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This practice-led thesis investigates how the design of a comic book
might serve as a device for critiquing a socio-political construct.

The thesis considers ways in which autobiographical, visual
storytelling can be used to translate complex theoretical concepts
into emotionally resonant narratives that expand the reach of
academic discourse, so it becomes accessible to a wider audience.

Methodologically, the study integrates autoethnographical research
with heuristic inquiry, using contextual reading and self-reflection to
examine personal, social, political, historical, and cultural conditions.

The significance of the study lies in the use of comic book

design to advance discussions on the impact of childhood and
intergenerational trauma on the formation of psychological
disorders (including the development of individual and collective
narcissism), and the shaping of authoritarian family and societal
structures. In doing so, the study highlights how unprocessed trauma
can perpetuate cycles of abuse and authoritarianism, where fear,
control, and denial become devices of manipulation.

In the context of global authoritarianism and the suppression of
marginalised voices, the comic book Upgraded Gods makes evident
the importance of resistance and provides insight into a struggle

to reclaim personal agency, truth, and freedom. As such it offers an
independent, subjective counter-narrative that confronts controlling
rhetoric and fragmented collective memory.
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In this exegesis, most imagery is the
property of the author. Other images are
reproduced under s.42 of the Copyright Act
1994, which allows for fair dealing with a
work for the purposes of criticism or review!
Where an image belongs to a third party,
copyright ownership and permission is
noted in the caption.

See https:/fairuse.stanford.edu/overview/fair-use/
what-is-fair-use/
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My family line on my mother's side (circa
1940).
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Poster — Glory to the Soviet people, the
builder of communism! (1955).
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Poster — Lenin lived. Lenin lives. Lenin will
live forever! (1975).
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happiness! (1949).
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mother (1984).
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Painting White bird (2011).

Painting Sorrow (2011).

Page from my MPhil comic Death (2017).

Page from my MPhil comic Propaganda
(2017).

Certificate of irretrievable losses of soldiers
and sergeants from 1941 to 1945 (1949).

Double-page spread showing my father
receiving advice from a friend regarding
the obstacles he encounters in his pilot’s
career (2025).
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| hereby declare that this submission is my own work and that, to the
best of my knowledge and belief, it contains no material previously
published or written by another person (except where explicitly
acknowledged), nor material which to a substantial extent has

been submitted for the award of any other degree or diploma of a
university or other institution of higher learning.

Elena Panaita, 18 November 2025



The author/designer asserts the intellectual and moral copyright
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the owner of the work are reserved. However, both the exegesis and
comic book in all of their formats are protected by copyright. Any
manner of exhibition and diffusion, copying, resetting, or editing,
constitutes an infringement of copyright unless previously written
consent of the copyright owner thereto has been obtained.

On 21 March 2025 the comic book (as a proof of concept) was
afforded a temporary embargo of 36 months by the Auckland
University of Technology Graduate Research School. This affords an
author time to seek publishers, because the creative text will not be
accessible online.

Online access to a manuscript can compromise
opportunities for commercial development and release. Elena Panaita, 18 November 2025



Given that this project was a form of autobiography that involved
a critically reflective encounter with the self and no other human
participants were interviewed, it was unnecessary to gain ethical
approval for the research.

However, given the nature of the project, | was cognisant of the
challenges posed by self-study (Behar, 1997; Ellis, 2007; Ings, 2013;
Tolich, 2010). This is because my Master of Philosophy thesis (2018)
employed a similar methodology. Accordingly, | worked closely
with my supervisors and health professionals, remaining attentive
to issues of safety, critical discretion, and impact, as the study
developed.



CHAPTER 1




The thesis considers the comic book as a space where personal
experience intersects with broader socio-political critique. Using
artistic practice, critical reflection, and theoretical analysis, the study
investigates how a comic book (Upgraded Gods) might serve as a
medium for exploring how individual trauma and collective history
intertwine, shaping both personal identity and societal structures in
the process.

Specifically, Upgraded Gods considers how a visual narrative that
weaves autobiographical elements with historical and social critique
can be employed to translate abstract political and psychological
concepts into accessible, emotionally resonant experiences. In so
doing it demonstrates how such an approach to literature can draw
attention to larger systemic analyses.

As the comic-book narrative developed over ten years, it remained
responsive to contemporary socio-political shifts, capturing their
impact through storytelling. The process demonstrates how artistic
practice can be both a reflection of reality and an active site of
engagement and critique.

By employing a range of visual storytelling devices, the comic
becomes a space where multiple viewpoints can coexist and often
contradict one another. Weaving through this environment is an
autobiographical trajectory inside which systemic issues

are interrogated.



The thesis addresses two interconnected questions:

What is the potential for personal experience, conveyed through
a comic book, to illuminate and make accessible a consideration
of social issues and the long-term effects of trauma within
society?

How might a comic book constitute a form of social resistance

as a counter-narrative to oppressive intra-personal, social, and
political regimes, by navigating the potentials of image, narrative,
characterisation, and cultural reflection?

The thesis has engaged in a dynamic interplay between research into
psychology and political science, evolving social circumstances, and
the design of a comic book. As the work developed, each element
informed and influenced the others in sometimes unpredictable
ways (see the thesis journey map, Figure 4.1). This fluidity underscores
the protean relationship between artistic practice and evolving
political reality.



This study utilises the comic book as a medium to explore the
relationship between trauma, narcissism, and authoritarianism within
the context of contemporary Russian society.

Comic books and graphic novels have long been powerful tools for
political critique, with works such as Art Spiegelman’s Maus (1973-
1991/2003), Marjane Satrapi’s Persepolis (2003-2004/2007), and John
Lewis, Andrew Aydin, and Nate Powell’s March trilogy (2013-2016)
demonstrating their capacity to engage with historical trauma,
authoritarianism, war, and social injustice in visually impactful and
accessible ways.

In authoritarian regimes, where state-controlled rhetoric distorts
historical truth and suppresses dissent, art can become a crucial form
of resistance. Knopf (2021) notes that art and literature have a long
history of addressing such conditions and they adapt their forms to
enhance accessibility and understanding.

Upgraded Gods builds on this tradition.



The comic book and exegesis (as components of the thesis) propose
five contributions to knowledge.

