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ABSTRACT 

Animation and graphic novels are more than “just for kids”, since there is some 

explorative change in the readership and subject matter of these materiel.  During his 

Oscar speech, animator and director Alberto Mieglo defended animation as “an art 

that includes every single kind of art you can imagine”.  This was more than thirty years 

after Disney’s Beauty and the Beast was nominated for Best Picture, ten years before 

the Academy even created the Best Animated Feature category.  Animation 

generationally developed to combine meaningful art styles, character motions, 

effective cinematography and epic soundscapes adding depth to an eye-catching 

medium.  Graphic novels and comic books also came a long way from its 19th Century 

roots entertaining children with illustrations on written prose.  The action comics that 

became popular in the 1940s triggered a new industry of graphic fiction.  While there 

are no age boundaries for audiences to enjoy illustrative storytelling, there is still a 

demeaning attitude towards these storytelling mediums that does not allow them to be 

taken seriously.  Animation and graphic fiction can also provide audiences with 

captivating gateways to explore different aspects of life, such as romance, 

bereavement, conflict and minority awareness.  In fact, the LGBTQIA+ community has 

a considerable and influential history with graphic materiel.  This dissertation asks if 

more could be done to raise awareness of multiple sexualities, gender identities and 

non-monogamy.  Could LGBTQIA+ people feel represented by cartoon characters and 

comics in their ongoing activism for equality?  Can non-monogamous people gather 

more cause for awareness through graphic materiel?  Does the style of graphic fiction 

affect how the audience seriously takes the subject matter?  Can adults find 

entertainment in cartoons and comics strips?  Does the art help the audience 

understand the context of the story they are reading or watching?  These questions 

may be answered through an original series with illustrated characters that range in 

their sexual, gender and romantic identities.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

This dissertation explores the design in animation and graphic fiction and how adult 

audiences can be captivated by such materiel that delve into complex subject matters 

that are inappropriate for younger audiences.  Moreover, the dissertation argues that 

graphic fiction and animation have a valuable role to play in representing minority 

identities. Through visual research the dissertation argues there is a demand for adult 

animation and comic books and that animation and graphic fiction is uniquely places 

to address adult topics, such as sexual orientation, gender identities and non-

monogamy.  This research also provides an opportunity to promote my own design:  

an animated series called Highrisers that features a cast of diverse sexual and gender 

identities.  Highrisers also aims to positively represent non-monogamous relationships 

in fictional media, examples of which are scarce and indirect. 

During the 94th Academy Awards in 2022, the award for Best Animated Feature was 

presented by Lily James, Naomi Scott and Halle Bailey, the stars of three live-action 

remakes of classic Disney animated features Cinderella, Aladdin and The Little 

Mermaid, respectively.  Fuster from The Wrap (2022) reports that their script, written 

by the Oscars writing staff, included remarks on animated movies being “formative 

movie experiences” for children that repeatedly watch them with their families.  

Following this statement, many animators vented their frustration on Twitter about their 

sector of the entertainment industry being belittled.  Phil Lord, one of the co-directors 

of The Lego Movie, wrote a particularly sarcastic tweet about the Academy positioning 

animation as “something that kids watch and adults have to endure”.  At that time, 

according to Fuster, the hashtag #NewDeal4Animation was already trending due to 

members of The Animation Guild (TAG) rallying to demand higher pay for people 

working in animation and a nationwide expansion of the IATSE animation contract with 

Hollywood. 

Some animators, including character designer and visual development artist Megan 

Phonesavanh, called out the Oscars and AMPAS for their attitude since their industry 

seemingly kept Hollywood financially solvent throughout the coronavirus pandemic 

which she claims had shut down every live-action film set.  Andreeva and Patten from 
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Deadline (2020) confirm this fact, reporting that Disney Television Animation Studios 

had all their employees in animation, IT support and human resources work remotely 

during lockdown.  They also reported that Nickelodeon Animation Studio and CBS 

Television Studios ran their animation departments remotely.  Creatives in such shows 

as Big Mouth and The Simpsons hosted virtual table reads at the start of lockdown 

and recorded their actors remotely through Zoom. 

After winning Best Animated Short Film for The Windshield Wiper in 2022, Alberto 

Mielgo used his acceptance speech to counteract the scripted diminishment of the 

animation industry.  As reported by Gomez (2022) in celebrity magazine ¡Hola!, Mielgo 

highlighted the value of animation, calling it “an art that includes every single kind of 

art you can imagine” and calls animation for adults “a fact”.  He concluded by urging 

people to view the medium as more than just for children.  However, his speech (and 

the presentation of the category) was one of eight that was pre-taped before the 

ceremony and edited into the live broadcast.  To an extent, this further confirms the 

Academy’s derisive attitude to the animation industry. 

Phil Lord joined his Spider-Man: Into the Spider-Verse co-producer Christopher Miller 

to write a guest column in Variety (2022) calling for Hollywood to elevate rather than 

diminish animation.  They believed it was “simply careless” for the Academy to frame 

animated features as corporate products for children that parents “must begrudgingly 

endure”. 
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DISSERTATION STRUCTURE 

Chapter One discusses animation and graphic novels, starting with a brief history 

on their development.  It will examine aesthetic differences between media for 

children, families and adults.  Anime will also be considered as most Japanese manga 

and animated series, regardless of their target audiences, share the same style and 

character design. 

Chapter Two considers the history of challenging the traditional binary norm.  

Sexualities, genders and non-monogamous relationships beyond the 

heteronormative cisgender binary will be accurately defined.  It also discusses the 

importance of neopronouns of non-binary and genderqueer people. 

Chapter Three explores the methodology of this dissertation, justifying the 

appropriate use of research through design (RTD), design fiction and interviews 

to gather qualitative information about character illustration and animation style.   

Chapter Four critically reviews graphic novels and comics that discuss issues on 

gender and sexuality (RTD).  These graphic novels will be analysed for their illustration 

style, colour usage, how adults are entertained or informed by them, and more 

importantly how their respective topics are conveyed. 

Chapter Five promotes Highrisers, an original series starring a diverse cast of 

characters with different sexualities and gender identities (design fiction).  The 

promotional material consists of character profiles and some background art.  

There will also be novel elements that Highrisers would offer as an animated series.  

This chapter will conclude with a brief showcase of the character’s personalities by 

their Zodiac signs, upholding the popular use of astrology. 

Chapter Six will analyse interviews from artists, academics and LGBTQIA+ people, 

discussing how they believe adults are entertained by animation and graphic fiction.  

They will also be asked on their opinions on the design artefacts in Chapter Five. 

The last chapter concludes this project and how Highrisers potentially attracts 

audiences during early developments.  The future of Highrisers and other projects tied 

into a franchise will be speculated and further impact audiences.  
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CHAPTER ONE: THE MEDIUMS 

 

This chapter intends to defend animation and graphic fiction as serious storytelling 

mediums.  It explores the historical ingenuity and popularity of these mediums and 

highlights the stylistic differences in entertainment for children, families and adults.  

There will also be an opportunity to highlight the appropriate thematic boundaries 

made in these media.  Anime and manga will also be explored for their consistent art 

style and character designs in media, no matter the age-rating of each series. 

HISTORY OF ANIMATION 

Animator Richard Williams (2009) proclaims that animation started over 35,000 years 

ago when humankind was painting four-legged animals on cave walls to show motion.  

Disney veterans Frank Thomas and Ollie Johnston (1981) argue that these cave 

drawings specifically came from Cro-Magnon man in southwestern Europe 25,000 

years ago.  Williams also claims that Pharaoh Rameses II built a temple dedicated to 

the Egyptian goddess Isis with 110 columns, each depicting the deity in “a 

progressively changed position”, appearing to move when horsemen or charioteers 

ride past the temple.  He also noted on the ancient Greeks decorating pots with figures 

“in successive stages of action” and spinning these pots would create a sense of 

motion.  However, the art of projecting motion on drawings was arguably attempted 

first by Athonasius Kircher with Magic Lantern, where he drew figures on separate 

pieces of glass, placed them in his apparatus and projected them on a wall.  The 

pieces of glass were moved with strings, depicting such “motion pictures” as a sleeping 

man’s head opening and closing his mouth and having a mouse run inside. 
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Williams discusses the discovery of ‘the persistence of vision’ in 1824 by Peter Mark 

Roget.  Roget’s principle depends on the human eyes temporarily retaining the image 

of anything just seen.  Roget’s principle led to the invention of many optical 

contraptions, such as the Thaumatrope, a 

cardboard disc held together between two 

pieces of string showing a bird on one side 

and an empty birdcage in the other.  Pulling 

the strings turns the discs and merge the two 

images together, showing the bird inside the 

cage.  This principle evolved the animation 

process along with the Phenakistoscope, a 

device that mounts two discs on a shaft, one 

having slits around the edge and the other 

holding a sequence of small “progressively 

changing” drawings.  As the discs spin, the 

drawings would show the illusion of motion when shown through the slits.  Further 

developments led to the invention of the Zoetrope and the Praxinoscope.  Also known 

as the “Wheel of Life”, the Zoetrope was a toy that held long strips of paper showing 

a sequence of drawings within a cylinder with slits.  Once spun, the drawings would 

appear to move through the slits.  The Praxinoscope, invented in 1877 by Emile 

Reynaud, depicts short sequences of dramatic action on a 30ft strip of pictures.  The 

Praxinoscope would open further advances in animation, such as the novelty flipper 

books.  Dating as far back as 1868, flipper books are small pads of drawings that made 

a continual sequence of 

animation when flipped by hand.  

This led to ‘classical animation’ 

(moving pictures), where the 

animators would repeat this 

process on sheets of paper 

before testing them on a 

camera.  

Figure 2 The Thaumatrope. Source from 
https://arsyl2011.wordpress.com/thaumatrope/ 

Figure 1 A projecting praxinoscope, 
1882 (Louis Poyet) 
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Williams reports on an 1896 interview between New York newspaper cartoonist J. 

Stuart Blackton and inventor Thomas Edison, who was experimenting with moving 

pictures at that time.  Blackton 

produced sketches of Edison, who 

was so impressed with Blackton’s 

speed and aptitude that he 

commissioned more drawings.  

This led to Humorous Phases of 

Funny Faces (1906), regarded as 

the first animated cartoon.  Emile 

Cohl (regarded as “The Father of 

the Animated Cartoon”) produced 

his first animated film 

Fantasmagorie (1908), one of the earliest examples of hand-drawn animation.  The 

illustration was childlike (this was at the time of the short-lived Incoherent art 

movement), but the story was about a young woman, a jealous lover and a policeman.  

Williams (ibid.) called the story “relatively sophisticated” [p.16], showing intelligence 

and movement by giving inanimate objects moods and emotions of their own.  

The first to develop animation as an art form, according to Williams, was Winsor 

McCay, creator of the comic strip Little Nemo in Slumberland.  He produced 4000 

drawings of ‘Little Nemo’ with the flipper book style animation.  In 1914, McCay 

produced Gertie the Dinosaur, arguably the first ‘personality animation’ or ‘cartoon 

individuality’, where he performed live  

  

Figure 3 Frames from Funny Faces (1906) 

Figure 4 Frames from Fantasmagorie (1908) 
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in front of the projected animation.  He held 

up an apple in front of ‘Gertie’ who appeared 

to eat it, much to the wonder of the vaudeville 

audience.  McCay produced a war 

propaganda film The Sinking of the Lustania 

in 1918 with 25,000 drawings in two years, 

supposedly the first serious dramatic 

cartoon.  McCay inspired many young 

“funny-cartoon animators”, although Williams 

claims that McCay besmirched them as “hacks” 

[p.17], for cheapening a new art form into a “crude money-making business”.  This 

would foreshadow the uncomfortable 

relationship between pioneering artists and the 

animation industry, working to comfortable and 

predictable formulas.  

The Felix the Cat cartoons became popular in 

the 1920s, eventually leading to the arrival of 

Mickey Mouse in Walt Disney’s Steamboat 

Willie (1928), the first cartoon with 

synchronised sound.  Collaborating with chief 

animator Ub Iwerks, Disney produced the Silly Symphony 

cartoons, the first being The Skeleton Dance (1928).  Disney 

went on to produce the first full colour cartoon Flowers and 

Trees (1932) and Three Little Pigs (1933), which had a major impact for bringing 

‘personality animation’, convincing 

audiences with identifiable characters.  

