it also shows is that this structure operated 

mainly alongside the “mainstream”. Cartoons were part of a wider feminist 

cultural production that included folk arts and crafts as well as literature, theatre, 

comedy and fine art. Central to this was the construction of an audience or 

readership for feminist cultural production, which contributed to a new audience 

for feminist cartoons. This was different from the conventional fan-based comics 

readership. It was during the 1990s that a convergence with the mainstream 

began to take place. The enterprise culture of Thatcherism had begun to 

influence the markets for feminist literature and this continued into the 1990s, 

as will be discussed in the next chapter. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 



	 171 

CHAPTER SIX: The 1990s: A New Generation  
The 1990s opened doors for new styles of feminist cartoons to burst forth, 

reflecting and located within a growing cultural economy. A pronounced 

characteristic in the activity was entrepreneurship. An aspect of Thatcher’s 

employment policies during the 1980s had been the ethos of self-help and 

enterprise. “There was an overall increase in the numbers of self-employed in 

Britain from 1.9m. in 1979 to 3m. in 1988” (Lovenduski & Randall, 1993:46). 

Based on interviews conducted during their research, Lovenduski and Randall 

write that “more than one woman activist claimed to have been influenced by 

the message of Thatcherism – that it was no good waiting for the government or 

others to help you, you had to go out and get things started yourself” (47). This 

is apparent in the activity of feminist cartoonists. For example, a number of the 

cartoonists included in my research benefited from claiming unemployment 

benefit to support their creative practice.78 Another programme beneficial to 

those pursuing creative practice that did not generate income was The 

Enterprise Allowance Scheme, an initiative launched in 1982 and operating 

nationwide from 1983 that guaranteed an income of £40 per week for 

unemployed people who set up their own businesses.79 It funded a total of 

325,000 people to become self-employed (Dellheim, 1996). Additionally, by the 

1990s, technological advancements had resulted in the availability of cheap 

printing, and feminist structures built from the 1970s onwards allowed feminist 

cartoonists to find more platforms to showcase their works. Part of this was the 

inclusion of women in community-building taking place within the alternative and 

small press comics scene. 

 

A major change in the style of works and how they were produced was 

influenced by a younger generation of women using the comics form and 

applying it to their expression of feminism. Influenced by “Third Wave” feminism, 

																																																								
78 For example, members of the See Red Collective were able to participate with the support of 
unemployment benefit (Stevenson and Mackie, 2017). 
79 I benefitted from this scheme in 1988, although not for cartooning. It allowed me time to build 
a portfolio of work to secure a place on a Foundation Course in Art and Design at Middlesex 
Polytechnic. It also introduced me to the basic practical requirements of self-employment. I have 
been self-employed ever since. 
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and “Postfeminism”, they challenged what they perceived as the lack of humour 

in earlier feminism. I argue that in the 1970s and 1980s feminist cartoons there 

was evidence of humour, but that the injection of a younger generation of 

feminists during the 1990s influenced a change in the style of humour used. 

From a humour that included an element of self-deprecation and a trace of 

Kristeva’s abject in the 1980s, the 1990s ‘gross out’ decade was characterised 

by a quality of Bakhtian grotesque and carnivalesque, with a notable influence 

from postmodernism and pastiche. There was often a conscious recognition 

and celebration of pleasure reflected in new cartoon works. 

 

In this chapter I use case studies to interrogate how and why some of the 

feminist cartoonists incorporated this new style as a means of confronting the 

status quo. In addressing this I continue my questioning in terms of the 

influences from feminism and the wider social, political and economic climate in 

Britain. My analysis draws on theories of humour, in particular as presented by 

Kathleen Rowe (1995), as well as Mikhail Bakhtin’s theory of the grotesque and 

carnivalesque (1968). I briefly consider the influence of Riot Grrrl in Britain, and 

the profusion of ‘zines’, on the aesthetic and the humour of feminist cartoons 

and comics that emerged during the 1990s:80  

The term ‘fanzine’ is the conflation of ‘fan’ and ‘magazine’, and was coined 
by the American sci-fi enthusiast and zine producer Louis Russell 
Chauvenet in 1940… ‘Fanzine’ itself first appeared abbreviated to ‘zine’ 
sometime in the 1970s, describing a photocopied, stapled, non-
commercial and non-professional, small-circulation publication. (Triggs, 
2010:8) 

 
I begin by considering some key individual cartoonists’ work. I have chosen 

them because they demonstrate the visual use of the grotesque and the 

monstrous. I analyse these in terms of how they engage with and reflect 

feminist debates around Third Wave feminism and Postfeminism. They include 

Lucy Sweet’s cover of Unskinny 8 (1994) from her series of self-published zines, 

and the cover of Lorna Miller’s Witch (1999), a collection of her alternative 

																																																								
80 Zines and the relation to Riot Grrrl activity has been documented in detail by Teal Triggs in 
her book Fanzines (2010), and reference to zines here is to contextualise the cartoons and 
cartoon activity I am considering.  
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comics (Miller, 1999). I then analyse selected cartoons by Rachael House that 

address sexuality. I chose these works because they present a different 

message, style and humour from the lesbian works being made in the 1980s 

that I have looked at. I analyse how and why House’s work differs, and the 

significance of this to feminism in the 1990s. 

 
I then look at publications produced by the feminist collectives of the 1990s that 

included cartoons. A particular line of questioning is to determine how the idea 

of the ‘collective’ continued to develop, and whether they operated differently in 

the 1990s to their predecessors of the 1970s and 1980s. These are considered 

in two sections: the zine-style works created by younger women, Bad Attitude 

and Harpies and Quine, and the works produced and contributed to by a slightly 

older group of women, the majority of whom had been cartooning during the 

1980s. The works I consider, Girlfrenzy and FANNY were more focused on 

cartoons.  

 
My final case study is cartoonist Kate Evans and her work Copse (1998, 

Orange Dog Productions). This is an example of a long-form comic or ‘graphic 

novel’, one of the first by a British woman. It is also an example of how the 

comics form was being used, with an inclusion of humour, to address wider 

political issues through a feminist lens.  

 

British Feminism 
Mainstream British feminist Natasha Walter argued in New Feminism (1998) 

that young women assumed feminism and no longer needed any kind of 

activism. She quoted Polly Toynbee’s despairing tone from 1995, “The cause 

has not died, only the fire” (Walter, 1998:35). Walter disputed this, claiming the 

fire was among younger women, but that they were in favour of women’s 

equality rather than feminism because the image of feminism was alienating to 

young women:  

 it is associated with man-hating and with a rather sullen kind of political 
 correctness or puritanism… Its characteristic attitude is understood to 
 be angry rather than optimistic, whingeing rather than buoyant, 
 negative rather than positive. (Walter, 1998:36)  
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Walter promoted the idea that feminism need no longer focus on sexual 

objectification as a form of gender inequality, but should instead concentrate on 

broader political goals. According to her, a move away from the personal and 

towards the material was what feminism needed to address, to “revolutionise 

the organisation of work” (Walter, 1998:222).  

 

One network that took a different position in identifying as Third Wave feminist 

was the Riot Grrrl movement. Materialising in 1991 at Evergreen State College 

in Olympia, Washington, USA, it was initiated and followed by a younger 

generation of women, familiar with key feminist works and angry at continuing 

inequalities. They adopted a strong Do-It-Yourself (DIY) ethos, influenced by 

punk rock, that manifested itself in music, through starting bands, making 

fashion, art and fanzines if they could write and draw. The relevance to this 

chapter is the influence on the explosion of zines, including feminist zines, in 

Britain, some of which included cartoons and a style of humour particular to the 

1990s. When Riot Grrrl came to Britain in 1992, the tone was generally, as in 

the USA, 

‘loud, vulgar, obnoxious, illogical, and emotional’, distancing young women 
from the ‘well-behaved good girl’ stereotype, but also from a stereotype 
amongst young women of the adult, sincere and ‘humourless [second-
wave] feminist’. (Alison Piepmeier cited in Gough-Yates, 2012:395) 
 

Riot Grrrl coined the term “girl power”, but this became more popularly 

associated with the British pop group the Spice Girls, formed in 1994. According 

to American feminists such as Bitchfest writer Rachel Fudge and journalist 

Marisa Meltzer, the Spice Girls appropriated the Riot Grrrl slogan “girl power” 

for the “ultimate commodification of empowerment” (Fudge, 2006:155). They 

argue that the term was used to endorse a dominant popular media message of 

“postfeminism” that flaunted femininity not feminism as a positive force, claiming 

feminism was no longer necessary. Through appropriation of the Riot Grrrl 

trademark of “girl power”, Meltzer argues, the Spice Girls were able to sell 10 

million copies of their first album: 

The Spice Girls enabled girls not to use their collective power to realize 
actual change in the world, but to accumulate Spice merchandise; this 
wasn’t feminism as much as it was girl-targeted consumerism… Without 
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zine – or songwriting workshops or grassroots networks of any kind, a 
girl who felt radicalized by girl power could theoretically enact feminist 
principles by running for school office, speaking up in class, creating 
artwork, writing a novel, or just living with confidence. But the easiest 
and most obvious way was to acquire Spice-branded merchandise. 
(Meltzer, 2010:87) 

 
Fudge and Meltzer’s criticism is that the Spice Girls represented a depoliticised 

feminism that was manufactured and individualistic, opposing the values of Riot 

Grrrl. Yet this seems paradoxical in the context of the Riot Grrrl movement, the 

punk origins of which have been analysed through reference to Debord’s 

concept of “detournement”, to the extent of becoming otiose, as Robert Garnett 

notes (Garnett, 1999:21). 

 
An alternative approach views this act of appropriation as an enduring effect of 

Riot Grrrl activity and a changing expression of feminism. In other words, the 

Spice Girls can be understood as an offshoot of feminism, in the same way that 

the Riot Grrrl movement can be seen as an offshoot of US punk via hardcore 

and grunge. Dick Hebdige views the commercialisation of a subculture as 

inevitable in its incorporation into mainstream culture (Hebdige, 1979). Part of 

the process includes the questions of “authenticity” and “selling out”, which 

British Comics Studies scholar David Huxley writes about as a problematic 

aspect of British punk (Huxley, 1999). Both Huxley and British cultural theorist 

Angela McRobbie use the status of Malcolm McLaren and Vivienne 

Westwards’s punk shop “Sex” as an example of the use of “authenticity” to sell 

trousers. McRobbie describes the attitude of “consumerism within the counter-

culture as a fall from grace, a lack of purity”, with the role of money or selling in 

the exchange of goods disguised (McRobbie, 1994:137). Discussions around 

the “authentic” within the context of the comics form become relevant. An 

aspect of this is that money, profit and loss are considerations for the zine 

maker or alternative comics producer. 

 

McRobbie argues that the idea of a commercialisation of female empowerment 

should not be assumed to be anti-feminist. She writes: “the superficial does not 

necessarily represent a decline into meaninglessness or valuelessness in 
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culture. Analysis of the so-called trivial should not remain at the level of the 

semiotic reading” (McRobbie, 1994:3). Neither should feminism necessarily 

view femininity as a “pathology”, asserts feminist Hilary Radner, but as “one 

dimension in the play of gender and identity”, to address the distrust of feminism 

and proliferation of neoliberal ideas about gender (Radner, 2010:197). She 

argues that postfeminism is not a rejection or reaction to feminism but a 

philosophy of consumerism, femininity and independence. 

 

In a consideration of the relationship to feminism, McRobbie writes that “we 

have to look for what emerges from between feminism and femininity, and we 

have to attend to the inventiveness of women as they create new social 

categories” (McRobbie, 1994:8). McLaren and Westwood’s shop provided a 

meeting place for people, and a focus of social, not just monetary exchange. 

The consumption of Spice Girls merchandise at their concerts and as 

collectibles, and the culture of fandom that was built around the Spice Girls, can 

be understood as creating a similar role of social exchange, forging a sense of 

community or belonging through commercialisation for fans. This can be argued 

as similar to the role of Riot Grrrl and comics collectives’ meetings and activity 

in the 1990s.  

 

Whilst not suggesting an anything-goes approach to feminism, British Media 

and Politics scholar Anna Feigenbaum articulates how such changes can be 

analysed as a “politics in process that engages in constant and shifting 

interactions with institutional and capitalist structures and technologies that 

delimit and determine its content and accessibility” (Feigenbaum, 2007:149). 

That is, she questions the “relationships between corporate, punk, and feminist 

production processes” (Feigenbaum, 2007:133). This more nuanced view can 

also be applied in scrutinising the production of feminist zines, cartoons and 

comics.  

 

An important criticism of the Riot Grrrl ethos, raised by Feigenbaum and 

arguably applicable to the feminist cartoons, is that the position was formulated 
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primarily from an investment in gender and sexual difference. This could be 

interpreted as alienating participants through a perceived failure to 

acknowledge the roles of class and race in the constructs of oppression of 

women (Feigenbaum, 2007:142). Since the Riot Grrrl movement emerged from 

activity within college institutions in the USA, we can predict a high ratio of 

higher educated participants, with the implied class indicator.81 In contrast, the 

Spice Girls, in Britain, were working-class non-Londoners, uneducated beyond 

school level. As a result, they offered a direct appeal to young working-class 

girls and women around the country, providing female role models for an 

audience not usually represented in pop music at the time. This did not make 

the group unproblematic in other senses. For example, band member Mel B. 

was black British, but her nickname “Scary Spice” had racist overtones 

(Feigenbaum, 2007:141). 

 

British Comics 

The concept of “lad culture” appeared in Britain in the early 1990s, revealing 

itself in popular culture through “lads’” magazines for men such as Loaded 

(1994-2015), Maxim (1995), and TV sitcoms such as Men Behaving Badly 

(1992), based around a storyline of men sitting drinking alcohol and watching 

pornography. An emerging “ladette” culture for young women complemented 

lad culture, with heavy drinking and crudeness as its components. Within 

mainstream alternative comics, Viz was a perfect fit for this style of humour. By 

the end of the 1980s it was one of the biggest selling magazines in Britain, and 

this popularity increased until the mid-1990s. The comic strip “The Fat Slags” 

was introduced in 1989 as a response to “ladette culture” (see Figure 54) and I 

will discuss this in more detail later in this chapter. The reason I start by 

mentioning Viz is to show how a comic produced from the alternative comics 

scene of the 1980s had a popularity which arguably included a misogynist 

ingredient. Meanwhile, in the 1990s, a new alternative comics or small press 

movement was forming. It relied on Xerox photocopy machines which had 

																																																								
81 This has a similarity to the myth-making around class within British punk as a movement of 
white working-class youth. As David Huxley mentions, although not a definitive indicator of class, 
nearly a third of punk rock musicians had been students in higher education (Huxley, 1999).   
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become widely accessible and cheap to use, and self-distribution was assisted 

by a fairly efficient and affordable postal system. It was fuelled by a DIY or 

entrepreneurial ethos and it visibly included women.  

 

The production of small-press publications was supported by specific festivals 

and community initiatives, often led by cartoonists. For example, Jeremy Dennis, 

also working under the name Jeremy Day, was an energetic member of the 

alternative comics scene in the late 1980s and early 1990s, following her move 

to Oxford in 1989. She produced a number of self-published comics, 

contributed to Girlfrenzy (1991-1998) and later The Girlie Comic (2001-), 

including a comic strip from her “dyke-u-like” series. In 1992 she was one of the 

co-founders of Caption, a British small-press comics convention set up in 

Oxford by Dennis with Adrian Cox, Damian Cugley and Jenni Scott. Caption 

was the longest running convention of its kind,82 “a unique, friendly event that 

brings comics creators, manga artists, comic-book readers and professionals 

together to mingle and discuss their work” (Caption Comics Festival, 2016). It 

introduced a new element into the expanding structure, supporting alternative 

press activity in Britain. It contrasted with the existing larger mainstream comic 

book conventions where there was no or little representation of work by women. 

Within these small-scale publishing ventures, often led by individual cartoonists, 

a direct mailing distribution system became a commonly used mechanism. One 

example of a small independent producer that successfully employed this 

method was Slab-O-Concrete Productions (1994-2001). It was set up in 1994, 

by Sheffield based cartoonist Peter Pavement with Dave Hanna, Emma Copsey 

and Chris Tappenden, as a mail-order distributor of small press publications 

and zines. It expanded to include the distribution of imported publications and in 

1995 moved to Hove and began publishing, continuing until 2001 when the 

business could no longer be sustained.  

 

 

																																																								
82 Caption’s most recent event was in 2015. There has been no announcement that it will not 
continue in the future.  
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Feminist Cartoons and Comics  
The zine explosion was, as Stephen Duncombe describes, “a grassroots 

reaction to a crisis in the media landscape” (Duncombe, 1997:185). It took place 

from stapled-together photocopied material being distributed throughout the 

country at a time when the Internet was not yet widely a feature of everyday life. 

It was a form that rejected or redefined dominant publishing formats and 

conventions, allowing people to express subject matter and feelings that would 

not have been accepted by conventional publishers (Duncombe, 1997). Zines 

gave voice to young women and feminists, and a number of British female-

produced and feminist zines emerged, often linked to Riot Grrrl and the music 

scene.83 A number of significant British activist-style and zine-style alternative 

feminist publishing projects appeared during the early 1990s, including 

Shocking Pink III, Bad Attitude, Subversive Sister, Harpies and Quines and 

Girlfrenzy. Katy Watson, who had previously worked with the feminist magazine 

Outwrite, launched the third iteration of Shocking Pink in 1989. It ran until 1992 

and, as was the case with Shocking Pink II, it was sold on political 

demonstrations, in lesbian pubs and outside tube stations. It responded to 

political issues at the time, such as the Poll Tax. The increase in the number of 

women cartoonists in Britain enabled Carol Bennett of Knockabout Comics to 

collaborate with Cath Tate to generate a series of British Women’s comics and 

cartoon anthologies, launched in 1991 with FANNY as their flagship title. The 

anthologies included contributions from a total of around fifty-five British women 

cartoonists. 
 

In the next section I will look at the cartoons being produced by individuals to 

analyse how their works were responding to feminism and how they were using 

humour. Consideration will also be given to how they were producing works, 

shedding light on the changing nature of production in the 1990s. 

 

 

																																																								
83 Examples included Rachel Rocket’s Slampt in Newcastle, Anne Marie Payne’s AMP fanzine 
in London and Vique Martin’s Simba in Glasgow (Sweet, 2016). 
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Individual Cartoonists: Lucy Sweet, Lorna Miller, Rachael House 
Lucy Sweet 

Mel Gibson (2010) has written about Lucy Sweet’s Unskinny and Lorna Miller’s 

Witch as responses to British girls’ comics from the 1950s to the 1980s, noting 

how Miller’s work “undermines the traditional idea of what a comic for older girls 

should be like” and attacks “the ideology of ‘appropriate’ femininity” (Gibson, 

2010:131) through the use of the grotesque. She acknowledges the use of 

humour in the works as significant because it was not a feature in the earlier 

girls’ comics. Teal Triggs has also included reference to the work of Lucy Sweet 

as a British zine maker responding to Riot Grrrl influence (Triggs, 2010). In 

looking specifically at the front cover of Issue 8 of Unskinny (Figure 53) and the 

front cover of Witch (Figure 56), I develop Triggs’ reference and Gibson’s 

analysis as starting points to consider in more depth how and why visual 

humour was used and how this functioned to engage with and critique feminist 

debate. In a 1997 interview with journalist Suzy Feay, Sweet was not 

disparaging about the British all-girl pop group the Spice Girls, alluded to earlier 

in relation to “girl power”. She said: 

anything that can make a 12-year-old girl do kung-fu kicks and ask boys 
out has got to be good. You’ve got to be really uptight to completely hate 
everything the Spice Girls are about, because they're all-purpose, they're 
about so many different things. (Quoted in Feay, 1997) 
 

Sweet is not judgmental of the group and it is her recognition of the complexity 

of their contribution to feminism that is reflected in the sophistication of her use 

of imagery and humour in Unskinny.  
 
Unskinny was not a glossy women’s magazine but a self-published zine first 

produced by Newcastle-based Sweet in 1993. Sweet dropped out of a fine art 

degree at Newcastle University because her style was becoming cartoonish and 

her tutors did not approve. Influenced by Jamie Hewlett’s “Tank Girl”,84 she 

became interested in a graphic style. On a visit to Seattle in 1993 she 

discovered underground comics, and was particularly inspired by the work of 

																																																								
84 “Tank Girl” was serialised in Deadline from 1988 and published as a book in 1996 (Penguin). 
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American comics artist Julie Doucet. It was Sweet’s introduction to non-

superhero comics. On return to Britain she was financially supported by 

unemployment benefit for a year and worked on Unskinny (Sweet, 2016). 

 

She published eight issues between 1993 and 1996. Her father gave her £50 to 

photocopy around fifty copies of the first issue, which she stapled together 

herself. She sold them in record shops on a sale or return basis, with the later 

issues sold in Borders Bookshop. However, most of the sales were through mail 

order: “that’s how everyone did it” (Sweet, 2016). She financed further issues 

through writing for the music paper Melody Maker, cartooning for a newspaper 

in Manchester and City Life in Newcastle, and working in a variety of unskilled 

jobs.  

 

The cover of Lucy Sweet’s Unskinny (Figure 52) visualizes an exaggeration of 

bodily bulges and excess, suggestive of Mikhail Bakhtin’s “grotesque body”. 

Challenging the classical or bourgeois convention of bodily concealment, it is 

also the expression of female desire that is conventionally kept hidden. Sweet’s 

use of spot colour was determined by budget constraints, as one colour with 

black was cheaper. Her choice of red was because she felt it grabbed attention 

(Sweet, 2016). Although not necessarily intended, the choice of red signifies 

sex and danger, emphasising the woman’s attention to her own desires and 

pleasures, both sexual and other: the lips, the polished fingernails, her bra top 

and the tip of the cigarette. Self-aware and confident in her body image, she is 

ready to consume alcohol and a cigarette for pleasure. She looks out directly at 

the viewer, without shame; her seductive look has a suggestion of a smile, 

reinforcing the focus on her own delight. The signification of her visible body is 

excess, hedonism and greedy pleasure, yet there is no shame indicated in her 

pose. It is this proud challenge that injects a humour into the image. It is 

incongruous, unexpected within the conventional ‘norm’ of the idealised female 

body. 
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Figure 53: © Lucy Sweet, front cover of Unskinny (Sweet, 1996). 
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Bakhtin’s idea of grotesque reality was based on “degradation, that is, the 

lowering of all that is high, spiritual, ideal, abstract” (Bakhtin, 1968:19). Based 

on the medieval hierarchy which positioned God and the Church in the upper 

cosmos and the human body in the lower cosmos, Bakhtin theorised that the 

body mirrored this hierarchy. The “upper stratum” of the body referred to the 

head and thought, as higher. The “lower stratum” was associated with the 

grotesque, with bodily functions directly relating to life and death, such as eating, 

drinking, defecating and sexual activity. It is these activities that Sweet’s 

Unskinny character visually displays. In disrupting the hierarchy, the grotesque 

body disrupts normalcy and all that is honourable is threatened. In The Unruly 

Woman, Kathleen Rowe points out that, whilst useful, the basis of Bakhtin’s 

theorising was class relations, with no consideration of the social relations of 

gender. His theories would have been positioned within the misogynist tradition 

of feminine as matter and masculine as the higher spirit (Rowe, 1995:34).  

 

Sweet produced the first issue of Unskinny in 1993; she explains her motivation 

in presenting a female body image that deviated from the normal representation 

of women as being because “the supermodels were really high profile, and I just 

got sick of it” (quoted in Feay, 1997). The visualisation of the character implies 

refusal to conform to representations of the female form represented in media 

such as the glossy women’s magazine. In American feminist Naomi Wolf’s book, 

The Beauty Myth (1990), the main message was that although women had 

achieved legal and material improvements in status, the movement towards 

equality for young women was being prevented. This was being caused, Wolf 

argued, by a pressure to conform to idealised standards of beauty. “We are in 

the midst of a violent backlash to feminism that uses images of female beauty 

as a political weapon against women’s advancement” (Wolf, 1990:2). In the 

Unskinny image, Sweet uses humour and the visual as a weapon to confront 

this ideal. 