First, the thesis makes an original contribution by examining

the relationship between trauma and narcissism through
autobiographical comic book narration. In doing so, it extends
existing understandings by showing how trauma is not only an
individual or collective psychological condition, but also a shaping
force in relational and socio-political dynamics that perpetuate
cycles of abuse and authoritarianism. This contribution broadens
current discourse by integrating personal narrative, visual form, and
critical analysis to illuminate how narcissistic patterns operate across
both intimate and collective contexts.

Second, Upgraded Gods demonstrates ways in which
autobiographical narration can be used to examine the impact

of trauma on individuals and societies. By interweaving lived
experiences, historical analysis, and political commentary, the
comic provides an independent counter-narrative that challenges
state-controlled rhetoric and fragmented collective memory.

In political regimes where dissenting voices are suppressed and
narcissistic leaders manipulate information to maintain power,

art can function as an act of resistance that elevates marginalised
voices and challenges sanctioned historical constructs. As such, the
study contributes to the growing body of comic book and graphic
novel design by authors like Bui (2017), Delisle (2003/2007), Guibert
(2003/2009), Lewis et al. (2013-2016), Nakazawa (1973/2004), Sacco
(1996/20071), Spiegelman (1973-1991/2003), and Tran (2011), who use
these media forms to connect personal experience to wider social
analysis. Upgraded Gods extends these approaches by linking

autobiographical trauma narratives to the analysis of narcissism and
authoritarian power. In so doing, the comic highlights how personal
experience can be used, not only to represent trauma, but also
critically examine its role in shaping political and social structures.

Third, the study contributes to a growing body of work by female
authors who use the comic-book form to challenge dominant
narratives, document personal and collective histories, and

explore experiences of identity, trauma, oppression, and resistance
(Abirached, 2008/2014; Bechdel, 2006; Grebennik, 2024; Hughes,
2020; Katin, 2006; Marchetto, 2006; Mardou, 2024; Samanci, 2015;
Satrapi, 2003-2004/2007; Una, 2015). As the suppression of women
accelerates in parts of the world,? the thesis contributes to women'’s
narratives of resistance by offering insight into the struggle for
equality and justice.

Finally, the project demonstrates how a comic book can translate
complex theoretical concepts into accessible, emotionally resonant
narratives, extending beyond traditional academic frameworks to
engage wider audiences.

| refer here to countries such as Russia, the United States, and Afghanistan. From 2017,
Russia decriminalised ‘moderate’ domestic violence against women and children,
defining ‘moderate violence' as acts that do not break bones or cause concussion
(Schifrin, 2017; Roache, 2018; Magnay, 2021). In 2022 the United States Supreme Court
overturned Roe v. Wade, “the constitutionally protected right to access abortion,”
leaving “approximately 22 million women and girls” without access or with heavily
restricted access to abortion (Human Rights Watch, 2023, para. 1), with South Carolina
going as far as requiring the death penalty for abortion (Kluchin, 2023). Since the
Taliban’s return to power in 2021, it has restricted Afghan women and girls’ access to
education, reproductive rights, maternal health care, and most professions. Women
are forbidden to be in public spaces, “unless absolutely necessary,” even wearing a full-
body covering, “which leaves only a mesh screen for vision,” and law requires that they
not talk to other women outside their immediate family (UN Women, 2024, para. 20).



Recognising that definitions can vary across different contexts,
| provide here clarifications for seven concepts that are significant to
the study:

There has been ongoing debate over whether the term ‘graphic
novel’ should be distinguished from a ‘comic book’ (Baetens & Frey,
2015; Kukkonen, 2013; Murray, 2018; Schmitz-Emans, 2015; Weiner,
2012). However, other scholars acknowledge that the distinction is
often arbitrary or shaped by marketing strategies intended to elevate
the medium’s perceived status (Dong, 2012; Schmitz-Emans, 2015).
Given this fluidity, in this thesis | refer to my work as a comic book,
because it embraces humour as a vehicle to explore serious, complex
social themes. The use of the comedic as a form of dark commentary
has significant precedents in literary works that have been described
by their authors as ‘comics’ rather than graphic novels.

Childhood trauma refers to any distressing or harmful experience
during a child’s formative years that deeply affects their emotional,
psychological, and physical wellbeing. These experiences can include
abuse, neglect, witnessing violence, losing a parent, or enduring
bullying (Levine, 2008, Maté & Maté, 2022). Trauma often disrupts

a child’s sense of safety, security, and trust, leaving emotional scars
that influence an individual's view of themselves and others, shaping
their worldview and distorting their aspirations. Left untreated, it can

lead to a lifelong ‘survival mode’ mindset, which affects relationships,
and physical and mental health (Campbell, 2022; Dye, 2020; Freyd,
1994). Emotional abuse and neglect are particularly harmful, as they
can go unnoticed and have lasting effects on a child’s wellbeing and
development (Dye, 2020; Myers et al., 2002).

Collective trauma refers to the lasting psychological, emotional,

and social effects of large-scale harm experienced by groups who
share identity, history, or circumstance. Hiibl and Jordan Avritt (2020)
suggest that it involves layers of unprocessed trauma, including
intergenerational trauma and historical trauma. ). C. Alexander
(2004) and Muldoon et al. (2021) argue that such trauma is socially
constructed, deeply tied to power and group identity, and often
continues to shape how people understand themselves and the
world in which they live.

When using these terms | am drawing on Winnicott's (1994)
construct, in which the ‘True Self’ represents an individual’s
authentic identity (encompassing their real emotions, desires, and
needs). Conversely, the ‘False Self’ describes a defence mechanism
that is formed when a child adapts to an environment in which their
emotional needs are not met (or recognised), particularly when a
primary caregiver cannot respond empathetically to their expression.
In such cases, the child conforms to the caregiver’s emotional



demands and suppresses their own needs in order to maintain the
relationship on which their survival depends. Winnicott argues

that over time, the False Self can replace the True Self, causing an
individual to feel inauthentic, disconnected, and unable to access
their genuine emotions. Alice Miller (1997) suggests that the impact
of this adaptation often persists into adulthood, manifesting in
coping mechanisms such as denial, dissociation, or addiction, as the
person struggles to survive the emotional neglect they experienced
in childhood.