  

Figure 5 Gertie the Dinosaur (1914) 

Figure 6 The Sinking of 
the Lusitania (1918) 

Figure 7 The Skeleton Dance (1929). Copyright © Disney 
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To capture authentic actions and intricate 

character movements and convincingly 

translate them into animation, Disney 

studios filmed actors and animals 

performing scenes that their cartoon 

counterparts would re-enact on paper.  

Studio artists refer to strips of live film 

running at half-speed to perfect specific 

actions that animators attempt to portray.  

This contrasts to ‘regular animation’, 

which was developed entirely from the artist’s 

imagination.  

Other Hollywood animation studios surrounding 

Disney, which Williams (ibid.) calls “satellite studios” [p.20], strengthened the ‘Golden 

Age’ of animation.  Max Fleischer introduced Popeye and Betty 

Boop, who became so much of a sex symbol, according to 

Mokry (2017), that her role had to be “tamed down” and 

censored by the Hays Code (The Motion Picture Production 

Code of 1930).  Warner Bro’s brought Merrie Melodies and 

Looney Tunes, introducing such characters as Porky Pig, Daffy 

Duck and Bugs Bunny.  MGM produced the slapstick duo Tom 

and Jerry, the violence in which Islam et al (2021) claim is not 

graphic and shown “in more comedic ways” [p.76].  These 

animation studios and many more were built from the 

knowledge and expertise of Disney’s training centre, but 

Williams believes that their “wilder humour” [p.20] were made in 

reaction to or in rebellion against Disney’s ‘realism’ and 

‘believability’. 

Figure 9 Betty Boop. Copyright 
© Global Icons 

https://licensinginternational.org/
news/fleischer-studios-names-

global-icons-new-licensing-
agent-for-betty-boop-and-its-

slate-of-beloved-classic-
characters/ 

Figure 8 Walt Disney drawing 
Mickey Mouse, c.1928. 
Credit: unknown 
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Disney’s first fully animated feature-

length film Snow White and the Seven 

Dwarfs (1937) rose cartoons to a higher 

level of art.  The film’s tremendous 

financial and critical success escalated 

the foundation of Disney’s empire, 

releasing more feature-length 

animations like Pinocchio (1940), 

Fantasia (1940) and Dumbo (1941) 

during the Second World War.  The 

television was introduced following the 

War and a “voracious appetite” for 

rapidly-made produce which demanded “simpler and cruder work” [p.20].  Cartoons 

from UPA studios (like Mr Magoo and Gerald McBoing Boing) were regarded as less 

realistic compared to Disney but they introduced experimental ‘art house’ animated 

films through different techniques from the ‘old hat’ Hollywood product.  However, 

animation was reintroduced as a form of mass entertainment with the renaissance of 

animation, introducing computer animation to transform the industry into a major 

component of the entertainment mainstream.  Williams (ibid.) concludes that the old 

knowledge from the Hollywood animation studios still applies to any style or approach 

to the medium despite technological advances.  

 

  

Figure 11 Computer animation. Public domain 

Figure 10 Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs. 
Copyright © Disney 



 19 

HISTORY OF GRAPHIC FICTION 

According to Ursell (2013) [p.9], the development of printing books with illustrations, 

specifically for children, began in the 19th Century.  This is likely a result from the 

increase of mechanism during the Industrial Revolution.  This led to a societal change 

in attitude towards children and a gradual breakdown of class barriers, especially in 

education.  More of the population were offered education, which helped create a 

market for children’s books. 

When discussing comic books and 

graphic novels as a different 

medium from films or prose, 

Karczewski (2013) insists that they 

use different methods to convey the 

same messages.  He suggests 

many historical examples that 

predefined the present-day comics.  

One such example is William 

Hogarth from the 18th Century who 

created sets of ‘comic paintings’ that told a cohesive story when shown together, such 

as Before and After (1730-1) depicting a couple before and after sexual intercourse.  

Another example was the illustrated books by Swiss cartoonist Rodolphe Töpffer, who 

told humorous picture stories with captions within serial narratives.  He was said to be 

the first comics artist in history, as countless illustrators from the 19th Century followed 

suit.  Short satirical illustrated stories began to appear in newspapers for interest in 

sales.  These comic strips grew in popularity, collected in anthologies and sold 

separately from newspapers, emerging such characters as Popeye (1929) and 

Garfield (1978) worldwide.  

  

Figure 12 Before and After, Hogarth (1730-1) 
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The term ‘comic’ 

came from their 

humorous nature, 

but Karczewski 

argues that deeper 

meaning can be 

found.  He states 

that the superhero 

story made comic 

book magazines 

rapidly popular, particularly with 

the appearance of Superman in Action Comics #1 (1938).  Karczewski proclaims that 

superhero comics, such as Superman and Batman, developed in time to reflect the 

socio-political situation of the times.  Captain America first appeared in 1941 in result 

of America joining the Allies in the Second World War.  But the comic industry became 

less popular in the 1950s, according to Karczewski, after the publication of Seduction 

of the Innocent, where Dr. Wertham criticised comics for their supposed negative 

effect on children.  However, Sabin (2010) discredits Wertham’s research as 

“unreliable” and “academically unsound” [p.68].  Comics reinvented themselves 

allegedly after Stan Lee created such characters as The Fantastic Four (1961), The 

Incredible Hulk (1962) and Spider-Man (1962).  These comics depicted “flawed, 

relatable characters” to entertain and teach valuable moral lessons to younger 

audiences. 

  

Figure 13 Plate 13 of the book Histoire de Monsieur 
Cryptogame by Rodolphe Töpffer (1830) 
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GRAPHIC FICTION AND MINORITY IDENTIES 

Comics began to mature around the 1970s, showing more established characters to 

face such issues as cultural identity and discrimination of minorities.  For example, 

The X-Men series consisted of mutant superheroes sworn to protect humanity, despite 

their discrimination by society.  Even Iron Man battled alcoholism, showing his 

struggles in a socially relevant storyline.  While these mainstream comics remained 

popular, an underground counter-culture phenomenon known as ‘comix’ presented 

stories that dealt with controversial issues like drug use, women’s rights, racism, sex 

and anti-Vietnam protests of the 1970s.  This was a short-lived movement, but many 

creators involved developed “alternative” comics dealing with more realistic, serious 

issues.  These were sold alongside mainstream comics. 

A new model of publishing comics, the 

graphic novel, was introduced in the 

1980s, often considered a marketing ploy 

to make comics more respectable in the 

American market.  Nevertheless, this 

model paved the way for the creation of 

such works as A Contract with God (1978) 

by comic veteran Eisner.  The story 

concerns Jewish immigrants in the Bronx 

during the Great Depression.  The story 

seemingly ponders on the justice of God’s 

will and sexual innocence.  Other graphic 

novels including Alan Moore’s Watchmen 

refer to the popularity of superhero comics, 

commenting on the anxieties surrounding 

the Cold War and weapons of mass 

destruction.  Karczewski applauded the 

characters of Watchmen for their maturity and having 

“complex motivations” [p.50]. 

Figure 14 A panel from A 
Contract with God 
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Continuing the theme on exploring minorities and 

outside groups in graphic novels, Jérôme Ruillier 

released his graphic novel The Strange.  The story 

concerns a nameless undocumented refugee who 

comes to France in search for a better life for him and 

his family.  Joseph from The Atlantic (2018) gave detail 

that The Strange was a result of Ruillier’s collaboration 

with a friend in the French advocacy network Réseau 

Éducation Sans Frontières.  Together, they collected 

“accounts” of undocumented migrants, their families, 

police officers and “other people close to the issue”.  

Joseph recounts Ruillier’s background as a children’s 

author to cast the world of The Strange as talking 

animals, such as the “dispirited-looking canine” being 

the main protagonist, police officers being rhinos and 

gorillas, and the front-desk of a detention 

centre being manned by “a spectacled 

hippo”.  Smart from The Guardian (2018) 

considers the cast of animals gave the story 

“a surreal, universal twist” and considered 

how Ruillier also combined the action with 

“bleak quotes” from such French politicians 

as Sarkozy and Le Pen to tie in with divisive 

French politics on immigration.  But Smart 

reckons that Ruillier gave little detail about 

the main character to project “political cant” 

negatively affecting life and highlight acts of 

kindness to “light up dismal days”.  The 

colour choices and illustration style, which 

Smart describes as “simple” and 

“economically drawn” respectively, may 

suggest innocence in the grand scheme of 

migration politics.  

Figure 15 A panel from The 
Strange (Drawn and Quarterly) 

Figure 16 The Strange book cover 
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CHILDREN ENTERTAINMENT 

While ‘family entertainment’ generally pleases audiences of all ages, ‘children’s 

entertainment’ is primarily set to please younger audiences.  The line between reality 

and fantasy in any media for children tends to be transparent, often blending them 

together.  Schonlau (2013) agrees that illustrations for children allow the reader to be 

transported to a magical world, “where objects come alive, animals are dressed like 

humans, and children can do just about anything” [p.9].  In terms of style, 

Entertainment for younger audiences range from “the most abstract to the most 

intricate” design, also varying between monochrome and multicolour.  Schonlau also 

says that the style and content of children’s books have two overshadowing factors: 

“the prevailing views on child psychology” and “the technical printing processes 

available” [p.9].  She speculates that before the Industrial Revolution, children were 

“more integrated” with adults and were expected to take responsibility.  But in the 19th 

Century, the working class influenced the notion of allowing children to enjoy their 

childhood, protecting them from the hardships of adulthood.  At the same time, 

lithography was introduced in France, leading the way to illustrated books through 

pochoir (a technique that produced vibrant colours). 

With cheap autolithography and compulsory school attendance across the northern 

hemisphere in the late 19th Century, literature and illustration for children developed 

into the early 20th Century, critically known as its “golden age”.  Printing books for 

children are seemingly limitless, especially with cheap production costs, so pop-up 

books, touch-and-feel books and shaped books became popular.  Schonlau argues 

that this form of children’s entertainment opens “an entirely new world for children” 

[p.9] to read books at early ages.  With this said, illustrating for children depends on 

the suitable age group (i.e., infants, schoolchildren and young adults) to gradually 

introduce them to the human world.  While the craft of producing illustrated fiction for 

children and adults is admirable, this project should not focus on this subject.  

However, it is noteworthy on what is expected in design fiction for younger audiences, 

like using vibrant colours.  While exploring prosocial behaviour in Disney’s animated 

features, Padilla-Walker et al (2013) acknowledge Disney’s ongoing popularity and 

how their films “represented an important aspect of children’s media” [p.394].  They 

define prosocial behaviour as any behaviour that benefits another, offering examples 
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from Disney to support the existing categories of prosocial behaviour by a situation 

and primary motivation of a character.  They believe that a character’s actions are 

perceived by children and subsequently interpreted to their behaviour.  Six types of 

prosocial behaviour surmised by Carlo et al (2003) are as follows: 

• Public behaviour is primarily motivated by approval, praise and/or recognition.  

e.g.  Sir Hiss assisting Prince John for his approval (Robin Hood, 1973) 

• Emotional behaviour is primarily motivated by helping someone in personal 

distress.  e.g.  Pascal comforting a sad Rapunzel (Tangled, 2010) 

• Dire behaviour is primarily motivated by the situation, being somebody in crisis 

or in urgent need of help.  e.g.  Mufasa saving the lion cubs from the hyenas 

(The Lion King, 1994) 

• Anonymous behaviour is when the helper’s identity is unknown by those in 

need of help.  e.g.  Robin Hood giving money to the poor (Robin Hood, 1973) 

Note:  Many superheroes with alter egos typically engage in anonymous 

prosocial behaviour. 

• Altruistic behaviour is primarily motivated by the needs and welfare of others 

with no benefit expected in return.  E.g.  Prince Eric selflessly complimenting 

Ariel (The Little Mermaid, 1989) 

• Compliant behaviour is primarily motivated in response to direct pleas for help.  

e.g.  Mr Incredible saving a citizen who asks for help (The Incredibles, 2004) 

Exposure to prosocial media is seemingly associated with children’s behaviour, but 

Bandura (1989) also suggests that children are made civilised through observation of 

models, like the media, reflecting them to judgements, cognitions and behaviours.  

Bandura specifies that children must give attention to the behaviour depicted in the 

media and encode it into their memory.  The child’s restructured memory by this 

observation can help reflect their own behaviour and their motivational processes.  But 

Smith et al (2006) stress that this reflection is more likely to occur if the characters are 

realistic and match the child’s gender, age and socioeconomic status.  Developmental 

research undertaken by Padilla-Walker and Christiansen (2010) and Smith et al (2006) 

finds that individuals help family members and friends more often than strangers, 

agreeing that children must readily recall this behaviour. 
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FAMILY ENTERTAINMENT 

Family entertainment primarily balances 

the audio-visual needs of children and 

adults and discuss complex subject 

matters concerning human developement.  

