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Alan Moore and Dave Gibbons’ Watchmen was one of Time magazine’s top 100 English-language novels since 1923. The Village Voice called it “a brilliant piece of fiction” and USA Today said it was “groundbreaking.” How did a comic book (‘graphic novel’ for those of us over 16 who still read and buy them) enter into the category of Animal Farm, Native Son, The Grapes of Wrath and Lolita? We tend to read comics in private or we gracelessly place them inside an issue of The Economist or some similarly broad magazine when we read them on the train. Well, maybe people do that with Lolita also, but Tom Joad and Clark Kent? Pigs, chickens and horses versus humans, Skrulls, and mutants? We may never have thought about comic books in such a way but The Watchmen made us reconsider the entire comic book genre.

The Watchmen is important for us because it uses non-traditional techniques to make us look at something very familiar in a new and more sophisticated way. This is a fundamental skill that we need as we develop our abilities to think critically and theoretically. Very often, we are busy and we respond without thinking, falling into habit or making assumptions that seem right, but may not be. When we challenge ourselves (why is this the first answer that pops in my head when I think about this? Would I have the same answer if I lived in a non-democracy?), we begin to see new possibilities and to come up with more interesting answers. 

Let me show you how Moore and Gibbons did this in Watchmen. I am going to emphasize how they made reading difficult, so that we had to become aware that we were reading. Suddenly we were not just looking at an ‘object’ but we became aware of how the way we perceive the object shapes what our perception. The approach I highlight here is similar to what Spanish philosopher José Ortega y Gasset called ‘reading meditatively.’ I will first discuss reading meditatively and then show how Moore and Gibbons force us to do this. Finally, I ask you to approach meditatively the texts and assignments for this course and in general.

I 
Reading Meditatively

José Ortega y Gasset (1883-1955) expressed concern with the failure of Spain to develop in his Meditations on Quixote. The problem with Spain was that Spaniards thought ‘superficially’ the result of their ‘sensual’ way of looking at the world. The Germans, he asserted, thought ‘intensely’ and this explained their industriousness and how rapidly their civilization advanced during the 19th and 20th centuries, while Spain lagged behind. Having identified what he believed the cause of Spain’s problems, he proposed a solution which he finds in Miguel de Cervantes’ Don Quixote. 
Don Quixote is perhaps the first and one of the greatest novels but what does it have to do with the political, economic, and spiritual ‘backwardness’ of Spain? Since Ortega identifies the cause of Spain’s ‘decrepit’ state to be in the inability of its people to think profoundly, the solution is to find a way to get Spaniards to think more deeply and in a more creative fashion. Don Quixote is not only a great piece of literature, but it is one that resists easy characterization. Is Cervantes’ spoofing the romantic novellas and epic poems of knights which continued to be popular beyond their time? Is he not sympathetic to the Quijote himself and the very foolish project he conceives? What statements are being made about literature, culture, the inquisition, the glory of Spain, and so many other topics? What is ‘real’ in the midst of the satirical fantasy? Why does he switch styles from ballads to narrative? All of these issues are hidden behind a well crafted and hysterical narrative, so much so, that they are easy to miss. This is what catches Ortega’s attention.
Ortega describes that reading Don Quixote meditatively means we must move 

 “‘in wide circles, our thoughts and our emotions must keep on pressing in on it slowly….,’ slowly and at a distance. … With regard to Cervantes, whose ‘power of vision is literally incomparable,’ the distance to be kept is commensurate with his divinity: ‘nothing is so dangerous as treating a demigod too familiarly’ (MQ, 107).” (in Cleveland 2004, 96). We have to circle the text, placing each piece in the center of our philosophical inquiry before we retreat and view it from a different angle. Then we pull back further to see its connection with other parts of the text. And then we zoom in again, with a slightly different set of questions, a different view of the original text. The satire and elusiveness of Cervantes’ writing requires this very active sort of reading and Ortega believed that if Spaniards did read Don Quixote meditatively they would gain the very skills that they needed to release Spain from her ‘decrepit’ spiritual condition.
Read a book to save a nation? Well, that’s the point. If what we mean by ‘read’ is to meditatively encircle, consider, analyze, and compare, maybe… 

Moore and Gibbons and Tarantino break up the story in Watchmen and Pulp Fiction, forcing us to not see them as a typical comic book/movie, to realize that they are different, and, in doing so, they change the way we  approach comic books and movies.