 

Kathleen Rowe writes about examples from the emerging comedy of the 1990s 

as featuring a similarly unruly woman. The figure of this woman, as with Sweet’s 
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character is, “too fat, too funny, too noisy, too old, too rebellious – unsettles 

social hierarchies” (Rowe, 1995:19). With reference to Cixous’ essay “The 

Laugh of the Medusa” (Cixous, 1976), Rowe asserts that the laughter is not that 

of a “nice girl”; it is offensive. She describes this woman as “liminal”, that is, 

someone who is marginalised, referring to the work of anthropologist Victor 

Turner (Rowe, 1995:10). The “liminal” shares similarities with Bakhtin’s 

“grotesque body”. It also continues the link with the abject, discussed in the 

previous chapter. However, in contrast to the 1980s, the humour of the 

grotesque is an unruly abjection. 

 

A further explanation of the humour is the very subtle distortion of the 

proportions of the body, turning it into a caricature. According to Henri Bergson, 

in “Laughter: An Essay on the Meaning of the Comic” (1911), it is such visual 

distortion that explains the comic element of caricature. He writes that the comic 

effect is not derived from the exaggeration itself but from the underlying rigidity 

that suggests automatism or mechanization. “This deflection of life towards the 

mechanical is here the real cause of laughter” (Bergson, 1911:x). Taking this as 

the basic element of the comic effect, he develops the idea to identify specific 

situations in which this can create a comic effect. One situation is when the 

moral is the concern, yet the body or bodily functions distract. For example, if a 

serious public speaker sneezes, Bergson argues it creates laughter. This, he 

explains, is why tragedy does not draw attention to the body or bodily, because 

it detracts from the seriousness of the message. In the case of Sweet’s image, I 

argue that Bergson’s process is reversed. That is, the visualisation of the 

caricatured bodily excess and the laughter it invites draw attention to the moral, 

or serious concern, through the laughter. The moral or serious message, in this 

instance, is the feminist questioning around body image. To clarify, my 

reference to Bergson seems to suggest I am arguing Figure 53 provokes 

humour from mockery, because we see her as a caricature. But I suggest we 

laugh with the character. I refer back to my discussion in Chapter Two 

developed in Chapter Five, where I applied the relief theory in explaining 

humour as a means to reinforce the group bond through identification and 
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empathy. Here, too, the women audience recognises and empathises with 

Sweet’s confrontation of female bodily norms. But as British historian and 

mythographer Marina Warner writes, the grotesque also provokes unease. She 

draws attention to the other name for the grotesque, “diablerie”, which, she says, 

“catches the anxiety and the ambition that surround its fancies and fabrications” 

(Warner, 2000:247). It is this element of tension captured in the humour that 

reflects feminist debate at the time, questioning and critiquing the assumptions 

of Second Wave feminism and what Third Wave and Postfeminism could and 

should be. In her interview with Sweet, Feay claims, “Sweet combines a feisty 

practical feminism with a contempt for the traditional, hard-line version” (Feay, 

1997). However, I argue Sweet’s visual depiction is more nuanced than this; the 

contempt claimed by Feay is not obvious and suggests instead an assumption 

imposed by the journalist. 

 

Sweet’s representation can be interpreted as epitomizing the behaviour and 

mannerisms of the 1990s “ladette”, the female response to the “lads’ culture” of 

the 1990s. The British women’s magazine Minx (EMAP, 1996-2000) was 

produced in response to the publication of “lads’ mags”, but Sweet did not 

accept her position as similar to that of Minx:   

I think that’s watered-down crap. All those women’s mags, no matter how 
‘laddish’ they pretend to be, still expect you to have a face-pack on while 
you sit on the sofa eating chocolate. They have to make money out of 
women, that’s the long and short of it. (Quoted in Feay, 1997) 
	

In the image, the necklace around the woman’s neck spells “LARD”. The 

addition of the “R” to “lad” disrupts the meaning, locating it within a frame of 

excess and greed. It simultaneously parodies the hand-made text bead 

necklaces typical of the time, strung together to form names of bands and 

signify the wearer’s interests and allegiances. It also parodies the “LOVE” text 

jewellery. As Gibson writes, Sweet challenges the dominant discourse around 

romance that existed in girls’ comics such as Jackie, based on a stereotype of a 

protagonist that must change herself to attract men. It is this same stereotype 

that Sweet indicates is reinforced in women’s magazines such as Minx. Sweet 

does not gently satirise this idea, “but explodes it” (Gibson, 2010:131).  
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There are no speech balloons on the Unskinny cover, but the text on the left of 

the woman’s head reads as her invitation to the viewer to “tune in, sign on, pig 

out”, parodying Timothy Leary’s 1967 counter-culture catchphrase, “turn on, 

tune in, drop out”. Both “drop out” and “pig out” can have ambiguous 

interpretations. Leary’s use of “drop out” could have been read metaphorically, 

to mean change. Yet it was widely understood to mean quit, as in, drop out of 

college or school (Humphriedboswell, 2012). The connotation of the phrase was 

one of failure, with the accompanying stigma. However, Leary intended to 

advocate a rethinking of the political and social attitudes. “Pig” is connected with 

feasting, ritual celebration and pleasure. Yet it is more often associated with 

attributes considered negative, of gluttony, greed, uncleanliness and religious 

taboo, a mix of ridicule and repulsion. “Pig out” was slang for overeating, greed, 

lack of control and the stigma attached. Yet Sweet, as Leary, was inviting a 

questioning of political and social attitudes. 
	

“Sign on” was the colloquial expression for claiming unemployment benefit. With 

unemployment at its post-war peak in the mid-1980s and early 1990s, the term 

was in common usage. Whilst there was a stigma attached to being out of work, 

during the 1980s students in higher education were entitled to “sign on” during 

the vacations. It is this element of entitlement that, I argue, was important in the 

production of much artistic endeavour of this time – but it largely supported a 

middle-class sensibility. For example, it was Sweet’s ability to claim 

unemployment benefit that afforded her the time to produce her comics. The 

production was the priority, rather than a financial motivation. But the lack of 

stigma she felt in claiming unemployment benefit, along with the initial financial 

support from her family, to facilitate her endeavour, indicates a privileged 

classed position. The specific example of Lucy Sweet’s path offers insight into 

how the rise of comics and cartoons became an activity facilitated by privilege. 

But it is also an example of how the making of something with little promise of 

generating enough money to live on could lead to a financially sustainable 

career. The amount of what British Media Studies scholar David Hesmondhalgh 

and Australian Cultural Sociologist Sarah Baker (2011) term “creative labour” 
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that cartoonists such as Sweet were applying to the production and distribution 

of projects such as Unskinny far outweighed the payment she was receiving 

from unemployment benefit or from sales of the zines. However, once she had 

produced them, the structures existed by the 1990s to support the activity, and 

it was from this that Sweet benefitted in terms of a longer-term career and 

income. For example, the specialised comics shops were now amenable to 

selling alternative comics. Forbidden Planet, the main comic shop in Newcastle, 

supported Sweet’s early sales by not taking a commission. Unskinny was 

reviewed in other zines and magazines, and disc jockey and radio presenter 

John Peel discussed it on his radio show on BBC Radio 1. The final print run for 

Issue 8 was 500 copies. In 1997 Quartet publishers published Unskinny as a 

book. Following positive reviews in the Guardian and the Independent, it moved 

from underground to mainstream status quite quickly. This kick-started a career 

in journalism for Sweet and introduced her to comedian Dawn French, with 

whom she wrote an animation (Sweet, 2016). 
 

I have argued that Lucy Sweet’s Unskinny cover used humour to tease the 

viewer into engaging with feminist debate and some of its apparent 

contradictions. But if I argue for the feminist validity of Lucy Sweet’s work, this 

raises the question of whether “The Fat Slags” comics strip in Viz is a feminist 

cartoon strip. Figure 54 shows the use of the grotesque body. The women are 

presented as seeking and enjoying their own sexual desires. They laugh too 

loudly and represent, in essence, everything a woman should not be according 

to patriarchal discourse. The cartoon makes me laugh. Whether my laughter is 

according to a patriarchal frame of humour as discussed in Chapter Four, or 

because it is feminist humour, needs closer examination.  
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The problem was, as Julie Bindel argues: 

It was literally that they had been set up as one-dimensional characters in 
order to be spat at and that wasn’t ok. Not because I don’t think that you 
can’t parody prejudice racism and bigotry and turn it around on those 
doling it out but because it just fed into a set of dangerous damaging 
stereotypes that we had yet to challenge. (Seriously: Viz: An Unfeasibly 
Large Success, 2016) 

 
It is the one-dimensionality of the characters that is Bindel’s objection, because 

they create negative female stereotypes. In Feminist Humour & Satire: Pulling 

Our Own Strings (1980) Gloria Kaufman quotes from Juvenal’s 101 CE definition 

of the female stereotype in his “Sixth Satire” as, “nasty, lying, vicious, 

pretentious, emasculating, garrulous, aggressive, vulgar, nymphomaniacal, 

gluttonous, dishonest, shameless, greedy, selfish, quarrelsome, impertinent, 

and disgusting” (Kaufman, 1980:14). Some of the adjectives could be used to 

describe Lucy Sweet’s character as well as “The Fat Slags”. This continues a 

discussion introduced in Chapter Five with regard to Alison Bechdel and Kate 

Charlesworth’s work. These cartoonists achieved a transformative 

representation of lesbians that challenged the more common dangerous 

stereotypes. This was done through inclusion of the mundane details of 

everyday life within the comic strip narratives.  

 

In the cartoons in Unskinny this is what Lucy Sweet does, as shown in Figure 

55. In panel 4 the details of the telephone ringing, the underwear hanging over 

a chair and the domestic setting of the bedroom offer a picture of the mundane 

everyday. In conjunction with the visualised vulnerability of the woman sleeping, 

it adds a three-dimensional element to the woman, transforming the image. This 

contrasts with the more outrageous dialogue in panels 2 and 3. In “The Fat 

Slags” characters (Figure 54) this aspect is not developed. The result is that 

they are female stereotypes in a negative sense. Bindel lays out why and how a 

negative stereotype functions to become injurious: 

Fat slags could not have existed without patriarchy, without gross 
misogyny towards women. When girls and women are labeled as slags, 
it’s potent, it’s toxic it often sticks and it really does affect in an adverse 
way women’s lives. (Seriously: Viz: An Unfeasibly Large Success, 2016) 
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However, if we accept Viz as part of lad culture, we can apply Natasha Walter’s 

argument that irony is key in understanding it (1998). She defends the revival of 

sexism displayed in popular culture as satire, which, she argues, was “based on 

the absence of traditional masculinity. At every point the humour lies in the 

disjunction between the male characters’ vaunted laddishness and their real 

lack of sexual vigour, aggression or decisiveness” (Walter, 1998:160). She 

argues that the popularity of cultural expressions of lads’ culture was a good 

thing, because it was based on a male loss of power. She considered it “a self-

mocking, witty, resonant culture, that goes beyond any of the patterns of 

masculine culture that we have seen before” (Walter, 1998:161). However, in 

Figure 54 it is difficult to identify this process at work in the cartoon. 

Figure 55: © Lucy Sweet, detail of page from a comic in Unskinny, 1994  
(Sweet,1994). 
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If the defence of “The Fat Slags” is that it is satirising political correctness, it 

becomes “only a joke”. As previously discussed, this locates the feminist reader 

who finds the humour stupid and/or offensive as being Sara Ahmed’s 

“humorless killjoy”. If political correctness includes a respect for women as 

equals, regardless of their appearance or sexuality, and if a joke uses a certain 

type of woman as the butt, this implies that it is permissible to ridicule women if 

the humour is labelled satire. This may be humour, but to return to the 

distinction between feminist and female humour addressed in my introduction, 

to be feminist I argue the woman needs to be positioned as instigator. I argue 

that this is true of Lucy Sweet’s cartoons but not in “The Fat Slags”. But… still I 

laugh. Sweet recalls her own enjoyment of “The Fat Slags”: 

We all liked “The Fat Slags” back then, we didn’t see it as a horrible sexist 
thing. They were joyous. Also, there were much more defined cultural 
tribes than there are now, and “The Fat Slags” were the real deal – the big 
scary lasses that you saw in Newcastle on a Saturday night – they were a 
Geordie phenomenon. And you had to admire the way the characters went 
at life. They were an influence on Unskinny I suppose. I thought it was 
hilarious that they carried on eating their chips while they were getting a 
shag by the bins. They were working class heroines, and they got want 
they wanted, even though a lot of it was pretty outrageous. (Sweet, 2016) 

 
It is the “joyous” quality of the “cultural tribe” that Sweet refers to that we can 

see visualised in Figure 54. Whilst the first two panels show the women’s 

aggression towards each other, this is diverted by the dentist, and by panel 5 

the women are laughing raucously. It visualises the relationship between the 

women based on a pleasure in the humour they create. It returns me to my 

initial suspicions of the “humourless feminist”, based on my experience of 

hilarity between women. I recognise the Fat Slags’ laughter, I recognise the 

dentist’s incomprehension of the joke. It is in this hysterical laughter where 

power resides, reminiscent of the manic laughter in the courtroom scene in 

Marleen Gorris’ seminal film A Question Of Silence (1982). It is the recognition, 

together with the contagiousness, of humour that makes us respond with our 

own laughter. It is the contagiousness of the joy in herself that we recognise in 

Sweet’s cover image in Figure 53. Yet it can be misconstrued, which makes it 

troubling. Comedian Lucy Porter remembers enjoying Viz “with reservations… I 

was always uncomfortable with “The Fat Slags”… a lot of the people who were 
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reading the magazine probably enjoyed the misogyny more than anything else” 

(Seriously: Viz: An Unfeasibly Large Success, 2016). Porter’s reference to 

discomfort refers back to Marina Warner’s point about the tension between 

unease and humour.  
 

In Beginning to See the Light: Sex, Hope and Rock-and-Roll (1981), American 

feminist music critic Ellen Willis struggled to understand the paradox of feeling 

more excited by the Sex Pistols’ anti-abortion song ‘Bodies’ than most women’s 

music. Her explanation was that even though the content was “antiwoman, 

antisexual, in a sense antihuman, the form encouraged my struggle for 

liberation” (quoted in Reynolds and Press, 1995:xiv). In other words, it was the 

form that inspired her. With regard to the cartoon of Viz, we can perhaps 

deduce something similar in the visual use of the grotesque within the comics 

form, but also the extremity of the language, subject matter and expression.  

 

Lorna Miller 

Witch was a collection of Lorna Miller’s comics published in 1999 by Slab-O-

Concrete. Miller contributed political cartoons to Private Eye and the Morning 

Star as well as working to commission for a number of clients. She self-

published mini comics between 1980 and 2000, and contributed to comics 

anthologies, including FANNY.  

 

If Sweet’s Unskinny is one version of the modern-day witch, taking on the 

uneasy status of challenging the whore / Madonna binary, Miller’s image 

unsettles by making the character, the witch, a young girl. She is the outsider, 

the abject, but also monstrous, grotesque. Generally a derogatory term applied 

to women rather than girls, “witch” conjures up the stereotypical cliché of the 

woman as the irrational hysteric, “the patriarchal term for the scary secret 

nature of the woman who makes a spectacle of herself before an audience of 

men” (Reynold and Press, 1995:277). The signification of the witch then is as 

dissident against patriarchy, and against the Christian Church that historically 

persecuted women deemed witches. For Cixous and Clement, “an audience, 
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ready to satisfy its fantastic desire, is necessary for the spectacular side of 

sorcery and hysteria. It is, above all, an audience of men: inquisitors, 

magistrates, doctors” (Cixous and Clement, 1986:10). 

 

 
 
 
 

In Figure 56 the front cover of Witch shows the face of a preadolescent girl, 

distorted with an expression of anger and hatred and staring out at the viewer. 

The lines of the face give her an adult quality in spite of the plump childhood 

shape of her cheeks. In choosing to draw a girl, Miller forefronts behaviour that 

challenges assumptions around the Western construction of docile femininity 

imposed on girlhood (Gibson, 2010). The image seems to perfectly visualise 

how the witch has been used to describe women, as Reynold and Press put it, 

in states of “too much, the melodramatic amplification of passion or pain” 

Figure 56: © Lorna Miller, 1999 (Miller, 1999: front cover). 
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(Reynold and Press, 1995:277). I have discussed the choice to draw a girl in 

Chapter Four in relation to Jacky Fleming’s cartoons and the suffragette cartoon. 

Natasha Walter refers to “a self-improvement movement, in which women are 

continually persuaded to concentrate on their own behaviour” (1998:56). It is 

this visible deviance from such concentration which creates the humour and 

also the satire, prompting reflection on the part of the viewer.  

In Miller’s girl, the purple above her eyes could be eyeshadow, or it could be 

shadow from the night-time darkness indicated by the purple background and 

full moon. The use of purple can be read as referencing the colour of the 

suffragettes, and the full moon in the background as symbolising the monthly 

menstrual cycle. It could also be read as bruising, a reference to the “horror” of 

domestic violence, a continuing focus of feminist politics. The view is relayed 

from the image of the girl to the text above her head that reads “Witch”. The 

letters are composed of images of fish, symbolising the womb in ancient 

paganism, linking the image to fertility and birth and the natural force of women.  

 

Although drawn as an anatomical organ, the association of the heart with 

romantic love and sex is an obvious association. The shape, colour and position 

in front of the girl’s chest is reminiscent of the recurring heart imagery in 

Mexican artist Frida Kahlo’s autobiographical paintings. Kahlo used such a 

device to convey the emotional suffering, loneliness and grief in her life, often 

around the turbulent relationship she had with her husband Diego Rivera. For 

example, Figure 57 shows a painting completed after her divorce from Rivera.  
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Miller’s girl squeezes the heart with her clenched hands so that blood drips from 

it, adding a visual association with horror. The smudged red around her mouth 

reads ambiguously as a smear of lipstick or smear of blood from eating the 

heart, connoting the predatory vampire. The image suggests anguish and pain 

– distress around matters of the heart, bringing to mind idioms such as the 

wringing of one’s heart, tearing out one’s heart, or eating one’s heart out to 

express the pain of envy. But the characteristics of violent horror are dominant. 

The monstrous girl is terrifying yet seductive. Warner contends that the two 

contrasting ways of experiencing the world are both presented to amuse, with 

the same response of laughter: “horror and laughter… fascination and disgust 

coexist” (Warner, 2000:254). As Warner writes, “The scary brings pleasurable 

Figure 57: Frida Kahlo’s painting The Two Fridas, 1939  
(Kahlo, 2015). 
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fear, it strengthens our feeling of being alive so having a command over self” 

(Warner, 2000:6).  
	
As Miller’s character looks out with fury it is clear that her rage is directed 

outwards. The gendered symbolism suggests torment around the 

transformation from girl to woman, not only the biological changes but society’s 

treatment and expectations of young girls and women. American cartoonist 

Peter Bagge wrote about Miller’s work that “it looks and feels like straight satire 

a la Mad Magazine, only the subject matter is of a much more personal nature” 

(quoted in Miller, 1999:2). In Miller’s drawing the missing tooth and the style of 

drawing references Mad Magazine’s fictitious grinning “idiot boy” mascot, Alfred 

E. Neuman (Figure 58).  

 

 
 
 
 

 

This character was used on the covers of Mad Magazine as well as associated 

with the “What – Me Worry?” slogan from 1956 (Mad Magazine, 2012).85 In 

1981 one of the longest serving editors, Al Feldstein, said that “What we did 

was to take the absurdities of the adult world that youngsters were facing and 

																																																								
85 The American Mad Magazine was launched in 1952, and is considered the most well-known 
and successful humorous satirical magazine in the USA. The satire was unlimited in targeting 
American politics, sport, everyday life and the media (Reidelbach, 1991). 

Figure 58: The face of © Mad Magazine’s mascot boy, Alfred E. Neuman  
(Mad Magazine, 2012). 
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show kids that the adult world is not omnipotent” (Schudel, 2014). In Miller’s 

visual reference to Alfred E. Neuman, it is possible her intention was to do the 

same, to question the absurdities of the adult world that young women were 

facing in the 1990s. By changing the gender of the character and transforming 

the idiotic grin to ferocious monstrous glare, her comment is certainly gendered. 

But perhaps she is making a satirical comment about the role of humorous 

publications such as Mad Magazine being by and for men. It is striking that 

most covers of the magazine featured a male child, with very little 

representation of women in the history of the publication. The boy is drawn with 

exaggerated features, but he is not monstrous.  

 

Rachael House  

Cartoonist and artist Rachael House produced Hanky Panky, a series of zines 

or comics made between 1993 and 1995, “for fat, queer, bisexual women with 

pink hair” or, as she says, “for herself” (House, 2015). Her cartoons were often 

around the subject of bisexuality and she was active in the queer zine 

community. Although she is not clear who her audience is, she says it is 

perhaps not the comics audience. In this there is a similarity to Alison Bechdel, 

Cath Jackson and Kate Charlesworth’s cartoon strips of the 1980s, with the 

lesbian and gay audience as the primary followers, and the comics and wider 

non-comics readership becoming introduced later. As with the 1980s lesbian 

cartoon strips, identity is a central theme and humour is created around that. 

What makes House’s work different from Charlesworth and Bechdel’s is the 

emphasis on the individual autobiographical voice. Although Charlesworth’s 

Tales from the Bar strip has an autobiographical tone, and a protagonist, it tells 

the stories of a group of friends, or a community. In the case of House’s 

cartoons, there is a self-reflective, individual expression.  
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In “First Time” (Figure 59) the title signifies the first experience of sexual 

intercourse and the viewer’s eye is drawn from the title to the image in the first 

panel. The gender of the character is not specific, though the cropped hairstyle 

suggests the 1990s lesbian stereotype. The page is divided into six panels and 

repetition of the head and shoulders of the character reinforces the 

autobiographical voice signified in the “I” in the first panel. The position of her 

Figure 59: © Rachael House, cartoon in Hanky Panky, 1995 (House, 1995). 
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body suggests that she is lying in bed. The text introduces a serious discourse 

and the expectation is of an intimate and confessional narrative of a sexual 

experience. From the image, the viewer expects a narrative of lesbian sex, but 

the text in panel 1 positions the narrative within a heteronormative frame. The 

confessional description continues until the last panel, where ambiguity, or what 

humour scholar Walter Nash refers to as the “locus of the joke” is introduced in 

the “interpretive duality” (Mulkay, 1988:28). In this case, the text continues in 

serious mode, but the image disrupts the heteronormative expectations, 

showing a woman with a strap-on dildo. The viewer must process the 

incongruity introduced in panel 6 to make it congruous in another framework. 

This movement between frames is what creates the humour. The new 

interpretative frame is of bisexuality. Establishing a trust with the recipient in her 

confessional language, her identity is understood not as exotic or othered but 

as real.  

 
House’s cartoon visualises what American feminist theorist Judith Butler 

described as, “the distinction between the anatomy of the performer and the 

gender that is being performed”, which implicitly reveals that “the original 

identity after which gender fashions itself is an imitation without an origin” 

(Butler, 1990:175). In other words, House was specifically playing on “a 

dissonance between anatomical sex and gender identity” (Munford, 2004:146). 

It can be argued that this was being done in the lesbian cartoons of the 1980s, 

but House’s cartoon illustrates a shift in focus towards gender performativity on 

an individual level rather than as part of a community.  
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In Figure 60 the cartoon satirises the categorizing or normalising of gender, 

imposed at the moment of birth and based on biological sex within a 

heteronormative framework. In 1993, Butler theorised this in Bodies that Matter: 

On the Discursive Limits of Sex, to explain the social construction of identity. 

