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Abstract 
 

The main focus of this thesis is to explore how the different mediums, namely the short story 

and the graphic narrative, portray sexual consent. It is my view that Kristen Roupenian’s “Cat 

Person” and Phoebe Gloeckner’s The Diary of a Teenage Girl are both well-suited in theme 

and form to represent consent. Due to the formalistic nature of the short story with its 

epiphany, focalization, and disclosure, the ambiguous theme of consent can be verbalized 

through and by the role of the reader. Likewise, the gutter in Diary holds the opportunity for 

closure and interpretation realized by the reader. The multimodal work of Gloeckner with 

emphasis on the relationship between the visual and textual aspects of the graphic narrative 

gives the reader the space needed for formulating new thoughts around what constitutes 

consent and how it is being represented. Likewise, “Cat Person” demonstrates how the 

murkiness of sexual consent can be represented in fictional form and its popular reception 

shows the possibilities literature has in encouraging conversation and debate.   
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1 Introduction 
 

1.1 Aims, Scope and Thesis statement 
The #metoo movement has resulted in a comprehensive discussion of what constitutes sexual 

consent and this conversation has transpired in politics, entertainment and in literature. Not 

only has sexual assault and harassment been brought to the forefront of public debate, but 

sexual consent has found its way from the private realm into the public discourse. This thesis 

poses the question of how literature can be used to represent sexual consent, and further, what 

is the significance of that representation? To look at possible answers to these questions one 

must explore the gray area in sexual consent and investigate what is in between. To answer 

this, I have analyzed the short story “Cat Person”, by Kristen Roupenian and Phoebe 

Gloeckner’s graphic narrative, The Diary of a Teenage Girl. I argue that the possibility for 

reader interpretation lies within the space between the panels, what is formally known as the 

gutter. Furthermore, it is also found in the omissions, focalization and disclosure of the short 

story form. My argument is that there are formal elements to the graphic narrative and the 

short story which can contribute to their value in representing sexual consent so as to help 

readers navigate and understand the difficulties of sexual consent in the real world. Insight 

can also be found in the epiphany and through the lens of willfulness. This thesis will show 

the possibilities that lie within literature, and its power to encourage debate. 

We look towards literature and fiction in the hope that it can be of some 

enlightenment and provide a different kind of perspective than non-fiction. The hope is that it 

can make us stronger, give us wisdom, and make us better equipped for life. Another wish is 

that we as readers can play an active part, because it is in the process of reading that literature 

comes to life, by and through the reader. I aim to investigate and show the possibilities that 

lie in the gaps between the author, reader and text and to observe how meaning is created and 

how it unfolds in the spaces between narration and interpretation. 

 The first chapter of this thesis is divided into two sections where I first explore the 

narratological aspects of “Cat Person” connected to the theme of sexual consent, and second 

where I investigate how willfulness can be employed to the discussion. Chapter two contains 

close readings of the discrepancies between different modes used in Diary and an account of 

the willful subject of Minnie. 
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1.2 Sexual Consent and the Gray Area 
Sexual consent is defined by Planned Parenthood as “an agreement to participate in a sexual 

activity” (“What Is Sexual Consent”). The basis for consent, as it is described on their 

website, is that it is freely given, reversible, informed, enthusiastic and specific. Regarding 

reversibility and enthusiasm, it is stated that:  
“anyone can change their mind about what they feel like doing, anytime. Even if you’ve done it before, 

and even if you’re both naked in bed” and “when it comes to sex, you should only do stuff you WANT 

to do, not things that you feel you’re expected to do” (“What Is Sexual Consent”).  

Further, it is explicitly stated that one is allowed to stop at any time during the sexual 

encounter even if you are in bed, even if you are undressed, even if you have had sex 

previously. “There should be no question or mystery. Silence is not consent” (“What Is 

Sexual Consent”). I argue that assumed consent is an extension of rape culture and 

interpreting no as yes, or silence as yes is part of this culture. 

  Amanda Sileo writes in Bust magazine that “gray zone” sex is sex that isn’t 

completely consensual, but not exactly sexual assault either (“On Consent And The ‘Gray 

Zone.’”). Another description can simply be an unwanted sexual experience. Her argument is 

that the term “gray zone” is a term that should not exist because it was created by a society 

immersed in rape culture and that every sexual activity one engages in should have the 

enthusiastic consent from both parties involved, and that without the enthusiastic yes, you are 

no longer participating in consensual sex. (“On Consent And The ‘Gray Zone.’”) What Sileo 

fails to emphasize is why and how communication is lacking regarding consent. This is one 

area of focus for this thesis. 

  Katarina Margolis attempts to shed light on this by expanding on sexual expectations 

and gender roles in heterosexual relations. She argues that between rape and consensual sex 

there is something left unnamed and undiscussed. She also points out the expectations of sex 

that can come with being on a date past 2am, often in combination with alcohol. She draws 

on both personal experiences and the experience of others’ where the common denominator 

seems to be that it is easier to let it happen: “sometimes, after flirting, and inviting a guy 

home, I didn’t exactly want to have sex, but it was easier than saying no, easier than going 

through the verbal tug of war that occurs when you have to decline in the least aggressive 

way possible” (“It Should Be Easier to Say 'I Don't Feel like Having Sex'.”). 

 There is a need for a conversation about consent and a need for acknowledging the 

possibility of changing one’s mind, at any given point during a sexual encounter. And more 

importantly, it should feel safe to do so. Margolis calls for a debate and the need for “no-
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guilt-attached sexual refusal” (“It Should Be Easier to Say 'I Don't Feel like Having Sex'.”), 

as it would help distinguish between genuine enthusiasm and silent reluctance. Furthermore, 

the ‘place of no return’ is a term that needs deconstructing. As Bennett defines it:  
It is a kind of sexual nuance that most women instinctively understand: the situation you thought you 

wanted, or maybe you actually never wanted, but somehow here you are and it’s happening and you 

desperately want out, but you know that at this point exiting the situation would be more difficult than 

simply lying there and waiting for it to be over. In other words: saying yes when we really mean no 

(“When Saying 'Yes' Is Easier Than Saying 'No'.”). 
In unpacking the layers of consent, it might be beneficial to consider it as a spectrum 

consisting of power asymmetry, gender roles and expectations and the constructed dichotomy 

of masculinity and femininity. By addressing and shedding light on the complicated matter of 

consent through literature and representation, the reader can interpret the space given by 

author and text and further articulate a new normal around consent. Only by doing so can we 

create genuine sexual equality.  

  In the examination of the areas in between consensual sexual encounters and sexual 

assault, there is a need for establishing some definitions, and more importantly looking at the 

history of the discourse on rape. By doing so, there is a way in which we can identify the 

current issue of consent. Susan Brownmiller wrote Against Our Will in 1975 and defined 

rape as “a political problem rather than an individual crime of passion” (Cohen “The Book 

That Changed the Way We Talk About Rape.”). Cohen writes that one of the things 

Brownmiller was able to do was to expose the myths about rape, and among them “that 

female sexuality is inherently masochistic and inviting of rape” (“The Book That Changed 

the Way We Talk About Rape.”). Further, she argues that what modern day feminists 

describe as “rape culture” has its roots in Brownmiller’s theory of rape as a means of social 

control, and that the conversations we have on consent today are a result of the debate that 

Brownmiller initiated by shedding light on gender role socialization and the politics of rape.  