In modern society, at least according to 

Schonlau (2013), most adults cherish 

reading picture books to children to 

intimately share the experience, 

accentuate the importance of early-age 

reading and nurture children’s curiosity.  Bearing this in mind, 

the quality of family entertainment must be critically written and 

visually appeasing enough to engage children and adults at the 

same time.  Children can learn from family entertainment without patronising adults.  

Adults can even learn new life ideals and methods of helping their children through 

this medium.  Designing artefacts and media to entertain audiences across the wider 

age spectrum is a challenging process.  Sperb (2018) describes Disney’s ‘magic’ being 

“highly constructed by the company itself” [p.47] while also being an effective social 

construction.  So much in the latter respect that many would resist subjecting 

cherished and much-loved Disney/Pixar movies to be ideologically re-evaluated from 

what they perceive as “harmless kid’s entertainment” [p.48].  This confirms the effect 

of Disney’s monumental legacy as a family entertainment company, mostly through 

nostalgia in adults that they choose to pass down to their descendants. Even death 

and coping with the inevitable can be 

discussed through family entertainment.  

Observing representations and depictions 

of death in full-length Disney/Pixar films, 

Graham, Yuhas and Roman (2018) argue 

that explicit deaths were found more with 

protagonists to demonstrate the viewer’s 

attachment to the character they 

developed throughout the film, like a family 

member.  Some could potentially traumatise 

Figure 18 Mufasa's death in 
The Lion King. Copyright © 

Disney 

Figure 17 Hellfire from The Hunchback of 
Notre Dame (1996), depicting sin, damnation 

and lust. Copyright © Disney 
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children, like Mufasa’s murder in The Lion King (1994), his carcass and how his son 

Simba was coerced to believe he was responsible.  Graham et al argue that witnessing 

death in Disney films may help children “comprehend the complexities of death 

sooner”. [p.9].  One of Disney’s darkest movies was The Hunchback of Notre Dame 

(1996), particularly because of the villain Frollo whose hatred of the Romani population 

in Paris combined with his malevolent lust for Esmeralda motivated his debauchery.  

Compared to the original Victor Hugo novel (1831), the Disney film has a happier 

ending but subjected the audience to Frollo’s tyrannical mania beforehand.  Maher 

(2020) quotes former Disney animator Don Bluth, who produced darker animations 

like The Secret of NIMH (1982): “If you show the dark moments, then the triumphant 

moments have more power.”  

Discussions on gendered traditions and behaviours can be observed through family 

entertainment.  Disney contributes to the ongoing gender-based marketing strategy 

(i.e., selling produce “exclusively” for girls/women and boys/men). One of Disney’s 

largest franchises is The Disney Princess line, said by Do Rozario (2010) to sell their 

merchandise to girls to identify with the Disney Princesses.  England et al (2011) 

studied nine Disney movies: Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs (1937), Cinderella 

(1950), Sleeping Beauty (1959), The Little Mermaid (1989), Beauty and the Beast 

(1991), Aladdin (1992), Pocahontas (1995), Mulan (1998) and The Princess and the 

Frog (2009).  They examined the main characters’ personalities, their roles and the 

Figure 19 The Disney Princess line.  Right to left: Jasmine, Snow White, Mulan, Aurora, 
Cinderella, Pocahontas, Belle and Ariel. Copyright © The Walt Disney Company 
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behavioural depictions of gendered stereotypes in these films.  England et al describes 

the princesses of Snow White, Cinderella and Sleeping Beauty as “frequently 

affectionate, helpful… fearful, tentative and pretty” [p.562], although they showed more 

assertiveness than their princes, especially with animals.  England et all suggest a 

submissive and limited level of domestic assertiveness when they were “mothering, or 

with those who had less power” [p.562-3]. On the other hand, their princes showed 

more traditional masculine behaviours, i.e., “being physically strong, assertive, 

athletic, brave and curious or captivated by the princess” [p.563].  Following the rise 

of feminism from the 1970s, women’s roles developed to incorporate traditionally 

‘masculine’ traits like assertiveness while maintaining their traditionally ‘feminine’ 

traits.  This development showed prevalence during the Disney Renaissance, like in 

Pocahontas and Mulan where both title characters participated in archetypally 

masculine activities like “conducting diplomacy… yet plot resolutions reflected 

traditionally valued outcomes for women” [p.563].  Ariel and Belle, from The Little 

Mermaid and Beauty and the Beast respectively, were kind-hearted yet ideally 

emphatic.  Ariel defies her father King Triton as they continually clash over her desire 

to explore the human world.  Belle stands out from the provincial crowd, not adhering 

to her village’s social expectations to marry Gaston.  Even Jasmine from Aladdin firmly 

chooses to marry for love rather than obey her father’s laws.  Interestingly, Aladdin 

was the first prince to be the primary character of a Disney movie and even he 

“displayed higher frequencies of feminine 

behaviours than masculine behaviours” [p.563].  

Mulan is the only Princess that physically 

defeats the villain and proclaimed a hero across 

China, combatting the gender politics she 

endured earlier.  The princes would usually 

vanquish their villains in other films.  Tiana from 

The Princess and the Frog is extremely career-

orientated, preventing her from socialising and 

finding romance.  Prince Naveen is naïve, 

privileged and pampered, holding little to no 

survival skills.  Throughout the film, both characters 

came together and challenged their flaws to overcome 

the frog curse placed upon them.  

Figure 20 Naveen and Tiana from 
The Princess and the Frog (2009). 

Copyright © Disney 
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Focusing on animated television shows, families and children have an abundance of 

cartoons spanning across generations.  Television networks like Cartoon Network and 

Nickelodeon contested with Disney.  Their shows were (usually) inoffensive and 

catered towards general audiences.  Some cartoons like Ren and Stimpy (1991-95) 

pushed further boundaries on what can be shown through animation.  What made this 

show transgressive was the fluid yet vulgar character design, described even by Farley 

(2003) as “spectacularly ugly” [p.157].  She points out that this visual style intended to 

stand out from their competitors to signify “active disinterest” [p.157] from a family 

audience otherwise catered by Disney.  Ren and Stimpy’s audio-visual style seemingly 

shunned “the smoothness or coherence” [p.158] that traditional TV animation 

presented and explore limits of what they could get away with showing.  As 

controversial and disturbing the show was reputed for, Farley reckons that Ren and 

Stimpy inspired a degraded aesthetic or “gross look” [p.159] in content that attracted 

adults.  By today’s standards, according to Mokry (2017), the show is “too eerie” to be 

for children, loaded with tasteless jokes.  However, networks took prominence in 

creating cartoons for children that are equally appealing to adults. 

  

Figure 21 Ren and Stimpy. Copyright © Nickelodeon 
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ADULT ENTERTAINMENT 

Professedly, the term ‘adult entertainment’ is problematic as it likely 

connotes pornography.  James (2015) agrees that the adjective 

“adult” in our cultural lexicon “almost always signifies sexual 

explicitness or erotica”.  However, he argues that purveyors of 

pornography would defend the term as it creates a legal and cultural 

impulse to withhold materiel from minors.  Entertainment for an adult 

target audience would naturally be highly unsuitable for younger 

audiences.  The British Board of Film Censors (BBFC) introduced the 18 classification 

certificate in 1982, replacing the former X certificate due to its increasing association 

with pornography.  The British Board of Film Certification stipulates (2019) that adults 

over the age of 18 are free to choose their entertainment, unless the material: 

• Is in breach of criminal law or created through the commission of criminal 
offence 

• Is at risk of being harmful to individuals or to society through the individual’s 
behaviour.  E.g.: 

o Detailed portrayal of violent/dangerous acts 
o Illegal drug use 
o Portrayals of sadistic violence 
o Portrayals of rape or other non-consensual sexually violent behaviour 

• Shows explicit images of sexual activity in the context of sex work, with the 
primary purpose of sexual arousal or stimulation. 

o Sex works containing material which may be stimulated are generally 
passed as 18 

o Sex works containing clear images of real sex, strong fetish material, 
sexually explicit animations or images will be rated R18, unless the 
material:  

§ Is in breach of criminal law, judged obscene under the Obscene 
Publications Act 1959 

§ Encourages sexually abusive activities, even including adults 
role-playing as non-adults 

§ Portrays sexual activity with real or apparent lack of consent 
§ Has infliction of pain or acts to cause serious physical harm, 

whether real or simulated in a sexual context (some allowance 
may be made for non-abusive consensual activity) 

§ Involves penetration by possibly physically harmful objects 
§ Includes sexual threats, humiliation or abuse which do not form 

a clearly consenting role-playing game 

Figure 22 The 18 
classification symbol, 
The British Board of 
Film Classification 

Figure 23 The R18 
classification 
symbol, the British 
Board of Film 
Classification 
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It could be significant to recognise Stern’s description (1992) of pornography as 

representation, which her sources agree on.  She quotes the Home Office’s definition 

(1979) of pornographic representation, combining its function to sexually arouse adults 

and its distinctive content (organs, postures, activity, etc).  Coward (1982) calls 

pornography representations of sexuality or sexual intercourse.  Whereas Longino 

(1980) describes pornography as explicit material endorsing degradative and abusive 

behaviour.  The BBFC stipulates (2019) that film or video material with any of the 

following criteria must be certified 15:  

• Dangerous behaviour (suicide, self-harm, asphyxiation)  
• Discriminatory themes (racism, homophobia, etc) and languages 

with no endorsement towards them 
• Drug taking without promoting or encouraging drug misuse, like 

through detailed instruction  
• Strong language, depending on the manner used, who is 

using it, its overall frequency and any special contextual 
justification 

• Nudity, even in a non-sexual or educational context.  
Strong detail may be brief or presented in a comedic 
context 

• Sexual activity, including strong verbal references, without strong detail 
• Strong verbal references to sexual violence 
• Depictions of strong sexual violence and rape with no prolonged detail 
• Strong threat and horror 
• Strong violence that does not dwell on the infliction of pain or injury 

  

Figure 24 The 15 
classification symbol, 

the British Board of Film 
Classification  
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ANIMATION FOR ADULTS 

Popular prime-time family cartoons like The 

Flintstones (1960-66) and The Simpsons 

(1989-) inspired an interest in cartoons 

catered to adults.  Adult (or mature) 

animation offers more sexual content, 

graphic violence, offensive language, adult 

humour and themes unsuitable for younger 

audiences.  Mokry (2017) argues that the ‘adult’ label outline 

shows  “directed toward an older age group” rather than being synonymous with 

pornography.  Collider (2022) calls animation a medium instead of a genre and “not 

just for kids”, offering a list of animated TV shows for adults, such as King of the Hill 

(1997-2009), Bob’s Burgers (2011-) and Rick and Morty (2013-)1.  Arguably the most 

popular, although undisputedly the longest-running animated series is The Simpsons 

(1989-), with a 34 season duration and over 700 episodes2.  Starting as short 

segments for The Tracy Ullman Show (1987-1990), The Simpsons became a prime-

time entertainment icon, spawning a billion-dollar market industry with produce like 

comic books and video games.  The show itself is arguably for adults, as Mokry (2017) 

points out the number of jokes 

and references that “fly over most 

children’s heads”.  These include 

parodies and political satire that 

Mokry believes “set the stage 

(and a high bar) for animated 

comedies to follow”.  They often 

satirise stereotypes, mostly “to 

mock those who buy into such 

stereotypes” according to Du 

Vernay (2011).  The Halloween 

specials (Treehouse of Horror episodes) offer graphic violence 

and horror parodies non-canon to the show itself.  Usually told in three segments, 

 

1 Bob’s Burgers and Rick and Morty are ongoing series as of November 2022 
2 The Simpsons is an ongoing series as of November 2022 

Figure 25 The Simpsons. 
Copyright © Fox 

Figure 26 Rick and Morty. 
Copyright © Adult Swim 
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these specials have creative freedom 

to show characters face the 

supernatural, undergo gruesome 

torture or be killed off in one segment 

and reappear in another like nothing 

happened.  They embraced cartoon 

violence and horror, often cautioning 

viewer discretion.  However, series 

creator Matt Groening was quoted by 

The Chicago Tribune (1990) to verify 

that The Simpsons “is not written for 

kids”.  Although he considers it “family 

entertainment in a sense”, offering something for all age groups and “latitude and 

freedom to do what we want to do”.  Adults would enjoy the “witty dialogue” and “funny 

story turns” while kids would enjoy the “wild sight gags”.    The Simpsons’ popularity 

came in the 1990s, paving the way for other adult animation 

series as MTV’s Beavis and Butt-Head (1993-1997) and its 

alternative spinoff Daria (1997-2002).  While the former 

show followed two slackers in their misadventures to beat 

their boredom, the latter features a sardonic fault-finding 

teenager enduring condescending adults and her idiotic 

peers.  Bruton (2018) writes that all three characters offered 

“a wry and scathing commentary” on American culture in a 

bid to relate to teenagers during the 1990s.  She believes 

that while Beavis 

and Butt-Head’s 

boneheaded 

presence is “social 

commentary 

enough”, Daria 

offered an 

opportunity for outcast teens to identify with a 

television character. 