Butler’s argument was that an understanding of how subject positions become 

assumed could enable them to be disrupted. She developed structural 

philosopher Louis Althusser’s ideas presented in his 1971 text “On Ideology and 

Ideological State Apparatuses”, in which he examined how the two meanings of 

“subject” interact in the operations of ideology, through a process he called 

interpolation. The example he used to explain interpolation was when someone 

is called out to with, “Hey, you there!” – the person, turning around in response, 

becomes, according to Althusser, a subject. This is because they recognise that 

it is they who are addressed, not someone else. So the process works two ways 

Figure 60: © Rachael Houe, cartoon in Hanky Panky, 1997 (House, 1997). 
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– the subject is interpolated by ideology and ideology hails a subject. The 

individual identifies as a subject, as an agent through action (turning around, 

Yes that’s me!), but in doing so they also become subject to the ideology that 

hails them, in the sense they are subjected to that particular worldview, those 

values and practices. For Althusser, when ideology works well, we don’t even 

notice this happening. We live inside ideological practices and values as if they 

are natural and obvious. And, crucially, ideology in Althusser’s terms has a 

material presence; we assume identities within what he called the “Ideological 

State Apparatuses” of religion, education, family, the law, politics, culture and 

the media. Butler replaced Althusser’s “Hey you there!” with “It’s a girl”, 

announced to describe a new-born infant. The announcement, she argues, is 

not simply a description but the imposition of the subject’s identity according to 

a heterosexual rule, normalised in the outward appearance of being a natural 
fact. “In that naming the girl is ‘girled’” (Bulter, 1993: 8). 

In Figure 61 House concisely presents a comparison of 1970s with 1990s 

feminism. Her use of the personal voice, indicated by the “I” in the top two 

panels, allows her to make a personal comment as part of the comparison. In 

some cases, this reflects her ambivalence about some of the theoretical ideas. 

The drawn Venus symbol of woman or female is ubiquitous within 1970s 

feminism, indexing the seven demands of Women’s Liberation.86 The drawn 

icon of the lipstick signifies “the media configuration of the ‘postfeminist’ as 

‘empowered’ woman with no need for ‘outmoded’ Second Wave ideas, first 

presented to us in the eighties as shoulder-padded, lipstick wearing and stiletto-

borne” (Church Gibson, 2004:139). Third Wave feminists aimed to consolidate 

and build on the achievements of Second Wave feminism, with a focus on 
areas such as queer theory and the abolishment of gender stereotypes. 

 

 
 

																																																								
86 Freedom from sexual violence, an end to discrimination against lesbians and a right to define 
sexuality, equal pay, equal education and work opportunities, financial and legal independence, 
free legal abortion and contraception, and free 24-hour nurseries. 
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Whilst the tone of the text from the seventies is serious, assertive and confident, 

in the 1990s there is a questioning. The autobiographical voice is confessional, 

inviting the reader to empathise, forgive her doubt and/or to have the 

confidence to join her questioning. It also permits intimacy, allowing the 

inclusion of a shock factor, for example the use of language such as “cunt” with 

a symbolic drawing of a vagina in panel 10. The reclamation of derogatory 

terms such as “cunt” was a strategy of Third Wave feminism that is visible in 

zines and women’s publications, such as Bitch magazine. However, this was 

not a new strategy. Feminists such as Mary Daly in 1979 wrote in Gyn/ecology: 

The Metaethics of Radical Feminism that language was an essential aspect in 

dismantling patriarchy through reclamation of words such as “nag” (Daly, 1979). 

This idea was expanded by French feminist Luce Irigaray in her work The Sex 

Which is Not One (1985). She wrote of “jamming the theoretical machinery” 

(Irigaray, 1985:78). Her urge was to disrupt the system rather than replace it. 

She considered language to be key in this process, through an upturning of 

meanings, such as through the affirmation of negative terms. 

 

In panel 6 (Figure 61) House expresses her worry about disagreeing with the 

1970s feminists, using parenthesis to indicate an aside: “Oops, now I’ll be 

excommunicated for sure”. The exaggerated tone creates the humour and a 

mock seriousness that can be decoded as a lack of real concern. The religious 

connotation of “excommunicated” likens feminism to the Catholic Church, 

powerful in its historical exclusion of those that do not conform to rigid doctrines. 

House injects the notion of not being feminist enough, or of being the wrong 

kind of feminist. She does this through humour, but at the same time provokes 

the reader to reflect on the feminist debates. She is satirising the perceived 

dogmatism of some feminists or feminisms. In the final panel of the comic, the 

last sentence reinforces this: “I’m still a feminist, some people wouldn’t think so”. 

Again, the tone of anxiety is combined with a simultaneous, contradictory 

confidence.  
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Drawing on the argument of American academic Regina Barreca, such 

examples of “aggressive, grotesque or explicit” humour mirror the dominant 

male patterns of “traditional” humour. In her introduction to Women and 

Comedy (1992) Barreca refers to the findings from her research into women 

and comedy in prose, which showed “the prevailing attitude that comedy written 

by women must be gentle and conciliatory. This may seem reductive but it is not 

misrepresentative” (Barreca, 1992:5). She argues that this perception is due to 

a misreading of women’s texts based on a belief that women are not able to 

produce “the challenging, angry and subversive comedy that they do in fact 

write” (5). She cites American Women’s Studies scholar Judith Wilt, who in 

considering the relationship between women’s comedy and anger argued that a 

boundary exists for women “where comedy ceases to cheer and succor and 

becomes violent, destructive, murderous” (Wilt quoted in Barreca, 1992:5). If, 

continues Barreca, there is an expectation for women’s comedy to include 

certain elements, such as “reconciling gentility, soft admonitions for social 

lapses, sweet mirth” (5) and it does not, her proposal is that it will not be 

understood as comedic. This is in spite of the possibility of such women’s 

comedy including aspects associated with “traditional” comedy, elements such 

as “irony, hostility, aggression, the grotesque, explicit or implicit political 

agendas” (5). The style of humour and presentation in House’s cartoons feature 

characteristics that subvert the qualities of women’s comedy, including 

hyperbole, often being shocking and explicit in tone (either in drawing or text), 

incorporating the body, and ideas relating to concepts of carnival and the 

grotesque.  

 
The Zine and the Collective: Bad Attitude, Harpies and Quine, FANNY 

Bad Attitude 

By the autumn of 1992 the publication of Shocking Pink had ended because, as 

with the first collective, the group members were ready to turn to new 

challenges and projects. The remaining money was directed towards financing 

two new feminist magazines: Subversive Sister in Manchester and Katy 

Watson’s new project, Bad Attitude (Blasé, 2011). Both these publications 
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included exaggeration and a sense of informed confidence combined with 

hyperbole that could be described as slapstick of the page. 

 
Bad Attitude was a Radical Women’s newspaper. Launched in 1992 by an 

editorial group of five women, it continued until 1995. The focus was on 

international politics as well as feminism. The aggressive language of the first 

editorial clearly indicates the strong emotion and drive behind the publication: 

People told us we were mad to start a paper like this. After all, this is a 
time of ‘backlash’, poverty, and world reaction: when even the smallest 
gains of the last twenty years are threatened. But fuck it, there’s enough 
pissed off women about to make this paper. As things go from bad to 
worse, it’s even more necessary to have a voice – to bring news of women 
fighting back internationally, a forum for suppressed ideas and struggles. 
We see now that reforms have easily been taken away, and if we want to 
get anywhere we can’t limit ourselves to just defending them. We have to 
go on the offence and be offensive! In this paper we want to look at how 
we can go to the root of it all – to fight back, take control, and begin to 
create something better. (Bad Attitude, 1992/3:1) 
 

In Figure 62 Angie Brew’s simple line drawings introduce a narrative of two 

young sisters using sanitary tampons and towels for the first time. It directly 

satirises the typical advertising of sanitary products that appeared in the glossy 

women’s magazines in the 1990s. Such advertisements used language such as 

“safety” and “protection” with no reference to blood or what the safety and 

protection was from, either in images or text. The message was that 

menstruation should be hidden – the implication being that it was a cause for 

shame for women. The products were therefore primarily a protection from 

shame rather than the actual bodily function of soaking up blood. In her 

introduction to Queer Attachments: The Cultural Politics of Shame (2007), 

British Cultural and Gender Studies scholar Sally R. Munt reminds us that: 

Shame is a very sticky emotion, when it brushes you it tends to leave a 
residue to which other emotions are easily attached, namely envy, hate, 
contempt, apathy, painful self-absorption, humiliation, rage, mortification 
and disgust, the inventory of related and subsequent feelings is substantial. 
(Munt, 2007:1) 
 

The promotion of blood-shaming is the promotion of body-shaming. For an 

explanation of what benefit there would be (and for whom) from advertisements 
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that nurtured shame in young women, we must look to the historical position of 

menstruation in the West.  

 
 

Although in ancient myth menstruation may have been associated with 

longevity, authority and creativeness, this shifted with the influence of the 

church and early medical authorities. Menstruation became classified as 

pollution. In Purity and Danger (1966) anthropologist Mary Douglas showed that 

in societies where women were most subordinate to men, there was no 

evidence of taboo around menstruation. In her analysis, she concluded that 

where women threaten male power, male-imposed taboos could be identified. 

In other words, the social status of women in society can be measured by the 

strength of taboos surrounding menstruation.  

 
The taboos present the menstruation itself as the danger, but US linguist 

Elizabeth Kissling asserts that “menstruation does not make woman the Other; 

it is because she is Other that menstruation is the curse” (Kissling cited in Bobel, 

2010:28). The use of language such as “curse”, with its Biblical associations, 

enforces this idea of pollution. This positions a biological process in a causal 

relationship with destruction, or evil consequences. It is the bodily function that 

must, then, be controlled and hidden. In the third panel in Figure 62 a reference 

is made to pads with “wings”.87 The association of “wings” with angels, or birds, 

implies that through keeping the pollution hidden, the promised identity will be 

that of virtue (angel) or freedom (bird).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

																																																								
87 The “wings” referred to are “panty protectors on the side” of sanitary towels, an innovation 
introduced in 1986 by American company Procter & Gamble (Always, 2015). 
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The humour is introduced in the first panel in the incongruity between the image 

and the text. The text refers to the media representation of menstruating women 

in tight-fitting clothing doing sport. But, visually, women’s bodily functions are 

foregrounded, showing the messy, corporeal reality. In 1970, in The Female 

Eunuch, Germaine Greer wrote that "if you think you are emancipated, you 

might consider the idea of tasting your own menstrual blood – if it makes you 

sick, you've a long way to go, baby" (Greer, 1970:57). In the cartoon the young 

woman’s insertion of a tampon evokes American artist Judy Chicago’s iconic 

1971 photographic lithograph Red Flag of a woman pulling out a bloodied 

tampon. The aim in Chicago and Brew’s work is similar, to show the private and 

the unseen publicly as a way of challenging taboos. Although both works can 

be considered forms of consciousness raising, Brew’s cartoon can be read 

specifically as a critique of how women relate to menstruation as consumers. 

Menstruation in the 1990s had become something that should be ignored or 

“solved via consumerism” (Bobel, 2010:27).  

 

Panels 2 and 3 show the sister deciding to use sanitary towels. The page 

concludes with “She felt safe”, echoing the advertisers’ assurance and her trust 

in the promise of consumption. 
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Figure 63 presents part two of the narrative. In panel 1 the younger sister is 

shown standing on the top of a high-rise block of flats. The immediate reference 

of the drawn tower block is to Britain’s continuing debate surrounding the extent 

of the link between urban architecture, specifically the high-rise blocks, and 

social dysfunction, isolation and misery. This debate, referred to in my previous 

chapter, had escalated by the 1990s. A number of high-rise blocks were 

demolished, for example in the London boroughs of Lambeth and Southwark 

and in cities such as Birmingham. This was part of a wider political and 

economic concern about the government’s role in provision of homes for the 

percentage of the population increasingly unable to afford to buy or rent 

property. This directly affected women, who were on lower incomes, particularly 

single parents, and the first panel visualises this with the female figure standing 

on the edge of a tower block, symbolic of a planned suicide. The mother’s 

warning, “there’s no such thing as safe sanitary protection” articulates, as 

already discussed, that the root of suffering is not menstruation itself but the 

Figure 63: © Angie Brew, “Sanitary Protection” part 2  
(Brew, 1993:10). 
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hyperconsumption surrounding it in contemporary Western society. 

 

Panel two introduces humour through incongruity as the young woman falls 

from the building exclaiming, “Wings! Wings! Work!” The viewer “bisociates” and 

the two meanings of “wings” create the absurdity, but also provoke reflection on 

the promises in the language of consumption. The wings promise freedom, or 

safety, but they are not really wings, merely constructions. The final panel 

announces, “Look no blood!” She is free but she is dead. The menstrual blood 

remains hidden, with a pool of blood from the girl’s head visible. The message 

is that the taboos around menstrual blood are greater than those around suicide.  

 

Harpies and Quines  

In 1992 a Glasgow feminist co-operative produced Harpies and Quines 

magazine. The first issue prompted an article in the Independent entitled 

“Scottish Harpies take Queen’s name in vain” (Foster, 1992). One of the three 

founding members, Lesley Riddoch, explained the choice of the title, saying that 

they felt the original title “Harpies” would be “a self-deprecating choice. A harpy 

is a ravenous creature with a woman’s head – an old bag”. This comment 

articulates my argument that there was a shift in feminist humour from the self-

deprecation of the 1980s to the grotesque of the 1990s. She continued, “We 

didn’t want it to be just a shower of old bags. A quine is the Scots word for an 

innocent girl, one of the few non-pejorative words for female” (Foster, 1992). 

Funded by grants and annual subscriptions, the first edition of 5,500 sold out in 

the first month. Harpers & Queen, a glossy women’s magazine published by 

The National Magazine Company had sales of 4,000 per month, mostly in the 

London area. They threatened to sue Harpies & Quines unless they renamed 

the magazine (Foster, 1992). 
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The message in Figure 64, a cartoon featured in the magazine, is that women 

look better when they are somewhat invisible. The cartoon satirises a practice 

of cosmetic surgery that had become medicalised, to endorse diminishing 

women, literally, as the cartoon visualizes making them disappear. The gender 

of the doctor can be read as significant: standing over the lying, submissive 

woman, he can be seen to represent the patriarchal control of women’s bodies. 

 

Girlfrenzy  
Girlfrenzy was a Brighton-based women-only anthology of comics, strips and 

articles created and edited in 1991 by designer and illustrator Erica Smith. 

There were six issues produced between 1991 and 2000, with a millennial 

edition published in 2000. The print-run of the first issue was 1,100 and 

contributors included: Rachael House, Lee Kennedy, Rachel K. Rocket, Jenni 

Scott, Xtina Lamb, Charlotte Cooper, Carolyn Ridsdale, Carol Bennett, Polly 

Marshall, Carol Seatory, Caroline Della Porta, Trina Robbins, Anna Moulson, 

Lorna Miller and Liz Wakefield. It defined itself “less as an alternative to 

commercial magazines for young women and more as an alternative to 

Figure 64: Viv Quillin, cartoon, 1992 (Quillin, 1992:19). 
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mainstream and underground comics, due to the lack of women comic artists in 

their pages” (Gough-Yates, 2012:395). Smith had begun reading comics such 

as Jamie Hernandez’s Love and Rockets (1981 self-published and 1982 

Fantagraphics Books) and “was horrified at the lack of any comics drawn by 

women – and the general lack of interesting comics!” (Smith quoted in AMP, 

1998). Her motivation for producing Girlfrenzy was the lack of publications that 

appealed to her. In her opinion, “traditional feminist magazines like Spare Rib 

were very po-faced and prescriptive about issues like pornography – and stuff 

like Cosmo was hypocritical consumption-fuelled rubbish” (Smith quoted in AMP, 

1998). Reflecting on Girlfrenzy in 2016, Smith says that it “celebrated anarcha-

feminism and questioned censorship v. sexual freedom… and documented 

kooky forgotten women like Valerie Solanas” (Smith, 2016). She wrote that she 

was unfamiliar with the terms “zine” or “Riot Grrrl” when she created Girlfrenzy 

(Smith, 2016).  

 

In her article “Why I don’t read comics” for Girlfrenzy Issue 1, Dr Snapes 

reasoned that “The material in most mainstream comics available now only 

reinforces this unwanted feeling that one, as a woman, is not CENTRE STAGE 

in an active way” (Dr Snapes, 1991:15). She asked why there were so few men 

drawing cartoons about relationships and why there were so few women 

political cartoonists, and proposed the idea that politics meant “Big politics like 

war, business and international capers… it’s not OUR experience… maybe they 

[women] weren’t asked to. Maybe the commissioning editors are men” (Dr 

Snapes, 1991:15). 
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Girlfrenzy issues included occasional discussions around women and parenting. 

A cartoon by Annie Lawson’s was featured (Figure 65) which satirises this, 

using her recognisable stick figure style and combining image and text. In the 

Figure 65: © Annie Lawson, cartoon (Lawson, 1995).  
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first panel the context of a supermarket is presented with two full supermarket 

trolleys next to each other. Two women with one trolley are signified as lesbian 

by the leather jacket and spikey hairstyle. A mother is standing with her four 

children next to the second trolley. Lawson’s cartoon critiques what Sally R. 

Munt refers to as “a well-worn stereotype that implies a neurotic compensation” 

(Munt, 2008:xxiii), with the cat being read as a child replacement, or “transitional 

object” for a lesbian or childless woman. Munt argues this offers “a 

representational mechanism of ‘aren’t they pitiful and misguided? They think 

their pets are their children!’” (Munt, 2008:xxiii). Munt’s reason for seeing the 

stereotype as “insidious” is because it implies pets should only be for children, 

inferring that adult childless cat owners are infantilising themselves through pet 

ownership. In other words, the “politics of representation of reproduction 

ensures that pets are non-normative if they are owned by adults in non-nuclear 

units” (Munt, 2008:xxiii). 

 

But Lawson’s cartoon satirises the idea of the nuclear unit and the humour 

resides with the lesbian couple. The mother is shown with four children. She is 

drawn looking “neurotic”, whilst the lesbians are visualised as the antithesis of 

neurotic. The viewer assumes the mother character to be heterosexual, her t-

shirt reads “earth mother”, which indicates unconventionality, yet the male is not 

present. It is tempting to interpret the “Household fluids” sign pointing 

simultaneously to the shelf of cleaning products and to the mother as a signifier 

of gender fluidity, but a more probable reading is of the categorisation of a 

heterosexual mother as domestic cleaner. However, in this reading the humour 

would be lost, since it relies on the stereotype of the lesbian. 

 

Munt’s theorising also shows how the representation of “fake parents” includes 

spoiling pets, with “inappropriate diets et cetera” (Munt, 2008:xxiii). The trolleys 

reflect this, with cat treats in the lesbians’ cat trolley. Whereas Munt says this 

links “nicely the association of homosexuality with (substitute) child abuse” 

(Munt, 2008:xxiii), Lawson draws what could be considered inappropriate food 

for children such as chips, treats and chocolate-covered cereal. In other words, 
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the mother is spoiling the children to the same extent as the lesbians are 

spoiling their cats. It is with the slightly superior lesbians that we laugh with, 

rather than at, in identification. Yet the humour is not aggressive; Lawson is 

continuing the gentle self-deprecation of the lesbian community as part of 

reinforcing lesbian normality. 

 

The humour articulates in cartoon form Munt’s observation that “hetero-

normative assumptions” 

are never built upon a predicate that people reluctantly have children 
instead of their preferred choice, pets, that is to say it is never considered 
that they really want pets but are forced by hegemonic expectations to 
have children instead. (Munt, 2008:xxiv)  
 

The idea of having children to achieve happiness is an extension of Sara 

Ahmed’s argument of happiness only being achievable through heterosexuality. 

A woman challenging this becomes the “killjoy”, spoiling the happiness of other 

women. The incongruity is the addition of “cats”. By comparing it to the fuss 

over cats, it shows that it is a social pressure, that the “fuss” could be about 

anything; it is socially determined that it should be about children.  

 

Bad Attitude ceased publication in 1995 because of a lack of collective 

members. Girlfrenzy continued to be produced until 1998, when it launched its 

first annual, The Girlfrenzy Millennial. It was also successful in distributing in the 

USA as well as in Britain. Where Bad Attitude had focused on wider 

international politics as well as feminism, Girlfrenzy’s focus had been on women 

and comics. What they both shared was Shocking Pink’s combination of 

feminism, humour, anger and irreverence that challenged the insidious media 

message being generated on what women should be. Though the titles may be 

considered alternative publications, they had influence within emerging media. 

Women who worked on such titles went on to work within commercial 

enterprises. For example, Shocking Pink had an influence on “the new 

generation of commercial gay magazines”, including Diva, where Katy Watson 

worked on the editorial team (blasé, 2011). FANNY was a women’s comics 

anthology that materialised directly from the now lively women’s cartoon and 
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comics community. It was set up by two women with publishing and business 

experience and with wide networks within the community.  

 

FANNY 

Carol Bennett and Cath Tate had the economic power to create this platform for 

women cartoonists. However, it was a collection of feminist cartoonists, rather 

than a collective in the sense of the 1970s use of the word. Bennett and Tate 

were the editors, with final control over the production of the anthologies.  
 

In the early 1990s, Cath Tate, who was continuing to publish women’s cartoons 

on postcards, was introduced to Carol Bennett, who co-ran publishing company 

Knockabout Comics with her then spouse Tony Bennett. Knockabout Comics 

mainly published alternative comics by men. In 1990 Carol Bennett had edited 

Seven Ages of Women: Cartoons (Knockabout) with contributions from Melinda 

Gebbie, Kate Charlesworth, Caroline Della Porta, Julie Hollings, Corinne 

Pearlman, Carol Swain and Jackie Smith. She was interested in developing the 

publishing of women’s work to redress the gender balance. The FANNY 

anthologies were a result of Bennett’s knowledge of the comics world and 

Tate’s knowledge of women cartoonists who were funny. At that point most of 

the postcards Tate was producing were about female or feminist humour rather 

than other politics. She says, “it was easy to sell humour because that’s what 

people wanted to read.” She continued to have a political outlook, but was less 

active and somewhat disillusioned with the Labour Party, although still a 

member (Tate, 2016b). 

 

In 1991 the first FANNY anthology, Ceasefire, was produced in reaction to the 

First Gulf War, the US invasion of Iraq in support of the Gulf state of Kuwait. 

Published by Knockabout Comics, funded by Cath Tate Cards and Knockabout 

Comics, and edited by Cath Tate and Carol Bennett, it included contributions 

from	Suzy Varty, Julie Hollings, Carol Swain, Viv Quillin, Marianna 

Kolbuszewski, Clair Gammon, Jackie Smith, Trina Robbins, Lesley Ruda, Jo 

McLaren, Cath Jackson, Wendy Eastwood, Jacqui Adams and Juliet Gosling, 
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Lee Kennedy, Chris Best, Jennifer Camper, Sharon Rudahl, Barbara Nolan, 

and Annie Lawson. 2,000 copies were printed and distributed, mainly through 

Knockabout’s distribution networks to comics shops. Most of Tate’s networks, 

such as the alternative bookshops and gift shops, did not take comics, although 

Houseman’s Bookshop took Ceasefire because they were part of the peace 

network and it was anti-war (Tate, 2016b). 