(“The Book That Changed the Way We Talk About Rape”). Brownmiller states that a female 

definition of rape can be explained in the following sentence: “If a woman chooses not to 

have intercourse with a specific man and the man chooses to proceed against her will, that is 

a criminal act of rape. Though no fault of woman, this is not and never has been the legal 

definition” (18).  

However, rape laws were formed as a result of man’s ownership to his wife or 

daughter. Rape was a property crime, women being the property, of man against man. Since 

women were not considered as independent beings, but rather as owned subsidiaries, consent 
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or refusal to engage in sexual intercourse was irrelevant: “nor could a definition acceptable to 

males be based on a male-female understanding of a female’s right to her bodily integrity” 

(Brownmiller 18). Another definition of rape which Brownmiller provided is “a violation of 

the new way of doing business. It was, in a phrase, the theft of virginity, an embezzlement of 

his daughter’s fair price on the market” (18). Brownmiller does not address sexual consent 

directly or not at least the areas ‘in between’ consensual and non-consensual sex. However, 

she does shed light on the structures of gendered behavior and the existing expectations of 

conventional female behavior that dictate politeness and “graceful endurance”. Further, she 

observes that: “direct confrontation falls outside of the behavioral norms” (257), and thus 

social propriety sets the rules of what constitutes feminine behavior. These historical factors 

and implications for the current discussion on consent provide the basis for some of my 

arguments in the close readings in chapter one and two. 

Susan Ehrlich’s paper on “The Discursive Reconstructions of Sexual Consent” uses a 

deficiency model of miscommunication to portray how consent is assumed to be 

communicated. Relevant for my arguments on consent is that the model of 

miscommunication, as Ehrlich puts it, “does not assume separate-but-equal communicative 

styles; rather women are blamed or held responsible for failing to signal their lack of consent 

clearly and ambiguously” (162). Her argument is based on the idea that there are underlying 

notions of masculinity and male sexuality that contributes to the miscommunication and 

misinterpretation of consent. This is related to a specific sexual assault case, but can in the 

way I see it, be applied to the conversation on consent in general. What Ehrlich points at is 

that the discussion of sexual consent has been characterized by placing blame, and most often 

on the person whose boundaries have been violated. The person with the least amount of 

power in the situation is somehow also responsible for the violation, or as Ehrlich states: “the 

victim is held responsible for being deficient in her attempts to communicate” (162). The 

question is both why that is, and how this happens? 

 Lack of consent is also lack of communication if the premise of consent is that it is an 

ongoing conversation. Seeing as consent exists in the nuances of human interaction, there is a 

need for exploring the reasons behind this miscommunication that Ehrlich points at. By doing 

so, we might begin to understand what is missing in the current conversation. And by using 

literary representations of sexual consent like in “Cat Person” and Diary, we might also 

investigate how and if they succeed in their portrayals and why and how the mediums of 

literature and comics are suitable for a discussion of consent. 
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1.3 Perspectives on the Short Story 
Ellen Burton Harrington argues for the short story’s status as a feminist form as she considers 

it to be especially hospitable to women writers. She observes that the form’s “resistance to 

closure and perception of a different reality … offer(s) a re-envisioning of the expansiveness 

essential to feminine writing” (8-9). She further comments on the structural devices of the 

spatial form of the short story such as the epiphany, de-emphasizing of plotline, disclosure as 

part of why the genre is particularly suitable as feminist arena (9). The history and emergence 

of the short story also has feminist significance in that it gave women writers economic 

freedom and the opportunity to explore feminist topics that was once considered marginal by 

society (Pratt 97). Furthermore, O’Connor emphasizes the short story’s attention to 

marginalized characters and moreover the character’s inner change and “intense awareness of 

human loneliness” (19). The subjectivity of the short story is part of what makes it an 

appropriate vehicle for addressing the topic of consent, seeing as it must be considered a 

highly subjective and personal experience when boundaries are crossed, and bodies are 

violated. The short story can be considered a suitable arena to examine these feminist topics 

particularly given its history as part of women’s liberation and its formal aspects in genre. 

Contextually, “Cat Person” can be placed in the feminist canon of short fiction, 

echoing works like The Yellow Wallpaper (1892) by Charlotte Perkins Williams. 

Thematically, they both comment on structures in society that has to do with power and 

gender. Originally published online, “Cat Person” was not part of a short story collection, but 

after its popular reception, Roupenian was offered a book contract, and earlier this year You 

Know You Want This was published. The collection of short stories explores, much as “Cat 

Person” does, power relations and gender relations as they both reveal and question matters 

of desire, violence, sex and consent. As this thesis will show, the narratological aspects in 

“Cat Person” invites the reader to interpret meaning and create coherence by looking at the 

silence in the gaps in narration. The thematical and formal ambiguity of the short story is also 

part of the reason why it is suitable for representing sexual consent. 

 

1.4 Perspectives on the Graphic Narrative 
The Diary of a Teenage Girl is Phoebe Gloeckner’s second published book and depicts the 

life of fifteen-year-old Minnie Goetze through several different representational modes. The 

adolescent coming of age story is represented though original diary entries and comic strips 

from Gloeckner’s own life throughout the year of 1976-77 and sections and illustrations 
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produced during the time she created the graphic narrative. The multimodality of Gloeckner’s 

work both challenges the conventional comics form and becomes essential in unpacking the 

overall theme of sexual consent. 

This thesis explores in part the language of comics and how it portrays sexual 

consent. The basic structure of comics is built up by panels and the gutters in between. It 

shows simultaneously what is there and not there. Due to its visual nature, the reader must 

engage in the subject from a different angle than one is used to in reading strictly written 

prose. Ultimately, I wish to shed light on how the distinctive features of the comics form can 

be used to represent sexual consent, and why it is useful. 

I aim to answer this by exploring the tension between what is stated and what is 

silenced. Further, I argue the significance of taking into account the difference in being 

silenced and being silent. By navigating the gutters, panels, frames, images and words that 

sometimes show conflicting messages, the reader takes on the work of filling in the gaps and 

creates closure, which can be defined as a fundamental principle of comics as it is the space 

where the creation of meaning takes place: “Comic panels fracture both time and space, 

offering a jagged staccato rhythm of unconnected moments. But closure allows us to connect 

these moments and mentally construct a continuous, unified reality” (McCloud 67). 

These gaps of silence and absence reflect how consent is often defined by silence and 

further exemplifies the discrepancy between the written prose and visual imagery that 

produce at times conflicting messages. The space for interpretation and the role of the reader 

as creator of closure becomes the main focus of the formalistic perspectives of the comics 

form related to the theme of sexual consent.  