Figure 27 Treehouse of Horror episode.  
Copyright © Fox 

Figure 28 Beavis and Butt-Head. 
Copyright © MTV Networks 

Figure 29 Daria. Copyright © 
MTV Networks 
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Another show that would further provoke popular American culture is a 

surreal satirical show on Comedy Central that centres around the exploits 

of four boys in a mountain town called South Park (1997-)3.  This show 

was originally animated with stop-motion cut-out 

animation with construction paper and cardboard 

shapes.  They would later transition their animation 

process to 2D computer animation.  The four boys often 

act as the voice of reason against an episode’s event 

while the local adults are irrational and susceptible.  

The storylines started to concurrently satire real-life 

events and scandals.  These include 9/11, the 

sexual abuse cases against the Catholic Church, 

Disney purchasing the rights to Star Wars, etc.  An 

episode is typically written within a week so the show stays 

topical and respond to specific current events.  Later seasons 

would revolve around an ongoing event as a story arc, like the 2016 US presidential 

election and the coronavirus pandemic.  They also feature unflattering portrayals of 

celebrities.  In a similar vein as The Simpsons, Family Guy (1999-)4 also developed 

from a family sitcom to a provocative series on American culture.  However, unlike The 

Simpsons, Family Guy has far more explicit language, violence and sexual references.  

The show revolves around the dysfunctional Griffin family with an evil genius baby and 

an anthropomorphic dog.  Family Guy and 

South Park share a similar basis on absurdist 

shock value, mocking celebrities, religion, 

liberal and conservative viewpoints.  Much of 

Family Guy’s humour and views on American 

culture is demonstrated through metafictional 

cutaway gags.  South Park and Family Guy 

have frequently brought the most complaints 

on their offensive humour, dark themes, racial 

and LGBTQ+ stereotypes and violent acts.  

 
3 South Park is an ongoing series as of November 2022 
4 Family Guy is an ongoing series as of November 2022 

Figure 30 South Park. 
Copyright © Comedy Central 

Figure 31 Family Guy. 
Copyright © Fox   
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Among the most controversial episodes revolved around anti-religion and insensitivity 

towards transgender people.  The creators of South Park, Trey Parker and Matt Stone, 

were threatened by Islamic terrorists after they featured a satirical portrayal of the 

Islamic prophet Muhammad in some episodes.   This led to the censorship and 

absence of the offending episodes on repeat, streaming platforms and home releases. 

Lee (2013) reports that the popularity of prime-time adult animations “call long-held 

assumptions about cartoons as a children’s genre into question” [p.110].  She believes 

that this created Adult Swim, a television network with adult-orientated programming 

and a line-up of cartoons including Aqua Teen Hunger Force (2001-15), Squidbillies 

(2005-21) and Metalocalypse (2006-13).  The latter hyperbolically parodied 

heavy metal culture with extreme macabre content culturally 

associated with the death metal scene.  In this show, a metal 

band called Dethklok garners global popularity and overly 

dominate the world with excessive metal and violence. 

  

Figure 32 Adult Swim channel logo 

Figure 34 Metalocalypse. Copyright © Adult Swim 

Figure 33 Aqua Teen Hunger 
Force. Copyright © Adult Swim 
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Another popular series is FX’s 

Archer (2009-)5, which follows 

the antics of eight dysfunctional 

employees of an intelligence 

espionage organisation.  In an 

interview with principal designer 

and art director Neal Holman, 

Ayers (2014) reports that Archer is set in an 

anachronistic, “Cold War-esque” universe intentionally keeping their historical timeline 

vague.  Apparently, this allowed the creative team to “cherry pick” and blend elements, 

like the muscles cars and fashion of the 1970s, the computer technology of the 1980s 

and the cell phones of the 1990s in their universe.  Sarto (2016) reports in a separate 

interview with Holman and pre-production director Chad Hurd Archer is animated and 

composited in Adobe Photoshop, Illustrator and After Effects.  They built backgrounds 

like a dollhouse cut-away to figure the room’s aesthetic before transferring the designs 

to their 3D department.  This way, their built-in After Effects cameras were adjusted to 

shoot wide shots and extreme close-ups of the 3D models, like with a real camera.  

The characters, sets, costumes and 3D models are separately designed to be 

integrated together on After Effects.  Holman confirms the characters are animated 

with ‘puppetry’ character rigs on After Effects rather than with traditional animation like 

in The Simpsons and Family Guy.  This is a time-saving pipeline built for speed, 

allowing an eleven-week 

production unlike an 

average nine months to 

produce one episode of a 

primetime cartoon. 

Holman told Sarto that 

since installing new 

coding within After 

Effects and merging 

production with visual 

effects programs like 

 

5 Archer is an ongoing series as of November 2022 

Figure 35 How a character in Archer is rigged. Source: 
http://www.animationinsider.com/2016/05/the-minimalist-

animation-of-archer/ 

Figure 36 Archer. Copyright © FX 
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Toon Boom Harmony, Cinema 4D and 3ds Max, the character animation developed 

to fluidly show more facial expressions and vivid movements.  What makes Archer 

entertaining for adult audiences is the dynamic banter between the main cast, with 

their wittily spiteful, derisive and anarchistic dialogue.  Another aspect that audiences 

admire is its visual charm inspired by mid-20th Century comic book artists Jack Kirby 

and Steve Ditko, which Timberg (2016) describes as having “very clean artwork and 

very thick outlines” to help the characters stand out.  He also contrasts Archer‘s line 

work to the “razor-thin” style of The Simpsons and Family Guy. 

While the majority of adult animations 

are comedies, some take time to 

represent coming-of-age issues, 

including emotional and sexual 

maturity.  Netflix’s Big Mouth (2017-)6 

candidly embraces topics on the 

human body like puberty.  The show 

focuses on teenagers navigating 

through puberty with the help of over-

sexualised shoulder angels that only 

they can see, including hormone monsters, 

lovebugs, hate worms, shame wizards, logic rocks, depression kitties, and anxiety 

mosquitos, among other ‘angels’.  Big Mouth’s spinoff series Human Resources (2022-

)7 focuses on the shoulder angels that work in an open-plan office and are assigned 

to human adults to 

represent their emotions.  

Topics covered in Human 

Resources include 

parenting, postpartum 

depression, work and grief.  

  

 

6
 Big Mouth is an ongoing series as of November 2022 

7
 Human Resources is an ongoing series as of November 2022 

Figure 37 A scene from Big Mouth with Connie 
the Hormone Mosntress. Copyright © Netflix 

Figure 38 Human Resources. Copyright © Netflix 
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Enlow (2017) agrees that Netflix’s black comedy drama Bojack Horseman (2014-20) 

is critically lauded for having “the most realistic depictions of depression and addiction 

on television”.   Enlow particularly applauds the depiction of mental illness without 

resorting to “reductive dilutions and offensive stereotypes” unlike other shows.  

Located in a universe where humans and humanlike animals interact, Bojack 

Horseman concerns a washed-up sitcom star who happens to be an anthropomorphic 

horse.  The show follows his plans to make a comeback in Hollywood whilst tackling 

addiction, trauma, self-destructive behaviour, racism and the human condition, among 

many other issues.  

 

  

Figure 39 Bojack Horseman. Copyright © Netflix 
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GRAPHIC FICTION FOR ADULTS 

Satrapi’s graphic 

novels 

Persepolis 

(2008) and 

Embroideries 

(2008) share the 

perspectives of 

Iranian women in 

changing society 

and the same 

cartoony 

character design.  Both books contain 

characters that candidly talk about love, 

sex and the notions of Iranian men following the Islamic Revolution.  

This offers an illuminating insight into raw free-thinking women in a society that 

otherwise restricts their basic rights.  The character design in these books would suit 

a children’s book.  However, with the stories being told through a young child’s 

perception, this illustration style connotes the 

character’s juvenile interaction with this world. 

Maus (1991) by Spiegelman illustrates the tragic 

horror of the Holocaust during the Second World 

War with graphic symbolism of animals, influenced 

by Aesop’s Fables and Orwell’s Animal Farm 

(1945).  In this story, Jewish people are portrayed 

as mice, the Nazis are portrayed as cats, Polish 

people are portrayed as pigs and the Americans are 

portrayed as dogs.  The illustration takes influence 

from comic strips, particularly in the almost child-

friendly character design and the personified 

Figure 40 Embroideries book cover 

Figure 41 Persepolis book cover 

Figure 42 Maus book cover 



 39 

typography.  With the lack of colour, textualized shading and the erratic sizes of the 

comic panels, this illustrated world is hard to absorb.  This could intend to make the 

mature dialogue stand out against the puerile design, taking a substance-over-style 

approach to storytelling. 

 
Satrapi and Spiegelman’s graphic stories are in 

black-and-white.  Some artists choose to have 

no or limited colour in their stories to add more 

depth in their storytelling.  For example, James 

O’Barr created the supernatural superhero 

comic The Crow (2011) in 1981 with an 

intensifying vengeful atmosphere that takes 

aesthetic inspiration from the alternative gothic 

rock scene.  Writing about comics as art 

therapy, Mulholland (2004) reports how O’Barr 

created The Crow “in response to a personal 

tragedy” [p.42] and, according to Stith (2021), 

was inspired by alternative music “as a coping 

mechanism” [p.1].  This would account for the 

grayscale 

colour 

scheme to 

suit the dreary cityscape and the events that 

take place within.  Comic book artist Frank Miller 

takes a similar approach with his crime thriller 

comic series Sin City.  In an interview with The 

Onion A.V. Club (2001), Miller said the black-

and-white palette in Sin City fit the neo-noir 

genre to be “paced somewhere between an 

American comic book and Japanese manga”.  

That being said, the only other colour shown in 

Sin City was red, representing the blood and 

gratuitous violence.  

Figure 43 A panel from O'Barr's The Crow 

Figure 44 Sin City: The 
Hard Goodbye cover 
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MANGA AND ANIME 

This is an interesting subject as every media associated with the manga and anime 

genre, no matter the target audience, produces the same animation style and 

character design.  The staff of reputable ‘live-work-study’ service Go! Go! Nihon (2018) 

agree that anime targets adults and children alike, 

especially in comparison with Western animation 

reputed for being “made only for children”.  They 

define anime as a derivative of the word ‘animation’ 

while English-speakers refer to it as ‘Japanese 

animation’.  The recognisable manga style, made 

famous by Osamu Tezuka, was first shown in Astro 

Boy (1952), adapted into an anime in 1963.  By the 

1980’s, anime renewed their visual quality from such 

directors as Hayao Miyazaki, the founder of the 

award-winning Studio Ghibli.  Among other Japanese 

and international awards, this studio won the Best 

Animated Film for Spirited Away (2003).  Other 

directors that contributed to the modern anime include Isao Takahata (director of 

Grave of the Fireflies (1988)), Katsuhiro Otomo (director of Akira (1988)), and Mamoru 

Ishii (director of Ghost in the Shell (1995)).  This inspired 

manga artists to produce more content, including Clamp, 

a Kyoto-based all-female group of artists and writers 

producing such manga series as The One I Love (1993-

5), Tsubasa: Reservoir Chronicle (2003-9), xxxHolic 

(2003-17)8 and Cardcaptor Sakura (1996-2000). 