 

 
 

Figure 66: © Angela Martin, cartoon for the cover of FANNY no. 1  
(Martin, 1991: front cover). 
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Bennett and Tate’s motivation to respond to the First Gulf War was because 

“the whole thing seemed so mad and the press were being very gung-ho” (Tate, 

2016b). The cartoon for the front cover of Ceasefire (Figure 66) by cartoonist 

Angela Martin reflects this. The cartoon is positioned as a panel of a comic 

within a border of purple, the colour of the suffragettes. It signifies the Western 

televising of the war positioned within the framework (border) of feminism. The 

desert background locates the context as the war in the Middle East. The 

replacement of the woman’s head with a television represents the influence of 

the media on the British opinion of War: 

Calling Desert Storm a ‘war’ makes it sound more evenly contested than it 
was. The military campaign which began with the aerial bombardment of 
Baghdad on January 16, 1991, was a one-sided slaughter. In the 43-day 
air war, more tonnage of ordnance was dropped on Iraq faster than in any 
other aerial bombardment in the history of warfare. (Selfa, 1999) 
 

As the skull on the TV screen indicates, the media conveyed an exaggerated 

threat to the West. “Defending the sovereignty of ‘poor little Kuwait’ became a 

Western rallying cry” (Selfa, 1999). The viewer’s eye is relayed to the text 

“Readjust your sense of reality”. The viewer is urged to question the media 

interpretation. As Lawrence Korb, Reagan’s former Assistant Defence Secretary 

said, “If Kuwait grew carrots, we wouldn’t give a damn” (cited by Whitaker, 

2001). Kuwait was rich in oil production and arguably the war was based on 

global competition for economic control of Kuwait and its produce. It is possible 

to read the imagery to the left in the background as the Kuwaiti oil fields, with 

the expanse of sand and the camels connoting the geographical location. The 

missile is symbolic of attack. The dominance of red, white and blue in the image 

signifies America and also Britain’s alliance. 

 

FANNY no. 2 was published in 1991. The title was Voyeuse: Women View Sex 

and it was themed around sexual relationships. It was edited by Carol Bennett 

and Cath Tate and published by Cath Tate Cards. Contributors included 

Corinne Pearlman, Maggie Ling, Julie Hollings, Christine Best, Frances Bennett, 

Carol Swain, Arja Kajermo, Annie Lawson, Jo McLaren, Jacqui Adams, Rachael 

Ball, Jackie Smith, Wendy Eastwood, Lee Kennedy, Viv Quillin, Sian Thomas 
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and Fiametta Alley. With the anthologies that followed, Cath Tate had less 

direct involvement. FANNY no. 3, Immaculate Deception Dissenting Women 

was published in 1992, published and edited by Carol Bennett. For this issue 

funding was received from the London Arts Board and it included contributions 

from 15 women.88  

 

In 1993 and 1994 Dykes’ Delight Nos 1 and 2 were edited by Carol Bennett and 

published as a FANNY imprint by Knockabout Comics. These anthologies 

showcased work by lesbian cartoonists, and Kate Charlesworth was 

instrumental in leading the collection and collation of works. For the publication 

of these works, Carol Bennett received public funding from England’s 

Foundation for Sport and the Arts, and eight women cartoonists contributed.89 

These were sold in women’s bookshops as well as comics bookshops. FANNY 

No. 4, Night Fruits Prophetic Women was edited by Carol Bennett and again 

funded by the Foundation for Sport and the Arts, and included 15 women 

contributors.90 In 1997, Carol Bennett received public funding from the London 

Arts Board to produce an anthology in book form, Women Out-Of-Line. It was 

published with the FANNY imprint by Carol Bennett. This anthology included 16 

women contributors; many were the same women, but more were being 

introduced.91  

 

What this activity demonstrates is the regular visibility of a group of women 

cartoonists. Many had been cartooning during the 1970s and 1980s, such as 

Suzy Varty, Kate Charlesworth and Angela Martin. Although not a collective, the 

cartoonists were involved in a greater capacity than a client-based relationship, 

																																																								
88 Contributors included Jackie Smith, Carol Swain, Lee Kennedy, Carolyn Ridsdale, Suzy Varty 
with Hilary Robinson, Kate Charlesworth with Wren Sidhe, Josephine Campbell, Helen 
McCookerybook, Annie Lawson, Alexandra Ansdell, Corinne Pearlman, Lizzy Baker with Val. 
89 Contributors included Kate Charlesworth, Karen Platt, Jennifer Camper, Grizelda Grizlingham, 
Angela Natalie, Lucy Byatt, Leanne Franson, Roberta Gregory. 
90 Contributors included Cinders McLeod with Susan Catherine, Daren Donnelly, Jackie Smith, 
Jeremy Dennis, Carol Swain, Josephine Campbell, Lee Kennedy, Beccy Matthews with Jenni 
Scott, Jacqui Adams with Juliet Gosling, Suzy Varty, Annie Lawson, Isabel Toledo. 
91 Contributors included Suzy Varty, Carol Swain, Jackie Smith, Carolyn Ridsdale, Viv Quillin, 
Helen McCookerybook, Maggie Ling, Annie Lawson, Lee Kennedy, Julie Hollings, Grizelda 
Grizlingham, Karen Donnelly, Kate Charlesworth, Lucy Byatt, Rachael Ball, Jo McLaren.  
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as with Charlesworth who led the editorial decisions for Dykes’ Delight. 

Although Bennett and Tate had the final control, editorially and financially, the 

aim was for a group product with a group motivation to make women cartoonists 

visible. The contributors knew each other as part of a growing community and 

suggested other contributors for forthcoming issues (Tate, 2016b).  

 

Women Out-Of-Line was the last of the FANNY productions. They sold 

reasonably, but not enough to compete with the mainstream comics targeted at 

a male readership. By the end of the 1990s Cath Tate Cards had moved away 

from cartoons to other images and was moving into the greetings card market 

as postcards became less popular (Tate, 2016b). 

 

Protest as Graphic Novel: From Peace to Environment, Kate Evans’ Copse  
 
Feminist scholars Leslie Heywood and Jennifer Drake position contemporary 

feminism as engaged with “environmentalism, human rights and anti-corporate 

activism” (Heywood and Drake, 2004:13). In other words, the focus is less 

specifically on women’s issues than on wider topics. Their claim is that a 

younger generation was inheriting a world of conservative economics and the 

impact of globalisation and technoculture. Together with an increasing gender 

gap in wages and education globally, this influenced a “feminisation of poverty”.  

 

The work of cartoonist Kate Evans visualises a feminism with a wider political 

concern. Evans was educated at the University of Sussex, after which she 

developed her interest in political activism. She was an active participant in the 

direct action campaign against road building in Britain, described by George 

Monbiot as “the most successful revolutionary movement in Western Europe in 

the second half of the 20th century” (Monbiot in Evans, 1998:8). By this he was 

referring to the reversal of government policy through “citizen politics” or “people 

power” (Evans, 1998:8-9). Margaret Thatcher’s 1996 £6 million road building 

programme was a bolstering of support for car use as opposed to public 

transport – a championing of private ownership and individualism. The anti-road 

protests took place in East London, Solsbury Hill near Bath, the Stanworth 



	 221 

Valley near Preston, Pollok Park in Glasgow, Newbury and Exeter, and turned 

from “protest into an enfranchisement movement” (Evans, 1998:8). Whilst the 

protests were not women-only, or feminist protests, they drew on strategies of 

peaceful demonstration that had been an aspect of feminist protest. 

 

In 1998 Evans produced and self-published Copse (Orange Dog Productions) 

as a documentation of the tree protests, “From the heart of DIY culture” (Evans, 

1998: back cover). The book includes text, photographs and her cartooning. 

Mark Thomas, British comedian and political satirist, endorses the book as 

“Honest, funny, informative and passionate… Copse tells the story you won’t 

hear in the news” (Evans, 1998: back cover). Evans’ style, both in her drawing 

and the humour, blends the cute with the satirical, and the Riot Grrrl influence is 

evident. What is notable about Copse is that it was made by a feminist 

cartoonist to address a wider political issue as a longer-form comic. 

 

In Figure 67, the “Sparkly Boots” take up a quarter of the first panel, next to two 

impressed friends: “I had brought a little sparklyness into their lives”. Evans 

positions herself as narrator among friends, drawn as young adults, fresh-faced 

and smiling. “The cartoons look oh so winsomely cosy-cosy, but their spiky 

remarks are made the sharper for it” (Monbiot in Evans, 1998:9). The drawing of 

the boots locates the girls politically as Riot Grrrl “pretty”. The baby-doll dresses 

combined with workers’ dungarees, heavy workers’ boots, exposed midriffs, and 

hair in girlie bunches allows for female expression and the performance of 

“ironic femininity”. This playfulness with traditional signifiers of femininity and 

girlhood destabilises traditional categories of gender, resonating with Judith 

Butler’s conceptualisation of the performativity of gender. “The effect of gender”, 

Butler proposes, “is produced through the stylization of the body and, hence, 

must be understood as the mundane way in which bodily gestures, movement, 

and styles of various kinds constitute the illusion of an abiding gendered self” 

(Butler, 1999:179).  
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The gender of her two friends is ambiguous from the drawing. 
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One is white with long hair in dreadlocks, signifying the “crusties” of the 1990s 

subculture of New Age Travellers, a “so-called counter-culture” that was 

associated with “anti-consumerism or more broadly anti-materialism” 

(Hetherington, 1998:2). The association is also with “trustafarians”, young, rich, 

upper-class (hence the reference to trust funds), white people, who lived in the 

now gentrified suburb of Notting Hill Gate in London. They adopted the hair and 

selected cultural styles of Rastafarianism to fit in with their privileged lifestyle. 

Yet the humour of self-satire Evans introduces is evidence of her reflexivity. For 

example, she tells her friends that she sewed the sequins on the boots herself, 

whilst her thought bubble shows a child in Thailand at a sewing machine, 

symbolic of a sweat factory, who “probably” sewed them. In this reference to the 

labour exploitation in the developing world, she acknowledges the 

contradictions in the everyday of her life and her protest. The humour is more 

immediate through the visual, and the tone mixes sharp satire with a non-

threatening humanity.  

 

In the second panel, the viewer is drawn to the rope spiderweb net above the 

houses, enabling the tree protesters access between the trees. Drawn in black 

pen line the shading adds a menacing, dark quality, dreamlike, or evoking 

memory. The most obvious visual association is with the Greenham Common 

Peace Camp. Figure 68 shows Evans’ drawn memories of Greenham Common 

which she visited as a child with her mother. It was there that she was first 

introduced to political activism through the human spiderweb, depicted on the 

right (Evans, 2015). We can read the reference in Figure 67 as an overhang of 

political peace strategies employed in the feminist protest at Greenham 

Common that were influential in the tree protests. Such strategy was based on 

a recognition that acting collectively could achieve what could not be achieved 

on an individual level.  
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The shading around the tree in Figure 67 also calls to mind the expressive 

marks in Edvard Munch’s 1893 painting The Scream, in which his intention was 

to capture the experience of a scream cutting through nature. This is a fitting 

reference as we look more closely and read the text. These trees, homes and 

natural habitats are being threatened with being cut through to build roads. It 

adds a busy quality to the imagery, making it difficult to look at. The inclusion of 

small handwritten text adds to this, creating a sense of confusion and disorder.  

 

The metaphor of the boot is picked up later in the narrative (Figure 69). The 

“Shiny black boots” again suggests Riot Grrrl-style prettification of a worker’s 

boot, similar to the “sparkly boot” of Figure 67. The final panel of Figure 67 

shows the girl’s boot fallen off as she is dragged away by police. The imagery in 

Figure 69 immediately conveys a threatening and violent scene, as the many 

boots are police boots, and the protesters are forcibly removed and stood on. 

The net also reappears on the left of the spread in Figure 69, again drawn to 

connote a spider’s web. It is a reminder of the peaceful protest tactics adhered 

to by the protestors, but also a metaphor for the net closing in around them. 

 

Figure 70 depicts the start of the tree felling and references the media presence. 

The humour is introduced through Evans’ satirising of the woman journalist from 

“Babe magazine”, whose interest is not the politics of environmentalism, but 

details of the women’s beauty routines. Emma Must, who led the protests on 

Twyford Down and was a leading activist in the new environmental movement, 

is quoted by Natasha Walters: 

Feminism did free me from certain worries about my own body. It made 
me realise what a con the pressure to be thin and feminine was. But at the 
same time perhaps one of the reasons why I didn’t become active as a 
feminist was because I didn’t want to be entirely identified with that 
feminist stereotype. (Must quoted in Walters, 1998:38) 
 

Yet Evans’ portrayal of the activity suggests that this was a form of feminist 

activism. 
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The tree protestors were treated by the media as outsiders or social deviants, 

much as the Greenham Common protestors had been. Figure 71 shows Evans’ 

depiction of life as an eco-warrior. Her drawing shows recognisable everyday 

behaviours, such as drinking tea, and again we see the practicality mixed with 

the feminine in her clothing. Her drawn style here has qualities of a children’s 

book illustration. The character resembles a child and implies a gentle 

innocence. She does not connote threat or danger. Whilst the text refers to the 

eco-warriors as “brave”, the imagery contradicts this. A warm, humane humour 

is expressed. In this way, Evans presents a mix of hope with hopelessness, with 

regards to wider political problems, and shows how national and (by implication) 

global events intersect with local, everyday lives. Her message in this work is 

that “women activists cannot and do not stand in isolation” (Heywood and Drake, 

2004:17). And, alas, that eco-warriors are “normal” mundane people wrapped 

up in daily life just like “us”. The comic provides a rich example of cultural 

history. Subjective, personal and non-chronological, it is the cartoons and 

humour that capture “The spirit of the direct action protest… half ‘spikey’, half 

‘fluffy’ – half politically hard, half warmly, humanly, soft” (Jay Griffiths quoted in 

Evans, 1998:9). 

Figure 71: © Kate Evans, cartoon in Copse (Evans, 1998:82). 
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Conclusion 
The case studies in this chapter show an application of the grotesque in the 

humour used in the cartoons. I argue this illustrates a confidence within 

feminism in challenging and critiquing existing assumptions. The chapter also 

demonstrates a change in the role of feminist cartoonists. There was by this 

decade a more established network of support. This was partly a result of the 

system, such as access to unemployment benefit supporting entrepreneurship 

in cultural production amongst middle-class women. In the case of some of the 

cartoonists considered here,92 this allowed them time to devote to their own 

forms of work. In effect, the system of unemployment benefit as it existed during 

the 1990s nurtured the “creative industries” and entrepreneurship without 

intending to and without being recognised as doing so. By the 2000s, when the 

idea of the “creative industries” was being utilised in neoliberal policymaking, 

the structure of the benefit had been amended to prohibit the time it offered.   

 

The case of Kate Evans is an example of how feminism was interacting with 

wider political issues. It is also the beginning of more feminist cartoonists 

creating the long-form “graphic novel” that began to be prominent in the 2000s. 

This will be a focus in my next chapter. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

																																																								
92 For example, Lucy Sweet (Sweet, 2016) and Kate Evans (Evans, 2015) both cartooned while 
claiming unemployment benefit. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN: 2000-2010: A Change of Attitude 

In this chapter I demonstrate that this was the decade in which works by British 

feminist cartoonists visibly and confidently entered the mainstream in British 

culture. I argue that the increased visibility of feminist cartoons was a result of 

cultural structures built specifically by feminist activity from the 1970s on – for 

example, the continuing feminist presence and influence within publishing and 

academia. In particular, the “new” graphic novel introduced the form to a new 

audience unfamiliar with comics and outside the traditional mainstream fan-

based comics readership. 

 

Another important element I focus on is the growth of a new comics community 

that had a distinctly feminist voice. I assert that this was a manifestation of the 

collective, that throughout this thesis, as I have shown, underwent a gradual 

transformation, continually responding to and shaped by the economic, political 

and social climate. In the 2000s, cartooning activity in the British comics 

community began taking place online; however, alongside this, groups of 

people continued to create physical meeting spaces. The appearance of 

Comics Studies in academia was another important part of the community 

building in Britain during this decade. These changes supported the potential for 

a more viable economic position for cartoonists and women entering the field. 

As a form for disseminating feminist messages comics continued to grow in 

impact. 

 

My questions in this chapter are what the role of humour has been in this 

changing activity and what has been the impact of feminist cartooning, most 

obviously in terms of popularising feminism. The nature of the work being done 

by women cartoonists began to change to become more focused on the 

autobiographical drama of the domestic and the everyday, often around 

personal experiences of trauma. This returns the thesis to my starting point in 

responding to Hillary Chute’s Graphic Women (2010), where my questioning 

was about the invisibility of the pleasure or comedy in her focus, and the 

potential implications of a focus on the serious subject matter of women’s work. 
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I show that humour and satire can still be identified in these works, but as part 

of the tragic. They are more sophisticated in style, in part as a result of the 

longer-form works emerging.  

To establish the context, I will begin with an overview of significant features of 

British feminism in this period. I highlight how feminist activity utilised expanding 

communications technology as an effective grassroots tool, one that was also 

used to benefit the dissemination of feminist cartoons. The factors I consider 

within comics activity are, firstly, the rise and respectability of the graphic novel. 

I outline the development of this change in Britain, identify its cultural and 

historical provenance, and argue that this popularity was helped by feminist 

structures. Secondly, I emphasise a resurgence of the hand-made and small 

press activity within the digital age, with its grassroots characteristics of Second 

and Third Wave feminist activity and socialist political activism.  

My first case study considers the rise of the comics community. I begin with an 

overview of the community activity in Britain before focusing specifically on 

Laydeez do Comics (2009-) and Graphic Medicine (2007-). I then juxtapose the 

rise of grassroots activity and the graphic novel with the political and economic 

use of the concept of the “creative economy” to establish where the form sits 
within this context and how this impacts women cartoonists. 

My second case study considers a selection of British women’s graphic novel 

work by Simone Lia, Katie Green, Paula Knight and Sarah Lightman. I have 

selected these cartoonists because their works address issues pertinent to 

twenty-first century feminism. I analyse Simone Lia’s Fluffy (2003) in relation to 

care and masculinity, and Lighter Than My Shadow (2013) by Katie Green in 

relation to body image. I look at Paula Knight’s work in Spooky Womb (2014) 

and Sarah Lightman’s work from The Book of Sarah (1995-) as works that 
address ideas around motherhood in the twenty-first century. 

My third case study is analysis of the work of Asia Alfasi, showing how she has 
used the form to address ideas around race, identity and intersectionality. 
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British Feminism 
North American feminist Ariel Levy states in Female Chauvinist Pigs: Women 

and the Rise of Raunch Culture (2005) that “If you were to put the last five or so 

years in a time capsule, womanwise, it would look like a period of explosive 

sexual exhibitionism, opportunism, and role redefinition” (Levy, 2005:118). She 

refers to the popularity of American TV shows such as Sex in the City, the 

burlesque revival, the introduction of beauty procedures such as Brazilian bikini 

waxes, the 700% increase in breast augmentations in the USA since 1992, the 

introduction of “Cardio Striptease” classes at gyms in New York, LA, Miami, San 

Francisco and Chicago, and the increase of vaginoplasty or vaginal 

rejuvenation, cosmetic surgery to alter the labia and vulva to make the vagina 

“attractive” (Levy, 2005:20-23). Popular culture, she asserts, reinforced this 

behaviour as “empowering and cool” for women (118).  
 

Her thesis is that women could make other women and themselves sex objects 

to a greater extent than men do, and through this behaviour would achieve 

empowerment and liberation, becoming “like men”. This development, she 

contends, was a result of unresolved historical conflicts within the Women’s 

Liberation Movement of the 1970s, in particular the contradictions inherent in 

the “Porn Wars”.93 She views raunch culture as a generational rebellion from 

younger women, “a garbled attempt at continuing the work of the women’s 

movement” by putting “various, conflicting ideologies together to form one 

incoherent brand of raunch culture” (74). She stresses that the success of 

raunch culture was its basis in economic consumption. Women became not 

only consumers, but also consumables; “not essentially progressive, [raunch 

culture] is essentially commercial” (29). Although Ariel Levy writes about the 

American context, a similar move was happening in Britain.  

 

In Living Dolls: The Return of Sexism (2010) Natasha Walter rethinks the 

																																																								
93 Also known as the “sex wars” referring to debates around sexuality and sexual activity from 
the 1970s and continuing today. One characteristic of the debate was divided opinion between 
anti-porn feminists (Dworkin, 1981) and sex-positive feminists (Willis, 1981). 
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position she presented in New Feminism (1998). Echoing Levy’s argument, she 

presents her research findings from collecting women’s personal stories. Her 

argument is that sexual objectification was being accepted as feminism in a 

hypersexualised culture that presented sexual entertainment, such as pole 

dancing and topless modelling, as empowering choices for women. Her second 

point in the book was to support Faludi’s premise in Backlash (1990), in 

maintaining that one form of returning sexism was “the resurgence of the 

biological determinism which tells us that genes and hormones inexorably drive 

us towards traditional sex roles” (Walter, 2010:14), and that this was being 

reinforced by the media, including through the targeting of children from an 

early age. Walters’ arguments offer a valuable insight into the position of 

women in the 2000s, but she does not analyse the underlying change in the 

economy and the growth of neo-liberalism. For example, the sex workers she 

interviews all mention the financial concerns behind their decisions, but there is 

no consideration of class in her analysis. Although she acknowledges that her 

research is positioned within a heterosexual framework, this ignores the 

significant visibility of and debates about LGBT and transgender issues in this 

decade. 

 

The theorising of feminists such as Levy and Walter does not acknowledge the 

impact of globalization in terms of technological developments, nor the growth 

of the Internet, on grassroots feminism in Britain. Nor does it include 

consideration of a younger generation of women spreading the message of 

feminism to a wide and global audience. Successful campaigns were being run 

on issues such as sex trafficking and the pay gap, and bloggers, authors and 

magazines, both online and in print, began giving voice to debates within 

feminism. For example, the Fawcett Society, established in 1866, is Britain’s 

leading charity campaigning for gender equality and women’s rights. “We want 

to see a society in which individuals can fulfill their potential regardless of their 

sex” (Fawcett, 2016). In 2003 a human rights group, Object, was founded in 

Britain to challenge the sexual objectification of women in the media and 

popular culture. In particular, they campaigned for the regulation of what the 
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organisation’s advocacy officer termed the “pornification of mainstream media” 

(Leveque, 2009), through the mainstreaming of “lads’ mags”, Internet porn and 

lap dancing. The licensing laws for lap dancing clubs, for example, placed them 

in the same category as cafes and bars. This was successfully challenged by a 

coalition of Object, Fawcett and UK Feminista, bringing a change in the law in 

2009 in the form of the Policing and Crime Act 2009. This reclassified a venue 

that offered lap dancing, pole dancing or striptease as a “sexual entertainment 

venue” (National Archives, 2010). This active campaigning to change the law 

was achieved through a grassroots application of the new technological tools. 

The groups and organisations that began forming were initiated by “ordinary” 

women, but women who were university-educated, familiar with feminist ideas, 

as well as skilled in the use of the new forms of communication available. Their 

activity and campaigning was professional, yet was firmly materialising from a 

grassroots, or unpaid, location. 

 

Kat Banyard, inspired by reading Elaine Morgan’s The Descent of Woman 

(1972), is an example of an “ordinary” individual woman who exploited the 

possibilities of the Internet. Banyard founded feminist pressure group UK 

Feminista in 2010, the same year as she wrote her first book, The Equality 

Illusion. The organisation quickly became “one of the leading national voices of 

feminism and a powerful force for change… to campaign for a world where 

women and men are equal” (UK Feminista, 2016). In 2007, award-winning 

campaigner Sabrina Qureshi established Million Women Rise (MWR), “a 

coalition of ordinary women who want to see an end to violence against women 

in their lifetimes” (Kelly, 2012) through women-only protests. In 2008, around 

5,000 women and children marched through London to protest against male 

violence (Million Women Rise, 2016). By 2011 the number of protestors had 

increased to 10,000 (Kelly, 2012). Another influential platform was the website 

or ‘webzine’, the f word, founded by Catherine Redfern in 2001. Redfern 

launched this as a forum for critical debate and exchange of ideas for “young 

UK feminism” (the f word, 2016).  
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These initiatives continued beyond 2010 as powerful means of communication 

for change. By the 2000s feminism was established within academia, with 

Gender Studies a recognised discipline that had begun as Women’s Studies in 

the 1980s. This does not necessarily mean Gender Studies has increased in 

popularity as a subject. However, what has happened is that the study of 

feminism and gender has become incorporated into a wide range of subjects 

studied in higher education. When “ordinary” women began to use the new 

technology to campaign in the 2000s, their activity began as voluntary, but 

could lead to paid employment because the infrastructure and recognition of the 

subject existed, and was validated by academia. This recognition and validation 

was also taking place within comics. 