Narcissism refers to a complex and multifaceted personality trait that
manifests in two forms: grandiose and vulnerable narcissism. Both
share a core need for validation, a fragile self-esteem, sensitivity to
criticism, distrust and devaluation of others, and lack of empathy.
This makes it difficult for narcissists to experience love or form
empathetic relationships (Pincus et al., 2014; Miller, Back et al., 2021).
While both types of narcissism share a common root, they manifest
in distinct ways depending on the individual’s life experiences

and underlying psychological factors. Grandiose narcissism is
characterised by arrogance, aggression, inflated self-importance,

a desire for admiration, entitlement, and exhibitionistic behaviour
(Yang et al., 2018; Michell, 1989). In contrast, vulnerable narcissism is
marked by insecurity, defensiveness, and narcissistic rage (Pincus et
al., 2014; Miller, Lynam et al., 2017).

Collective narcissism emerges when members of a group, often
driven by a sense of insecurity or frustration, idealise their collective

identity and seek external validation to bolster their self-esteem
and inflate their sense of superiority and entitlement (Bushman

& Thomaes, 2011; Covington, 2018; Golec de Zavala et al., 2009;
Kernberg, 2020; MacDonald, 2014; A. Miller, 1997). Covington (2018)
notes that social, political, and economic instability can fuel this
condition, driving groups to seek a leader who can embody and
strengthen their collective identity. Golec de Zavala et al. (2009)
suggest that such groups become emotionally dependent on
affirmations that sustain their inflated self-image. Their belief in
inherent goodness gradually turns into denial of reality, fostered by
leadership that manipulates historical continuity, replacing it with a
reimagined past, “in which unpleasant and threatening aspects of
reality are denied” (Kernberg, 2020, p. 10).

In this thesis, proof of concept refers to the designed comic book,
Upgraded Gods, which is developed to demonstrate the author/
director/designer’s vision. Gills and Pratt (2023) define a proof of
concept (POC) as “a demonstration of a product in which work is
focused on determining whether an idea can be turned into a reality.
The POC tests whether the idea is feasible and viable” (para. 1).

Upgraded Gods takes the form of a fully structured 319-page
narrative containing a full storyline and examples of realised
illustrative treatment. The work is designed to offer a clear indication
to publishers and distributors of the potential for a final, funded
iteration.



This thesis employs two interconnected components: an
autoethnographical narrative and a written exegesis.

The autoethnographical narrative is presented as a 319-page proof-
of-concept comic, in which the visual treatment is presented either
as finished artworks (pp. 1-53) or as blocked-out compositions (pp.
54-319).# The near-death experience is presented as a print narrative
that has the potential for future VR reconstruction.

See Figure 4.7

The title Upgraded Gods reflects the human propensity to elevate
leaders to the status of gods, worship them, and later discard

them when they no longer fulfil collective fantasies. This pattern

is particularly visible during periods of economic inequality or
political and social turmoil, when large groups experience fear,
humiliation, and powerlessness. In such conditions, individuals

may turn to a leader who promises a return to greatness, offering

a sense of superiority, protection against perceived threats, and a
compelling narrative of belonging to a greater cause (Covington,
2018). However, the central concern of this research is not the
leaders themselves, but the psychological and social conditions
that give rise to large-group movements and generate the need for
such figures. The thesis argues that unprocessed trauma, especially
when rooted in childhood or inherited across generations, can lead
to suppression of the authentic self. This may manifest in a range

of psychological disorders, including narcissistic tendencies (both
individual and collective). Such individuals often exhibit a heightened
need for external validation and seek psychological security through
dominance, certainty, control, conformity, and the idealisation of
leaders and the groups to which they belong.

Upgraded Gods explores this phenomenon by following the
protagonist from her childhood in the Soviet Union, through the
collapse of the USSR, and into her later life as an immigrant in

New Zealand. Through this journey, the narrative examines how
early traumatic experiences shape the psyche, and influence family
systems and broader institutional, political, and social structures.
Drawing on the author’s lived experience, the comic situates
personal trauma within a larger cultural narrative, illustrating how
narcissism and unresolved trauma contribute to rising authoritarian
tendencies (both in Russia and globally) and the investment in a god-
like figure that is expected to be a solution to individuals’ problems.



The exegesis is divided into six chapters. Chapter One offers an
overview of the document.

Chapter Two positions the researcher within the study. Here, | explain
the reasons for undertaking this project, along with the personal and
historical circumstances that shaped it.

Chapter Three provides a review of contextual knowledge and
considers five areas: the definition of comic books and graphic novels
and their evolution as a media form; depictions of war, politics, and
resistance in comics; accounts of personal and collective trauma in
comics; the evolution of women'’s comics as a form of resistance;

and tensions inherent in defining autobiography, fiction, non-fiction,
memoir, and ‘truth’.

In Chapter Four | discuss the autoethnographic research design that
is supported by heuristic approaches to inquiry.

Chapter Five provides a critical commentary on the work. Using
narrative episodes from the comic, it explores conformity within
society, the connection between childhood trauma and narcissism,
relationships between collective narcissism and intergenerational
trauma, and the rise of authoritarian political systems. The chapter
concludes with an examination of how ideological control,
propaganda, and systems of punishment and reward sustain
authoritarian power.

Chapter Six concludes the exegesis by summarising its key ideas. It
then discusses the study’s contribution to knowledge, and the nature
of further research that is emanating from the project. | then offer a
brief personal reflection on the thesis journey and its impact.






CHILDHOOD IN THE USSR

I was born in the USSR in 1977. My father was an international pilot
who later became a group commander, overseeing the operations
and management of aviation units. He flew to Europe, Asia, the
Middle East, and Africa.> My mother worked as an ophthalmologist
(Figures 21-2.3).

FIGURE 21

My father with his aviation unit (circa 1984). The photograph shows a squad of pilots and
their children photographed together before an official parade. | am the child with a
balloon (first on the left) and my father is standing behind me. The photograph was torn by
my mother for reasons unknown to me. Somehow the fate of this photograph feels like a
metaphor for what happened with my life soon after it was taken.

5 Living in the Soviet Union meant strict limits on communication and travel, with
international trips restricted to prevent Western influence from threatening Soviet
ideology. Those caught illegally crossing the border faced imprisonment for up to ten
years, yet there were still people who risked their lives to escape by jumping off ships in
the middle of the ocean or hijacking planes.