 

1.5 Women Writing  
According to Moi, all contemporary women writers face the dilemma of either writing as a 

woman or as a universal human being (Moi 266). I do not wish to reduce the authors to their 

gender, neither do I believe that merely because they identify as female that they 

automatically enter into the feminist realm of literature. I have chosen texts that portray what 

I believe to be feminist topics such as female sexuality, sexual liberation and power relations 

between men and women, and that they have feminist significance because of these 

representations. The significance for this thesis lies in the theme of sexual consent in 

heterosexual relationships and the implications for addressing this theme in the short story 

and the graphic narrative. 
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Wittig states that: “All minority writers (who are conscious of being so) enter into 

literature obliquely” (62). She argues that when texts are reduced to a political program, they 

cease to operate on a textual level lose not only their ‘textualness’, but also their relation to 

other texts. According to Wittig, a text’s primary aim is to “change the textual reality within 

which it is inscribed” (63). But seeing as texts are reflections of and a result of social and 

political conditions, it seems inappropriate to isolate the text from the society which it is 

produced. Wittig also objects to the term ‘feminine writing’, as she considers it a 

“naturalizing metaphor of the brutal political fact of the domination of women” (59). Wittig 

ties women writing to victimhood, whereas I find it beneficial to consider the emancipatory 

and uniting aspects of a collective feminist canon of women writers. 

Martha Nussbaum on the other hand, argues in “The Narrative Imagination” that it is 

inappropriate to approach literature with “a political agenda” (89). She emphasizes the 

reader’s ability to interact with texts and stresses the potential that lies within literature when 

it comes to challenging conventions and cultivating people’s judgement and sensitivity (86-

99). Like Nussbaum, I too believe that literature has a vital role in educating people, and that 

although literature does not have the power to transform society alone, there is power in 

empathy. Therefore, this thesis has the underlining focus of calling attention to shared human 

life. Familiarity and empathy are what gives “Cat Person” and Diary their aesthetic power. 

The recognition that comes with interpreting them gives the reader the opportunity to identify 

and articulate silence and ambiguity.  

The theme of sexual consent falls under what one would generally consider a personal 

topic. However, history has shown that the woman body and the female experience is often 

subjected to public debate. Carol Hanisch’s paper “The Personal is Political” from 1969 

brings personal problems related to topics like sex, appearance and abortion into the public 

arena (76). The term political is used in a wider sense, connected to power relationships and 

not electoral politics (76). Literature has the power to engage with politics whether it is 

through opposition or propaganda. In the texts I have selected for this thesis, the authors have 

chosen to describe and portray subjects that has to do with female sexuality and agency and 

by doing so they are in a sense critiquing the status quo.  

 

1.6 Willfulness 
Sara Ahmed explores the theme of willfulness in Willful Subjects, looking into its history in 

philosophy and literature, examining the relation between willfulness and will, the particular 
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will and general will, ill will and good will. Her claim is that willfulness can be a charge 

made by some against others and she explores how it has been received by those who have 

been given this charge: “There is joy in translating an experience into a maxim: a sense of 

being in charge of what you are charged with” (168). She places willfulness in a political and 

cultural discourse with a basis in feminist, queer and postcolonial theories. The willful 

subject, a figure of disobedience and defiance is suggested as a possible requirement for 

overcoming its elimination: “Willfulness as a style of politics might involve not only being 

willing not to go with the flow, but being willing to cause its obstruction” (161). 

 The most compelling part of Ahmed’s theory of willfulness related to consent, is the 

idea of letting things go for the sake of collective comfort and the general happiness of 

others. When the matter of saying “no” becomes a complicated one, there is a need for 

exploring where the fear of creating discomfort comes from: “Discomfort becomes a polite 

strategy or technique of power” (55). Causing obstruction and killing joy becomes a political 

act, something one is charged with and something that ultimately might be required: 

“willfulness requires a collective struggle: becoming army. Effort is shared. Effort is 

unbecoming” (203). 

 Ahmed refers to Brownmiller’s Against Our Will in her chapter on willing subjects, 

where she expands on Brownmiller’s theory, suggesting that in addition to hearing the 

violence which translates no into yes, we need to identify the instances in which yes 

comprises force but is not experienced as force (55). This thesis will examine the ways in 

which literature can be used in portraying sexual consent, and how the chosen texts maneuver 

that task. In addition, I aim is also to examine the invisible force Ahmed refers to, specifically 

in instances concerning sexual consent.  
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2 Interpreting Ambiguity, When Silence 
Means No 

 

“Cat Person” tells the story of two characters - twenty-year-old college student, Margot and 

Robert, an older suitor in his mid-thirties – who go on one date which leads to an 

uncomfortable sexual encounter and eventually a bad breakup. It is written in close third 

person with Margot’s thoughts meticulously described, especially during the sex scene where 

she comes to the realization that she does not in fact want to sleep with Robert, but for a 

number of reasons, decides to go through with it, nonetheless. The short story appeared 

online in The New Yorker in 2017, where the depiction of the uncomfortable romance 

resonated with many women. It was shared wildly through social media and as Roupenian 

herself has stated: “They said it captured something that they had also experienced: the sense 

that there is a point at which it is “too late” to say no to a sexual encounter” (“What it felt like 

when “Cat Person” went viral”). As a result of the conversation that was sparked, the 

phenomenon of ‘grey-area sex’ and unwanted sex was also discussed in a public forum. 

Roupenian calls the short story a “poisoned cocktail of emotions and cultural expectations - 

embarrassment, pride, self-consciousness, and fear” (“What it felt like when “Cat Person” 

went viral”). What I aim to examine in this chapter is how “Cat Person” represents sexual 

consent and what the significance of this representation is. The part literature plays in this 

representation is that it has the ability to change the existing ideology in modern society and 

hopefully encourage readers to reformulate what constitutes sexual consent.  

The phenomenon of “Cat Person” led to an online discussion on consent and how it 

was portrayed in the short story. Much of the story’s reception emerged on twitter and other 

online forums, which can imply that the traditional literary canon is currently expanding into 

uncharted territory. Interpretive communities now exist online and not only in exclusive 

literary circles and academia. Stories of similar experiences and the topic of so-called gray-

zone sex emerged together with interpretations of the fictitious relationship between Margot 

and Robert. I believe it is important to acknowledge these communities as contributing to 

literature’s purpose of educating people through empathy and recognition and that the 

reception of “Cat Person” is proof that literature has the power to spark debate. The short 

story has further value due to its accessibility, which is a positive consequence of literature 

being posted and shared online. I argue that Roupenian places herself in a canon of women 
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writers who have challenged the dominant social codes of patriarchal society. By being 

neglected and positioned as inferior to the male sex, the solution has been writing and 

representing oneself through literature. To hear women’s voices, agency and active 

participation in what consent both is and is not, is a way forward in creating the mutual 

understanding that must be the premise for the discussion of consent. 

Many of the articles and tweets that were written in the aftermath of the story’s 

appearance pose the question of who is to blame in the story. What is the reason behind 

Margot’s passivity? Is Robert so clearly the villain? While both questions are interesting to 

consider, it is the space in between that I am interested in, the so-called gray area. What are 

the underlying mechanisms that play out in the sexual encounter between the two characters 

and how are they portrayed? This gray area is the area between yes and no, between silence 

and assumed consent, between desire and uncertainty. 