 

British Comics  
The history and the rise of “the new mainstream” comics that began in the 

1990s, merging themes from traditional underground comics with the superhero 

genre, has been well documented (Hatfield, 2005; Sabin, 1996). These 

continued into the twenty-first century. In the USA there was the addition of 

independent publishers such as Darkhorse, Vertigo and Image Comics to the 

dominant DC Comics and Marvel Comics; these were also distributed in Britain. 

There was an increase in adaptation to film, adding a lucrative incentive for 

mainstream publishers, and the titles became more violent and more cynical. 

Yet in many ways the same superhero formulas continued to be relied on. 

There continued to be few women working within the industry, and little change 

in how women were represented. The value of the comic book and graphic 

novel market rose by almost one thousand per cent from 2004 to 2014 and 

general bookshops began to expand their graphic novel sections (British Library, 

2014b). Diamond Comics distributors were founded in the USA in 1982 as a 

hobby, with a single warehouse and 17 retail customers. By 2000 it was the 

world’s largest distributor of English-language comics, graphic novels and pop-

culture related merchandise (Diamond Comics, 2016). In Britain, the other main 

distributor of graphic novels was Turnaround.  
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The titles and sales within alternative, non-mainstream comics were expanding, 

but continued to be insignificant in comparison to mainstream titles. The choice 

of distributors was limited and the titles published by smaller independent 

publishers could not compete with the mainstream titles. However, it is in this 

area that my interest and focus lies, because it is in this section of creative 

comics activity in Britain in which most women were participating.  

 

I will concentrate on three areas: the respectability of the graphic novel, the rise 

of the hand-drawn in the digital age, and the development of a comics 

community. Whilst the activity in these areas had begun earlier than the 2000s, 

it became more established during this decade. These aspects interwove with 

each other to influence a popular if small section of the comics industry in 

Britain.  

 

The Graphic Novel  

It was the publication of Maus by North American writer and artist Art 

Spiegelman (1986)94 that paved the way for the publication of autobiographical 

comics as we know them today (Bookclub, 2012), and “made waves beyond the 

comics world as a book” (Wolk, 2007:8). In 1992, it was the first graphic novel to 

win a Pulitzer Prize. But Spiegelman initially had difficulty convincing a publisher 

to produce it as a book. The use of the comic form combined with animal 

representation was viewed as trivialising an important and serious subject 

matter. I argue it is this tragi-comic combination in Maus that intensified the 

work’s message and satisfied the reader’s desire for both experiences. 

Spiegelman’s work was a commercial success within a literary publishing 

context. It introduced publishers to the possible application of the form and 

readers to a new medium. It addressed serious subject matter with a form 

historically associated with the humorous and ephemeral. 
 

But in Britain a new audience was introduced to the form in 2001, when North 

American Chris Ware won the Guardian First Book Award with his 

																																																								
94 See footnote 62 on p.110 in Chapter Five. 
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autobiographical graphic novel Jimmy Corrigan, The Smartest Kid on Earth 

(Ware, 2001). A “liberal quality daily” (Magforum, 2016), the Guardian’s 

readership had a far wider reach than the traditional comics fan base. The 

narrative in Jimmy Corrigan is of an abusive relationship between a man and 

his son. Ware’s artistic style draws heavily on graphic design and typography, 

and the clear line tradition of comics rather than the stylised crosshatched look 

of mainstream superhero comics. Both in terms of the visuals and the subject 

matter, the work represented a change in direction from its provenance in 

underground comix. Ware challenged both the DIY aesthetic of the 

underground press of previous decades and the subject matter of sex, drugs 

and rock ‘n’ roll. Although both mainstream and alternative comics had dealt 

with adult subject matter, this was moving into a new area and a new definition 

of adult subject matter that dealt directly with everyday human experience. The 

commercial success and critical acclaim of Ware and Speigelman’s works 

introduced a shift in the way comics were viewed. They could be commodified, 

with a potential for monetary value that had previously only existed within the 

mainstream comics context. Importantly, in the case of Spiegelman, they had 

the “authenticity” of the provenance from the alternative DIY origins. 

Significantly, Spiegelman and Ware were trained at university level, ensuring 

that comics accrued Bourdieu’s “cultural capital” as art. 

 

Bart Beaty sees Iranian-born, Paris-based Marjane Satrapi’s bestselling graphic 

novel Persepolis (2004-5) as representing the full critical and financial success 

of autobiographical comics. Like Maus, it was published in two volumes. 

Persepolis 1 (2004) is a memoir documenting Satrapi’s childhood experience 

growing up in Iran during and after the 1979 Iranian revolution. Persepolis 2 

(2005) depicts Satrapi’s high school years in Austria and her return to Iran 

where she attended college, married, and later divorced before moving to 

France. It uses a simple line and black shading to present her story of Tehran in 

the Khomeini years – a story that is complex and that many Western readers do 

not know. She read Maus in 1995, which introduced her to the potential of the 

comics form to tell a story (Jamieson, 2013). Published in a complete volume in 
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2007, it has sold over 1,500,000 copies worldwide. The hand-animated film 
version of Persepolis won the 2007 Cannes Film Festival Jury Prize.  

The line-up of most successful graphic novels includes Alison Bechdel’s Fun 

Home (Bechdel, 2006), documenting the autobiographical story of her sexual 

identity as a lesbian and her relationship with her father, a closet homosexual. 

The subtitle of the book is A Family Tragicomic, once again drawing attention to 

the painful emotions explored through and with comedy or humour. Bechdel’s 

book introduced the graphic novel into academia within a literary context, 

through her inclusion of literary references throughout. Furthermore, “The 

Bechdel Test” has entered everyday lexicon, with reference to movies or fiction. 

It is a test of gender balance outlined as the following: to pass, a work 1. Has to 

have at least two [named] women in it, 2. Who talk to each other, 3. About 

something besides a man (Bechdel Test Movie List, 2009). 

These successes were a result of wide exposure and the introduction of the 

form to a non-traditional comics reading public. The outcome of this was an 

association between comics and serious subjects (Beaty, 2009:231-32). It is 

this recognition of the commercial potential of autobiographical comics that is 

the non-gendered reason for the increase in published graphic memoirs by 

women. The insistence of “truth” through the autobiographical voice, applied to 

the comics form, introduced it as a platform for women’s personal stories. Since 

the phrase “The personal is political” from Carol Hanisch’s 1969 essay of the 

same title (Hanisch, 1970), “the field of autobiography has become a central 

preoccupation and testing-ground for feminism” (Cosslet, Lury & Summerfield, 

1992:2). During the 2000s, autobiographical graphic novels were used to 
address issues around identity.  

Their presentation in book form represented a different symbolic space within 

contemporary culture. The 1980s feminist cartoon book format was usually 

around 21.2 x 14 cm (5.5” x 8.5”, digest) paperback. This followed the comics 

digest tradition of published collections of newspaper cartoons.95 The physical 

format of the book signified humour. The production of the graphic novel 
																																																								
95 Such as collections of Reg Smythe’s Andy Capp cartoons, or Carl Giles’ cartoon collections. 
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followed the conventional taller size of the novel, approximately 15.2 x 22.9 cm. 

The association with the book signified, as Miriam Rivett writes, “fixity, 

permanence and a consequent gravity” (quoted in Sabin, 1999:31) and drew in 

middle-class audiences. The conventions in terms of size, typeface, design and 

layout impacted the reception of the works, setting up an “interpretive 

framework” (31). Yet as the analysis of the case studies will show, there 

continued to be an influence from the alternative press and zine style 

production and ethos in the British independent publishers, such as Myriad 
Editions, that placed a commitment to cultural innovation alongside sales.  

 
The Hand-Drawn in the Digital Age 
The growth of the Internet and technological developments that made 

communication global affected the production, distribution and consumption of 

cartoons. The Internet enabled rapid information exchange and created a 

platform that nurtured virtual communities and reinforced physical ones. 

 

The first Ladyfest festival took place in Olympia, Washington, USA in 2000, with 

over 2,000 people attending. The first British Ladyfest took place in 2001 in 

Glasgow and continued at different locations around the UK as well as globally 

until 2012 (Ladyfest, 2005). Legacies of the 1990s Riot Grrrl movement, 

Ladyfest festivals were celebrations of DIY feminist activism, including a range 

of art forms. Zines were an aspect of the festivals, described by feminist 

scholars Red Chidgey, Rosa Reitsamer and Elke Zobl as examples of the 

“visual ephemera of the transnational contemporary ‘third wave’ feminist 

moment” (Chidgey, Reitsame & Zobl, 2009:5), emerging directly from and 

representing grassroots feminist networks.  

 

In 2003 Ladyfest Bristol and Manchester (2003) curated the first British art 

exhibition of women comics-makers, entitled The Cave of Comic Queens. It 

included established small-press comics artists such as Lorna Miller, Lee 

Kennedy, Jeremy Dennis and Carol Swain. The Ladyfest Manchester festival 

programme (2003) stated: 
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Comics are just so overlooked, as an art form, as a narrative form; and 
because they are completely male-dominated. Walk into any comic 
bookshop and look on the shelves and in the racks, how many women 
artists can you find? You’d never guess the wealth of talent there is in this 
country alone. (Blasé, 2007) 
 

Chidgey, Reitsame and Zobl argued that this activity offered insight into the 

conditions of production for feminist activity of the 2000s. The defining features 

of collaboration and often anonymously-produced works seem to echo the 

approach of Second Wave feminist activity.  

 

However, feminist writers Jane Pilcher and Imelda Whelehan noted an 

individualistic tone, which they viewed as a “radical suspicion of the politics of 

identity and a marked shift to ‘lifestyle politics’” (cited in Chidgey, Reitsame & 

Zobl, 2009:5). I agree that the individualistic tone was present, and that some 

creators used the grassroots platform as a springboard, or testing ground for 

publication for a wider audience. In such cases, an aspiration became achieving 

publication by larger publishers. In much zine activity by women there was a 

concentration on the more whimsical and humorous aspects of the everyday 

and the mundane, or “lifestyle politics”. For example, Birmingham-based comic 

illustrator Liz Lunney began self-publishing zines in 2005, producing cartoons 

with light-hearted reflections on food and pets.  

 

However, in many cases there was a mixture of styles and topics, and an 

interest in the community and social aspects in the mode of production were 

emphasised. For example, in 2001, Selina Lock, a comics writer, along with 

partner Jay Eales, had been active in running Caption Comics Festival. They 

co-founded the small publishing press Factor Fiction and, in 2008, Lock edited 

the first in a series of anthologies, The Girly Comic Book 1, “with no other 

guiding principle than having every strip feature a female lead” (Bruton, 2009). 

The decision not to restrict the comic to work by women was because most 

submissions were from men. She therefore aimed to produce a “girl-centered, 

girl-positive comic written and illustrated by anyone” (Lock, 2008). With a wide 

variety of topics and styles, the series included works by established cartoonists 
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from the small press, such as Lee Kennedy, Jeremy Dennis and Jenny Linn-

Cole. At the same time, the anthologies introduced works by many younger 

artists such as Kate Brown, Asia Alfasi, Karen Rubins, Karrie Fransman and 

Laura Howell (who was the first female artist to have worked on The Beano). 

The series ran until 2011. I disagree with Pilcher and Whelehan’s assertion of a 

suspicion of the politics of identity. An engagement with such political subject 

matters was addressed by some comics artists working within the small press, 

such as Asia Alfasi, whose work I consider later in this chapter.  

 

In 2003, cartoonist Jeremy Dennis (Day) co-founded the Whores of Mensa 

comics anthology with cartoonists Sasha Mardou, Lucy Sweet and later Ellen 

Lindner. They wanted to create “a different kind of anthology comic, something 

that was a long way from the regular crush-them-in underground comic with its 

long contributor list, short story length and quick and dirty strips” (Day, 2016). 

Mardou made two stipulations: “it must be sexy, and it must be clever” (Day, 

2016). In 2011, Ellen Lindner took over editorship of the anthology under the 

new name of The Strumpet. An extensive list of contributors to both versions of 

the anthology, in addition to those mentioned already in this chapter, included: 

Sally-Anne Hickman, Cliodhna Lyons, Francesca Cassavetti, Patrice Aggs, 

Sarah McIntrye, Kripa Joshi, Tanya Meditzky, Hannah Berry, Julia Scheele, 

Megan Kelso, and Sofia Niazi. 

 

In 2009, Glasgow based cartoonist Gill Hatcher founded Team Girl Comic, a 

collective of Scotland-based cartoonists that met to talk about comics and to 

produce two comics anthologies a year. The social or community element was 

an important emphasis of this collective. The aim was “to showcase women and 

girls in the alternative comic scene, as well as to entertain!” The collective 

aimed to be “strictly non-elitist and [to] invite anyone female-identified in or from 

Scotland to contribute to the comic, whether they create art professionally or 

just fancy giving it a go” (Team Girl Comic, 2016). 

 

In the digital age, these examples of British women’s comics anthologies 
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utilized the Internet and social media in the call for works and publicity, but the 

emphasis was on the hand-drawn and the final collections were in physical 

printed form. In the same way, the comics community relied on the digital to 

communicate information, but at the same time there was an increase in the 

importance of physical meetings. 

 
From Comics Collective to Comics Community 
These comics anthologies were sold at comics festivals and initiatives across 

Britain. In 2007, London-based comics creator and university student Oli Smith 

founded London Underground Comics (LUC), co-running a stall at Camden 

Lock Market with other small-press creators: Sean Azzopardi, Phil Spence, 

Oliver Lamden and Emma Price. They also ran one-day events until 2009. In 

2008 LUC teamed up with Paul Gravett to co-host Comiket at the Institute of 

Contemporary Arts, London (ICA). Paul Gravett co-directed Comica with Peter 

Stanbury, established in London in 2003 to host a series of annual events, 

including a small press fair at the ICA. In 2007, Thought Bubble was set up in 

Leeds as a non-profit-making organisation by cartoonist Lisa Wood (also going 

by the name Tula Lotay), after she completed her university education and was 

working at Leeds comics shop Travelling Man (Chapman, 2015). It became the 

biggest festival of its kind in Britain, offering a welcoming community 

atmosphere. Wood’s aim was to provide “an annual celebration of sequential art 

in all its forms, including everything from superhero comics to independent and 

small-press artists and writers” (Thought Bubble, 2016). In 2008 another group 

of London-based artists led by Jimi Gherkin and Peter Lally set up Alternative 

Press, “dedicated to encouraging creativity through self-publishing, zine-making, 

and beyond” (Alternative Press, 2016). They ran an average of two events per 

year, aimed at promoting British small press and zine activity and providing 

platforms for artists, zinesters and comix makers to show and sell their 

publications. Events also included talks, workshops, poetry readings and live 

drawing. 
 

These examples of community activity revolved around the sale of handmade 

zines and small-press publications. Events also had a social element, such as 
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musical events and poetry readings. Although Thought Bubble was founded by 

a woman and women participated in all the mentioned activities, attention to 

gender balance was not a consideration. The affiliation of Comics Studies 

academic conferences with the festivals,96 perhaps surprisingly, failed to 

address the gender imbalance at the first conferences. It is possible, for the 

festivals and conferences, that the need to attract audience necessitated “big 

names” that were positioned within mainstream comics, and which were 

predominantly male. An exception was the London Zine Symposium in 2009, 

set up by a collective initiated by London-based artist and designer Edd Baldry, 

“celebrating DIY culture, zines and comics” (London Zine Symposium, 2016). 

These ran annually until 2011. A programme of cartoonists, zinesters, activists 

and academics gave presentations at the first Symposium in 2009. In 2001 

Baldry had begun an online zine, Rancid News, which later became a print 

version and in 2005 reformed as Last Hours, an anti-authoritarian collective 

publishing a fanzine and a series of books. The collective also founded the 

London Zine Symposium. In 2009 the symposium hosted over 1,000 attendees 

and included a talk from Roger Sabin and Teal Triggs whose research included 

zines and the alternative press, published in 2001 in Below Critical Radar: 

Fanzines and Alternative Comics From 1976 to Now. The use of the word 

“symposium” in the day’s title introduced an academic tone. However, the 

London Zine Symposium had no association with a university and was firmly 

located within a DIY and anarchist political ethos. The event was free to attend 

and depended on the Internet to disseminate information. It was hosted at The 

Rag Factory, a former clothing factory turned artists’ studios97 in the East End of 

London.98  
 

There was a swell of academic activity in this decade that gathered a small 

																																																								
96 For example, Comics Forum has run annually in conjunction with Thought Bubble since 2009 
and the Transitions conference has run annually since 2009 and is affiliated with Comica 
Festival, London. 
97 British artist Tracey Emin’s studio had formerly been based there. 
98 In 2009 The Rag Factory was being run as a charity, offering rehearsal space to actors at low 
cost. The London Zine Symposium was the first public event hosted there. 
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group of people who would be key in injecting and reinforcing a new 

professionalism into comics in Britain. They would also be at the heart of what 

by the end of the decade had become a burgeoning community. On 23 

February 2008, the first symposium on the graphic novel took place in London 

as a Graphic Novels’ Study Day at Birkbeck College, University of London, in 

association with Paul Gravett and Comica Festival. The panel of invited 

speakers was an all-male line up. On 6 June 2008, the Paraliterary Narratives 

conference took place at the University of Northampton. On 14 November 2008 

the Victoria & Albert Museum hosted the first One Day Comica Symposium and 

announced its first Comic Illustration Residency at its newly-opened Sackler 

Centre for Arts Education, which was awarded to cartoonist Karen Rubins.  
 

These activities included people gathered from a variety of backgrounds. Paul 

Gravett, already mentioned, was at the centre of the connections. Ian Rakoff 

was the founder of the Victoria & Albert Museum comics archive and an expert 

on romance comics, and Mel Gibson was an academic at Northumbria 

University specialising in girls’ comics. Dan Berry, an animator and illustrator, 

had set up the first Illustration for Graphic Novels BA course at Glynŵr 

University, Wales, that launched in 2008. Corinne Pearlman was a cartoonist 

who had contributed to Sourcream and FANNY and set up the Comics 

Company in the 1990s. She was working as the creative director at the Myriad 

Editions publishing company, which had begun with a specialism in political 

maps and was currently producing prose fiction. Myriad launched its graphic 

novel titles in 2006 with Funny Weather by cartoonist Kate Evans, and in 2008 

published cartoonist Woodrow Phoenix’s Rumblestrip. In 2011 their third 

publication was my own work, Billy, Me & You, the first graphic memoir by a 

British woman to be published, and the first graphic novel to receive a British 

Medical Association award in 2012.  

 
Laydeez do Comics 
It was through academic connections that I attended these events, having 

commenced a Master’s Degree in 2007 at the University of Lincoln, with the 

intention of working on a graphic novel based on the experience of the death of 



	 245 

my child. It was through these events that I met and befriended Sarah Lightman, 

who had begun a PhD at Glasgow University, researching autobiographical 

comics. In July 2009 we met at the Wellcome Collection in London to look at the 

exhibition of British artist Bobby Baker’s Diary Drawings. The exhibition was of 

loosely drawn line and watercolour drawings, which incorporated text. They 

were based on Baker’s personal experience of her depression. This, we 

realised was what “comics” could be. We decided to set up a group for the 

discussion of comics works (with the loosest definition) that focused on life 

narrative, the drama of the domestic and the everyday. Our decision was 

prompted by the lack of such a forum existing and the isolation of working on 

our own creative projects. We co-founded Laydeez do Comics, “like a 

combination between a book club and a series of TED talks” (Davis, 2013), with 

meetings held monthly at The Rag Factory, the venue introduced to us by the 

London Zine Symposium event. This was the first graphic novel salon to exist; 

women-led but not women-only. It began modelled on a book group, but soon 

developed to offer a platform for invited guests to present their works. 

Advertised online to a public audience, it was free of charge to attend. It first 

attracted around 20 people and quickly escalated to around 100 each month by 

the end of the decade (Laydeez do Comics, 2016), establishing itself as a hub 

of the small British comics community. The emphasis was on providing a space 

to test new works and ideas, where emerging artists presented their work 

alongside more established practitioners. Guests were not restricted to comics 

creators but included academics, filmmakers, writers, artists and publishers. It 

was a grassroots activity based on goodwill with an interest in stressing the 

importance of social interaction. Yet it was promoted widely and globally 

through the Internet and social media, and documented and archived online 

through a guest “bloggess” each month. It was activity that added to the 

professionalization and academisation of the comics form through grassroots 

activity. Both Lightman and myself were brought to the comics form through 

academia; the social activity became an essential element of both my own and 

Lightman’s academic research, and our approach to academia, as Lightman 

has noted, “creating in real life what you may be studying” (Lightman, 2010). It 
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soon became an event that national and international publishers, critics, festival 

organisers and academics from the industry frequented to discover new works, 

so enhancing the industry. At the time of writing, Laydeez do Comics has 

spurred branches in Leeds, Bristol, Glasgow, Birmingham, Dublin, Chicago, 

San Francisco and Israel, with pop-ups in Brighton and New York. 
 

Graphic Medicine 

Another pivotal grassroots activity that escalated the comics community, 

supported the feminist message and was an injection from outside the comics 

industry, was Graphic Medicine. This was initiated in 2007 by Ian Williams, a 

GP based in North Wales who then studied fine art at a postgraduate level and 

completed a Master’s Degree in Medical Humanities. He started a personal blog 

to record the comics works he was becoming aware of that conveyed the 

personal experiences and emotions of patients. He quickly drew a following, 

and saw evidence of a growing interest in the subject and in the potential of the 

application of comics within healthcare. He organised the first Graphic Medicine 

Conference in June 2010 at the University of London, with financial support 

from the Wellcome Trust. The conference became an annual event and a 

committee was established with partners from North American universities 

(Graphic Medicine, 2016). In 2015, Graphic Medicine established a line of 

publications in association with Penn State Press. What was unique about the 

conferences was the interdisciplinary mix of presentations and attendees. They 

included participants who were creators, academics and people working in 

healthcare professions. As with Laydeez do Comics, the activity was started by 

an individual who was a creator and entered comics through higher education 

at postgraduate level. Graphic Medicine professionalised comics, widening the 

reach and possibilities, becoming global through the website and social media. 

Yet it began as a grassroots activity. 
 

A Rosy Picture Interrogated  

British sociologist Sam Friedman proposes that British TV, stand-up and live 

comedy has been a cultural area that has continued to grow in the economic 
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downturn (Friedman, 2014:11). A growing number of women are visible in 

comedy, often with a clear feminist message. The market for the graphic novel 

mirrored this growth in the first decade of the century. I have presented a rosy 

picture for feminist cartoonists at the start of the twenty-first century, as well as 

a move away from the stereotype of the feminist as humourless. Not only were 

comics and cartoon works becoming visible to a wider audience, but women 

were being recognised as funny. But I must now interrogate the reality of this 

seemingly buoyant situation regarding comics. There was a thriving and 

enthusiastic community of self-publishing cartoonists in Britain and an increase 

in the number of independent publishers. However, it continued to be only a 

handful of cartoonists who were able to make a living directly from their artwork. 

The women’s collectives, anthologies and initiatives mentioned above did not 

make enough profit from their activities to live on, and relied on other forms of 
income.  