FIGURE 2.2

My family line on my mother's
side (circa 1940). From the left:
My grandmother, grandfather,
great-grandmother (holding
my mother) and great-
grandfather. | don’t know who
the other child is.

FIGURE 2.3
My father, mother,
and me in Laos (1980).



Growing up, | often questioned the order that life imposed on

me, or | defended myself, innocently believing that truth would
correct lies. Yet this behaviour often enraged my mother. The
resulting perception of threat, and my awareness of control and
coercion, extended beyond the family unit and | began to perceive
similar dynamics in broader societal structures. As a child, my first
encounter with organisational control occurred inside the education
system, where the government flooded the school curriculum with
propaganda. In the USSR a similar dynamic played out on a larger
scale, through the ideological imposition of ‘Faith in the bright

future of communism’.

M
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FIGURE 2.4

To Communism! In one group toward a common goal! (1963). From Poster Plakat, by E.
S. Solovyey, poster, 1zoGiz, https://www.posterplakat.com/the-collection/posters/to-
communism-in-one-group-toward-a-common-goal-pp-123?src=categories/communist-
culture.

6 Durvasula (2024) notes that in narcissistic family dynamics, truth-telling is unsafe, and
any form of nonconformity, whether confrontational or silent, can trigger a narcissistic
adult's rage.

DEIFICATION

‘Faith in the bright future of communism’ (‘Bepa B cBeTnoe bypayLuee
koMMyHu3Ma') embodied the USSR's ideological vision as a political
religion, and it appeared in various forms as a slogan in Soviet
propaganda (Figures 2.4-2.6).
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FIGURE 2.5

Glory to the Soviet people, the builder of communism! (1955). From Poster Plakat, by V. B.
Koretskii, poster, IzoGiz, https://www.posterplakat.com/the-collection/posters/glory-to-
the-soviet-people-the-builder-of-communism-pp-274?src=categories/communist-culture.

Feldman (2011) argues that “political religions [are] a modern,
totalitarian expression of sacralised ‘ideocraty’ [sic] — or put another
way, ‘dictatorship divinised'” (p. 687). He posits that political religions
are not fundamentally different from traditional religions, because
they are “functionally and phenomenologically religious,” seeking

to "“inspire acts of ideological devotion” (Feldman, 2011, p. 687). Like
theological religions, they possess a system of beliefs and practices, a
godlike figure or deity,” and distinctions between the sacred and the

7 Lenin's and Stalin’s bodies were embalmed and publicly displayed after their deaths, in
a building that resembled a pyramid. Carlile (2009) argues that this decision sought to
deify Lenin's spirit, turning him into an omniscient saint of the revolution, while also
referencing ancient Egyptian mummification traditions. (This further reinforced the
ritualistic and symbolic significance of the leaders.)


https://www.posterplakat.com/the-collection/posters/glory-to-the-soviet-people-the-builder-of-communism-pp-274?src=categories/communist-culture
https://www.posterplakat.com/the-collection/posters/glory-to-the-soviet-people-the-builder-of-communism-pp-274?src=categories/communist-culture

forbidden. This phenomenon was reflected in a significant amount
of media that surrounded my childhood, representing the figure of
Lenin (Figure 2.7), and following him, Stalin (Figures 2.8).

FIGURE 2.7

Lenin lived. Lenin lives. Lenin will live
forever! (1975). From Poster Plakat, by
V.S. Ivanoy, poster, Plakat,
https://www.posterplakat.com/
the-collection/posters/lenin-lived-le-
nin-lives-lenin-will-live-forev-
er-pp-219?src=categories/lenin.

HALIE BYMYLLEE-KOMMUHH3M!

FIGURE 2.6

Our Future — Communism! (1950). From Poster Plakat, by P. Semenovich, poster,
Iskusstvo, https://www.posterplakat.com/the-collection/posters/our-future-communism-
pp-729?src=categories/communist-culture.

Although Stalin was removed from this divinised position after his
death,®in the 2000s Putin began a campaign of re-Stalinisation in
Russia. This enabled him to establish a legacy of power, creating
the new cult ‘Putinism’, which was an amalgamation of “imperial
nationalism, religious fundamentalism, neo-medievalism, and
Messianism” (Chkhaidze, 2024, para. 11).

8 In1956, three years after Joseph Stalin’s death, Nikita Khrushchev delivered a
report on Stalin’s cult of personality (passeHuaHue kynbta nuuHocTn CtanuHa) at
the 20th Congress of the CPSU (the Communist Party of the Soviet Union). The

~ NIOGMMbIN CTA/IMH-CYACTLE HAPOMIHO

FIGURE 2.8
report acknowledged the widespread lawlessness and the scale of past repressions Beloved Stalin — the people’s happiness! (1949). From Poster Plakat, by V. B. Koretskii,
(executions). It aimed to correct the distorted representations of Stalin in history, poster, Iskusstvo,
philosophy, economics, literature, and art. This initiative led to Stalin’s complete https:/www.posterplakat.com/the-collection/posters/beloved-stalin-the-people-s-happi-

removal from ideological contexts (History.RF, n.d.). ness-pp-019?src=categories/stalin.
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https://www.posterplakat.com/the-collection/posters/beloved-stalin-the-people-s-happiness-pp-019?src=categories/stalin
https://www.posterplakat.com/the-collection/posters/beloved-stalin-the-people-s-happiness-pp-019?src=categories/stalin
https://www.posterplakat.com/the-collection/posters/lenin-lived-lenin-lives-lenin-will-live-forever-pp-219?src=categories/lenin
https://www.posterplakat.com/the-collection/posters/lenin-lived-lenin-lives-lenin-will-live-forever-pp-219?src=categories/lenin
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This early exposure to manipulation and deception shaped my
understanding of power dynamics, control mechanisms, and
ideological enforcement. | developed a survival instinct for
recognising power structures and tactics such as brainwashing,
scapegoating, gaslighting, blame shifting, fear, control, and the
rewriting of reality to suit those in power (whether they were
authority figures in my immediate environment or the government
itself).

As | grew up, | developed an acute sensitivity to propaganda and
ideological conditioning. This recognition was both intellectual

and intuitive. For example, | could not watch Soviet films without
perceiving their ideological underpinnings. These films were the only
accessible entertainment in the country, and they were loved by the
masses.