 
8 On hiatus as of November 2022 

Figure 45 Astro Boy manga 
cover 

Figure 46 Spirited Away film 
poster 
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Several anime series were exported and globally 

broadcast in the 1990’s, especially in the U.S.A 

where such series as Dragon Ball Z, Sailor 

Moon, Pokémon, Digimon and Yu-Gi-Oh! built 

the basis of a Western cultural phenomenon with 

the “gotta catch ‘em all” marketing aimed at 

younger audiences with ‘Saturday-morning 

cartoons’.  But all the trading cards, video games 

and toys cost an “Americanizing” of the series for 

English-speaking audiences.  For example, 

some Japanese names were replaced with 

English (American) names and content that were culturally unappealing to American 

as opposed to Japanese audiences were heavily censored.  Dornemann (2019) 

reports on how anime imported by 4kidz Media censored elements of the original 

series considered “not child-friendly”.  Blood, violence and death in Yu-Gi-Oh! and 

Naruto were heavily omitted, going as far 

as to replace terms of death with “being 

sent to the Shadow Realm”, or phrases 

to that effect.  The Americans censored 

or cut out any “queer association” from 

original anime.  Dornemann found that 

several characters in the American dub 

of Sailor Moon were re-gendered, and 

two love interests (Sailor Neptune and 

Sailor Uranus) became cousins to 

“obscure their lesbian relationship”.  She considers editing 

or removing elements from manga stories easy for publishers to accomplish, although 

they were “less overt” as anime during the 2000’s boom.  Most of the censorship in 

manga applied to religious imagery, nudity and racism. Characters in Fullmetal 

Alchemist and Naruto originally died on crosses but had to be edited out of Western 

imports to avoid Christian imagery. 

Figure 47 Pokémon cover 

Figure 48 Sailor Neptune and Sailor 
Uranus from Sailor Moon 
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In the original Clamp series Cardcaptor 

Sakura (1998-2000), Sakura’s best friend 

Tomoyo has a crush on her, which was cut 

out in the Canadian Kids WB Cardcaptors 

dub (2000-1) and made Madison (Tomoyo) 

a sidekick.  All scenes confirming the 

relationship between Sakura’s brother 

Touya and Yukito (best friends Tori and 

Julian in Cardcaptors) were entirely cut.  

Kelley (2020) reports other queer subplots 

being censored in the North American dub, 

like Sakura’s meticulous love interest Syaoran’s crush on Yukito in the original was 

rewritten to have Li (Syaoran) be oddly intimidated by Julian (although this could hint 

a subtle boy-crush).  He verifies that Cardcaptors only dubbed 39 of the original 70 

episodes in favour of focusing on the action 

involving Sakura catching all the cards 

(rather like Pokémon) and limited the 

stronger emotional storylines that 

Cardcaptor Sakura prioritised.  Kelley 

believes that Kids WB did this to captivate 

young boys towards the show and could 

not risk controversy by preserving same-

sex crushes and relationships from the 

original.  

Among many famous adult manga series is 

Elfen Lied (2002-5), a dark fantasy series 

featuring a mutant species called the Diclonii 

with powerful transparent telekinetic arms 

called “vectors”.  The series centres on Lucy, 

a teenage Diclonius seeking revenge on 

humanity for victimising her and persecuting 

her people. Gramuglia (2020) notes Elfen Lied 

for its explicit violence, gore, nudity and sexual situations, especially how anime fans 

Figure 50 Tomoyo and Sakura from Cardcaptor 
Sakura 

Figure 49 Yukito and Touya from 
Cardcaptor Sakura 

Figure 51 Syaoran blushing at Yukito 
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were “categorized as fans of more family-friendly series” (like Yu-Gi-Oh! and Dragon 

Ball Z) in the era of its release.  He critically claims that Elfen Lied does not stand out 

over time “as anything more than a reminder of the past” as fans matured and criticised 

the series for being “edgy, too-violent-for-television”. 

For all the dark thought-provoking topics, the popular manga Death Note (2003-6) by 

Obha keeps the distinct manga style of illustration and 

character design.  The characters stand out more than 

the plain backgrounds, focusing on the dilemmic story 

of a high school boy choosing who dies by inscribing 

their names in a supernatural book.  While there is no 

colour in this manga, it sets a serious tone that could 

appease mature audiences.  As is custom with 

popular manga, Death Note was adapted into an 

anime series (2007).  While the atmosphere was more 

colourful in the anime, the colours are lower in tone 

and paler in hue, like each shot was watered down to 

match the original serious tone.  

Manga has reportedly been categorised into genres based on the age and gender of 

their target audiences.  Wong of Mechademia (2006) offers the following categories 

for manga and comic magazines: 

• Shônen (teenage boys) 

• Shôjo (teenage girls) 

• Yônen (children) 

• Josei (women) 

• Seinen (men) 

• Garo (alternative, underground, avant-garde manga) 

• Gekiga (dramatic pictures) 

• Mahô shôjo (magical girl) 

• Mecha (giant robots) 

• Mahô kanojo (magical girlfriend) 

• Shôjo-ai (lesbian romance) 

• Shônen-ai (gay (male) romance) 
Figure 53 Death Note 
manga cover 

Figure 52 Elfen Lied cover 
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Wong celebrates manga culture’s development in Japan for the massive industrial 

scale and how adults and children “achieved a high level of manga literacy” [p.28].  

This helps to prove that a consistent animation style and character design can be 

applied for media across the wider scale of the age spectrum.  This level of 

consistency indicates the possibility of adults being entertained by media with the 

same style as children’s entertainment, provided that the story, themes, dialogue and 

actions are mature. 

 

SUMMARY 

The American writer Mark Twain described his own works “like water” while referring 

to “the works of the great masters [geniuses]” as wine.  But everyone drinks water.  

With this imagery in mind, family entertainment in any medium would be considered 

as water while adult entertainment is wine (or alcohol in general).  So far in this 

research, nothing clearly justifies the diminishing attitude towards animation and 

graphic material.  The introduction of these mediums never specifically targeted 

younger audiences until illustrated books increased children’s education.  Also, 

popular cartoons like Disney, Merrie Melodies and Tom & Jerry (among countless 

others) seemingly balanced age appropriation to connect to a wider audiences.  The 

rise of alternative comix during the sexual revolution and the popularity of adult 

animation in the 1990s held a greater need for adult (mature) stories told through 

visual media.  There would also appear to be a cultural attitude to Western animation 

being fluid to attract younger audiences, as opposed to anime which reuse their style 

to tell stories to general or exclusive audiences. 

The capacity of graphic language and animation is grander than culturally assumed 

and can powerfully influence a positive message of awareness.  Karczewski (2013) 

helps to conclude that comic books and graphic novels are “simply a different 

medium” [p.50] in storytelling, using words and pictures to create a “unique aesthetic 

response” to the reader.  Therefore, presenting diverse characters by sexual 

orientations and genders in animation or graphic fiction would diminish the ongoing 

struggle of LGBTQIA+ rights against their traditional boundaries.  To quote cartoonist 

Jerry Mills (1986), “comics and gays go together well” since they both “tend not to 

get any respect” [p.5].  
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CHAPTER TWO: THE MESSAGE 
 

 

 

 
This chapter prioritises the message of challenging the traditional binary norm, 

addressing identities and lifestyles beyond heterosexual, cisgender and 

monogamous.  The first section focuses on sexual orientations, including a brief 

cultural history about sexuality, the ancient ethical concepts and persecution in 

heteronormative societies.  It will also address multiple-gender attraction and 

differentiate sexual and romantic attraction.  A glossary on various sexual 

orientations and some of their Pride flags are available in Appendix 1 to refer to.  

Appendix 2 shows a glossary on various romantic orientations and some of their 

Pride flags to refer to. 

The second section concerns topics of gender identities, expressions and pronouns.  

It will explore cultures with gender identities that differ from the Western binary.  A 

glossary on known genders and gender identities are available in Appendix 3.  There 

will also be a short section discussing non-binary and neopronouns, a set of which 

and their grammatic applications are included in Appendix 4 with their creators and 

year of coinage. 

The third section explores non-monogamous relationships, including polyamory.  A 

glossary with terminology on non-monogamy is shown in Appendix 5. 

 
 

SEXUALITIES 

Society is obsessed with sex, according to Caught (2022), yet this topic is rarely talked 

about.  This could be an effect of the old-fashioned notion of losing one’s virginity, 

particularly its traditional roots believing that women must be ‘untouched’ before 

marriage.  Caught calls this “patriarchal nonsense” and sexist as women are called 

“frigid” for choosing not to have sex, otherwise regarded as “easy” for choosing to have 

sex [p.138].  Caught stipulates that any form of intimacy does not alter one’s worth or 

value as a person.  Ormand (2009) asserts that sex is difficult to analyse as “a feature 

of a particular culture” [p.1].  He theorises that while sex is a natural aspect of life, it 



 46 

remains a “particularly private” subject, hiding and fuelling anxieties about common 

sexual practices that may not fit the norm [p.1].  But conversations about sex appear 

to date as far back as ancient Greece and the Roman Empire.  Ormand presumes that 

while we “scrutinize the ways in which” the ancient Greeks and the Romans discuss 

sex, there have been many discoveries about how publicly they addressed this subject 

[p.1].  Fascinatingly, Skinner (2014) determined that while these ancient civilisations 

made specialised Greek and Latin words for sexual organs and acts (both direct and 

metaphoric), they had no words or comprehension for the modern understanding of 

‘sexuality’.  Although, Dover (1978) found the closest phrase the Greeks had was ta 

aphrodisia, a collective expression translating to “things of Aphrodite” [p.63].  

Langlands (2006) offers a key ethical concept that existed in Latin: pudicitia and 

impudicitia, which loosely translate to “sexual virtue” and “sexual vice” respectively 

[p.2].  She reckons pudicitia stands out for indicating sexual behaviour and explicitly 

“strengthens men and women alike”, an ethical area where woman “play as substantial 

a role as men” [p.2].  Langlands finds pudicitia intriguing as it offers “an entry point of 

rich potential” into morality and culture among the Romans [p.3].  She theorised that 

the “grip” Roman sexual morality holds onto the modern public (i.e., orgies and 

decadence) has never been accorded “an important place” in recent Western sexual 

ethics [p.3]. 

The conventions and discussions on sex in both civilisations were not as private as 

the conventions of the modern West.  Ormand proclaims the West’s “long tradition” of 

public sex discussions through conventional metaphors and images to reduce the 

shock value [p.2].  He describes how popular culture like “teen romance movies” and 

“supermarket magazines” are littered with detailed artifacts and variety that influence 

people’s perception on sex. 

Sedgewick (1990) speculates how the heterosexual-homosexual binary became a 

standard understanding of sexual orientation, dating as far back as the 19th Century, 

despite the diversity of alternative sexual practices and desires.  Pearson (2003) also 

criticises this binary influencing the objective categorisation of homosexuals to be 

“studied, regulated, treated and punished”.  This categorisation of homosexuals as a 

species of “sick, perverted or criminal” people had regressive effects lasting into the 

20th Century.  Homosexuality started to be constituted as a subject for medicine, 
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psychiatry and criminal law by 1870 and male homosexuality was criminalised in 

England in 1885.  Pearson proclaims that portrayals of homosexuality and bisexuality 

in science fiction during this degenerating period predictably reflected societal 

attitudes towards ‘sexual dissidence’.   Many attempts to sympathetically represent 

homosexuality (even without stereotypes), according to Pearson, were met with 

hostility.  She reports how Theodore Sturgeon tried to sell The World Well Lost, which 

concerns an alien couple settling on Earth, only to be deported when the couple are 

revealed to be of the same sex.  One science fiction editor reportedly not only rejected 

the story but commissioned every other sci-fi magazine editor to stop them from 

publishing Sturgeon’s story.  While homosexuality was decriminalised in England in 

1967 and several American states changed their laws (with exceptions to sodomy 

statutes), the UK and USA kept holding legislation prohibiting ‘promotion’ of 

homosexuality.  The American Psychiatric Association kept classifying homosexuality 

as a mental illness until 1973, but remnants of this categorisation persisted in 

contemporary diagnoses for “gender identity disorder”, particularly to children.  By this 

time however, medicine had stopped attempting to “cure” homosexuality through 

castration, hormone treatments and similar interventions.  But the AIDS epidemic of 

the 1980s further exacerbated the public notion of homosexuality being “inherently 

diseased”, launching medical research into hormones, brain structure and their search 

for a ‘gay gene’. 