In the previous decades, as I have noted, there were systems in place to allow 

for economic insecurity, such as an accessible unemployment benefit or the 

Enterprise Allowance Scheme. Previously rents were influenced and regulated 

by such things as the Fair Rent Act, government housing availability, housing 

associations and squats. Not only had those structures been steadily destroyed 

within Britain, but an insidious shift had taken place that relied on the use of 

“creativity” to support neo-liberal policies. This shift was sustained by an 

economic “creative precarity”, “broadly designating existential, financial, and 

social insecurity” (De Peuter, 2011:419).  

 

As sociologists David Hesmondhalgh and Sarah Baker write, “creativity” was 

identified as “a key source of prosperity in the post-industrial city” in the 1990s 

(Hesmondhalgh & Baker, 2011:3). By the 2000s, it had become a doctrine for 

policy. The term “cultural industries” had been in use since the 1960s, but in 

1997 the term “creative industries” was introduced by New Labour and the new 

century began with “creativity” applied widely and unspecifically. The use of 

“creative” offered a blander and more appealing term in Britain than “cultural”. 

De Peuter cites the 2011 British Arts Council definition of creative industries in 
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Britain as “based on individual creativity, skill and talent with the potential to 

create wealth and jobs through developing intellectual property” (British Arts 

Council cited in De Peuter, 2011:418). “Creative industries” soon became 

“creative economy” (Hesmondhalgh & Baker, 2011:5). De Peuter describes it as 

“the fuzzy occupational grouping of the ‘creative class’” and the creative 

economy as a “neoliberal idiom” (418). This is particularly applicable to the 

visibility of the graphic novel. The process of producing a graphic novel includes 

a labour intensity incomparable to work within other creative industries, often 

taking between four and eight years to complete. The publishing contracts 

available are not commensurate with the intensity of production. Typical 

advances range from between £1,000 and £18,000 for completion of the work, 

of which a percentage is not paid until after publication.99  

 

The myth, according to sociologist Pierre-Michel Menger, was that “artists 

supply the golden legend of creation, that of a subversive, anti-conformist, 

inspired behaviour, rebelling against social conventions and commercial 

utilitarianism” (cited in Hesmondhalgh & Baker, 2011:6). What supports this 

myth is that the positive features of creative labour, or the lifestyle of the 

“creative” are the same characteristics on which alienation and self-exploitation 

are based. (Hesmondhalgh & Baker, 2011:8). That is, “extreme flexibility, 

autonomy, tolerance of inequality, innovative forms of teamwork” (Hesmonhalgh 

& Baker 2011:6). These are the attributes of creative labour that particularly suit 

women with children and are precisely the ingredients that support the 

neoliberalism of modern capitalism. 

 

What differentiated the economic precarity within alternative comics activity 

from other “creative industries” such as graphic design or fine art was that the 

infrastructure to support the activity did not exist in Britain. For example, the 

gallery structure of fine art did not exist for alternative comics, the publishing 

structure that supported creative writing was not sufficient to support comics, 

																																																								
99 My knowledge of this comes from comparing my own publishing contract with a number of 
other published cartoonists in the British comics community. 



	 249 

and comics did not exist as an academic subject to provide related jobs, as in 

other creative professions. Nevertheless, publication of new works by women 

cartoonists continued, including those addressing feminist issues. I will look at 

some examples of the types of works appearing and the way in which this took 

place in the following section. 

  
British Women Graphic Novelists: Simone Lia, Katie Green, Paula Knight, 
Sarah Lightman, Asia Alfasi 
 
All the artists I consider in my case studies are university-educated. This in itself 

is no different to the cartoonists who were visible in the previous decades. What 

had changed in Britain by this decade was that the opportunity for a university 

education was widening, allowing more people – more women – to benefit. 

What had previously been an opportunity only available for white, middle-class 

students was now beginning to change. Whilst the fees and removal of grants 

limited the appeal to non-privileged families, I argue a result of this was more 

university courses being introduced that facilitated a greater visibility for feminist 

cartoon work. Some of the cartoonists I include in this section are examples of 

this. 

 

Simone Lia  

During the 2000s a younger generation of women cartoonists were emerging 

from higher education in Britain, often at postgraduate level, where there was 

an acceptability and increase in the use of the comics form, by illustration 

students in particular. Once trained, they made use of practices, traditions and 

networks within the grassroots alternative press. The work of British-born 

Maltese illustrator Simone Lia is an example. In 2000, having completed her BA 

(hons) in Illustration at the University of Brighton in 1995 as a first-generation 

university student, Lia studied for a MA in Illustration at the Royal College of Art, 

London. Intending to further develop her career in children’s book illustration, 

she was introduced to the possibilities of the comics form by fellow student Tom 

Gauld. They collaborated on a comic called First, an assemblage of both their 

works, photocopying and distributing it themselves. This won them an award 
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sponsored by Deutsche Bank that enabled them to professionally print 1,000 

copies of their follow-up publication, Second (Barton, 2007). Lia and Gauld set 

up Cabanon Press in 2000 to self-publish their works, and between 2003 and 

2005 Lia produced Fluffy in four volumes, in the tradition of the small or 

alternative press, “a story of unanswerable questions, love, despair, adventure 

and happiness” (Lia, 2007:1). The subject matter she was dealing with was not 

directly or intentionally feminist in nature, but my analysis will show that in the 

means of production, style and the subject matter, the work addressed feminist 

issues. 

 

According to the Down the Tubes website there were only 110 comics shops in 

Britain in 2016 (Down the Tubes, 2016). Of those, 18 stocked small press, self-

published publications as well as non-superhero graphic novels (Stringer, 

2016). The comics shops in Britain largely sold mainstream comics until the 

1990s, when new styles of works appeared, as has been discussed in Chapter 

Six. By 2003, when Lia and Gauld were self-publishing, there were a number of 

comics shops in London where they could sell them. They had also sent copies 

to book publishers. When they were approached by the editor of Bloomsbury to 

publish First and Second together as Both, it was as a result of a purchase or 

“discovery” at the comics shop rather than from receiving a copy at the office 

(Lia, 2012). Lia had also been publishing Fluffy in volumes and when Jonathan 

Cape approached her to publish Fluffy, it was a result of word of mouth, rather 

than from seeing the copies she had sent in, that had been added to the slush 

pile! The “discovery” of her work from a zine-style handmade grassroots 

provenance was a key part of the process. It added authenticity to the work. 
 

Although Lia drew on grassroots modes of production and distribution, it is her 

professional training that marks the change in this sector of the comics industry 

in Britain. She began by self-publishing, but her entrance into the industry was 

as a highly-trained illustrator from a leading art school. Her application of the 

DIY ethos was within a framework of high production quality, critical design 

practice and commercialisation. The aesthetic of the early volumes of Fluffy had 
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a professional or tutored quality to them, which differed from the ephemeral 

quality of the photocopied zines of the 1980s and 1990s. The production 

included close attention to paper stock, use of colour, type and printing. Her 

distribution of the volumes was not restricted to alternative feminist bookshops, 

as it would have been in previous decades. Not only had such shops by now 

largely disappeared from the landscape, Lia was able to sell her volumes 

through comic book shops and general bookshops that were widening their 

stock beyond the superhero mainstream comic to include “small press” 

publications and alternative graphic novels and memoirs. Lia’s motivation was 

the development of a professional career through publication of her work. When 

it was published, it was as a graphic “novel”, a “book”. The word comic or zine 

had been replaced to inject respectability and widen the audience.  

 

The critical acclaim and popularity Fluffy received following publication provided 

a positive endorsement of women cartoonists in Britain. I also argue that its 

popularity relied on a tragi-comic characteristic, and that the use of the aesthetic 

of cute combined with the storyline reinforces this. Fluffy is the story of a baby 

rabbit that insists that a single man, Michael Pulcino, is its father, or “daddy”. 

The pestering and persistence of a child is captured for comic effect, as shown 

in Figure 72. 

 

The work is drawn in a simple, very dark blue line, and digitally shaded with a 

blue-toned grey. The work appears black and grey. This is an example of the 

distancing from the ordinary. The printing used one colour, costing the same as 

black, but requiring knowledge of the process to achieve a small subtle 

difference that gives the final product a designed aesthetic.  
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The style and storyline incorporate cute and whimsy. The baby-cute of the 

rabbit is what Hannah Arendt calls the “modern enchantment with ‘small 

things’… the art of being happy… between dog and cat and flowerpot” (Arendt 

cited in Ngai, 2012: 3). In reviewing Fluffy, journalist Carrie O’Grady referred to 

the Japanese term kawaii, meaning “infinitely precious just for managing to exist 

so bravely and perkily despite being so small and vulnerable in a cruel world… 

[a] leftfield brand of alterno-cuteness” (O’Grady, 2007). She identified in Fluffy’s 

character a nod to the cute of iconic Japanese cartoon characters such as Hello 

Kitty and the Pokémon character Pikachu, noting their popularity as part of 

1980s rave culture. Yet Lia does not rely on the large eyes and small mouth 

trope of the Japanese characters. Instead, her reference is to the ligne claire 

tradition of dots for eyes, as used by Hergé for Tintin and his cute companion 

dog Snowy.  

 

I propose the “alterno-cuteness”, or “vulnerable yet brave” quality is what 

feminist academic Sianne Ngai is addressing in her theorising of cute in Our 

Aesthetic Categories: Zany, Cute, Interesting (2012). Ngai describes cute as a 

contemporary aesthetic category that creates “a desire in us not just to lovingly 

molest but also to aggressively protect them” (Ngai, 2012: 4). For example, we 

use language such as “so cute I could eat it”. This cuteness, she argues, is the 

commodification of everything. It is a cuteness that sparks a love-hate 

relationship: the sickly sweet, a manipulative aesthetic. Whilst evoking a desire 

for intimacy, cuteness offers commodification instead, so inviting a paradoxical 

response to cuddle and crush.  

 

Ngai refers to “cute” as an aesthetic category, forming a “triad” with “zany” and 

“interesting” to understand and describe modern aesthetic experiences. She 

argues that the “hypercommodified, information-saturated, performance-driven 

conditions of late capitalism” (Ngai, 2012: 1), have changed our everyday 

aesthetic experiences. These three categories, words otherwise marginalised or 

considered trivial within aesthetic theory, can be understood in terms of 

“everyday practices of production, circulation and consumption” (Ngai, 2012: 1).  
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An understanding of the cuddle and crush paradox has a psychological 

explanation in a phenomenon referred to as “cuteness aggression” or 

“dimorphous expressions”. Research at Yale University found participant 

responses to cute stimuli triggered a combination of positive emotions such as 

smiling with negative emotions such as tears. The research provided 

preliminary evidence that the function of these contradictory emotional 

expressions was to regulate emotions, to prevent the feeling of being out-of-

control or unmanageability of the emotion (Aragón et al., 2015). Aragon et al.’s 

research begins with a positive emotion that introduces the negative. The 

question this raises is whether this paradox can be reversed, that is, 

“aggression cuteness”. Such a reversal would support Aristotle’s ideas of “tragic 

pleasure” or Cixous and Clement’s “hellish pleasure”.  

 

In applying the cuteness aggression idea to aesthetics, Ngai argues that 

because the cute produces positive emotions so effortlessly, it also causes 

feelings of suspicion and distrust. This response becomes translated into a 

judgment of being kitsch or tasteless, imposed on the cute (Ngai, 2012). What is 

unclear in this argument is whether a tragic autobiographical work that easily 

produces tears also becomes suspicious or distrustful, or tasteless. Ngai also 

does not specify how it is decided whether emotions are being produced 

effortlessly.   

 

This emotional paradox or cuteness aggression of the drawn rabbit in Fluffy 

serves to visually mirror elements of such contradictory emotion in the storyline, 

that is, the conflicting emotions Pulcino feels towards the rabbit. One example 

of this is Michael Pulcino’s “unhealthy relationship with Fluffy’s nursery school 

teacher” (Lia, 2007:95). Over four pages, the panels show the mounting tension 

as the woman teacher constantly phones and emails Pulcino. Meanwhile Fluffy 

visibly adds to the strain in his life with one panel showing Fluffy swinging from 

a lightbulb (Figure 73). Visually this conveys Pulcino’s love-hate of both his 

relationship with the teacher and with the rabbit. Throughout the narrative 

Pulcino’s contradictory emotions towards the teacher are conveyed. He does 
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not want to continue the relationship, yet does not finish it. This is shown in 

other aspects of his everyday life. His relationship to his work demonstrates a 

similar ambivalence. He continues only because he cannot think of any other 

way to earn a living (95). His emotional and consumer relationships illustrate 

Ngai’s claim of being controlled by a cycle of production, circulation and 

consumption. 

 

Fluffy is very funny – it is a tragi-comedy. Ngai does not address the humour of 

cute, and whether laughter is an aesthetic response. Yet in this case the 

cuteness of the drawing appears to intensify the incongruity and the humour 

derived from it. The reader laughs at Pulcino’s situation of high tension, anxiety 

and contradictions. When his sister later refers to the teacher as a “freaky 

bunny boiler”, it elicits a shocked response from Pulcino: “don’t say things like 

that” (Lia, 2007:112). 

 

The reference is to a scene in Adrian Lyne’s 1987 psychological thriller Fatal 

Attraction. The film hinges around a single woman, Alex, who has an affair with 

married man Dan and becomes pregnant by him.	Alex is	presented as a career 

woman who becomes obsessive and deranged in her want for a husband and 

child. When spurned by Dan, she boils the pet rabbit belonging to Dan’s child 

and finally kills herself. As Suzanne Leonard describes: 

Alex’s life of financial independence and sexual freedom is cast not as a 
feminist dream, but rather as a nightmare of regret and worry, a 
representation which betrays the threat that non-normative women pose to 
patriarchal structures. (Leonard, 2009:63)  
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Alex is presented as a “cautionary figure”; the implication is that it is her 

professional success that turned her into a psychotic killer. Leonard quotes 

feminist Popular Culture scholars Susan Bromley and Pamela Hewitt who 

describe the message of the film as: “women who opt for the career track are to 

be viewed not merely as unfeminine, but also as destructive who must be 

themselves destroyed” (cited in Leonard, 2009:62). In Misogynies, Joan Smith 

quotes Michael Douglas, the actor who played the (cheating) husband as 

saying: 

Any man would be a fool who didn’t agree with equal rights and equal pay, 
but some women, now, juggling with career, lover, children, wifehood, 
have spread themselves too thin and are very unhappy. It’s time they 
looked at themselves and stopped attacking men. (Douglas cited in Smith, 
1989:25) 

	
In this way, Douglas blurs his identity. His role is as actor, created to elicit 

empathy from the audience, yet he steps outside the screen to make a 

judgment about women. In his role beyond the film, he is still evoking the 

empathy from an audience; the boundary is blurred between his role as actor 

and his role as victimised man. 

 
Whilst the “bunny boiler” reference elicits humour in Fluffy, in the incongruity of 

the rabbit, what is notable is the use of the term twenty years after the film’s 

release and that it continues to be used with a very clear cultural meaning, even 

by those who have not seen the film. Michael Pulcino’s sister, Rosetta, who 

makes the comment, has been introduced to the reader as unhappily married: 

“After the wedding Rosetta realised… she didn’t really love Fabrizio” (Lia, 

2007:96). In making the comment she is alluding to the idea that through her 

very status as married she is unthreatening. Leonard quotes critic Laurie Stone 

who wrote about the film in Ms.: “good women stay home… while single 

working women are damaged, barely even human, and want to destroy the 

family they also secretly covet” (cited in Leonard, 2009:66). 

 

The comic amusement from this reference in Fluffy is in the continual haziness 

of a fanciful double incongruity. Firstly, the speaking rabbit introduces the 

fantastical notion of animals as human. Although anthropomorphic animals are 



	 258 

a common trope of children’s picture books, Fluffy confounds this. Whilst it may 

provide appeal for a child, Lia eschews the traditional bright colours of 

children’s picture books, or Pikachu, and displays a sophistication in its humour 

that is clearly directed at adults. The rabbit signifies a human toddler and Lia 

draws on the funny things that children say and their innocence, such as “I’ve 

forgotten how to breathe” and “This ice cream is nice because of the ketchup” 

(Lia, 2007:102). The reader is asked to withhold reality, to distance themselves 

from the mundane realities of childcare in enjoying the premise. Fluffy goes to 

nursery and the teacher becomes a character in the narrative, reinforcing the 

nonsensical premise. Yet at moments Lia demands the reader switches back to 

recognising Fluffy as a rabbit, triggering laugher from the absurdity, as with the 

“bunny boiler” comment. French philosopher Henri Bergson wrote that “We 

laugh every time a person gives us the impression of being a thing” (Bergson, 

1911:56). The success of the comic effect, he said, lies in “its power of 

suggestion, i.e. in making it acceptable” (61). It is this impression, or switching 

between the reality and fantasy that Lia achieves and which renders the 

comedy of the narrative. 

 

But there is a bitter aftertaste in our laughter at the “bunny boiler” reference. 

The backdrop of “raunch culture” genders the choice of rabbit, lending it the 

playboy bunny-girl signification of sexual submission. As Levy puts it, a “tawdy, 

tarty cartoonlike version of female sexuality has become so ubiquitous, it no 

longer seems particular”, noting that Hugh Hefner, founder of Playboy, is being 

“embraced by young women in a curious way in a postfeminist world” (Levy, 

2005:5). In Fatal Attraction the spurned woman is portrayed as a deviant, a 

predatory woman stalker whose psychotic behaviour reinforces the traditional 

heteronormative gender roles through emphasising the “healthy” behaviour of 

the wronged wife. Whilst Lia plays with the incongruity of the rabbit / toddler 

identity of Fluffy, she is also playing with gender incongruities. The implication in 

Fatal Attraction is of a causal link between female independence and a 

successful professional career, and an inability to achieve “normality” through 

marriage. In Fluffy, this idea is ridiculed through visualising Pulcino’s inability to 
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change the discontents in his everyday life. The gender norms present in Fatal 

Attraction are gently challenged in Fluffy. A single man is in the position of main 

carer of a young child, challenging stereotypes of the woman as child carer… 

except it is not a child, it is a rabbit. The absurdity invites us to question the 

assumptions made around men as carers of children. I propose that if the 

character of Michael Pulcino were a married man or a woman, the humour 

would be dissipated. This comic book subtly uses humour to critically address a 

question of parenting and equality within the domestic or childrearing sphere as 

well as within heterosexual relationships. Whilst the focus within Third Wave 

feminism was on the sexuality and/or the empowerment of women, including 

equality of women in the workplace, the debate around women in the domestic 

or child-raising sphere was less so.  

 

Katie Green 

Another graphic novel that subtly draws on the aesthetic of cute in the drawing 

style to reinforce serious subject matter is Katie Green’s Lighter Than My 

Shadow (2013). This is a memoir of 500-plus pages in comic book form of living 

with anorexia nervosa and bulimia nervosa, and the experience of sexual abuse 

encountered from a therapist. Although published as a book in 2013, I am 

focusing on this work in the context of this decade because Green is another 

example of an illustrator who was active in the small press community, 

producing zines and developing an online following prior to the publication of 

the book.100 It is also an early example of how the graphic memoir was 

becoming recognised as valuable within the context of healthcare. The 

accessibility of the form was being embraced to communicate the personal 

experience of illness with impact. This was particularly relevant to women, as 

creators, patients and carers. Women’s health, particularly sexual health, was a 

central component of feminist activity from the 1970s on. By the end of the 

1990s, Natasha Walter notes the increased “emphasis on the experience of the 

patient as more women have moved into health care… Women’s power can, 

																																																								
100 Green self-published her bi-monthly zine Green Bean from 2010 until 2013 and has 
maintained an active blog since 2009 (Green, 2016). 
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therefore, change society” (Walter, 1998:181). 

 
Green had the idea for the book in 2001 as a prose novel. Reading Maus in 

2006 suggested the possibility of a drawn version. It was in 2008 that she 

began serious work on it whilst studying for a BA (hons) in Sequential 

Illustration at Swindon College School of Art (Freeman, 2013).101 From 2010 

Green’s production of her zine, Green Bean, demonstrated, as Simone Lia did, 

a reliance on working within the small press and zine tradition. She also hosted 

a blog during the process, as well as presenting her work in talks. This elicited 

feedback, informing the work and providing a platform for discussion. Both 

these forms of communication generated a following for Green. 

 
As with Lia’s work, the book exhibits high production quality and close attention 

to design considerations. For example, digital manipulation achieves the 

impression of textured paper throughout. Each chapter differs in colour, 

reflecting the emotional tone of that part of the story. On every page the lines of 

the panel borders are created from a scanned paper crease. She literally folds 

the text and images into each other visually. Although produced digitally, the 

effect is a direct reference to the hand-made aesthetic, reinforcing the 

combination of the professional with the DIY legacy in the final work. The 

drawing uses a thin black pen line and centres on the drawing of Green’s self. 

She exists as Katie, her former struggling self, and as the narrator in the 

present, from a recovered position. It is in the self-portrayal that she makes use 

of the cute aesthetic, drawing herself in a style signifying children’s book 

illustration.  

 

As with Lia’s work, Green’s style acknowledges the ligne claire tradition of 

bande designée. The front cover shown in Figure 74 presents the gesturing of 

wide-eyed worried dots-as-eyes and a small line mouth, signifying baby-cute 

innocence. The expression is directed to her left, as she looks at the scribbled 

cloud of black line that continues throughout the book and represents to varying 

																																																								
101 This was Green’s second degree. She completed a BSc (hons) in Biology in 2005 (Green, 
2016). 
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degrees her mental and emotional condition. The incongruity of the clean, 

simplified line of children’s book illustration adjacent to the messy, scribbled 

mark visually conveys the essential disjunction between the subject matter and 

the artwork. The story is of the dark untidy tangle of the life experience of eating 

disorders and sexual abuse that descends on a child as her body becomes 

adult.  

 

 

 

 

Feminism continues to identify, question and challenge the socially constructed 

norms around beauty (Beauty Redefined, 2016). However, as eating disorder 

and body image activist Melissa A. Fabello writes, “Eating disorders are 

biopsychosocial in nature, which means that there are biological, psychological, 

and sociological factors at play that make a person susceptible” (Fabello, 2015). 

Green’s narrative demands eating disorders are taken seriously as a 

psychological health issue. She does this through her telling of her personal 

experience and manipulating the cute visuals of children’s illustration to convey 

Figure 74: © Katie Green, title page from Lighter Than My Shadow (Green, 2013). 
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a more disturbing tale. In this way, she produces an immediate and stark 

reminder of the hellish pleasure of the transition from child to adult. Naomi Wolf 

argues that eating disorders begin as sane and mentally healthy responses to 

an insane social reality, that “surely it is a sign of mental health to try to control 

something that is trying to control you” (Wolf, 1990:198).  

American feminist philosopher Susan Bordo writes that the ideal of beauty is 

“one of the most powerful ideologies that influences gendered behaviour today” 

(Bordo, 1993:207). It is an ideal that includes thinness because, as Gender 

Studies scholar Michelle N. Huang notes, it is viewed as “aesthetically pleasing” 

(Huang, 2014:300). Green’s drawing style reflects this. The book is beautiful to 

look at; the drawing and production are aesthetically pleasing. A wonderful irony 

exists in the luxurious heavy weight of the 500-page plus book. The physical 

materiality of the book is a reminder of the increasing focus placed on material 

goods and the accumulation of wealth, resulting from the rise of capitalism in 

Western culture. “There is an increased emphasis upon outward appearances” 

(Bordo, 1993:207). Its weight gives it value. Yet the subject matter is about the 

desire of a young girl to devalue herself, to lessen her weight and, symbolically, 

herself, to weaken and reduce the somatic space she takes up, her power. 