 My aim is to investigate what makes the short story a well-suited genre for depicting 

the gray areas in sexual consent. It is also to explore how consent is portrayed in the 

narrative. I argue that the implications for this investigation are the recognition of the story’s 

role as contributing to a major part of the discourses around sexual life that needs to be 

discussed and taught. My focus in this chapter will therefore be on the form of “Cat Person” 

and how form relates to the theme of sexual consent. The short story’s intangible and 

undefined genre makes it a suitable vehicle for creating literary representations that may with 

any luck lead to reflection and discussion around the topic of consent. Consent must be 

considered as an ongoing conversation, and while “Cat Person” does not explicitly verbalize 

what’s missing in the discussion around sexual consent, it is my view that the reader has the 

ability and power to do so by interpreting the uncomfortable sexual encounter between 

Margot and Robert.  

 The short story’s portrayal of sexual consent differs from the depictions in Diary in 

several ways, but they have a few features in common. The age gap between Margot and 

Robert is substantial and although that is not quite the equivalent of Minnie and Monroe’s 

age difference, it is still a considerable number of years between them, making the subject of 

power relations significant in both cases. Margot is not a minor, but at twenty years old she is 

somewhere between adolescence and adulthood, while Robert on the other hand is in his mid-

thirties. Insight in Margot’s interiority is shown through the use of an extradiegetic 

heterodiegetic narrator, while Minnie’s version of accounts is shown through her personal 

diary. The differences in narration show that one can achieve a high degree of insight in the 

character’s subjectivity using both first-person and third-person point of view. This is 
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interesting and important to consider when we discuss the matter of consent, when it comes 

to how and by whom the interaction is portrayed.  

 This chapter will be divided into two sections as I focus on the narratological aspects 

of the short story in the first and willfulness in the second. I have chosen to include these two 

approaches, in spite of the thesis’ limitations in scope, seeing as I find value in both. I apply 

Ahmed’s concept of willfulness to the discussion, in order to examine the subject of Margot 

and explore how willfulness relates to the theme of sexual consent. I propose that we look to 

the willful child and the willful subject in the discussion on consent as both a theory to 

understand what consent can be, and as a framework for the investigation of Margot and 

Minnie as willful subjects. By applying willfulness to the discussion, we might uncover how 

consent can be understood and further how willfulness can be a solution, a way forward in 

leading a willful life.  

 

2.1 “Cat Person”, The Short Story 
“Cat Person” was published under Fiction in The New Yorker, but it was for some reason 

treated by some readers as a personal account of an uncomfortable sexual encounter of 

Roupenian herself, or as a thought piece speaking to the #metoo movement. While timing 

certainly had an impact on the short story’s reception, much of the commentary on “Cat 

Person” neglected to treat the story as fiction and as a short story. I argue that value of the 

short story is that it is in fact fiction, and Margot and Robert do not exist. The story sheds 

light on some of the power dynamics that exist in society and helps us to understand how 

they are connected to public life, politics, entertainment, and the personal realm. Some of the 

most successful short stories are stories that provide the reader with more ambiguity than 

closure: “whether the reader will settle for ambiguity is another matter” (Gerlach 135). What 

this short piece of fiction is able to do is to provide readers with the possibility of a 

productive and dialectical discussion around consent without personal experiences and scape 

goats to consider.  

Charles E May presents Cortázar’s views on how the short story has the ability to 

illuminate something beyond itself because of its compression and intensity (xvii). Through 

elimination comes intensity and by carefully chosen details comes tension. These two 

elements, among other narrative techniques like epiphany and narrative disclosure makes the 

short story the ultimate vehicle for discussing the parts of consent which have not yet been 

discussed and is lacking in vocabulary. The content of “Cat Person” and its overall theme of 
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silence, ambiguity, and interpretation is further reflected by the short story’s compressed 

form. Thus, there is tension in both form and theme. 

Nadine Gordimer argues for the short story’s relevance to the modern condition as she 

suggests that the short story, compared to the novel, is better suited to capture “ultimate 

reality at a time when … we are drawing nearer to the mystery of life” (264). Gordimer’s 

emphasis on the present moment and the modern consciousness can be read together with the 

online phenomenon of “Cat Person” and moreover the metoo-movement and the current 

cultural and political discourse around gender relations and power structures. As stated by 

Anderson, the story inspired “countless tweets and nearly as many think pieces about modern 

dating, consent, feminism and the role of fiction in American Culture” (“What to Read About 

‘Cat Person’”). This echoes back to the fiction’s inherent ability to represent something only 

fiction can. And in this case, the form of the short story might be the best option for depicting 

something as complicated as sexual consent. 

 

2.1.1 Epiphany 
The epiphany in the short story has been described by Baldeshwiler as an important structural 

device as it is supposed to reflect and resolve emotional complexities (236). The epiphany 

represents a turning point in the narrative and are moments of perhaps unexpected insight and 

enlightenment. Some critics, like Clark, argue that narrative disclosure takes over the 

traditional role of the epiphany as a structuring device. In this sense, it is possible to view 

lack of closure as an expression of disillusionment in the search for ontological insight that 

was once provided for by the epiphany (387). 

 However, there is no apparent lacking structure in “Cat Person”, so the story does not 

rely on epiphany for coherence. Yet, the epiphany plays an important role in uncovering 

Margot’s conscious awakening. What is most interesting in “Cat Person” is the way Margot 

reflects, and how the readers might ask themselves “why is she reasoning in this peculiar 

way”? Just as she is wondering herself. In my view there are two epiphanies in the story. The 

first one is Margot’s own revelation: “she thought, brightly, This is the worst life decision I 

have ever made! And she marveled at herself for a while, at the mystery of this person who’d 

just done this bizarre, inexplicable thing” (15). This type of reflexive-introspection reveals 

more about the self, than it leads to a conclusion or a solving of a problem. Both Margot and 

the reader are wondering why she ultimately made the choice of sleeping with Robert, 

although her attitudes toward him clearly changes: “She tried to bludgeon her resistance into 
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submission by taking a sip of the whiskey (…) she began to have trouble breathing and to 

feel that she really might not be able to go through with it after all” (Roupenian, 12). 

  The second epiphany as I see it, is the reader’s own, which can occur at different 

points in the story, but there is a strong case to be held for the ending of the story, as Robert’s 

true colors are revealed when he ends his series of aggressive texts to Margot with “whore” 

(22). The two epiphanies provide psychological insight in both the narrator and the reader, 

but not necessarily narrative structure or closure. Winther writes about the experience of 

“bafflement, an extraordinary image or scene perceived but not understood, producing a 

sense of enigma” (135). With that explanation in mind, both the reader and Margot herself 

are wondering why she acts the way she does. With Margot’s epiphany, Roupenian creates a 

space that perhaps exceeds rationality and rational closure, and instead looks to wonder and 

enigma. The fictional space for interpretation that is carved out by the author becomes a 

space for the reader to formulate the incomprehensible. The reader’s own epiphany becomes 

an extension of this.  

Elliott maintains regarding the epiphany that “We do not arrive at moments of 

transformation by rational or deliberate means … but by surrendering ourselves to the 

processes of the unconscious, which introduces in a series of symbols and images a language 

which we interpret not by analysis but by feeling” (179). This echoes back to the subjectivity 

of the short story, as Margot’s interiority is what one might consider the common thread. And 

further, that the feeling of discomfort, both Margot’s own discomfort and the readers’ is 

perhaps the most essential to “Cat Person”. What Roupenian achieves through the use of 

epiphany is that it highlights a crucial point in the story. Margot questions her actions and 

though she is unable to comprehend the reasons behind them, she does arrive at the 

conclusion that it was quite possibly, as she says, the worst decision of her life. The role of 

the epiphany becomes one of illumination. It informs both the reader and Margot herself that 

she made a mistake of not saying no. On the most basic level, this tells us that there is room 

for learning by mistake, and that setting boundaries for oneself in sexual relations is a 

continuous process.  