On reflection, | sometimes wonder if this awareness came from
glimpses of another way of life. My childhood in the USSR was
unusual because my father was an international pilot, and our
apartment was filled with ‘treasures’ and ‘tales’ from the world
beyond the Soviet border. These things were tangible proof that
what we were told about how lucky we were to live in the USSR was
contestable.

As a child, | recall having a desire to escape the ideological
constraints of the Soviet system. | hoped that art might provide a
means of liberation; a space to think and create. However, in the
USSR, art was inextricably linked to propaganda. It was an instrument
of ideological reinforcement rather than an autonomous mode

of expression. But | sensed that art also held potential for more
expansive thinking, so | began attending classes from the age of ten
and from there | progressed to art college.

FIGURE 2.9

Me at the age of seven with
my father and mother (1984).
This photograph was taken on
my father and mother’s 25th
wedding anniversary, a few
days before my father’s death.
| am around the same age

as the child depicted at the
beginning of the comic.

FIGURE 2.10
Me at age four with my
grandmother (1981).



Then, in 1991, the Soviet Union collapsed and | found myself in a
country undergoing rapid transformation, where the boundaries
of possibility seemed to expand overnight. The notion of freedom
appeared within reach. Being a teenager in a country where the
future felt unwritten was electric.

However, this sense of optimism was not universally shared.

For some, change represented the collapse of an empire that

they owned. For others, it was a period of chaos, uncertainty,

and lawlessness that saw the rise of what came to be known as
opraHv3oBaHHas npecTynHocTb (the Russian mafia). The competing
forces that emerged in the aftermath of the collapse pulled the
country in opposing directions, revealing deep fractures within
Russian society. Unlike many who initially placed their hopes in the
rise of Vladimir Putin (which came together with the resurgence of
the KGB),? | had few illusions about his role®

The KGB, the Bolsheviks' secret police, has operated under many names — Cheka,
OGPU, NKVD, MGB, KGB, FSB. Bateman (2016) notes that these reorganisations

were “superficial and cosmetic” and “the structural model of Russia’s secret police
began not with the Bolshevik revolution but with the reign of Ivan the Terrible and his
formation of the Oprichnina” in the 16th century (pp. 24, 26). The actions of the secret
police did not only involve state terror, surveillance, suppression of dissidents, mass
repression, torture, and executions. The KGB was also “a fused police-security-judicial
network enjoying extralegal powers,” which gained greater political importance than

the Communist Party (Bateman, 2016, p. 31). In this exegesis, | refer to this organisation

as the KGB, because this is the most widely recognised name in the West.

Putin served as a KGB foreign intelligence officer for 15 years, including six years of
service in Dresden, East Germany, where he rose to the rank of lieutenant colonel
(Ray, 2025).

In Russia, there is a saying:

BbiBwunx KIBWwHMKOB He BbiBaeT.

(There is no such thing as a former KGB agent.)

It was no secret that the criminal networks of the 1990s were being
absorbed into the state apparatus. As bandits and their associates
transitioned into government roles, the distinctions between
organised crime and official governance became increasingly
blurred. Running an advertising business in my late 20s gave me

a first-hand glimpse of the dynamics. This experience reinforced
my growing sense of anxiety about the future of Russia. Freedom
became a priority, for me and my family. In pursuit of that freedom,
| emigrated to New Zealand.

However, despite the contrast between my new environment and
the one | had left behind, | was increasingly struck by an unsettling
realisation: while Western societies operate with greater subtlety,
they also exercise systems of manipulation. In the Soviet Union,
control was enforced through ideology, propaganda, coercion, fear,
and the promise of rewards for compliance. In the West, similar
influence is exercised through religion, the pressure to conform

to social norms, consumerism, and pervasive advertising that is
employed to induce a sense of personal inadequacy.”? Thus, while the
means may differ, the outcome is similar — an individual's actions are
shaped by external forces.

Although since the collapse of the USSR the social influence of advertising has
become discernible, when | left Russia in 2008 it had not yet become a prominent
force.

My Bachelor of Art & Design Honours dissertation (2009) reflected on these
mechanisms, critiquing the commodification of the human body and the ways in
which consumer-driven ideological conditioning functions as a more intricate, yet
equally pervasive, form of propaganda. Through this research, | sought to examine
how systems of influence (whether state imposed or market driven) shape individual
perception and behaviour, ultimately affecting broader socio-political landscapes.



Another influence on my research was a near-death experience® that
occurred in 2004, following the birth of my daughter. Before that,

| identified as an atheist, believing only in empirical facts. But the
experience shattered my certainty, causing me to ask how an individual,
while being fully unconscious for an extended period, could retain the
capacity to see, think, observe, reflect, and comprehend things beyond
her physical existence. It challenged conventional understandings of
consciousness and led me on an extensive research journey,“ and the
near-death experience ultimately became the focus of my painterly
practice (Figures 2.11-2.12).

In these works | wanted to capture the overwhelming, disorienting, and
terrifying moment of returning to life after an NDE — awakening from
what felt like timeless suspension in light into an unfamiliar existence,
unsure of what kind of body | now inhabited or what kind of life awaited
me. The process of painting became a means of understanding rather
than interpreting the experience, because | allowed my unconscious
mind to direct the action of work.

The near-death experience was also liberating, because it stripped away
the imposed narratives about death that religion had monopolised. The
experience felt direct, without dogma attached to it. It also became the

focus of my Master of Philosophy thesis (2015).

Biancoa et al. (2017) define a near-death experience as a profound subjective experience
that happens in “an atypical state of consciousness occurring in a condition of apparent
unconsciousness, usually related to a severe medical condition threatening the individual's
survival” (p. 562). A number of researchers have noted that these features include
experiencing a bright light that permeates space; feeling happiness, peace, joy, and a
sense of unconditional love; hearing unusual sounds; being in a tunnel; seeing deceased
relatives or friends; experiencing a life review; having an out-of-body experience; and
encountering a conscious return back into the body (Greyson, 2015; Kopel, 2019; Lommel,
2010; Long, 2010; Moody, 1975).

This involved pursuing academic literature on the phenomenon (Biancoa et al., 2017;
Greyson, 2015; Kopel, 2019; Lommel, 2010; Long, 2010; Moody, 1975/2015; Tassell-Matamua

et al,, 2017), and accounts of autobiographical experience (E. Alexander, 2012; Moorjani, 2012).