An alternative interpretation of the anorexic’s thinness offered by Bordo is that it 

stands for an increase in power. Through a “disidentification with the maternal 

body” the anorexic is offered a symbolic “freedom from a reproductive destiny” 

(Bordo, 1993:209). This works through the anorexic abhorrence of the hips, 

stomach and breasts of womanhood. It is powerfully visualised in Green’s book, 

as shown in Figure 75. The young Katie lies with her stomach extended, 

suggesting the pose of a pregnant woman, and the violence towards her 

changing body is displayed as she plans the cutting out of her stomach, the 

symbolic removal of her fertility. Through such removal, the anorexic becomes 

empowered to be “like a man”. 
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Paula Knight 
As Canadian Environmental Studies scholar Myra J. Hird notes, “One of the 

central projects of feminism has been the association between women and 

maternity” (Hird, 2003:6). Where feminism is in agreement in debates over 

definitions and values of motherhood is that if the concepts of reproductive roles 

Figure 75: © Katie Green, image from Lighter Than My Shadow, 2013  
(Green, 2013:101). 
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and women’s links to them could change, it would gain more freedom for 

women than any social revolution (Humm, 1989:180).  

 

Until the thirteenth century healthcare was the domain of women. But by the 

eighteenth century, in England, medical knowledge and skill was no longer 

viewed as part of the domestic sphere and had begun to have an economic and 

symbolic value. A commercial market appeared for “remedies”. As medicine 

became commodified and scientific, outside the domestic domain, so women 

lost control. This was reinforced by the exclusion of women from being allowed 

to study and the condemning of non-scientific medicine by the church. Medicine 

became professionalised with the introduction of expertise and an elitist, 

exclusively male medical profession arose. 

 

In contrast to the symbolic lack of freedom from fertility expressed in Green’s 

work, it is the lack of freedom based on her quest for “motherhood” that 

dominates Paula Knight’s comic work. Working towards the publication of her 

work in graphic novel form, illustrator Knight began producing small-press 

comics between 2006 and 2013. With a background in children’s book 

illustration, Knight was inspired to visualise her personal story through 

attendance at Laydeez do Comics events. She began the process, similarly to 

Lia and Green, through the production of self-published comics around her 

experience of miscarriage, fertility and childlessness made between 2006 

and 2013 (Knight, 2016). 
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In Figure 76 Knight draws herself bent over with hands on the floor, in a position 

suggestive of the early stages of labour. Her feet are placed wide apart on two 

brown package labels, which Knight has collaged into the image. In red 

handwriting, signifying the blood of miscarriage, the visual failure in pursuit of 

pregnancy, one label reads, “childless”, the other, “childfree”. The use of labels 

in Knight’s artwork signifies the scientific process in which Knight is immersed, 

deeply entwined with the cultural labelling of her reproductive status. The red 

writing of the labels can also be interpreted as referencing Michel Foucault’s 

medical gaze or the red tape of his concept of bio-power, developed in the first 

volume of his The History of Sexuality (1990). Foucault did not directly focus on 

gendered features in his theorising of how medicine could be understood in 

terms of discipline and surveillance. However, such application is useful in 

understanding the function of medicine as a form of political and social control 

of the individual as well as the population. In the case of women’s healthcare in 

Figure 76: © Paula Knight, “Childless or Childfree 1” (Knight, 2016). 
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the twenty-first century, it can be used to understand fertility “treatment” in the 

West.  

 

During the eighteenth century childbirth became medicalised. Childbirth was, as 

British historian Margaret Versluysen writes, a new space for men to exert 

power. It was a space that had previously been taboo for men: 

the legal and technical control by men of contraception, fertility, abortion, 
obstetrics gynecology, and extra uterine reproductive experiments – all are 
essential to the patriarchal system, as is the negative or suspect status of 
women who are not mothers. (Rich, 1977:34) 

 
At the end of the nineteenth century, health education was understood in terms 

of hospital medicine, with a focus on the pathology of disease, the causes and 

effects. During the twentieth century this developed into “surveillance medicine” 

(David Armstrong cited in Gastaldo, 2002:116). This redefined illness from a 

state of disease to a position of being at risk of disease. In other words, illness 

has been replaced by health, as the prevention of disease has been 

narrativized as the personal responsibility of the individual (117). This supports 

Foucault’s wider argument that the management of the population has shifted 

since the seventeenth century from a repressive to a constructive approach 

(Foucault, 1990:135-39). Foucault’s concept of bio-power describes the way 

that certain parts of the social system manage the population through 

disciplining individuals. His assumption was that biological life was political. 

That is, he viewed disease and reproduction as part of an economic process, 

therefore meaning that these aspects of life become part of political control. The 

power to regulate health is also the power to regulate and define what is normal 

or abnormal. In her essay Re-thinking Health Education Through the Concept of 

Bio-power (2002) Canadian Gender and Health scholar Denise Gastaldo 

demonstrates how health education and its emphasis on promoting “healthy” 

lifestyles is an example of a Foucauldian mechanism that contributes to bio-

power. 

 

The labelling effect Knight uses is given extra symbolic poignancy through the 

holes and string of the labels (Figure 76) and “the association between 
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femininity and sexual reproduction remains implicit” (Hird, 2003:6). Reinforced 

by a public discourse around maternity as “natural”, to be “healthy” becomes 

associated with fertility and reproduction, while to be infertile becomes 

positioned as failure, the responsibility or fault of the individual woman: 

Viewing health purely as a good obscures the less desirable of these 
experiences, reducing the story of what is wrong to the lack of health or 
healthcare rather than examining the sources of hierarchy or suffering. 
(Grigg & Kirkland, 2016:326) 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

In Figure 77 the word “failed” is inscribed above a drawing of fallopian tubes. 

Knight’s use of a lighter colour shading of the womb in the centre is done in a 

way that also signifies a stethoscope, symbolic of the medical system that is 

judging her. The panel reflects this sense of personal responsibility. The image 

in the next panel shows her drawn self as small, wearing a dunce’s hat. From 

above her at an angle from the left, a large blue male hand points down at her. 

The image suggests a reference to Michelangelo’s fresco painting on the 

Sistine Chapel’s ceiling, The Creation of Adam (1511-1512). This painting of 

hands almost touching illustrates God breathing life into Adam from the Book of 

Genesis in the Bible. It is an image that has become iconic of humanity. In 

Knight’s use of the hand, the suggestion is that God’s attempt to breathe life 

into her has failed. Yet the inclusion of the dunce hat locates the responsibility 

with Knight. This transforms fertility from “natural” or biological, over which she 

Figure 77: © Paula Knight, “Failed” (Knight, 2016). 
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has no control, to “rational”, over which she does have control. The reader 

shares the pleasure and pain Knight is confronted with in her quest. Returning 

once more to Julia Kristeva’s idea of abjection (1982), the narrative begins as 

one of apparent desire but transforms to become one of exclusion. The 

illustrated self-blame for the perceived failure visualises Kristeva’s ideas of self-

abjection, as Knight, 

weary of fruitless attempts to identify with something on the outside, finds 
the impossible within; when it finds that the impossible constitutes its very 
being, that it is none other than abject. (Kristeva, 1982:5)  

 
Knight’s visualisation also presents questions about the position of progress 

and the potential conflicts between science and the feminist project of 

reproduction. Feminist Mary O’Brien drew on Hegel’s terminology to write that 

contraceptive technology was a “world-historical event” (O’Brien, 1982:110). 

Women became equal to men in the freedom to separate sexual intercourse 

from reproduction. However, the promise of equality in technological and 

scientific progress had its limitations. Full equality could only be achieved within 

a context of social and cultural change (111). Adrienne Rich wrote about the 

myth of the pill, that “it did not mean we were free to discover our own sexuality, 

but rather that we were expected to behave according to male notions of female 

sexuality” (Rich, 1977:73). 

 

The narrative becomes a tragi-comedy as Knight reflects on the language 

encountered. Figure 78 creates comic amusement from the use of the pun, 

which, as German philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer defined, “brings two 

different concepts, by the assistance of accident, under one word” (cited in 

Morreall, 1987:54) Her consideration of loss uses humour to draw attention to 

how language surrounding miscarriage reinforces the idea of abjection, 

apportioning blame to the individual. 
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Knight visually engages with contemporary feminist politics of the body. She 

questions and confronts the historical conception of the female body as 

biological and the idea that it is “natural”, whilst simultaneously being 

medicalised. She visually presents how a neoliberal discourse has relied on 

such associations to ensure that in what has become a consumer “choice” of 

pregnancy, the success or failure of a woman’s fertility becomes a woman’s 

individual responsibility. If the desired pregnancy does not ensue, the failure or 

fault becomes that of the individual woman. Issues of individual choice and 

personal doubt are also evident in the work of Sarah Lightman, although her 

approach to pregnancy and motherhood comes from a different perspective to 

Knight’s.  

 
 

Figure 78: © Paula Knight, “Loss vs Lost” (Knight, 2016). 
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Sarah Lightman 
 

Throughout patriarchal mythology, dream-symbolism, theology, language, 
two ideas flow side by side: one, that the female body is impure, corrupt, 
the site of discharges, bleedings, dangerous to masculinity, a source of 
moral and physical contamination, ‘the devil’s gateway.’ On the other hand, 
as mother the woman is beneficent, sacred, pure, asexual, nourishing; and 
the physical potential for motherhood – that same body with its bleedings 
and mysteries – is her single destiny and justification in life. These two 
ideas have become deeply internalized in women, even in the most 
independent of us, those who seem to lead the freest lives. (Rich, 
1977:34) 

 
Sarah Lightman’s ongoing autobiographical project The Book of Sarah (1995-) 

was named after the missing or silenced Biblical matriarch Sarah. Lightman 

started the diary in 1995, documenting her life through text/image and 

animation, both the happiness and unhappiness. Of her artwork, she says, it: 

bridges the transition between two forms of knowledge – that which is 
learnt and that which is experienced. The space between history/herstory 
and my story. (Sarah Lightman, 2016) 

 
Lightman’s work reflects the deep ambivalence in her personal quest to 

integrate beliefs in traditional orthodox Judaism, held and lived by her family, 

and feminist beliefs incorporated into her education. As she diarises her life 

through the expected rites of marriage and motherhood, her artwork uses 

humour to display the contradictions she assimilates intellectually and 

emotionally. Lightman’s conflict evokes Adrienne Rich’s contradictions in her 

feelings as a mother: “Love and anger can exist concurrently; anger at the 

conditions of motherhood can become translated into anger at the child along 

with the fear that we are not ‘loving’”; she refers to it as a “powerless 

responsibility”. (Rich, 1977:52) 

 

Lightman’s artwork challenges what the comics form can be. Her laboriously 

pencilled scenes fill each page, produced defiantly as artwork, rather than for 

simple reproduction. The handwritten pencil text is added to the page, adding 

poignancy to the static and photographic like images.  
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Figure 79 is a two-page spread with drawings of egg boxes: one closed, one 

open full of eggs, and two with eggs removed. On the second page are three 

different cake tins, all empty. The handwritten title is, “Thoughts of Motherhood 

by an uncertain 35 year old”. The literal visualisation of eggs, together with the 

title, instantly signifies the woman’s egg in the process of conception and the 

fixed number of eggs produced by a woman. It is a humorous play on the word 

egg. As the reader looks at the drawing of an egg resting solitary next to a half-

full egg box in the middle of the first page, it also reads as a contraceptive 

diaphragm, a reminder of the tensions between science and feminism referred 

to in my discussion of Paula Knight’s work. The use of a shop-bought box of 

eggs also signifies the Western context. 

 

We buy the packet of eggs and technology promises us the purchase of fertility 

on demand. A promise not guaranteed to be fulfilled. The text reads, “How long 

have I got left? Is it my choice anymore? Was it ever?” There is an obvious 

reference to biological determination. However, more revealing is the “Was it 

ever?”, recognising the control of choices imposed through consumption and 

commercialization within society, as experienced by Knight, but also the 

pressures within her family and her religion, and the expectation for women to 

reproduce. The “uncertain” indicates what Adrienne Rich describes as “the 

suffering of ambivalence: the murderous alternation between bitter resentment 

and raw-edged nerves and blissful gratification and tenderness” (cited in 

Nicolson, 1993: 213). Rich was referring to the ambivalence of motherhood, but 

the commitment to motherhood and its accompanying emotional “hellish 

pleasure” has begun for Lightman in the decision to try and get pregnant. When 

her partner reassures her that they aren’t rushing, she expresses the 

tenderness, “I loved you that little bit more”. 
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Paula Knight’s acceptance of personal responsibility and consequential blame 

and self-abjection on not becoming pregnant can also be identified in 

Lightman’s work. An understanding of how such assumptions become socially 

reinforced is evident in the comments of Lightman’s father: “My dad said I 

shouldn’t leave things too late.” Whereas her mother’s comments – “My mum 

asked if I was having doubts” – suggests a recognition of equivocacy. The 

reference to baking again injects humour in the association with “bun in the 

oven”, a colloquialism for pregnant. Yet Lightman’s allusion to baking for others, 

“My need to feed might just be thwarted maternal instinct”, links back to Katie 

Green’s urgent and violent desire to reject the maternal instinct, through her 

non-eating and desire to avoid the maternal shaping of her body. 

 

In describing her work, Lightman says that “Within Jewish textual tradition there 

is Midrash. Midrash fills in the gaps in the Biblical text. My artwork lives in these 

spaces” (Lightman, 2016). A gap she is also filling is the gap between religion 

and the great challenge it presents to feminist thinking. In the 1970s, Second 

Wave feminists, such as Mary Daly in her 1973 publication Beyond God the 

Father: Toward a Philosophy of Women’s Liberation, attacked the patriarchy of 

religion as an oppressor of women. In Man’s Dominion (2011) Sheila Jeffreys 

pays homage to this view. Responding to believers’ claims that religion should 

be treated with due respect, she insists that disrespect for religion is key for 

feminism: “Disrespect for it should be the natural amniotic fluid of feminist 

thought and activism” (5). 

 

Norwegian Gender and Religion scholar Lisbeth Mikaelsson (Mikaelsson, 2016) 

in turn distinguishes between Muslim feminism, a more progressive 

interpretation that advocates the emancipation of women, and Islamist feminism. 

The latter form is a conservative interpretation, advocating a patriarchal 

approach to women’s roles, that women should not aim to be equal to men, but 

should instead accentuate their integrity and dignity as women (Mikaelsson, 

2016: 775). In Lightman’s interpretation of her belief, she finds a space where 
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religion and spirituality can coincide. She selects practices from within the more 

progressive Reform Judaism, breaking with her family’s orthodox customs. 

 
Asia Alfasi 

Mikaelsson’s discussion of Muslim feminism is pertinent within a chapter about 

the 2000s in Britain, as a time and place of multiculturalism and a population 

that includes second, third and even fourth generation immigrants. In Young 

British Muslims: Identity, Culture, Politics and the Media (2010) Nahid Afrose 

Kabir cites Paul Gilroy’s assertion that identity is about difference as well as a 

sense of shared belonging, and that identities depend on the marking of such 

difference. But, as Kabir articulates in her chapter on the identity debate, 

“Muslims in Britain are ethnically diverse and heterogeneous in language, skin 

colour and culture. The only element they have in common is their religion” (6). 

Since, as I have shown, cartoons and comics can be used to address 

intersectionality, it seems a form that offers potential for addressing the 

complexities surrounding the debate around what it means to be British and 

what it means to be a feminist: 

The 2011 census revealed that 4.8 per cent of people in England and 
Wales are Muslim, but very few are appearing in comics, let alone making 
them. One exception is Asia Alfasi. (Comics Unmasked, 2014) 

 
Birmingham-based manga artist Asia Alfasi was born in Libya in 1984 and 

moved with her family to Glasgow, Scotland, in 1993, when she was eight years 

old. From the 1970s, Japanese animation film studio Studio Ghibli was 

importing films to the Arab world. Alfasi’s introduction to the Japanese style of 

drawing had been through watching these Arabic-dubbed animé versions of 

American classics such as Tom Sawyer and Anne of Green Gables as a young 

child in Libya. She was unaware then that these stories and the medium used 

to tell them were not Arabic.  

 

Aged 19 and living in Birmingham, Alfasi won a drawing competition with her 

developing Manga style. She was the youngest entrant and the only girl. The 

prize was drawing tuition from Birmingham-based comics artists Hunt 
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Emerson102 and John McCrae. In 2007 she won the International anime manga 

festival with her drawing. Very suddenly and unexpectedly this made her comics 

work visible. It is common for comics artists to recycle the same Manga 

characters, but instead of referencing Japan and Japanese characters that 

already existed, she decided to create new characters to communicate from her 

own culture. That had not been done before. It was this that set her work apart 

in the comics world (IAmBirmingham, 2015). 

 

She had been inspired by Marjane Satrapi’s work, Persepolis, to produce a 

similar heartfelt work about Libya (IAmBirmingham, 2015). Alfasi mentions that 

when she met Satrapi, she asked her why all the Muslim characters were evil, 

which had upset Alfasi. Satrapi had replied that it was only her experience 

(Alfasi, 2014). In 2007, Alfasi signed a contract with publisher Bloomsbury to 

produce a two-part semi-autobiographical graphic novel with the first part set in 

Libya during the 1970s and 1980s and the second part set in Glasgow where 

she grew up. The purpose was: 

to show two entirely different cultures from an insider’s perspective and 
perhaps to give each of those cultures the chance to look at themselves 
through the eyes of a person who lived there, first as a national and then 
as a newcomer. And for many things to be taken from that because each 
place has its positives and its negatives and it’s great for people to realise 
that and maybe learn something from the counter culture. 
(IAmBirmingham, 2015) 
 

However, Alfasi’s family did not allow her to write or draw a lot of the material 

that she wanted to. She had two uncles who were imprisoned and killed during 

the era of Colonel Ghaddafi, who took power in a coup d’état and ruled Libya 

from 1969 to 2011. Alfasi’s parents insisted it was too dangerous for her to 

publish parts of her work. She was devastated, feeling that to compromise on 

the story would leave a work that was shallow and bland. In January 2011 she 

had the opportunity to travel to Libya and in February 2011 the revolution began 

in Libya. Although she only intended to stay for one month, she decided to stay 

for longer and collect many stories from the past that would not have been 

																																																								
102 Hunt Emerson was one of the original founders of Birmingham Arts Lab, which Suzy Varty 
was a member of, producing the first British comic by a woman, mentioned in Chapter Four.  
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openly shared previously because of the secret police. She returned to Britain 

in 2015 to revisit the original graphic novel work, and to include the political and 

cultural relevance.  

 

In her 2006 strip Hijabstrip (Figure 80), that Alfasi posted online, she uses 

humour to show the everyday assumptions and misconceptions about Muslim 

women. The protagonist, a teenage girl, invites a white girl into her bedroom. As 

she removes her Hijab, we see she has dyed blue hair. There is no textual 

reference to it, relying on a sophisticated use of the visual to challenge the 

reader as much as the friend, and create humour through the unexpected. The 

ignorance, or latent racism, is conveyed in the friend’s comment, “You’re not 

wearing your scarf thing”. In one page, Alfasi uses the strip to confront 

assumptions about Muslim dress and interest, as her character tells the friend 

she competes in karate tournaments. 
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Figure 80: © Asia Alfasi, Hijabstri (Alfasi, 2006). 
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In Is Multiculturalism Bad for Women? (1999) Susan Moller Okin argued from a 

liberal-feminist perspective. Multiculturalism is about “the accommodation of 

cultural or religious minorities”, even though these groups tend to be “highly 

patriarchal”, especially when they are religious, with guidelines taken from 

ancient texts. In such cases, she wrote, “the servitude of women is presented 

as virtually synonymous with ‘our traditions’” (Okin 1999:16). In other words, the 

group “traditions” determine roles within the group and as a result the group’s 

identity. If traditional roles are abandoned, this threatens the group’s identity. 

This, she explained, justifies practices such as dishonour killing and FGM. Her 

argument was that the state should adjudicate where public interest in sexual 

equality overrides the group’s interests, as in the case of the ordination of 

women within the Catholic Church. Such groups, she argued, should assimilate 

or reform (22-23). 

 

Alfasi is university educated and her work represents a liberal religious voice. 

She is not restricted in any way in her everyday life, neither is she unfamiliar 

with British culture or language, having grown up in Britain. It is the nuances of 

living as a woman with a pluralistic identity that is presented to the reader, 

through humour, challenging the reader’s assumptions about “difference”. In 

doing so, Alfasi’s comics represent a form of media within popular culture that 

contests the dominant media discourse, which demonises Muslims.  

 

A Reflection on Posy Simmonds 
In terms of the popularisation of the cartoon and comics form and the raising of 

women’s visibility in cartoons, Posy Simmonds has led the way in Britain. I will 

end with a final case study of Simmonds, precisely because she has worked as 

a professional cartoonist from the 1970s to the present day. She entered the 

industry directly following her training and was never without paid employment 

as a cartoonist. She experienced little evidence of discrimination on account of 

her gender, and although she has been generous in her support of grassroots 

activity, it has never been a significant part of her activity or approach. 
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Posy Simmonds has been at the forefront of British cartoons and comics from 

the 1970s until the present day, receiving an MBE (Member of the Order of the 

British Empire) for “her services to the newspaper industry” in 2002 (Gravett, 

2007). Following her studies at the Sorbonne in Paris and then a degree in 

graphic design at Central School of Art and Design, London, her prolific career 

as a newspaper cartoonist began in 1969 with her first daily cartoon “Bear” for 

the Sun newspaper (BBC News, 2002).  

 

Simmonds would perhaps not identify herself as a feminist cartoonist, nor a 

cartoonist motivated by her politics. Yet in her weekly strip “Posy” for the 

Guardian, that ran from May 1977 until 1987, it was the satirical observation of 

the left-wing, middle-class family the Webers that “told you as much as any 

discussion about nuclear power and private education” (Durrant, 2007). She did 

not contribute to the women’s collectives’ cartoons but her cartoon strip “The 

Silent Three” was published in Feminist Review (Figure 81), using humour to 

gently satirise the white, middle-class assumptions made and contested within 

Second Wave feminism. 

 
Figure 81: © Posy Simmonds. Detail from “The Silent Three, Within These Walls”, 1978 

(Simmonds, 1980). 
 

In 1981 True Love was published, the first graphic novel by a woman to have 

been published in Britain. In it she applied her trademark satirical humour to 

draw attention to the tragi-comedy of unrequited heterosexual romance and to 

the social construction of romance itself. 
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Her two graphic novels published in the 2000s represented a maturing both of 

her drawing style and her humour. They were both tragi-comedies, expressing 

satirical humour, drawn from her sharp observation of the white middle classes, 

but also a deep sadness about infidelity, ageing and death. 

 

As journalist Nicholas Lezard wrote in his review of her graphic novel Tamara 

Drew in 2007 following its weekly serialisation in the Guardian newspaper in 

2005: 

Not only is a cartoon a cartoon – and therefore, apart from the book 
reviews, the most enjoyable part of any newspaper – but Posy Simmonds 
is Posy Simmonds. (Lezard, 2007) 
 

It is this joy of the newspaper cartoon strip that I referred to at the very start of 

this thesis to which I now return. The newspaper punctuates the everyday of its 

readers. The regular pleasure from and familiarity with the cartoon strip 

characters, and the tragi-comedy of their lives, permeates households and 

quietly influences attitudes to the comic form and life itself. Posy Simmonds’ 

work has been key in the development and acceptance of the comics form in 

Britain, through the loyal following of a newspaper audience. I have claimed that 

Chris Ware introduced a new audience to the graphic novel in 2001 through his 

award. But it is Posy Simmonds who familiarised Guardian readers with the 

form, through her prolific career of satirical newspaper strip cartooning. In 1999 

her 100-episode serialization of Gemma Bovery, based on Flaubert’s Madame 

Bovary, boosted the newspaper’s circulation and consolidated a firm public 

loyalty. The element of anticipation for the next episode is, according to Paul 

Gravett, why American newspaper strips are successful. When Gemma Bovery 

was produced as a graphic novel in 2001, it garnered rave reviews (Gravett, 

2010).  