II
How Do We Read the Watchmen?


Throughout the Watchmen we see graffiti on the walls in New York asking ‘who watches the Watchemen’ a question about authority and superheroes
. But the question that Alan Moore and Dave Gibbons seem to ask us—as readers—is ‘how do you read the Watchmen?’ They deliberately decided to make Watchmen something different, for adults, to prove that the comic genre could and should produce high-quality adult reading material. Doing so, however, meant recognizing what the comics genre was, to both spoof and reinvent it.

The end of each comic is jarring since it is primarily text, written as though by a ‘typewriter’ rather than the more reader friendly lettering familiar to comic book audiences. The end is not the conclusion of the stories in that particular chapter. If anything, it gives historical background and/or character insight into the principal characters and the world in which they lived and operated. Time is literally out of joint. The reader must now deal with the timelines of the chapters and those of the typeset novels, knowing that they have different beginning and end points and that they move at different paces. 


Our first reaction is to skip over the typed pages but the fact that they are there in each of the comics suggests that they are important, that they are not secondary or even complementary to the story but are part of the story itself. But then the reader begins to wonder what is the real story. Where is it taking place? Where is the foreground, and where the background? What are the relationships between the ‘drawn’ and the ‘typed’ stories? Why has the creative team decided to separate the stories (if they are part of one narrative) or unite them (if they are different)? And why should one be drawn and the other not? 


We wonder about these questions not only because they are interesting questions but because the comic book is not what we expect. The fact is that we did not know how to read Watchmen. We were so used to Superman, Captain America, and Archie’s pals, that we look at this very familiar collection of images on paper as though it were completely foreign. If we knew we were reading a novel, we would not be caught unaware by the intellectual challenges of reading. But, because it is a comic, we are thrown off. 

Things get more complicated for us when we consider the characters whose lives interact around a newsstand. The characters seem to have only a tangential role in the general story: the owner who sells right-wing newspapers to the unmasked version of Rorschach; the psychologist who evaluates him; a taxi-driver; and the kid who just sits and reads comics. The kid is wholly engrossed in the comic and in the adventures of its shipwrecked hero, but he is wholly un-phased by the Russian invasion of Afghanistan and the potential for World War III. How can someone who is so physically proximate to the news (the newsstand is where he buys and reads his comics) be so divorced from reality? Moore and Gibbons are making a very strong statement here about us the readers. Why does this character appear? What are they trying to say about the comic book genre? Are they trying to make us think ‘is that me?’ when we see this pathetic character? Do I lurk about comic book stands, disconnected from reality engrossed instead in campy versions of reality? Are we ‘losers’ reading comics because we want an escapist fantasy of some Robinson Crusoe-like hero, or are we capable of recognizing the possibility of a comic to issue critical commentary on the most important and potentially life-threatening aspects of our lives? The comic book character and the series he follows, therefore, cannot but make us aware of our position as ‘comic book readers,’ something we would never be conscious of otherwise. And if we are suddenly aware that we are reading a text and that, as readers, our perceptions affect the way the text is transmitted to us, we are bound to read the text differently.

 The comic book within the comic book further develops this sense of active reading. As was the case with the typeset novels, the extended use of the comic within the comic makes the reader wonder what the ‘shipwrecked’ hero has to do with the general story. It certainly is not seamlessly inscribed into the comic book. The reader is very aware that this is a different story by the change in art style (more traditional heroic style, simpler color schemes). I, myself, found myself skipping through the comic in a comic the first few times I read the series, then reading skipping back and forth to the excerpts of the comic within a comic in each comic, and then trying to read each comic book straight through. There is no question that it is frustrating and it breaks up the flow of the narrative.