 

MULTIPLE-GENDER ATTRACTION 

The fluidity of sexualities besides heterosexuality or homosexuality (straight or gay) 

supports a grander landscape than binary tradition dictates.  Dyer (2021) defines 

bisexuality as sexual attraction towards “people of two or more genders”, either 

towards their own and others or towards genders other than their own [p.27].  Dyer 

also defines polysexuality as sexual attraction towards “more than one gender” [p.94] 

and pansexuality as sexual attraction towards “people of any gender” [p.91].  Further 

on pansexuality, Dyer states that the word ‘pan’ intends to “open up the definition past 

the binary” of gender and include anyone on the “gender spectrum”.  However, Dyer 

claims that not everyone agrees that bisexuality has limitations on gender identity.  
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Another ‘multiple-gender-attraction’ of note is omnisexuality, which Washington-

Harmon (2021) as sexual attraction towards “people of all genders”, similar in definition 

to pansexuality.  However, the key difference between omnisexuality and pansexuality 

is that omnisexual people “still see gender as part of how they are attracted to 

someone”, whereas pansexual people are attracted to people “regardless of gender” 

(gender-blind). 

The term ‘bisexuality’, according to Rhodes (2021), was historically used in 1859 by 

anatomist Robert Bently Todd to describe developing ‘male’ and ‘female’ physical 

characteristics.  This is outdated as modern audiences now perceive this as being 

‘intersex’.  By the early 20th Century, the meaning of ‘bisexuality’ shifted to describe a 

combination of masculine and feminine psychical characteristics rather than physical 

characteristics.  This is also outdated as modern audiences now describe this as 

‘androgyny’.  The modern meaning of bisexuality, focused more on attraction than any 

gendered characteristics, developed by 1915.  This meaning became generally 

accepted by the 1970s, when the ‘image of bisexuality’ in gay and mainstream press 

focused on men due to the number of male celebrities coming out as bisexual.  Rhodes 

believes that a common portrayal of bisexuality at that period presented it as “a 

combination of heterosexual and homosexual” [p.127]. 

Myers (2020) details the negative connotations based on the misconceptions around 

bisexuality.  He states that outsiders consider bisexual people being in “a sexual limbo 

that deals in percentages”, being half-straight and half-gay.  Straight people think 

bisexuals are secretly gay while some gay people believe bisexual people are 

“ashamed to be “properly” gay”.  Myers reports that gay men and lesbians (or gay 

women) were centred during the early days of the civil rights movement while 

bisexuality was left behind.  Apparently, bisexuality in the media was linked to 

“salacious gossip” (e.g., a “secret side” to a public figure) or being used as a marketing 

tool (e.g., celebrities coming out in interviews to provoke straight audiences).  He finds 

this “acknowledgement” worse than having no representation at all as many bisexuals 

would feel cheapened and dismissed.  Myers observed banter between “straight 

blokes” where they make judgements whether men may be feminine or attracted to 

other men.  He claims that attraction between women is “historically titillating” for men, 

whereas sexual attraction between men, and any feminine display, is threatening for 
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men.  Myers puts down the assumptions of bisexuality being “a phase” or “a cover for 

homosexuality” to the implication of deceit.  He states on the sad irony that sexualities 

“that allows you to date any gender” leaves a limited dating pool.  He continues to 

blame the lack of exploration or coverage towards the old-fashioned belief that the 

term “bi” means two, suggesting restrictive binary concepts of gender (men and 

women), excluding transgender and non-binary people.  Other assumptions prejudice 

bisexual people for sleeping “with just about anyone”.  The latter assumption inspired 

the Bisexual Manifesto to express the bisexual community’s grievances with “being 

analysed, defined and represented by people other than ourselves, or worse yet, not 

considered at all”.  However, Myers proclaims that bisexuality is an identity in its own 

right and is also inclusive to trans and non-binary people, as the Bisexual Manifesto 

allows for dating all genders instead of the historical “opposite gender”. 

 

SEXUAL ATTRACTION VS ROMANCTIC ATTRACTION 

Dyer (2021) stresses that sex and romance are completely different from one another, 

claiming that people experience romantic and sexual attraction at the same time, often 

to one gender.  Dyer applies this to heterosexuals who do not explain having romantic 

attraction towards people of different genders.  She defines sexual attraction as the 

“desire to have sexual intercourse with someone” and romantic attraction as an 

“emotional attraction towards someone”, sometimes with a desire to have a 

relationship.  Dyer also cautions her readers about the “messy assumptions” in society 

about sex, such as that, regardless of preference, one should not have sex without 

knowing them well.  She agrees that it is better to have sex when all parties concerned 

wish to have it. [p10-11] 
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GENDER 

Wamsley (2021) discloses the difference between gender identity and gender 

expression.  She defines gender identity as one’s internal sense of self and gender 

and is “not outwardly visible”, whereas gender expression is how one presents their 

gender outwardly.  Gender can be expressed through behaviour, clothing, voice or 

“other perceived characteristics”.  Wamsley also discloses the difference between 

‘sex’ and ‘gender’.  She refers ‘sex’ to one’s biological status, “typically assigned at 

birth on the basis of external anatomy”, whereas gender is described as “a social 

construct of norms, behaviours and roles”.  Barker and Scheele (2019) agree that ‘sex’ 

refers to one being “biologically male or female” and ‘gender’ refers to how one socially 

identifies. 

Creating discrete inflexible binaries, according to Young (2020), is a human instinct, 

but they are not evidentially supported by history, biology or psychology.  Young claims 

that societies that conceptualised the binary category of men and women being the 

only genders and frowned upon transgressing these social boundaries made it difficult 

for people to identify outside the binary.  Young also claims that people who thought 

themselves as neither male nor female “ignored these feelings due to outside 

pressure” to conform with the binary.  Several accounts on historical figures 

transgressing their gender roles were contextualised in legal proceedings and public 

investigations.  Examples that Young discusses are the 16th Century trials of 

Thomas(ine) Hall, who was made to wear men’s and women’s clothing after their trial, 

and Elena/o de Caspedes, whose testimony against a life-threatening homosexuality 

charge by the Spanish Inquisition depended on their claim to be intersex (identifying 

as the opposite gender in multiple cases).  These cases apparently survived because 

of ‘physical evidence’ of their intersex conditions (states of ‘hermaphrodism’) backed 

up the “ambiguity of social role”.  Young also claims that the criteria on the historical 

‘third’ gender categories (which differ from modern terminologies towards transgender 

and non-binary identities) are based more on appearance, anatomy and sexual 

behaviour rather than taking personal identities into account.  Many global cultures, 

particularly non-Western cultures, conceptualise gender more complexly than the 

traditional binary of man and woman, acknowledging the existence of more alternate 

gender identities.  Young claims that one of the most established alternative genders 
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is ‘two-spirit’ from the North American indigenous societies, like the Navajo.  ‘Two-

spirit’ identities, according to Young, are generally associated with religious, 

ceremonial and supernatural power, and uniquely given respect within indigenous 

communities.  Their roles shift past their assigned genders at birth, blending such 

activities as weavers (traditionally reserved for women) and ceremonial chanters and 

sand-painters (traditionally reserved for men).  Young also reports of ‘gender liminal 

people’ in Polynesia, who were assigned male at birth and express a gender that blurs 

the boundaries between men and women.  They are adept to occupations traditionally 

considered ‘women’s work’, like secretaries and domestic helpers.  Young also reports 

of the indigenous Bugis people in south Sulawesi, Indonesia, who claim to have five 

genders.  The makkunrai and oroané are the equivalent to the Western categories of 

cisgender men and women, respectively.  The calalai and calabai are similar to 

transgender men and women, respectively.  The fifth category is the bissu, or ‘gender 

transcendent’, embodying male and female qualities and commonly act as priests, 

shamans and religious authorities blessing special occasions.  The cultural differences 

between Western and non-Western societies defends the fascinating complexity of 

gender identities among the human race.  While stigma exists in both societal 

categories, many non-Western traditions celebrate a flexibility in gender roles that 

could be associated with masculine and feminine behaviours associated with Western 

societies. 

OWNING PRONOUNS 

Asking for one’s pronouns have become a new custom in polite modern conversation.  

Dyer (2021) calls pronouns “the building blocks of language” which helps to clarify the 

person in context of a conversation.  However, many pronouns lock into the gender 

binary (he/him/his and she/her/hers), which leads to habitual assumptions of 

someone’s gender identity.  Dyer calls this assumption “a minefield” for the people 

involved in this discussion, especially if anyone involved does not use the traditional 

pronouns to represent their gender identity.  This led to the introduction of gender-

neutral pronouns, like they/them/their, which was traditionally used as a plural to refer 

to more than one person or object.  However, Baron of the Oxford English Dictionary 

(2018) reports that the singular ‘they’ appeared in 1375 to describe an unnamed 

person in the medieval romance William and the Werewolf.  Interestingly, some people 
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can alternate between different pronouns, like he/they and she/they.  Wamsley (2021) 

quotes Schmidler in discussion about people who have interchangeable pronouns and 

at times using a specific pronoun “in one context” and another set in another context 

may depend on “safety or comfortability”.  Yuko (2021) agrees after following a user 

of xe/xir pronouns who considers they/them pronouns “the best we’ve got so far and 

the easiest one for cis people to wrap their heads around”.  At the same time, Yuko 

considers people who adopt neopronouns in “part of a process” to enforce 

acknowledgement to their identities.  Yuko implores that using someone’s requested 

pronouns is respectful, making a conscious decision to avoid psychological stress. 

Other gender-neutral pronouns include ze/zir/zirs, which Dyer believes are used to 

refer to genderqueer people who do not use pronouns.  Such neopronouns, shown in 

Appendix 4, became alternatives to the singular “they”, like ey/em/eir, which 

McGaughey (2020) claims Elverson (1975) constructed to replace the gender binary 

pronouns (he and she). McGaughey also claims that Elverson described this set as 

“transgender pronouns” by dropping the ‘th’ from they/them/their.  Mathematician 

Spivak (1983) coined gender-neutral pronouns e/em/eir in his 1986 book The Joy of 

TeX: A Gourmet Guide to Typesetting with the AMS-TEX Macro Package.  Thomas 

(2003) describes these pronouns as “more representative of an emotional and 

intellectual state than of a physical configuration”.  Thomas wrote about the Spivak 

pronouns circulating LambdaMOO, a virtual text-based programme allowing global 

users to type/talk in real time.  Users who do not identify as male or female could 

register on LambdaMOO as ’Spivak’ (ambiguous).  McGaughey also found another 

set of neopronouns thon/thons/thonself was created for ease of use by lawyer 

Charles C. Converse, combining ‘that’ and ‘one’.  This set of pronouns appeared in 

crosswords, comic strips and some publications, gendered but was “eventually 

forgotten”.  He also uncovered the ne/nis/nir pronouns, explained in an 1884 article 

from The New-York Commercial Advertiser that noted “the brevity of its lifespan”.  This 

set of pronouns seemingly revived with the modern ne/nem/nirs. 

Regarding sexuality and gender, Myers (2020) described labels as “both help and 

hindrance”, as they allow people to show their identities, their values and their desires 

to the world.  Thus, coming out still matters for LGBTQIA+ people.  However, Myers 

continues to say that labels can “invite judgement and criticism” as there is a general 
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curiosity towards identities, whether it is “natural and well-meaning” or “wilfully dim and 

unpleasant”.  Regarding pronouns, Dyer (2021) says that there is no definite guideline 

on which pronouns are best to use as one is free to choose their own.  Dyer also points 

out a modern common courtesy of asking people’s pronouns and using them out of 

respect. 

 

NON-MONOGAMY 

Dr. Sheff (2016), who identifies as monogamous, 

defined polyamory as a form of consensual non-

monogamy, which is an umbrella term for any 

relationship between more than one person, with the 

consent of all individuals involved.  Dr. Sheff took 

time to clarify how polyamory differs to bigamy, 

where a partner or spouse commits immoral 

adultery.  She also  differentiates polyamory and swinging, group sex and sexual 

addiction, saying that poly people “spend more time communicating their feelings”.  

Like all healthy relationships, according to Dr. Sheff, polyamorous relationships 

depend on communication, honesty, growth and “an abundance of love”.  Chapman 

(2010), who identifies as poly, makes a reassuring simile on how polyamorous love is 

like the light of a candle, where multiple candles can be lit from the flame of one candle 

without diminishing its light.  However, Chapman also agrees that polyamory require 

communication, trust, maturity, and honesty for true sustainment. 