 

Simmonds located themes in Madame Bovary that, when translated into a 

Western society of the 2000s, comment on modernity and escape attempts. 

Where Flaubert’s heroine reads trashy novels and longs for romantic affairs, 

Gemma reads magazines: 
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I made her the daughter of a dentist, thinking that in the waiting room all 
her life she would have been reading magazines – fashion, gossip, style – 
which would color her whole outlook… because magazines, they’re full of 
promises about a better life or improving your life in some way, so that 
would had been part of her outlook: that if you change your look, you 
change your life, and that went for her decor as well. She could change 
the way her room looked and believe her life would change, too. (Posy 
Simmonds quoted in Gravett, 2007) 
 

Gemma, seduced by media presentations of a rural idyll, persuades her 

husband to move with her to rural France. The narrative presents her 

experience of the lived reality that leads her into dissatisfaction. Her continued 

escape attempts through consumption lead her to debt, further malaise and 

finally death. 

 

On 17 September 2005, Simmonds’ weekly comic strip Tamara Drewe 

appeared in the first Berliner-sized Saturday edition of the Guardian’s Review 

section. This was a modern re-telling of Thomas Hardy’s 1874 novel Far From 

the Madding Crowd. Hardy’s work was serialized in Cornhill Magazine and 

Simmonds’ strip was also released in episodic format. Once again, Simmonds 

addressed through gentle satire the malaise of consumerism, escape attempts, 

and the tensions between the city and the rural. The urbane Tamara inherits a 

home in the countryside, but set in the celebrity-obsessed modern Britain; the 

country neighbourhood village population becomes consumed with Tamara’s 

secrets and desires. In their behaviour they mirror the way the media dictates 

and controls social judgment. 

 
Conclusion 
The case studies in this chapter demonstrate a new sophistication in the style of 

the works being produced. There is a polish that belies the DIY entrance to the 

world of comics that Lia, Green, Knight and Alfasi all began with. There is also 

evidence in the imagery considered here of a wide variety of styles, drawing on 

Manga in the case of Alfasi, and fine art and illustration techniques in the case 

of the other women. The sense in all their styles is that they are pushing the 

boundaries of what a cartoon or comic can be. They are also doing this in terms 

of their subject matter, challenging assumptions made around fertility, sexuality, 
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motherhood and what it means to be a feminist. The subject matter in all cases 

is serious and sometimes dark. Yet, I argue, the humour is evident. As with the 

drawing style, the humour has a level of sophistication, relying on puns and 

visual metaphor. The style itself adds an ambiguity and lightness by its 

suggestion of children’s book illustration in the case of Lia, Knight and Green. 

 

All the artists have presented their works at Laydeez do Comics. In the case of 

Knight, it was the first place she had spoken publicly about her work. It was also 

one of the early platforms for Green. Green, Knight and Lightman have all 

presented talks about their work at Graphic Medicine conferences. Their 

immersion in the newly formed comics community supported the continuity of 

their works. It was through attendance at Laydeez do Comics that Knight’s work 

became visible to publisher Myriad Editions, who will also publish Lightman’s 

work. Both Green and Knight received funding of £10,000 towards work on their 

graphic novels from Arts Council England, so this availability of public funding 

does compensate somewhat for the “creative precarity” of the work. Simmonds, 

in so many ways an exception, shows that a practice in cartooning for women 

can be sustained and that there is humour in feminism as well as the everyday 

concerns of life. 
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CONCLUSION 
A Summary  

My motivation for this research began as a personal quest as much as a 

professional and academic one. I wanted to find out what had happened to 

some of the funny feminist cartoonists such as Annie Lawson and Jacky 

Fleming that had adorned my teenage years and early twenties. This where are 

they now? starting point developed into an enquiry into what had made them 

choose the comics form. At the same time, I was curious about the lack of 

celebration or even memory today of these cartoonists that had been so 

influential on me. Now, as a cartoonist myself, the lack of documentation of 

British women cartoonists is an absence that impacts my professional position. 

It is a history I am part of.  

 

My findings have offered a heartening discovery that in Britain from the 1970s 

onward there has been a presence, vitality, variety and interest in feminist 

cartooning. This was what I had hoped for. What I was surprised to learn, and 

what constitutes my major finding, is that the very visibility of women’s feminist 

cartooning since the 1970s in Britain has relied almost exclusively on platforms 

and structures created by the Women’s Liberation Movement and feminist 

activity since then. What is more, these structures display very similar strategies 

to those used by the suffragettes in their campaigning at the start of the 

twentieth century. In particular, this includes the placement of humorous 

cartoons in feminist publications and on postcards and posters to support 

feminist campaigns. The other crucial similarity was the use of the comics form 

with humour. The consequence of this steadily constructed framework and 

network is that today, in the 2010s, as I have traced, there is a wide range of 

women’s cartoons and activity related to cartooning. But because the works I 

have looked at have evolved outside or parallel to the mainstream comics 

industry, a specific style of work has emerged. This is evident in the subject 

matter that is emphasised over the formal qualities of the comics form. As a 

result, the aesthetics of the cartoons in some instances differ hugely from what 

we have come to associate with a cartoon, based on a masculine history of the 
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form and industry.103 In the time period I have considered, the cartoons I have 

selected evidence a subject matter that is serious and based in political thinking, 

often with an autobiographical voice. What I conclude from this is that the 

emphasis is on reaching a wider audience, or disseminating a message as 

broadly as possible. This, too, links to the historical use of the feminist cartoon. 

An example of this is in the most recent cartoons I look at, which take the form 

of the graphic novel. These have found a market that is not necessarily within 

the mainstream comics fandom-based readership, but within the field of 

medicine and wellbeing.104 My point is that the feminist movement in Britain has 

been a critical ingredient in the history of British women’s cartooning. This 

relationship has been reciprocal, by which I mean feminist cartooning has been 

a constantly visible element of the wider feminist project in Britain. 

 

Yet the expression of serious and often political subject matter has relied on 

humour. My second major finding is evidence of the constant existence of 

humour in feminist cartooning. This has prompted my critical questioning into 

the assumptions and attitudes, historical and present, around feminists as 

humourless. My analysis of the cartoons I have selected reveals the power of 

humour as a complex system that has allowed feminism to nurture and sustain 

its members or audience, and to reinforce the feminist challenges and 

transformations to the political landscape in Britain. 

 

The Women’s Movement has diversified, reinvented and contradicted itself, 

achieving both successes and failures. The nature of humour in feminist 

cartoons has also evolved with co-existing strands and meanings. What has 

endured is an audience fascination with the funnies and with the comics form. 

But as I have shown, humour is more complex than simply making people laugh. 

I have explored what I mean by feminist humour and how it has been made 

manifest in comics form. In my discussion around this, I agree with the 

American co-founder of Bitch magazine, that feminist humour rethinks and 

																																																								
103 By this I mean comics such as those produced by DC Comics and Marvel Comics. 
104 For example, graphic memoirs such as those included in Chapter Seven.		
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repositions gender roles (Zeisler, 2006:152), as does feminism. Feminist 

humour offers what Dutch sociologist Anton Zijderveld describes as “a de-

ideologizing and disillusioning force" (Zijderveld, 1983:58). Kaufman agrees, 

arguing female humour uses a non-critical lens, with a result of reinforcing 

rather than challenging of norms (Kaufman, 1980). However, I argue that there 

is a dialectical rather than binary relationship between female and feminist 

humour. I have shown how humour has enabled feminists to establish a 

collective recognition of and empathy regarding their position within mainstream 

humour and indeed within society. I have explained this with reference to the 

relief theories of humour. In this sense, what may be deemed female humour 

provides an important complement to what is more obviously feminist humour 

by reinforcing the group. My interpretation of the cartoons I have looked at is 

that they were, in various ways, a political strategy for challenging the status 

quo. The conclusion I have reached is that they operated to consolidate groups 

and allow critique both of feminism and of the wider political system. 

 

Conclusions Drawn from my Research 

My findings refer directly to two central questions in my research. Firstly, how 

wider influences and specific historical and social processes have impacted on 

women cartoonists from the 1970s. Second, why and how women responded 

with humour in the comics form. The laughter has cloaked the seriousness of 

political and social challenge, as has the comics form. I addressed this 

theoretically in Chapter Two, considering how humour can be used as a 

valuable instrument in renegotiating and/or reinforcing social power dynamics 

(Holmberg, 1998; Morreall, 1994; Critchley, 2002). Because of the historical 

association of the comics form with humour and entertainment, outlined in 

Chapter One, it offers a successful vehicle for serious content. It also has a 
history of association with political effectiveness.  

I grappled with the question of whether the feminist cartoons I uncovered were 

funny or not, and interrogated what we understand by funny or humorous. My 

reason for probing this was that, if the cartoons aren’t humorous, my assertion 

that they were used as part of a feminist strategy must surely be flawed. These 
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two questions were intertwined and I engaged with them in Chapter Four, 

where I considered the feminist cartoons of the 1970s. The definition of funny or 

humorous is contextually determined, establishing a “norm” in humour. In 

contesting these norms, feminist humour may not appear to be funny. In the 

1970s, when racism and misogyny were normalised, racist and sexist 

stereotyping was understood as funny. Not to laugh endangered the feminist 

with not fitting in, becoming excluded. Not to laugh, to not “get it”, was to invite 

being judged culturally as stupid or humourless. Alternatively, to laugh along 

with the main group was a way of joining in and ensuring acceptance. The 

choice then was to laugh with the group at negative stereotypes and think later, 

or think and not laugh, but be considered humourless as a consequence.  

 

In the 1970s the WLM enabled feminists to form their own group and begin 

creating their own structure of humour. I have shown how the social processes 

of feminist campaigning facilitated women’s cartooning. Campaigning was 

implemented at a grassroots level and relied on ephemera to promote the 

feminist message. From pamphlets and leaflets to publications such as Spare 

Rib, it was here that women’s cartoons began appearing, and they were 

feminist cartoons, because this is what the platforms dictated. My examples 

from the 1970s demonstrate how cartoons responded to themes around the 

four (later seven) demands within feminist debate. Why Miss World? (1971) 

addressed the objectification of women, against a backdrop of nubile women 

being the butt of the joke. Jacky Fleming’s cartoons satirised attitudes to sexual 

violence in a wider context where rape was considered funny. The See Red 

Women’s Workshop poster addresses the inequalities for women within the 

work and domestic place at a time when, legally, equality within the workplace 

had been enforced, but was not necessarily operating within society.  

 

In considering how and why the feminist cartoonists used humour, a puzzle I 

encountered was why, if feminism embraced humour, the stereotype of the 

angry humourless feminist persisted. The interpretation of my findings for this 

decade is that humour was used because it was a weapon or an instrument of 
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power (Holmberg, 1998). In the cartoon humour from the 1970s, I identified 

characteristics of aggression and hostility, reversing a superiority model, to 

redirect the laughter and to satirise gender stereotypes. Anger, necessary in 

order to be taken seriously, influenced the style of humour.  

 

If the feminist created humour from a position of anger, the audience needed to 

be familiar with where the anger came from. But the mainstream audience in 

the 1970s didn’t “get” feminism or the reference points of the humour. What is 

more, a general assumption exists that anger and humour cannot co-exist (Billig, 

2005), but the evidence of humour and anger in many cartoons (not just 

feminist) contradict this assumption. I questioned why, if feminists were angry, 

did the stereotype became one of the humourless feminist. To be labelled angry 

is to be labelled with a grand and noble emotion. But to be labelled as 

humourless is to be stripped of a weapon – the weapon of humour. To turn that 

weapon against the angry feminist is to label her as humourless (Gray, 1994). 

To be humourless is to be weapon-less. Ahmed’s idea of the “feminist killjoy” 

(Ahmed, 2010) updates this idea, offering explanation of how the feminist’s 

ammunition is depleted in contemporary society. She explains how causal links 

between factors such as heteronormalcy and happiness are presented, locating 

anything outside or challenging this as deviant, killjoy, humourless. This line of 

thinking provided an answer to why the feminist cartoons used humour and why, 

in spite of this, there is no association made of feminism with humour during the 

1970s. 

  

My conclusions about the feminist cartoons as they evolved in the 1980s were 

slightly different, in that they had two key functions. Firstly they provided a way 

of critiquing debate within feminism as well as within wider politics. The reason 

for using humour was to do this in an acceptable way. Secondly, they helped 

consolidate the feminist community that I referred to as forming in the 1970s. 

This is particularly demonstrated in the example of lesbian cartoons that had a 

wide readership and support among the lesbian community. This is most clearly 

evident in Alison Bechdel’s cartoon strip Dykes to Watch Out For (1987-2008). 
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In Britain, the cartoon strips of Kate Charlesworth and Cath Jackson were 

sustaining a similar following and became a vehicle for disseminating political 

protest in the gay and lesbian community in Britain, as well as reflecting the 

everyday life. I have pointed to a self-deprecation in the humour used during the 

1980s in the lesbian cartoons, gently mocking the lesbian stereotypes, and in 

cartoons that gently critique feminism. My interpretation of this is as a turning of 

the aggression of the previous decade inwards onto the self. Referencing 

Freud’s theories of self-mockery, I have argued that there was a dialectical 

meaning in this humour. The cartoons allowed a gentle critique of feminism. At 

the same time, feminists could self-praise through their allegiance. I have 

likened the tensions of this allegiance to Kristeva’s notion of the abject (Kristeva, 

1982).  

 

In Chapter Six I scrutinised another shift that took place in the 1990s, as a 

younger generation of women asserted their interpretation of feminism and the 

political context. A brasher, more Bahktinian carnivalesque quality became 

evident in the humour used, as well as in the subject matter and arguably the 

drawing style. At the same time, I discerned the continuing use of historical 

feminist strategies, in particular the theme of collectivism that runs throughout 

the time frame in its different manifestations. As the political landscape of the 

decade had also dramatically shifted, the rise of the individual becomes more 

noticeable. An example of this is Kate Evans’ documentation of the road 

protests in comics form. This is possibly the second graphic novel by a British 

woman and the subject matter is political. 

 

The start of the twenty-first century introduced new technologies and new 

ideological interrogations, which have created expanding networks and 

platforms for feminist cartoonists. The “graphic novel” emerged, which injected 

respectability into the form and provided a new professionalism for the 

cartoonists. The association with literature in the use of “novel”, though perhaps 

problematic in some ways in that it imposes a classed elitism to the cartoon 

form, has allowed women’s works to enter a mainstream market. My reasoning 
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is that it is not the comics industry that has allowed women cartoonists to 

become visible, but the literary industry. The explanation of this is that the 

feminist structures and networks had already been established within literature. 

In the 2000s the Internet made the circulation of feminist activity possible on a 

global scale. Expanded networks have meant an increase in idea and 

community sharing on a virtual level. This has positively impacted feminist 

cartooning, providing a platform, both to show work and to publicise it.   

 

The Implications of my Research  

My findings show that the visibility of women’s cartoons and comics in Britain 

today has been made possible as a result of feminism. Further, that humour has 

been a core part of the feminist project. But, surely, we say that everything we 

do in the twenty-first century as Western women is a result of feminism? What 

my research offers, to put it simplistically, is proof, in one more area of culture, 

that feminism can “work”. My focus on the role of humour adds insight into a 

strategy, or how feminism can be and has been successful. The humorous 

cartoon is a powerful tool in the popularisation of the feminist message. 

Feminist activity of the type I have shown, from a DIY approach to the running 

of small businesses and the activity of community groups, continues to be of 

paramount necessity for women cartoonists and comics artists today, not only in 

Britain, but on an international level. The wider implications of this conclusion 

are that this is not only in relation to comics but also in other social, political and 

economic fields. As with any political activism, there is never a finished moment. 

 

As an example of this, at the time of writing, I was asked to comment for a show 

on BBC Radio (The Nicola Gilroy Show, 2016), on the withdrawal of the DC 

Comics superhero Wonder Woman as “United Nations’ honorary ambassador 

for the empowerment of women and girls” (Puglise, 2016). A petition signed by 

44,000 people was successful in requesting her removal as ambassador (Ross, 

2016).105 The criticism was that there are many real women working towards 

																																																								
105 Although this was not acknowledged by the United Nations as the reason for the withdrawal 
of this ambassador. 
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gender equality who would be more valuable as ambassadors than a cartoon 

character (5 Gender Equality Ambassadors Better Than Wonder Woman, 2016). 

In addition, the representation of a white, over-sexualised woman, dressed in 

an American flag costume, does not speak to women globally in the twenty-first 

century. My own comments were that Wonder Woman represents today 

something very different from the context in which she was created 75 years 

ago. In the post war, pre-Women’s Liberation Movement era, Wonder Woman 

represented a new and radical representation of women that challenged the 

status quo. Today the assumptions made in early feminism have been 

challenged, with the idea of intersectionality as accepted. My second point was 

that a man, Phil Jimenez, has drawn the character, and DC Entertainment is not 

representative of gender equality in the production processes. Although its 

president is a woman, the other four senior managers are men (DC 

Entertainment, 2016). An amended structure of the company to include more 

women would present a better ambassador of gender parity than the production 

of a cartoon woman. My final comment was a reflection on the continuing power 

and fascination that the comics form commands. A mere cartoon character has 

the capacity to evoke passion and protest. The question this raises is that, if it 

had been a different cartoon, would it still have been problematic? Informally, 

cartoon characters do function as a form of ambassador, as I have shown, for 

example, in the lesbian cartoon characters by Bechdel and Charlesworth in 

Chapter Five. This has been at the heart of my initial interest in the cartoon and 

comics form. That is, the use of a form in the dissemination of serious subject 

matter whilst maintaining an association with the light-hearted, trivial and 

ephemeral. The Internet facilitates a new form of feminist activism in cartoons 

that is now able to take place on a global level. What this offers for the 

development of my research is the sharing of knowledge and of feminist 

strategies and histories globally. 

 

At the time of writing, Laydeez do Comics has recently participated, along with 

three other feminist comics groups,106 at the 44th Angoulême International 

																																																								
106 FEMSKT Finland, Ladies Night Anthology (LNA) USA, Comic Book Slumber Party UK. 
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Comics Festival 2017. I organised a study day hosted by the École 

Européeanne supérieurs de l’image, Angoulême (EESI) during the festival, 

entitled Questioning Sexism in Comics: Practice and Research: France; 

Finland; UK; USA. The Angoulême International Comics Festival is one of the 

largest and most important annual comics festivals in the world. The feminist 

comics activity is a response to the 2016 festival, in which the 30 nominees for 

the Grand Prix (for lifetime achievement) did not include any women, sparking 

media criticism on an international scale (Chrisafis, 2016).  

 

My purpose in including these anecdotes is twofold. First, to follow my 

celebratory note on the position of women in comics in Britain, they evidence 

how much feminism has achieved in enabling and supporting women to have a 

voice to protest and adjust any inequalities. It is as a result of feminism that 

women are in positions of power in the United Nations, in national newspaper 

journalism, in broadcasting and in academic institutions.107 Secondly, on an 

international scale, there continues to be a lack of gender parity within the 

comics industry. These examples and my reasoning attest to the implications of 

my research, that the role of women in comics has relied on feminism and that it 

continues to do so.  

 

A Final Reflection 

In 2015, the largest ever UK exhibition of British comics took place at the British 

Library, London. It attracted more visitors than any previous exhibition at the 

British Library. Three white men, Paul Gravett, Adrian Edwards and John Harris 

Dunning, curated it. A catalogue was produced to accompany the exhibition and 

Jamie Hewett designed the poster to advertise it. The exhibition design was by 

Dave McKean.108 The advertising was wide, including on such platforms as the 

London Underground. But the exhibits did not reflect gender parity. I was thrilled 

																																																								
107 UN staff initiated the petition; both articles from the Guardian referenced were written by 
women; the radio show I was invited to speak on is hosted by Nicola Gilroy, who is a feminist; 
the staff member at ÉESI with whom I have been liaising is a member of the Group of French 
and Belgian Female Comics Creators against Sexism (https://bdegalite.org/english/). 
108 Dave McKean is best known for the artwork in the Batman series “Arkham Asylum” (DC 
Comics, 1989). 
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to have my graphic memoir included in the exhibition, but I was only invited a 

few weeks before the opening, in spite of a two-year planning for the exhibition. 

I was disappointed not to have my work or name included in the catalogue. 

There had been complaints to the British Library about the curators all being 

male, and if my own work was included as a rethink of the gender balance and 

a response to such a complaint, this should be celebrated. However, it would be 

a more significant cause for celebration if a consciousness of the importance of 

representation had been part of the whole curatorial remit and process. In other 
words, the political work must continue.  

In 2016, Paul Gravett co-curated, with Olivia Ahmad, Comix Creatrix: 100 

Women Making Comics, an exhibition at a small independent gallery, the House 

of Illustration, in London. This was a successful exhibition and a positive 

counter to the British Library exhibition the previous year. However, for this 

exhibition there was no accompanying catalogue, as there was not the budget 
for it. My following personal reflections are taken from my field notes: 

On 4 February 2016 the opening event for the exhibition Comix Creatrix: 
100 Women Making Comics, “The UK’s largest ever exhibition of the work 
of pioneering female comics artists” (House of Illustration, 2016) took 
place at the London gallery, House of Illustration. With over 100 people 
gathered, the director, Colin McKenzie, and co-curator of the exhibition, 
Paul Gravett, stood on the stage to give introductory welcome speeches. 
Paul Gravett thanked his co-curator of the exhibition, the curator at the 
House of Illustration, Olivia Ahmad, explaining that she was too nervous to 
stand and speak to us, the guests. He expressed his feeling of 
awkwardness at being a man welcoming everyone to an exhibition of 
women’s works, but joked that it is, after all, a time of postfeminism.  

The House of Illustration curator’s decision, her non-physical presence, or 
invisibility, signified an invisibility of the artworks and artists on the wider 
stage. Through the apologetic reference to her nerves, a causal link was 
invited between invisibility and inability. The context and the reference was 
a seemingly small and insignificant action, but one that undermined the 
project. The joking apology with a reference to postfeminism reflected the 
problems discussed in my 1990s chapter around the misconstruing of 
feminism. The suggestion that it’s ok for men to be back in power now was 
implicit. Through the jokey nature of this comment the audience was 
reminded to regulate themselves: BE NICE, THE FEMINIST KILLJOY IS 
OUT OF FASHION, was clearly the message. We, the audience of women 
exhibitors smiled and clapped, whilst murmuring amongst ourselves: “why 
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are two men up there?” “Why weren’t we invited to co-curate this 
exhibition?” “Why did they get a fee and not us?” And in our heads, we 
heard the thoughts pushing their way through: “You can’t say anything, it 
would be so RUDE!” and “How can you be so ungrateful, no one forced 
you to have your work included”. 

If Ahmad had stood on the stage nodding, would it have been preferable, 
or would we have criticised this as tokenism? Why, I asked myself, didn’t 
the men invite one of the artists from the exhibition to say a few words? 
The collection of attendees and exhibitors included some important names 
from the industry, including Posy Simmonds and Audrey Niffenegger, as 
well as some of the key artists included in my thesis, Kate Charlesworth, 
Suzy Varty, Corinne Pearlman, Kate Evans. The majority of the women in 
the audience were articulate and used to public speaking. As I mulled it 
over my question was whether this should be questioned… is this ok? I 
don’t know. But it was OK… because we were to all get a BADGE. No 
catalogue, no historical documentation; no exhibitor’s fee… but a pin 
badge… (Streeten, 2016) 

 
But to end on a positive note, let me emphasise the discovery of a dazzling 

seam of creativity. The complex engagement with humour and the visual 

pleasure of feminist cartooning offers a sense of a genealogy accompanied by 

a confident and fortifying laughter, becoming visible for feminist cartoonists 
today, to which end this project is dedicated. 

	

	

Figure 83: Image used in publicity for Angoulême International Girl Gang, 2017 © FEMSKT 
2016 (FEMSKT 2016). 
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