Sorrow (2011). Painting, oil on canvas, 76 x 101.5 cm.

White bird (2011).
Painting, oil on
canvas, 76 x 76 cm.




MASTER OF PHILOSOPHY THESIS

This thesis was initially concerned with the design of an
autobiographical comic book that documented my near-death
experience. However, over time, the project expanded to explore

the broader context of my life. | began to think about how the NDE
affected my ability to understand my life, and how social and political
constructions contributed to this. As the research progressed, |
realised that my original vision was too ambitious to complete within

the equivalent of one year of full-time study. My eventual submission
was a 64-page comic book that | decided to expand into a PhD
(Figures 2.13-2.14).

FIGURE 2.14
Propaganda (2017). A double-page spread from my MPhil comic illustrating propaganda at
school.

FIGURE 2.13
Death (2017). This page from my MPhil comic illustrates my father’s death. As this event
has been reshaped and re-illustrated in Upgraded Gods, it now looks very different.



In his novel 1984, George Orwell (1952) examines the consequences
of totalitarianism and repressive regimentation. He states, “Who
controls the past controls the future; who controls the present
controls the past” (p. 189). His observation makes me think about
the role of documented knowledge (either as literature or archived
information). | ask myself: Why is it that, throughout history, libraries
and archives have been destroyed and information burned? What
makes documentation so powerful that it becomes a threat to
certain political or religious powers? The answer, | believe, lies in the
knowledge documentation carries — knowledge potent enough that
those in power fear it to the point of actioning its erasure.

Baez (2004/2008) argues that books are destroyed because they

are "links to memory,” and he maintains that “there is no identity
without memory” (p. 12). He argues that control over individuals or
society can only be established by erasing memory. This is why “over
the centuries, we've seen that when a group or nation attempts to
subjugate another group or nation, the first thing they do is erase
the traces of its memory in order to reconfigure its identity” (Bdez,
2004/2008, p. 12). Ovenden (2020) makes a similar point when he
says that destroying records is a way to “deny the truth and eradicate
the past” (p. 4). By controlling or manipulating these resources, those
in power can reshape history to align with their agenda.

However, when historical memory is destroyed by structures seeking
to control a population, even a small document can reveal a wealth of
information. | would like to share a historical example from my family.

| come from the Caucasus region of Russia. It is located in the
mountains near the Black Sea and it is famous for its fertile soil and

warm weather. The region has a long and complex history.® Bruk et
al. (2025, para. 26) note that “Caucasia was one of the most ancient
centres of bronze working from the first half of the 2nd millennium
BCE” and the region was mentioned in Greek mythology multiple
times. Because, over the centuries, the Caucasus has been shaped by
waves of migration and successive invasions, it has become an area
of “extraordinary ethnic and cultural diversity” with over 50 ethnic
groups, and a greater variety of spoken languages “than in any other
area of similar size in the world” (Bruk et al., 2025, para. 3). After the
Caucasian War (1810-64), the region was subjugated by the Russian
Empire.

Although I was born in a region with such rich history, | know very
little about my father’s family line. | kept my maiden surname,
Panaita, when | married, as it is my only connection to my ancestors.
My grandmother told me that my grandfather was Greek, but in

an effort to hide his Greek origin and avoid Stalin’s persecutions,
the ending of his surname was slightly changed. This was necessary
because a ‘purging of the Greeks’ in the Soviet Union began in
1937 and lasted for 13 years.” This initiative resulted in an estimated
"death toll at a minimum of 20,000 to 50,000"” out of the 300,000
who were “registered in the official Soviet census” by 1937 (Athens
Bureau, 2021, paras 3, 7).

Bruk et al. (2025) note that the name Caucasus (KaBka3) came from the ancient Greek
Kaukasos, which was a derivation from Kaz-kaz, the name given by Hittites, meaning
people residing on the shore of the Black Sea.

Dzhukha (2014) states that the directive was intended to clear the region of anti-
Soviet, foreign, or dubious elements. Arrested Greeks were charged with espionage,
counter-revolutionary activities, or participation in a conspiracy to overthrow the
Soviet regime, and this resulted in their execution or imprisonment. Pohl (2000) notes
that between 1937 and 1951 similar measures were applied to 13 ethnic groups and
over two million people, with the true reason for their arrest being ethnic rather than
political.



Pacceupeune B CONTRBTETRUN € NEHKAROM MukwCTRa oficpom PO o1 £ Man J007 rona N1S1 w0 paccaxpeswnan apeuaiuy AoxysenTon Kpackod Apum u Boawsio-Mapexars Deara
32 nepwan Benwmon Orevectaenson sofsn 1941-1945 ragoss {c usmewesuano 1w 30 man 2009 rona)

FIGURE 2.15

Certificate of irretrievable losses of soldiers and sergeants from 1941 to 1945 (1949).
Selective translation: “Panaita Nikolay Ivanovich; born in 1918 in Novorossiysk; conscript-
ed into the army in 1939; missing in action; being searched for by his wife Panaita Raisa
Leontevna.” The note under the document states: “Declassified in 2007 in accordance with
the order — On the declassification of archival documents of the Red Army and Navy for
the period of the Great Patriotic War of 1941-1945. From Memory of the People (Mamatb
Hapopa), by © Ministry of Defence of the Russian Federation, https:/pamyat-naroda.ru/.

This certificate (Figure 2.15) is all | have that verifies the existence

of my grandfather. The document was only declassified in 2007

and | found it some years after that. There are no photographs or
memorabilia left to indicate my ancestor's existence. All connections
to his relatives were lost during the war and Stalin’s purges.” So,
even though this document appears to contain very little material,
it contains important information about my family. A small example
lies the statement “missing in action”. During Stalin’s time, if a
soldier’s death was not officially registered, there was no proof that
he was not a deserter. This ‘non-registration’ could cast a shadow
over the entire family, affecting their trustworthiness by the state,
with the ‘official doubt’ often influencing their access to education,
career choices, and professional prospects. This statement explains
why, at some points in his career, my father experienced obstacles
for no apparent reason. This is depicted in an episode in my comic,
where he talks to a friend (Figure 2.16).

However, there is a surprising anomaly in the document that relates
to the date when my grandfather was drafted to serve in the war.