It is part of the story though the connection itself is not immediately apparent. The reader wants to merge the two stories or to use the one to make sense of the other. This might be likened to the alternating chapters in Steinback’s The Grapes of Wrath where chapters switch between telling the story of the Joad family and the migrant experience more generally. But The Grapes of Wrath is much simpler (yes, I just wrote that!) It is quite obvious that it goes back and forth between the macro and the micro, the bird’s eye (the Oakies in general) and worm’s eye (the Joads) view of the same phenomena. There is no such clarity in Watchmen. The reader wants to impose clarity onto the text, but he or she cannot. You have to literally turn back one or two pages to make sure that you are associating the text with the right images and even then you cannot be totally sure.

Moore and Gibbons have made you very aware of your position as a reader and they have forced you to read carefully. Not only are there many unexpected roadblocks, but the characters themselves are not easy to grasp. At first glance, what makes the characters so very different is that, with the exception of Jon, they have no powers, Nite Owl has a paunch, Laurie smokes, Moloch has cancer, and so on. They look like they are ‘real’ people, which is certainly unexpected. Laurie’s first sexual encounter with Dan is disappointing and the second is made possible by the rush that comes after getting back into the costumes and putting themselves at risk. This is one of the many times that the sexual identity of the heroes in Watchmen is linked to their activities as heroes. Naturally, this leads to the concern about what truly is motivating the heroes, provoking questions that many of us may never have wanted to ask (why does the Batcycle have a sidecar? Why can Robin not have his own motorcycle?). It is on this moral level that Moore and Gibbons most jar their readers.

Jon is made to be g-d-like and there are many references to this, but he is definitely not the G-d that would be recognizable to any of us. He has tremendous powers but no obvious sense of morality. He is in so many ways an observer to a reality that he can but will not change. This may smack of deism, but deism involves a distant g-d. Jon is not distant but is present and a participant in events. He does leave the Earth to go to Mars, but he returns and is in a position to stop Adrian’s plan to destroy half of New York. Not only does he not stop this from happening, he kills Rorschach when Rorschach wants to make public what he has seen. Who would have expected that so powerful a hero killing a fellow hero because the hero was going to denounce an act of violence in a comic book? Or any genre? And yet here it is. The character regularly compared to G-d is the one who acts when it involves killing the one to maintain the many ignorant and does not act when it involves killing the one to save half of New York. It is very hard to reconcile this sense of morality with the superhero genre, harder still that this is the only true hero with ‘powers’ in the story. Here, Moore and Gibbons have completely upended the classic quote from Peter Parker’s Uncle Ben: ‘With great powers come great responsibilities.’

III 
Meditative Reading


 I have written at length—and believe me I would love to write so much more—because it is important to see how Moore and Gibbons make it hard and even frustrating for us to read by the way they tell the story and the characters they create. But that is because we are used to reading comic books as light, fast reading. But if we are willing to allow ourselves to be challenged, to see this familiar medium in unfamiliar terms, there is so much that we can gain in terms of enjoyment and intellectual.


Reading is an activity and we need to be prepared before we undertake any activity. We also have to try to prevent ourselves from ‘going through the motions.’ We can pick up a book, watch a show, or have a conversation without really thinking terribly much and the experience can be relaxing and a stress relief. Certainly the Watchmen is a fun read. But, we can and should also see that what we get out of the Watchmen and other texts depends on what we put into it, or, rather, how we approach it. 


The books and articles that we read in social sciences and humanities classes, unlike so many hard science texts, are much easier for us to read. The words are more familiar, the writing style more accessible. But we should not take that for granted, picking up a book on the genocide in Rwanda as though it were a collection of data that need be memorized or an obligation on a list that we cannot wait to check off. We should interact with the book, following Ortega y Gasset, hovering around the page, then backing away, returning back to the data with new questions and different perspectives, only to then back away again and consider the phenomenon more generally, before returning to the specifics of the Rwandan episode once more. 

We should think not only about the Rwandan genocide but also how the author is recounting and analyzing it, what is being included, highlighted, obscured, avoided, how would another author present the story, would the same author present it differently had he or she written it in a different context, for a different audience. And we should not be satisfied if our answers to these questions are one or two word, or even one or two sentence answers. These are deep questions and they require well-thought out answers that depend on our synthesizing what we know in other areas and bringing it into our conversation with the text at hand. 
� See my article in White The Watchmen and Philosophy, 2009.