 

2.1.2 Interpretation and miscommunication 
The short story is first and foremost a story about interpretation, the construction of a person 

based on wrongful assumptions. According to Roupenian, Margot constructs an image of 

Robert based on “incomplete and unreliable information, which is why her interpretation of 
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him can’t stay still. The point at which she receives unequivocal evidence about the kind of 

person he is is the point at which the story ends” (“Kristen Roupenian on the Self-Deceptions 

of Dating”). Margot engages first and foremost in a texting relationship which is mostly 

based on wit and banter: “She still didn’t know much about him, because they never talked 

about anything personal, but when they landed two or three good jokes in a row there was a 

kind of exhilaration to it, as if they were dancing” (Roupenian 2). The texting relationship 

allows them to grow close quickly, yet the real-life interactions between them show the 

inadequacy of a purely online affiliation, or at least it shows that the connection they have 

textually is not transferrable to real life. The symptoms of miscommunication are shown 

through Margot’s continuous attempts at interpreting Robert’s text messages and mood, 

always searching for answers in his behavior like in this example:  
On the drive, he was quieter than she’d expected, and he didn’t look at her very much. Before five 

minutes had gone by, she became wildly uncomfortable, and, as they got on the highway, it occurred to 

her that he could take her someplace and rape and murder her; she hardly knew anything about him, 

after all (6). 

Robert’s silence, the external stimulus, is the cause of Margot’s initial feeling of discomfort 

and then she reasons, not necessarily reasonably, that he might rape and kill her. This is yet 

another example of the Margot’s habit of feeling before reasoning and a symptom of the lack 

of information she has of Robert. Together with interpretation, lack of communication and 

not knowing, thematically “Cat Person” seems reasonably suitable for the short story form, as 

theme and form reflect each other. Shaw observes:  
sometimes it is not the characters, but the author who is silent, leaving things unsaid and unexplained, 

partly because of the demands of the form he has chosen to work in, but also and more importantly – 

because he wants to convey a view of life in which things felt but left unstated have value … the short 

story’s success often lies in conveying a sense of unwritten or even unwritable things (264). 

During the sexual encounter between the two main characters, Margot remains silent about 

her change of heart and does not voice her needs, nor her hesitations. She chooses to leave 

Robert out of it. Roupenian selects a narrative voice that includes the reader in Margot’s 

thought process, but neglects Robert’s. In that way, Roupenian creates more ambiguity than 

resolution in her depiction of the events that unfold, allowing the reader to interpret the 

grayer areas. The reader observes that Robert neglects the non-verbal cues Margot makes 

during their sexual encounter and she distances herself from the action while relying on her 

imagination to get her through the deed. At one point, the action plays out like Robert is the 

only agent and Margot is merely being acted upon, which is an indicator of Robert’s 

obliviousness: “During sex, he moved her through a series of positions with brusque 
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efficiency, flipping her over, pushing her around, and she felt like a doll again … a doll made 

of rubber, flexible and resilient, a prop for the movie that was playing in his head” 

(Roupenian 15). Whether or not Robert blatantly ignores or fails to recognize Margot’s lack 

of enthusiasm is up to the reader to decide. Margot fails to understand Robert as well, and 

does not comprehend his declaration ““Yeah, yeah, you like that,” with an intonation that 

made it impossible to tell whether he meant it as a question, an observation, or an order, and 

when he turned her over he growled in her ear, “I always wanted to fuck a girl with nice tits” 

(15).  

 The narrative focalizes Robert entirely from Margot's perspective, therefore it is 

uncertain whether she interprets his thoughts or behavior correctly, and the readers suffer as a 

result of this, being given only one side of the story. This makes the job of the reader even 

more important. The reader only has access to Robert's point of view through the use of free-

indirect discourse and reported speech. This can be interpreted as an invitation to identify and 

sympathize with Margot, but in my view, what is more important is that it contributes to the 

story's ambiguity and points to the responsibility of the reader. The focalization in “Cat 

Person” also mirrors Minnie's voice in Diary as the reader is presented with only her version 

of accounts, which I shall return to in the second chapter. 

“Cat Person” shows both the dangers of relying on the online image of someone as 

well as the importance of communication in consent. Robert does not detect Margot’s 

uneasiness and discomfort during the sexual encounter, Margot fails to communicate her 

discomfort and instead resorts to imagination as a form of dissociating mechanism. While 

assuming consent can be seen as an extension of rape culture and toxic masculinity, and there 

are certainly indications that point to Robert’s assumptions, what the short story is able to 

portray is the lack of communication in sexual consent and consequently the discomfort that 

surface as a result of that.  

 

2.1.3 Revelation and Disclosure 
In Toward The End, John Gerlach addresses the reader's role in creating closure and the 

narrative expectations that are created in the short story. He writes about extending the frame, 

and how the reader provides closure when the short story fails to do so. Much like the graphic 

narrative’s concept of closure in the gutter, the modern short story often relies on the reader 

to continue the narrative beyond the words on the page: “The reader is encouraged to look 

out beyond the moment of the ending with whatever mixture of emotions the story has 
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evoked but is not, so to speak, waiting for the other shoe to drop” (Gerlach 132). The power 

of the short story comes from the way it allows for a multitude of interpretations of the sexual 

encounter and the story’s disclosure can be seen as an extension of that, creating more space 

for the reader to continue the debate after the ending.  

The story’s ending consists of a string of drunken, hostile texts from Robert after he 

has witnessed Margot with another man. There are essentially two ways of interpreting this. 

One conclusion is that the ending provides a resolution and insight as to what kind of person 

Robert is, and that his misogynistic and toxic statement is a revelation of his true character. In 

terms of closure, it would seem as this is a resolving of Margot’s “problem”. According to 

Gerlach, “all short stories use at least one of five signals of closure: solution to the central 

problem; natural termination; completion of antithesis; manifestation of a moral; and 

encapsulation” (8). The last word of the story is “whore”, which can also be read as written in 

the heat of the moment, the lashing out of someone who has been hurt and rejected and does 

not understand why. Robert's messages are quoted directly and therefore suppress the original 

narrative voice, Margot does not answer, and neither is the reader provided with any insight 

as to what she may be thinking. The only choice the reader is left with is to speculate whether 

or not Margot will have gained any insight or change in perception regarding Robert. The 

evaluation must be made by the reader, much like the sexual encounter.  

According to Winther, a prominent sign of narrative closure is providing a solution to 

the initial problem (136). If the reader concludes that the initial problem is unsolvable, a 

sense of narrative closure may still be achieved (Gerlach 7-8), thus closure can be attained 

not in a traditional sense, but through the reader’s awareness. Further, mere anticipation of 

closure might affect the structure of the story and again affect the reader’s experience (160). 