From early childhood, Russian people learn about the Great Patriotic
War that was fought between 1941 and 1945.® The stories told in books
and films, the marches and parades, and the memories of our relatives
celebrate the heroism of the Russian nation and its role in saving

the world from Nazi Germany. In the Russian historical narrative,
World War | and World War |l are never portrayed as memorable or
significant, as they are seen as having little impact on Russia.

17 Bushman and Thomaes (2011) state that Stalin’s Great Purge, during which members
of the Communist Party were “accused of sabotage, terrorism, or treachery,” is “a
euphemism for being imprisoned in labour camps, deported, or executed,” and is
therefore also referred to as the Great Terror, Red Terror, or Blood Terror (p. 319).

18 This timeframe differs significantly from Western framings of World War Il as being
fought between 1September 1939 and 2 September 1945.


https://pamyat-naroda.ru/

Double-page spread showing my father receiving advice from a friend regarding the obstacles
he encounters in his pilot's career (2025). Upgraded Gods, pp. 34-35.

My grandfather was 21 years old and newly married to my
grandmother when he was conscripted into the army. | was told

that he died in the first year of the war and never saw his son, my
father, who was born in July 1939 (months after he left for war). Yet

a question had always haunted me. If my father was born in 1939,

he would have been two years old when the war began in 1941. Why,
then, had he never seen his father? Was there a mistake in the dates?
Or had my grandmother simply forgotten the details after enduring
such a difficult time?

So when | saw on the certificate that my grandfather was conscripted
into the army in 1939, | realised that there was more to the subject.”

Nikiforov and Subkhankulov (2010) note that the events between the late 1930s
and 1941 remain one of the most restrictive areas for historical research due to the
classification of relevant documents.

The document led me to uncover a secret that the Soviet Union hid,
and now Russia continues to hide: the Great Patriotic War was only
part of World War |l, beginning with Hitler’s attack on Russia. For two
years before that, Stalin and Hitler were in fact allies, and they had
divided Europe into spheres of influence.?°

It is disturbing, the extent to which historical narratives can

be manipulated so they remain concealed from much of the
population.? But when you grow up hearing the same narrative
repeated multiple times, you have no reason to question it. This is
why propaganda is so powerful. It's not that you don't realise you
are being lied to, it's that you have no way of knowing how much
of itis alie. | see a parallel in Orwell’s 71984:

Every record has been destroyed or falsified, every book has
been rewritten, every picture has been repainted, every statue
and street and building has been renamed, every date has
been altered. And that process is continuing day by day and
minute by minute. History has stopped. Nothing exists except
an endless present in which the Party is always right. | know, of
course, that the past is falsified, but it would never be possible
for me to prove it, even when | did the falsification myself.
After the thing is done, no evidence ever remains. (1952, p. 118)

In August 1939, Germany and the Soviet Union signed Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact,
which included two parts — one public, pledging non-aggression for ten years, and
one secret, outlining their agreement for Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union to
divide spheres of influence in Eastern Europe, leading to their joint invasion and
occupation of Poland in September 1939. This marked the beginning of World War Il
(United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, 2023). There are also multiple records
indicating that Stalin greatly admired Hitler and refused to believe he would break the
pact, despite intelligence reports suggesting otherwise (Jackson, 2011; Lukacs, 2006).

Podrabinek (2015) explains that the Great Patriotic War and World War |l were
deliberately framed to appear as if they intersected or even coincided, taking place in
the same years, countries, and with the same participants, yet Russian history presents
them as two entirely separate conflicts. This framing also helped to portray the victory
over Nazi Germany as a solely Russian triumph.



Russia’s current regime continues to actively distort historical
records of World War I, not only to distance itself from the country’s
former alliance with Nazi Germany but also to create a heroic,
mythologised Soviet victory narrative. This narrative functions as a
central ideological tool that is used to justify present-day political
actions, including the war in Ukraine.?

I may never truly know my origin. The irony lies in the fact that while
| am considered Russian everywhere abroad, in my homeland, Russia,
I will always be a suspicious outsider because, with my olive skin and
dark hair, | don't fit the typical Russian image.?

The power of even small fragments of knowledge is undeniable,

for they have the ability to pose questions and uncover the truth.
The stories that we craft and the ideas that we disseminate through
them will always constitute a threat to those who seek to manipulate
memory.

This thesis consciously steps into spaces where knowledge has been
distorted. Upgraded Gods offers a critique of culture through the
accounting of ordinary things, seen through a non-compliant lens.
As a comic-book creator, | write from a relatively secure country that
is not the land of my birth, while | watch the unfolding events on

the news and through social media ... and | recognise the terrifying
patterns of the past.

This comic book is my attempt to fight back and give voice to a
theory of oppression.

This idea will be discussed further in Chapter Five: Critical commentary.

Even though many ethnic groups in the Caucasus region share similar features, it's
not uncommon to hear racist remarks from people who see themselves as ‘more’
Russian. The further you go into the Central Russia, the more intense this attitude
becomes.






In this review of contextual knowledge | explore literature related to:

+ defining comic books and graphic novels;
 accounts of personal and collective trauma in comics;

» comics by women, about women; and
* autobiography, fiction, non-fiction, memoir, and ‘truth’?

While these topics are discussed separately, they often overlap. When
reviewing these realms of literature, | also relate discussions to a
selection of comic books and graphic novels.

Scholars of comic books and graphic novels debate their origins.
Thus, McCloud (1993) questions whether Rodolphe Toépffer should
be considered the ‘father’ of the medium, for his satirical picture
story The Adventures of Obadiah Oldbuck (1842), or if we should
look further back to pre-Columbian picture manuscripts such as the
Mesoamerican Codices (circa 1519), the Bayeux Tapestry (1066), or
Ancient Egyptian mortuary texts including tomb inscriptions from
circa 1300 BC. Philipzig (2011) suggests that comics can be linked

to prehistoric paintings by Paleolithic humans, such as those in the
caves of Lascaux, France (circa 15,000 BC).

Earle (2021), however, notes that while some scholars trace sequential
art back to cave paintings and petroglyphs, others use recognisable
elements to demarcate comics as a form (such as panels that divide
images). Similarly, Sabin (2001) argues that while visual storytelling
can be traced back to ancient times, comics only became a ‘mass

Although the thesis is concerned with the nature of individual and collective
narcissism, literature related to this research is woven into the fabric of the critical
commentary provided in Chapter Five.