Polyamory is not the same as promiscuity, 

according to Young (2020), where many 

polyamorous people are known to commit in 

consensual, stable relationships with more 

than one person.  Young also claims there 

has not been many studies on polyamorous 

attraction within genderqueer communities 

or in any community.  They claim that 

polyamory is more prevalent within the transgender community and believes that non-

Figure 55 Polyamorous Pride Flag 

Figure 54 Original Polyamorous Pride flag 
by Jim Evans (1995) 
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binary people and genderqueer people are more likely to form meaningful 

relationships, separating romantic, aesthetic and sexual attraction.  Blake (2019) 

justifies polyamory as an individualised relationship model, providing that all partners 

consent, “otherwise it’s just called cheating”.  Also, Blake challenges the negative 

sexual connotation, stating “poly is about love 

first and foremost”, believing that the public 

generally believe polyamory “threatens the 

cultural image of the status quo”. 

The 20th Century saw a shift in attitude towards 

formerly taboo subjects, like LGBTQIA+ rights 

and sexual activity before and even beyond 

marriage.  Fern (2020) believes that 

consensual non-monogamy was “regulated 

into underground events and communities” 

until the sexual revolution of the 1960s.  However, acceptance of consensual non-

monogamy was “not instantaneous”, having been made more aware in the last two 

decades, according to Fern, with media and academic research focusing on the topic.  

Moors (2017) uncovered an increase in Google searches for polyamory terms 

between 2006 and 2015, indicating an increase in awareness as early as 2006. 

Hardy and Easton (2017) defended polyamory and non-monogamy within “this new 

world of sex and relationships” [p.7] as alternative forms of love and sex from 

conventional monogamy.  They refer to groups of people within a polycule as “circles”, 

“chosen family” or even a “constellation” [p.69], speculating that people within such 

groups of potential friends and family members, the focus shifts from competition and 

exclusivity to “a sense of inclusion and welcome” [p.69].  Some circles are closed and 

only agree conjointly to welcome new members, likely as a strategy to prevent STIs.  

These closed circles only allow safe sexual activities with people within the circle, but 

nobody else outside of the circle (polyfidelity).  This allows people to “play around with 

a variety of relationships” [p.69] within a limited field.  Hardy and Easton refer to Dr. 

James Ramey’s observations on non-monogamy (1976) in forms of kinship networks, 

communities bound by the intimacies of their sexual connection.  Ramey seemingly 

connotes a ‘village’ or a ‘tribe’ to describe this network.

Figure 56 New Polyamorous Pride flag by 
Red Howell, voted in November 2022 

through polyamproud.com 



Below is an original visual representation of polyamorous relationship styles, made on 

Illustrator with coloured circles to connote maps of molecules to represent maps of 

polyamorous relationships.  A glossary on the terminology of non-monogamy is available 

on Appendix 5.  

 

Figure 57 Original visual representation of polyamorous relationship styles, Copyright © 
John Irvine 

 



REPRESENTATION IN GRAPHIC/ANIMATION MEDIA 

Polyamory has undergone portrayal shifts in historic media, even animation, from an 

unusual and even shady concept, further going against the binary norm than LGBTQIA+ 

topics.  For example, an episode of the 

American animated sitcom Futurama from 

2008 showcased, albeit briefly, a working 

Kitchen-Table style relationship.  The main 

character Philip Fry met Colleen, who turns out 

to be living with five other men of different 

races and nationalities.  Fry is reluctant to 

continue, likely due to the number of men in the 

relationship but moves in with them in their 

apartment.  Soon enough, Fry does not get on 

with the men and breaks up with Colleen.  Later in the 

episode, an androgynous planet-sized alien entity from 

another dimension has a simultaneous relationship with everyone on planet Earth.  The alien 

ends up in a relationship with Colleen and they live together in a parallel universe.  (Kaplan 

& Cohen, 2008)  Polyamory seems to be portrayed in an over-the-top comedic light rather 

than be a solid or accurate representation.  Even in family animation, such as Steven 

Universe, polyamory is subtly referenced as a potential relationship style towards a younger 

audience.  Already a popular show for LGBTQIA+ representation, Steven Universe 

introduces a character known as Fluorite, an unaligned fusion of six characters.  Cao in 

IndieWire (2018) reports that the series creator Rebecca Sugar confirmed that Fluorite was 

polyamorous.  

Figure 58 Futurama: The Beast with a 
Billion Backs. Copyright © Fox. 

Figure 59 Fluorite from Steven Universe.  Copyright © Cartoon Network. 
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Polyamory in comic form offers alternative 

support for graphic representation.  Jankowski 

(2018) reviews the graphic novel Open Earth 

by Sarah Mirk, describing the main character 

Rigo’s life as “a no-frills utopia”, presenting a 

future society where progressive practices (by 

today’s standards) are an “unquestioned 

norm”.  Schenkel (2016) confirms that Starfire 

from the Teen Titans comics identifies as a 

polyamorous pansexual.   

Figure 61 Open Earth book cover 

Figure 60 Starfire from Teen Titans. Copyright © DC Comics. 



 58 

SUMMARY 

Tackling issues that goes against the binary norm with graphic novels takes talent and 

understanding of the issues addressed.  Kedley and Spiering (2017) argue that LGBTQ 

young adult literature should be included in ELA classroom to challenge homophobia and 

graphic novels of LGBTQ experiences make an “effective pedagogical tool to engage 

students” to critically discuss topics of sexuality and gender.  They critically praise a comic 

called Adrian and the Tree of Secrets for the main character’s exploration of his sexuality 

and hesitance to disrobe in a school locker room due to his seemingly “nonnormative gender 

presentation”.  Another example Kedley and Spiering offer is Honor Girl, where protagonist 

Maggie is criticised for having her hair cut short by Tammy, whose hair is described as 

“longer, traditionally feminine”.  This comic addresses the assumptions of Maggie’s sexuality 

and gender presentation since Tammy assumes Maggie is a lesbian because of her short 

hair.  Despite the current controversy surrounding teaching LGBTQIA+ topics towards 

students, Kedley and Spiering believes that students can engage with graphic novels, 

allowing them to hold critical conversations to dispel the myths that gender and sexuality are 

permanent and the assumption of heterotrajectory being normalised. 

Following Kedley and Spiering’s opinions on graphic novels, this media could be a popular 

form of media to differentiate multi-sexual orientations (i.e., bisexual, polysexual, pansexual, 

etc).  ethical non-monogamy from committing adultery.  While there have been cartoons that 

exploit cultural stereotypes against minorities (sexual, gender, racial, nationalities, etc), this 

could be counteracted by having fair representations and unbiased research into alternative 

lifestyles. 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

 

This chapter proposes the methodology undertaken for this dissertation.  The subject of this 

project is to visually represent the multitude of identities within the LGBTQIA+ community 

and non-monogamous people in graphic fiction and animation.  By showcasing existing and 

creating original characters with sexualities and romantic orientations other than straight, 

gay, bisexual and monogamous, audiences could be made more aware of the complexities 

in humanity.  All methods of research are based on visual representations and depictions of 

identities. 

A useful method of research is examining the style choices of existing graphic materiel, such 

as adult animated series and graphic novels.  Muratovski (2016) stresses the importance 

for designers, “regardless of their disciplinary focus” [p.158], to critically examine the impact 

of images and objects on people’s lives.  He claims that visual culture “focuses on the 

importance of images in people’s lives”. [p.159] Its emergence has seemingly challenged 

the archaic assumption from Western culture of text and speech being “a higher form of 

intellectual practice”. [p.160] But Western philosophy and science have since recognised 

the value of visual culture along the written and spoken word.  In fact, Rose (2012) and 

Woodward (2007) claim that social scientists argued how social categories are constructed 

in visual and material form.  But Muratovski (2016) warns of finding the right ideological 

platform to study this, like feminist and postcolonial scholars studying historical and 

contemporary visual communication that represent gender and race in Western culture. 

[p.161].  Another issue that Muratovski urges is to specify the target audience, their 

individual responses and their critical “interpretations of what certain things stand for” [p.162] 

The first chapters have already provided examples of existing animated and graphic 

characters in adult media, particularly with LGBTQIA+ identities.  However, researching 

graphic materiel specifically aimed at informing audiences about sexuality and gender 

identities can demonstrate effective primary education of these topics. 

The primary research aims to promote original content set to visually entertain adults, to 

provoke the heteronormative ideology.  This design fiction method aims to present new 

original characters that live their lives like the rest of us to help the audience relate to them 

and apply their actions as examples.  Grand and Wiedmer (2010) open the possibilities of 

design and design research to develop descriptions, interpretations and explanations of 

what already exists.  They believe that design and design research share “a fundamental 
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interest in focusing on the world as it could be, on the imagination and realization of possible 

futures, as well as on the disclosure of new worlds.” [p.2].  They, among other researchers 

like Wiedmer and Caviezel (2009) and Bleecker (2009), speculate design fiction as the 

conceptualisation of design and design research as a practice and research field to focus 

on the world as it could be.  Grand and Wiedmer (2010) claim this research field acts as “a 

core for defining and practicing design research”. [p.2].  Bleecker (2009) calls design fiction 

a method of exploring different constructive approaches, “removing the usual constraints 

when designing for massive market commercialization” [p.7], i.e., realism.  He considers 

design fiction a genre for future speculation to explore “new kinds of social interaction rituals” 

[p.7] with creative provocation. 

In relation to design fiction, world-building could further exemplify examples of ideal living 

and interpretations of what is currently wrong with one’s living standards.  Coulton, Lindley, 

Surdee and Stead (2017) define world-building as a process of creating imaginary realms 

seen “regularly in a range of different contexts, each with their own caprices” [p.14].  They 

claim that world-building to design fiction “moves the focus away from storytelling (e.g., 

narrative, characters and/or plot)” [p.14-15] and prioritises the cohesion of the fictional world 

and how audiences could respond or interact with it.  In context to this project, the idea is to 

pitch a fictional universe set to exemplify sexual orientations and the proper usage of and 

respect for gender pronouns.  Blurring the line between reality and fiction in graphic media 

could assist the comprehension of identities beyond the societal binary norm. 

Once enough artefacts to pitch this world are made (i.e., character profiles), they will be 

reviewed by peers of artists.  Through these artefacts, the project can reach out to comic 

book artists and writers on Facebook for constructive industrial opinions.  This is like 

gathering opinions from focus groups, except for the virtual engagement.  The advantage 

of focus groups, according to Smithson (2008), is to allow researchers to “observe a large 

amount of interaction on a specific topic in a short time” [p.358]  While in-person focus 

groups depend on the availability of participants and organising locations, virtual focus 

groups (like on Facebook) allow flexibility from participants in those aspects.  Followers of 

Facebook groups that specialise in comic design and illustration will be invited to offer 

opinions on the character design and the idea of the show itself and how it would positively 

represent the LGBTQIA+ community.  Barbour and Schostak (2005) caution that focus 

groups tend to “veer towards consensus” and do not effectively measure attitudes because 

they are fundamentally a social process where participants “co-produce an account of 
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themselves and their ideas” [p.43].  The likeliest result from this is to provoke gender politics 

within the Facebook groups. 

In conjunction with visual research and initial responses, opinions with more depth can be 

obtained through 1:1 interviews with creative people.  This will offer more insight of 

character design in animation and graphic fiction through the personal experiences of people 

within the creative industries.  Kvale (2007) propels interviews as a craft that uses the “basic 

mode of human interaction” and that knowledge is constructed “in the inter-action between 

the interviewer and the interviewee” [p.1].  In fact, he claims the term ‘interview’ came into 

use during the 17th Century, literally as “an interchange of views between two persons 

conversing about a theme of common interest” [p.5] Through conversation, one could 

interact with another and learn about them by simply asking and listening.  Stokes (2011) 

fairly stresses that several people need to be interviewed to ensure the validity of the 

information and how it represents a broader group of people. [p.114] She also stresses that 

interviews should only be conducted to elicit personal attitudes and opinions [p.117-18] as 

opposed to gathering background material on a company. 

A combination of semi-structured and in-depth interviews will be conducted for this 

research.  Muratovski (2016) claims that semi-structured interviews are “often the first step 

towards gathering qualitative data…” [p.62] and is ‘half-way’ between a rigid structured 

interview and a flexible in-depth interview.  He claims that semi-structured interviews 

“provide an opportunity for an extended response” under the limitations of the questions, 

whereas in-depth interviews “offer a thorough examination of what the participants might 

feel about certain issues” [p.61]. A possible combination of semi-structured and in-depth 

interviews would allow the participant to offer more information under the following key 

questions: 

• How can adults be entertained by animation and graphic fiction? 

• How can animation/graphic fiction for family and children entertainment compare with 

media for adult audiences? 

• Do you have examples of the best animated or graphic series for adults? 