His argument that the anticipation structures the whole is based on the view that the short 

story’s ending is always present. For some readers, there are enough red flags throughout the 

story so that Robert's misogynistic utterance does not come as a shock, but as merely a 

confirmation of what was anticipated. As a consequence, closure is provided in the sense that 

this was foreshadowed from the beginning.  

 However, there is another possibility. As a result of the sudden change in narration 

from free-indirect discourse and reported speech to direct presentation, the ending of the 

story might be considered ambiguous and open-ended. The lack of decisiveness in the story’s 

ending should not be considered as a “missing part”, but rather a reflection of the story’s 

recurring theme of silence, ambiguity, and interpretation. The narrative events, plot and 

progress is secondary to the internal and psychological process of Margot and perhaps more 
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importantly, the reader. Margot’s emotions become the focal point and the resolution must be 

provided by the reader. In that sense, “Cat Person” is a story concerned more about questions 

than closure. It is the interpretation both in the reader, and in Margot, not conclusion and 

answers that is in focus. By reading the ending as ambiguous, the story has the ability to live 

beyond the pages and encourage further debate. This debate is important, seeing as a 

universal understanding of what constitutes sexual consent is needed. The revelation of 

Robert’s toxicity and aggression is also an indicator of male entitlement that deserves 

attention, and in that sense, a comprehensive approach to the discussion of gender roles and 

privilege can be a part of that debate.  

 

2.1.4 The Ambiguity of Silence 
In the space created by omissions in narration, disclosure and in what is not communicated, 

there is silence. Assumed consent through silence has shown itself to be problematic in many 

ways as I understand it to be a symptom of the dense conditions of patriarchal space. Being 

silenced and not having the right to vote or to voice opinions in the public realm is also a part 

of the destructive aspects of silence. As Ahmed states, silence has been a part of the woman 

experience: “femininity can be lived as the accumulation of experiences of being silenced; of 

having to overlook how you are looked over. Sometimes we become accommodating because 

our views are not accommodated, a not that happens, over and over again” (155). Survivors 

of sexual assault, violence, and harassment have broken the silence by sharing their stories, 

and there is tremendous value in breaking the silence and voicing experiences, but I argue 

that there is also value in silence itself in the space that is created by it. As a consequence, 

there are two ways we need to address the silence related to sexual consent.  

In her essay “The Aesthetics of Silence” from 1967, Susan Sontag describes silence 

as the artist's ultimate gesture. According to Sontag, silence is a form of liberation and allows 

for more questions than answers. A use for silence can according to Sontag be “providing 

time for the continuing or exploring of thought” (XIII). Accordingly, silence can be a tool for 

the exploration and continuation of reflections. Silence opens up to a world of contemplation 

if the reader is willing and attentive. Sontag further observes that “Since the artist can't 

embrace silence literally and remain an artist, what the rhetoric of silence indicates is a 

determination to pursue more deviously than ever before” (VI). I interpret this statement as 

instead of attempting to say something meaningful in art, that one must rather create the room 

for others to speak. This echoes back to the original questions this thesis is based on, namely 
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how sexual consent is portrayed and why it is significant. I argue that it is portrayed through 

silence and space, both formally and thematically, and the significance lies in the reader's 

power and responsibility in interpreting and creating meaning. 

 

2.2 Willful consent 
For this thesis, the most significant part of “Cat Person” is the depiction of absence of explicit 

consent in a sexual encounter. It is a description of a man’s feeling of entitlement to a 

woman’s body. It is also a story about gender roles and expectations and ultimately assumed 

consent. The reception shows the story’s relatability and in the debate that followed, 

countless women shared similar stories that contrastingly were non-fiction. The current 

cultural and political climate made the discussion possible, as well as the story's portrayal of 

the theme of sexual consent. Sara Ahmed points to this assumed consent and places it in a 

historical context: 
There is a history whereby men give themselves permission to hear no as yes, to assume women are 

willing, whatever women say, a history that is central to the injustice of the law, which has historically 

read consent off women’s own bodies or conduct, as if by dressing this way, or by doing something 

that way, she is enacting a yes, even when she herself says no (Ahmed 55). 

What “Cat Person” is able to do is to show the intricacies in sexual consent and to represent 

what a specific kind of force feels like. Ahmed suggests that in addition to hearing the 

violence that translates no into yes, we should consider the instances of that yes as a result of 

force but not experienced as force: “when for instance a woman says yes to something as the 

consequences of saying no would be too much” (55). Margot goes through with the sexual 

encounter, as she is overwhelmed with the thought of saying no, or rather overwhelmed with 

the idea of what it would demand of her:  
Looking at him like that, so awkwardly bent, his belly thick and soft and covered with hair, Margot 

recoiled. But the thought of what it would take to stop what she had set in motion was overwhelming; it 

would require an amount of tact and gentleness that she felt was impossible to summon. It wasn’t that 

she was scared he would try to force her to do something against her will but that insisting that they 

stop now, after everything she’d done to push this forward, would make her seem spoiled and 

capricious, as if she’d ordered something at a restaurant and then, once the food arrived, had changed 

her mind and sent it back (Roupenian 12). 

Ahmed’s theory of willfulness can be connected to the theme of sexual consent in a number 

of ways. If we assume that causing obstruction in a sexual context is the equivalent of being 

charged with willfulness in a negative way, then we might understand the power that comes 

with precisely causing that obstruction. Ahmed further offers multiple definitions and 
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understandings of what constitutes power, and one of them is that it “involves the capacity to 

carry out an action despite the will of others. Resistance, in other words, is not strong enough 

to stop those with power doing what they will do” (54). If resistance in itself is not enough, 

perhaps willful obstruction is. I propose to deconstruct the definition of power in order to 

create a new understanding of what constitutes sexual consent. That would involve a 

redefinition of both power and masculinity.  

Bell Hooks writes in “Understanding Patriarchy” that accepting the idea that men are 

all-powerful, and women are all-powerless is to deem all men as inevitably oppressive, and 

consequently all women as victims (2). The problem thus lies in the way we define power 

and how it has been culturally ingrained that power is both masculine and dominant:  
Masculinity in this society inevitably conjures up notions of power and legitimacy and 

privilege, it often symbolically refers to power of the state and to uneven distributions of 

wealth (...) Masculinity represents the power of inheritance, the consequences of the traffic in 

women, and the promise of social privilege (Halberstam, 2). 

If we are to rethink power as something beyond masculinity and dominance, then the 

expectations of what constitutes a man would also have to change. And if power is not 

domination, could another definition of power be vulnerability? And ultimately, with the 

current understanding of power, can power be equally shared when part of its premise rests 

on the domination of ‘the Other’?  

 In “Feminist Killjoys (And Other Willful Subjects)”, Ahmed discusses the complexity 

of feminism and how feminism becomes “an object of feeling” and a way of relating to the 

world and understanding how we relate to it (1). First and foremost, there is the matter of the 

politics of emotion that I believe contributes to a new territory in feminist activism, and 

consequently there is the matter of leading a willful life which I interpret as a possible 

solution to some of the issues of consent. As Ahmed states in Willful Subjects, willfulness can 

be a mobilizing experience: “When we are not willing to adjust, we are maladjusted. Perhaps 

willfulness turns the diagnosis into a call: don’t adjust to an unjust world” (157). 