These books are highlighted because, like Upgraded Gods, they focus on personal
stories that contain autobiographical elements. (In other words, the author is also a
character in the story.) The narratives are also constructed as multi-layered storylines
that unfold over an extended period of time.

medium’ with the invention of the printing press in the Middle Ages.
This allowed images to reach the public (rather than requiring the
public to travel to the images).

Earle (2021) states that rich cultural traditions and unique techniques
affected the gradual development of comics globally. Thus, Japanese
comics developed as ‘Manga’, Franco-Belgian comics were known as
‘Bandes Dessinées’, in Italy they were described as ‘Fumetti’, in Spain
as 'Historietas’, and in Korea as ‘'Manhwa’. She suggests that comics
as a form are ubiquitous, and “there is not a society or culture on the
planet that has not developed its own type and style of Comics” (p.
7). Earle argues that “it is not simply that the West has disseminated
the form into other parts of the world as a sort of cultural colonialism,
but that this form truly has developed internationally” (ibid.).

Additionally, the history of comics is closely aligned with
developments in printing, political commentary, literacy, and
censorship. They are also shaped by cross-cultural interactions driven
by colonialism, geopolitical conflicts and occupation.

Visual narratives have encountered considerable criticism
throughout history. Sabin (2001) notes that when publications
shifted towards humour and visual satire, comics came to be

seen as a subversive voice. He suggests that at times this became
risky, because artists used the medium to expose opinions about
politicians or royalty that they could not safely express in writing.
This resulted in “cartoonists being imprisoned, attacked or even
assassinated for going too far” (Sabin, 2001, p. 12). Through the
centuries, comics continued to attract criticism, as they were
increasingly seen “not just as harmless railway literature, but as
something more sinister”; a threat to literacy and ethics (Sabin, 2001,
p.19). The working-class popularity of comics fuelled class-based
prejudice, with the publications often being dismissed as vulgar
and culturally degrading because of their mass appeal. Earle (2021)
discusses regulations? that were introduced in the US in 1954, when

Earle (2021) argues that this led to creation of Comics Magazine Association of
America and the Comics Code Authority (CCA) that required the newsstands to sell
only comics that had the CCA stamp.



a psychiatrist Fredric Wertham published his work Seduction of the
Innocent. Wertham, she argues, saw comic books as a significant
cause of juvenile delinquency. She notes that even though there has
been no evidence of it, Wertham’s work continues to influence the
comics industry.

The dismissal of visual narratives is not a recent phenomenon and
has taken different forms throughout the history of Christianity,
with some figures supporting and others restricting their use. Hoche
(2015) notes that Pope Gregory the Great (600 AD) recognised the
power of illustrated narratives and allowed their use due to their
effectiveness in converting pagans and educating an often illiterate
population. However, according to Philipzig (2011), at certain times
visual narratives were also suppressed by the Church as it sought
to establish control over literacy and positioned the written word

as the primary and most authoritative medium for doctrine and
knowledge.?

The tension between visual and textual narratives continues to this
day. However, the impact of visual storytelling remains as powerful
now as it was in the past. As William Durand of Mende, a 13th-century
bishop and liturgical scholar, observed:

pictures seem to move the soul more than texts. Through
pictures certain deeds are placed before the eyes, and they
seem to be happening in the present time, but with texts, the
deeds seem to be only a story heard, which moves the soul
less, when the thing is recalled by the memory. For this reason
we do not show as much reverence towards books as we do to
images and pictures. (Durand of Mende, as cited in Thibodeau,
2007 p. 34)

This stance was reinforced by the Second Commandment’s restriction on creating
religious images. The conflict intensified in 726 AD, when Byzantine Emperor Leo llI,
who viewed icons as idolatrous, ordered the removal of all religious imagery from
churches (Langer, 2022; Philipzig, 2011).

The focus of this chapter is on the terms comic book and graphic
novel within the Anglophone tradition.

There has been a considerable debate concerning the origin

of graphic novels and how they might be differentiated from

comics. Kukkonen (2013) argues that a graphic novel consists of an
interconnected narrative published as a complete book rather than a
set of chapters. She notes that the term ‘graphic novel’ was first used
to describe Will Eisner’s A Contract With God (1978/2006). However,
Schmitz-Emans (2015) asserts that what led to the formation of the
new genre was not the change in content, but rather the adoption

of this new term, which allowed these works to compete effectively
with more prestigious storytelling media. Weiner (2012) notes that
the term ‘graphic novel’ was also used to distinguish works aimed at
an adult readership. He argues that the differentiation was invented
to demarcate ‘serious’ topics from superhero fiction. However, Earle
(2017) notes that some people found the classification ‘graphic novel’
problematic, because the word ‘graphic’ can suggest content that
includes violence or is sexually explicit, while the word 'novel’ can
imply fiction. Baetens and Frey (2015) note that other comic artists,
including Maus creator Art Spiegelman and Watchmen writer Alan
Moore, opposed the term ‘graphic novel’ for different reasons.
Moore, for example, argued that the term was originally a marketing
strategy used to repackage old comics and sell them as an “expensive
comic book” (quoted in an interview by Kavanagh, 2000, para. 20).
However, Dong (2012) observes that in the field of comics studies,
terms such as ‘graphic novel’, ‘comic book’, ‘sequential art’, ‘graphic
narrative’, and ‘comics’ are often used interchangeably. According to
Dong, comics theorists such as Hatfield and Witek suggest that “the
issue of terminology cannot be easily solved” (p. 10). Earle (2021)
proposes that the graphic novel is not a synonym for comics but a
distinct subgenre within the form. She argues that “all graphic novels
are comics, but not all comics are graphic novels” (p. 18). Comics,



she suggests, is an umbrella term for various forms of narrative that
combine visuals and text.

Given this conflicted discourse, | have chosen to refer to Upgraded
Gods as a comic book. This is because (beyond the historical
debates) | appreciate the irony embedded in the term ‘comic’ being
a form of visual storytelling that carries connotations of humour
and satire while having literary precedents that explore weighty or
complex subjects.?®

Comics, regardless of nomenclature, have a long history of
engagement with political and social issues. DiPaolo (2011) argues
that while mass-culture products such as films, digital games, an