• Can you think of any good examples of cartoon or comic characters or series that 

represent the LGBTQIA+ community? 

The combination of all these methods should collect enough opinions on animation design, 

graphic fiction and character illustration to entertain adults.  This could drive further 

production of designing and building the fictional universe beyond this dissertation. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: REVIEWING GRAPHIC NOVELS AND 

COMICS FOR ADULT AUDIENCES 

 

This chapter reviews five adult graphic novels that are directly linked to the subject matter 

of changing the traditional binary norm.  The subject matters of these books are linked to a 

character’s sexuality, gender identity and relationship dynamic.  Other books featured in 

these reviews are primed to graphically inform their readers on their relevant subject 

matters.  The illustration style, tone and other design choices will be judged to determine if 

an adult audience will appreciate them. 
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BOOK 1 – A Quick & Easy Guide To They/Them Pronouns 

Bongiovanni and Jimerson (2018) use illustrated 

self-portraits of each other in comic strips to guide 

their readers about the use of gender-neutral 

pronouns.  Bongiovanni uses they/them pronouns 

as they identify as non-binary while Jimerson uses 

he/him pronouns.  It should be interesting to note 

that Bongiovanni and Jimerson focus on the use of 

they/them pronouns while they briefly make their 

audience aware of multiple other gender-neutral 

pronouns that they do not cover, like ze/hir.  

However, they claim that their guidelines can still 

apply for any gender-neutral pronoun. 

The illustrations are cartoony in style, almost 

like Quentin Blake’s works in Roald Dahl 

novels.  At first glance, this design would quickly be assumed to aim for younger audiences.  

If this was the case, this does not help to defend using illustrated characters to convey adult-

themed topics.  However, Bongiovanni and Jimerson designed a useful tool to educate 

audiences, regardless of age, on the struggles of being non-binary in a cisgender society.  

They play out multiple scenarios addressing misgendering and allies like Jimerson 

advocating for non-binary people and correcting others’ mistakes.  This is clearly a personal 

project for Bongiovanni as a non-binary person who has seemingly struggled with getting 

proper validation from their family and found more accepting groups of non-binary people.  

Adult audiences could appreciate this short book as an instructive tool to addressing non-

binary people and increase awareness and tolerance towards non-binary identities and 

pronouns. 

Figure 62 They/Them Pronouns book cover 
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BOOK 2 – Gender Queer: A Memoir 

Kobabe (2020) illustrated and wrote an 

autobiographical graphic novel about 

eir journey exploring eir gender identity.  

Assigned female at birth, Kobabe 

struggled with being enforced to 

conform to the norms associated with 

young women, like not shaving eir legs 

and wearing non-feminine clothes.  

This memoir visually explores Kobabe’s 

progression from A.F.A.B to non-binary 

and asexual, revealing information 

about eir teenage experiences with 

puberty, periods, gender dysphoria, 

fitting in with queer groups, attraction to 

androgynous people and questioning 

eir sexuality and gender.  Later in the 

book, Kobabe gives detail on eir 

experiences during college, having 

problems with penetration following a 

papsmear examination, finding eir right pronouns 

and discovering autoandrophilia.  The book ends with Kobabe’s adult experiences in dating 

and sex, friendships, constant misgendering from the common public, intention to undergo 

top surgery and discussions on gender topics among younger people. 

Through well-illustrated strips, Kobabe relentlessly gives a full account on eir lifelong path 

towards discovering eir identity.  Reading eir memoir brought a perspective on living outside 

of the standard cisgender heteronormative lifestyle.  This is influential for any reader 

struggling with their gender identity and even sexuality.  With that being said, the target 

audience for this book is for young people struggling with the gender norms and their 

families, most likely as a guide to help Kobabe’s family come to terms with their child’s 

identity.  While it may be a helpful tool for families with children with LGBTQIA+ identities, it 

remains vague if adults can be entertained by this book. 

Kobabe briefly illustrates a neurochemistry lecture e received from Prof. Patricia Churchland 

Ph.B., which offers a scientific approach on identifying intersex people due to their 

Figure 63 Gender Queer book cover 
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chromosomes.  While the dialogue is overly long and academic, the hand-written typography 

is eligible enough for the information to be absorbed. 

 

BOOK 3 – Sexuality: A Graphic Guide 

Barker and Scheele (2021) produced an 

informative comic book that explores sex and 

sexuality.  They chose to give a spooky theme for 

their work to counteract the common anxiety 

surrounding the issue, as people “often with fear, 

shame and frustration” with their own sexualities 

and judgement from others.  Scheele designed 

this level of anxiety like “a house of horrors, full of 

monsters and potential pitfalls”. 

In terms of storytelling, this graphic guide excels 

in treating the ‘haunted’ outdated attitudes (i.e., 

homophobia, patriarchy, body normativity and 

even capitalism) like a Scooby-Doo mystery, 

unmasking the ghosts as these societal issues.  

The theme of viewing sexual politics like entering 

a haunted house is an interesting take on 

combating the heteronormative societal norms that have historically persecuted people for 

merely existing outside of this norm.  The book’s attitude towards the historical norm treats 

outdated gender expectations like ghosts haunting or pressuring the next generation to 

follow suit.  This is to find a common ground between the traditional attitude of withholding 

from sexual activities before marriage and the modern-day peer pressure for young people 

to lose their virginities at a young age. 

The character designs featured in this book are a blend of Archie-inspired cartoon 

characters and realistic portraitures of existing sex educators, psychologists, activists and 

authors, even characters on television shows.  The main character designs are similar to 

the characters in Goldwater, Montana and Bloom’s Archie Comics franchise.  This could 

have been chosen to carry this style over to the present to disassociate the style with the 

attitudes during their original time period (the 1940s and 50s).  It is understandable that the 

Figure 64 Sexuality book cover 
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illustrator would depict non-fictional characters with paraphrased advice as humanely 

accurate as possible.  This is so the reader would take inspiration or even comfort from the 

quotes attributed to them. 

 

BOOK 4 – No Straight Lines 
 

Justin Hall (2013) edited a collection of 

‘queer comics’ (which he defined as 

graphic books, comic strips and graphic 

materiel that dealt with LGBTQIA+ themes 

“from an insider’s perspective”) dating as 

far back as the 1940s.  First published in 

2013, Hall’s anthology of Western ‘queer 

comics’ intended to glorify historical 

underground comic artists and creators that 

were ostracised for the taboo subject 

matters in their times.  Before he introduced 

these artists, Hall offers history   Hall claims 

that the first ‘gay cartoonist’ was Touko 

Laaksonen (known as Tom of Finland in the 

US) who produced underground erotic 

comics as early as the mid-1940s and sold 

them through mail-order business across 

Europe.  His comics only came into prominence in the US after they loosened their obscenity 

laws in the 1960s.  Following the Stonewall riots in 1969 and the modern gay-rights 

movement, gay newspapers and magazines like The Advocate published gay gag strips like 

mainstream papers. 

Using an anthology of multiple comic series offers a wide spectrum of artistic styles and 

illustrations.  Much of the strips are in black and white, like the kind found in newspapers.  

Regardless of their styles, these comics were unashamedly homoerotic and provocative 

against the heteronormative norm that assimilated LGBTQIA+ characters.  This collection 

supports the argument that ‘cartoons’ can be applied to adult media that divulges into 

sexuality and gender politics.   

Figure 65 No Straight Lines book cover 
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BOOK 5 – Sunstone 

Sejic (2021) released a series of seven erotic 

short comics about two women connecting 

with each other through BDSM.  The story 

follows submissive Lisa Williams and 

dominatrix Ally Carter as they explore 

bondage, fetishism, roleplay, domination, latex 

and consensual sadomasochism.  The strips 

were originally posted on the online art 

community DeviantArt, which also curates 

galleries of NSFW and consensual sexualised 

imagery within the boundaries of the “18+ 

Creations and Explicit Themes”.  The 

DeviantArt team (2022) have assured that 

works are given the Mature Content tag and 

are only available as Subscription and Paid 

Content.  In spite of the fetishism involved, the 

story offers more playful romance and heartfelt 

communication than what is likely expected in 

pornography.  There is some character development with Lisa and Ally’s relationship as their 

connection eventually grows beyond their sexual sub-domme arrangement. 

Upon inspection of this first volume, Sunstone sets itself up to be an intriguing series that 

delves into kinky and taboo activities figuratively and relatively kept underground.  There are 

no censored limitations to this erotica as they include illustrative yet realistic full-frontal 

female nudity.  Sejic’s beautiful artistry allows for realism to illustratively showcase serious 

sexual activities.  The consistent red tones suggest the characters’ passion throughout the 

story.

  

Figure 66 Sunstone book cover 
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SUMMARY 

Reading graphic fiction from multiple artists and writers offer diverse aesthetic storytelling.  

Considering how the graphic novels reviewed in this section presented their characters to 

influence their audiences, it would depend on their illustration style.  However, these books 

offer enough variety in tones and styles to validate that audiences can be entertained, 

captivated and educated by graphic materiel on the written information.  Despite the 

illustrations in Bongiovanni and Jimerson’s They/Them Pronouns appearing to take stylistic 

inspiration from childish illustrations like Quentin Blake, they still managed to inform their 

audiences on courtesy toward non-binary people.  The illustrations in Barker and Scheele’s 

Sexuality: A Graphic Guide offer a guided tour into the reader’s exploration of one’s sexuality 

and identity.  This is applaudingly reminiscent of a typical Scooby-Doo adventure where the 

appearance of something unknown is mysterious and scary until it is understood upon 

further investigation.  Reading Kobabe’s Gender Queer captures the perspective of growing 

up in an unwanted body.  Keeping the character design and art style simplistic is an 

interesting choice, as it could suggest the author’s attempt to capture attention much like in 

primary education.  Cisgender readers could fathom a mindset that mismatches an assigned 

gender at birth.  For entertainment value, Sejic’s Sunstone shows its natural level of maturity 

through a rich colour scheme and striking character design that augments a sultry tone for 

a mature reader.  Having a collection of ‘queer comics’ in one book like No Straight Lines 

summarises what this chapter investigated:  designing informative pieces to bring 

awareness depends on the clarity of the text they carry, whether the text clearly educates 

its audience or persuades a notion of perspectives outside cultural norms or simply 

entertains them with a story.  Either way, attractiveness in art, in simplicity like They/Them 

and Sexuality: A Graphic Gudie or in vibrancy like Sunstone and Gender Queer, carries 

significant weight in storytelling.  
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CHAPTER FIVE:  INTRODUCING HIGHRISERS 

 

This chapter introduces Highrisers as a potential animated or graphic series.  Profiles for 

the main and reoccurring characters will exhibit their backstories, interests and desires.  

Highrisers’ novel elements will also be highlighted, followed by a brief observation of the 

characters’ Zodiac signs to fuel the popular trend of character-building through astrology.

Figure 67 Highrisers cover image 



HIGHRISERS SERIES OUTLINE 

Highrisers is set in a fictional British constituency called Argentshire, consisting of three 

electoral divisions: Hammerbrook, Gallowbrook and Codbrook.  The most populous cities 

and towns are Ullapool, Glensenton, Burrelland, Dunbarmouth, Albaning and Clydeness.  

The map below layouts Argentshire’s road and train network.  The wind turbines 

barracading the East hints Argentshire’s location is closely situated by the North Sea.

 

Figure 68 Map of Argentshire county 

 

 

The series follows twelve residents of Moonshine 

Estate, a lone apartment building in Victor Park, 

Ullapool, Hammerbrook.  The twelve residents 

balance their friendships, work, studies,  interests, 

relationships and identities whilst encountering 

many mysterious forces that haunt their home.  

The pilot begins with Corey and Xander as they meet 

new housemate Flynn after Corey’s grandfather dies.  Flynn is later shown Xander’s 

alternative lifestyle, residing in a pocket dimension between the seventh and eighth floors. 

Figure 29 Moonshine Estate at sunset 
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MAIN CHARACTER PROFILES 

Veteran animator and designer Goldberg (2008) holds a strong belief that a character cannot 

be animated until “you know who the character is first” [p.xi] before the animator could 

communicate the character’s desires emotions and thoughts towards the audience.  For an 

animated or graphic series with adult issues (with fantasy and sci-fi overtones), the 

characters must relate to an adult demographic. 

 

  

Figure 30 Moonshine Estate at night 

Figure 31 Moonshine Estate in the mist 



 

Figure 69 Corey Adeyemi character profile 
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Figure 70 Xander Calder character profile 




























































































































































































































