Ahmed elaborates on the figure of the feminist killjoy, placing her in the context of 

feminist critiques of happiness and argues that she is given meaning in that sense, seeing as 

“happiness is used to justify social norms as social goods” (3). Can we compare saying no to 

participating in sexual intercourse with causing unhappiness? Although Ahmed herself does 

not explicitly make this comparison, I believe many of her insights on killing joy can be 

transferred to the fear Margot experiences of possibly turning down Robert’s sexual 
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advances. Margot’s subjective experience has some correlation to the idea of sabotaging 

happiness: 
Feminists do kill joy in a certain sense: they disturb the very fantasy that happiness can be found in 

certain places. To kill a fantasy can still kill a feeling. It is not just that feminists might not be happily 

affected by what is supposed to cause happiness, but our failure to be happy is read as sabotaging the 

happiness of others (Ahmed, 3). 

By killing joy and saying no, Margot would be effectively killing the fantasy both she and 

Robert had created of each other. She chooses not to speak up, afraid that she would seem 

spoiled and fickle. The fear of rejecting him is compared to being dissatisfied with food 

(Roupenian 12). Ahmed argues that “A feminist account of gender as a social relation might 

need to include analysis of how women willingly agree to situations in which their safety and 

well-being are compromised” (55). And we need to explore why Margot chooses to stay in 

the situation even though she insisted previously that she was not “scared that he would try to 

force her to do something against her will” (Roupenian 12).  

Ahmed observes the problems that arise with being charged with willfulness in the 

negative sense. It resonates with Margot’s reluctance to address the uncomfortable situation 

she finds herself in as she fearful that she might seem difficult: “Oh the frustration of being 

found frustrating! Oh the difficulty of being assumed to be difficult! You might even begin to 

sound like what they hear you as being like: you talk louder and faster as you can tell you are 

not getting through” (154). Further, she tackles the expectations of women’s expected status 

of inferiority: “Willfulness is often used to diagnose “reluctance to yield” as a problem of 

female character. This description of charges and being charged: women who do not yield to 

men’s advances become unyielding” (143). It must be considered a high-risk activity, the act 

of saying no, when the outcome is the risk of being seen as obstinate. 

Ahmed also states that there is a political struggle in how one attributes good and bad 

feelings, the question being who introduces what feelings to whom (“Feminist Killjoys” 6). 

The woman’s role of making those around her comfortable, the happy housewife, the fantasy, 

the one who needs saving – these expectations and tropes we attribute to women – when they 

are disrupted and destroyed, discomfort takes its place. “To be willful is to provide a point of 

tension” (7), and Margot is not prepared to disturb the fragility of peace by ruining the 

atmosphere. She is rather overwhelmed with the idea of having to stop what she had started 

and mentions both tact and gentleness as necessary means of doing so, but she feels that it is 

an impossible task and she chooses to maintain the public comfort, sacrificing her own 

enjoyment while tending to the comfort and happiness of Robert: “And then he was on top of 
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her again, kissing her and weighing her down, and she knew that her last chance of enjoying 

this encounter had disappeared, but that she would carry through with it until it was over” 

(Roupenian, 15). There is too much resistance in Margot, too much ‘unwillingness’ and fear 

of the awkwardness that might occur. As Ahmed argues, to create awkwardness is to be read 

as awkward: 
Power speaks here in this moment of hesitation. Do you go along with it? What does it mean not to go 

along with it? (…) Maintaining public comfort requires that certain bodies “go along with it.” To refuse 

to go along with it, to refuse the place in. which you are placed, is to be seen as causing trouble, as 

making others uncomfortable (Ahmed, 6). 

Reading Margot as the unwilful subject helps in understanding the structures that she is 

essentially a victim of. The theory of willfulness sheds light on the reasons behind her fear of 

saying no and creating discomfort. The implications of saying no within a sexual context 

needs to be deconstructed along with that fear. But there is also hope if we look to the 

possibilities of willfulness, and there can be power found in engaging with the willful parts of 

oneself, in precisely causing trouble and discomfort. 
 

2.3 Conclusion 
What “Cat Person” is offering is a subjective account and view of consent from the inside in 

a literary perspective, and how the possibility of saying no within a sexual context produces 

fear of creating discomfort and tension. Part of the story’s success is a result of the current 

political climate and the sense of authenticity in its portrayal of complicated contemporary 

dating culture, not to mention problematic aspects of sexual consent. The story sheds light on 

power relations as it explores the intersections between power and privilege. Further, it 

comments on gender expectations in heterosexual relationships regarding both masculinity 

and femininity. 

 Roupenian is able to portray how sexual consent is negotiated, and in this case, not 

verbalized, through literary techniques that have silence as the common denominator. There 

is value in identifying how silence is manifested. Room for reader interpretation is created 

formally through spaces in narration and disclosure and the epiphany provides the reader with 

further insight. The reader becomes the protagonist of the story in the sense that s/he is 

responsible for creating coherence and meaning through the silence. Contrastingly, there are 

other aspects to silence that are inherently problematic like assumed consent through silence. 

Further, the silencing of sexual assault victims and being silenced through perceived force are 

also important factors to recognize in discussing sexual life.  
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The benefit of analyzing the story lies in the inherent value of representation, 

solidarity and universalizing experiences. The significance of the story’s fictional character is 

that it creates the freedom of interpretation and the possibility of having a constructive debate 

on how consent can look like. In that sense, there is freedom in ambiguity. “Cat Person” 

shows that serious fiction can exist together with social media and that interpretive 

communities are expanding.  

 In an era that moves further toward polarization, literature and fiction has the ability 

to depict the grayer areas of life, consent being one of them. The characters of Margot and 

Robert also contribute to this seeing as they both portray as having unflattering 

characteristics. Margot as the unwillful subject can teach us that there is a need for 

deconstructing what constitutes power, and by looking at consent through the lens of 

willfulness, we might uncover the structures that constitute gender and power relations, and 

also the power that comes with causing obstruction and being charged with willfulness: 

“Willfulness thus becomes an assignment in another sense: a project or task that we can take 

up in our everyday negotiations with the world” (Ahmed 157).  
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3 The Silence in the Gutter: When Yes 
Means No 

 

The Diary of a Teenage Girl, an account in words and pictures was published in 2002 and is 

Phoebe Gloeckner’s second published book. It depicts one year in the life of fifteen-year old 

Minnie Goetze, who lives with her mother and sister and who develops a sexual relationship 

with her mother’s boyfriend, Monroe. The story takes place in San Francisco from March 

1976 until March 1977. The work consists of longer texts, a mix of Gloeckner’s original 

diary, and entries written during the book’s creation, as well as illustrations and comic strips. 

These illustrations are also a combination of drawings from the year 1976-77 and strip 

sections created while writing the book.  

Scholars and critics who have written about Gloeckner’s work have discussed her 

depictions of female sexuality in relation to Laura Mulvey’s theory of the male gaze and how 

to challenge the continual production of visual pleasure. The context of trauma theory has 

been employed by Hillary Chute in Graphic Women and Fredrik Køhlert in the article 

“Working it Through: Trauma and Autobiography in Phoebe Gloeckner’s A Child’s Life and 

The Diary of a Teenage Girl”. Siril Sæther Færestrand uses Gloeckner’s work to explore the 

relationship between trauma and autobiographical comics and highlights how questions of 

truth and representation in both A Child’s Life and Other Stories and The Diary of a Teenage 

Girl provides a useful and interesting context for the discussion on trauma. I have chosen to 

focus on the comics form as a medium well-suited to discuss sexual consent and the gray 

areas that exist in the problematic sexual relationship between Minnie and Monroe, seeing as 

I believe it is a new and interesting perspective and contribution to the readings of 

Gloeckner’s work.  

Marianne DeKoven and Hilary Chute write that the language of comics distinguishes 

itself from strictly verbal literature: “graphic narrative offers an intricately layered narrative 

language – the language of comics – that comprises the verbal, the visual, and the way these 

to representational modes interact on a page” (“introduction” 767). The tension created 

between the different modes of verbal and visual narration can be compared to the 

compressed form of the short story which creates tension in a similar fashion. These 

similarities regarding space, silence and tension speak to the role of the reader as interpreter 

as well as the theme of sexual consent. Both Diary and “Cat Person” rely on the reader as the 
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interpreter. They also have in common the fact that the focus lies in the internal and 

psychological processes of the protagonists. Margot’s internal processes is what drives the 

story forward, and seeing as Diary is structured as a literal diary, Minnie’s personal accounts 

of her life become the focal point of the graphic narrative. 

I will be unpacking the discrepancies between the written prose and the illustrated 

parts of the book, and how these provide a space for interpreting silence, specifically related 

to the issues of consent. It is my view that the form of The Diary of a Teenage Girl can 

provide a unique understanding and useful perspective of the theme of sexual consent and the 

gray areas in between. By interpreting the space between image and text through the 

multimodal juxtapositions we can better understand what constitutes consent and how it is 

portrayed in Diary. By forcing the reader to engage not only in the text, but in the comics, the 

reader becomes a more active participant in the creation of meaning and coherence. The 

significance of different perspectives presented according to which medium is being used is 

also important to consider in the work the reader does. It is my understanding that the feeling 

of discomfort that occurs in being exposed to Gloeckner’s work is important both in terms of 

its literary value as well as the larger debate on sexual consent. Minnie as the protagonist of 

the story can be said to have many similarities to the ‘willful child’ Ahmed refers to in Willful 

Subjects, I will therefore apply some of Ahmed’s theories to the discussion and compare the 

two characters of Minnie and Margot in terms of their willfulness.  

 

3.1 Questions of Genre 
The Diary of a Teenage Girl has been given several different labels; graphic memoir, graphic 

novel, autobiography. I have chosen to employ the term graphic narrative as it applies to 

Diary’s narrative character. The work of Gloeckner is defined by multiplicity as she employs 

different mediums, both visual and verbal, to tell the story of Minnie. In the preface of the 

revised edition of Diary, Gloeckner herself emphasizes the narrative’s fictional nature, 

calling it a novel: 
The Diary of a Teenage Girl has often been characterized as autobiography, life-writing, or memoir. 

These characterizations seem to attempt to define the book as a “document”, or in “feminist” terms, as 

a record of a young woman’s life in a particular era, a record whose value is more political and 

historical than aesthetic or literary. I see my work differently. This book is a novel (xv).  

She then states that she is more interested in discussing parts of the book that have 

significance to the world we live in, and if there is something to be learned here. The book’s 

reception and analyses rely heavily on the autobiography or memoir genre and although 
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Gloeckner rejects these terms, she is also contradicting herself. In an interview with Whitney 

Joiner she states: “By reading that book, you’re not experiencing what I experienced. You’re 

perhaps experiencing my interpretation of it, but you’re bringing yourself to it. In that way, I 

always hesitate to say this is a true story” (“Not Your Mother’s Comic Book”). However, 

later in the same interview she acknowledges that she and her protagonist Minnie, who also 

resembles her greatly, cannot always be separated: “this happened to me. I feel really totally 

fucked-up. I don’t understand any of this. Let’s look at it. Let’s not look at it sideways or 

make it look prettier, but let’s just look at it for what it is” (“Not Your Mother’s Comic 

Book.”). In another interview, Gloeckner states that she had to distance herself from Minnie, 

the protagonist, in order to write the book, and therefore used the diaries from her teenage 

years as material rather than documents (UM Stamps, 00:01:20-00:02:58). 

 Nevertheless, in my close readings of Diary, the questions around genre are not the 

most significant to the theme of sexual consent. Regardless of whether or not the raw and 

unfiltered descriptions of discomfort and sexual ambivalence have a basis in Gloeckner’s 

own experience, the most relevant part for this thesis is that the moments of sexual 

ambivalence represent an emotional truth, regardless of the actual truth of Gloeckner’s 

personal experience. Therefore, emotional resonance will be a focus in this thesis as I believe 

the subjective experience of violation in relation to sexual consent needs to be recognized. 

The same recognition applies to “Cat Person” as believe that both the short story genre and 

the comics medium has the ability to portray ambivalence in consent and further ignite 

conversation through emotion and empathy, ensuring the reader’s active commitment to the 

text.  

 

3.2 Between the Frames of Consent 
In the following part of this chapter, I will discuss the form of Diary, in addition to the 

possibilities of the comics medium not only in representing truth or perceptions of truth, but 

in relation to the theme of sexual consent. It is my view that the form of Diary with its 

combination of verbal text and visual images creates a space for debating the theme of 

ambivalence and the gray areas of consent. The discrepancies between words and pictures 

make it possible for readers to interpret and analyze the power relations between Minnie and 

Monroe, and how the same action can be perceived differently according to which medium is 

being used to describe it. The problematic aspects of their relationship have their basis in 

their age gap and the fact that Minnie is under age. Additionally, the fact that Monroe is 
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Minnie’s mother’s boyfriend and thereby inhabits a paternal role, complicates the matter 

further. But most importantly, Minnie suffers from the neglect of her mother and is craving 

connection and intimacy as a result of this. All of these factors have to be considered in 

interpreting the subject of Minnie and will accordingly shape the foundation of the close 

readings. The theme of consent is significant insofar as Minnie is perhaps not able to give it 

at all, given her problematic and traumatic childhood and current circumstances and despite 

her sexual curiosity. Ambiguity presents itself in the sense that she exhibits sexual agency 

and desire at the same time as the reader observes the asymmetrical power dynamics between 

her and Monroe. 

A traditional definition of comics is “juxtaposed pictorial and other images in 

deliberate sequence, intended to convey information and/or produce an aesthetic response in 

the viewer” (McCloud 9). Gloeckner complicates the medium of comics as she employs 

multiple modes to her narrative. The multimodality in Gloeckner’s work thus requires a 

different approach than a traditional novel, or a traditional comic book for that matter. The 

verbal narration and the fragmented and sporadically placed illustrations, together with the 

longer comics strips must be processed as a whole. One cannot rely on one mode at a time; 

neither can one give rank to one mode over the other. Wohlwend (2008) claims that, “When a 

message is conveyed in several modes, the combination of modes amplifies and/or 

complicates the separate strands of monomodal meanings” (128). In comics, and especially in 

Gloeckner’s multimodal work, each mode has the ability of communicating individual 

meanings, thereby urging the reader to be more attentive than one would be required to be 

when working with only verbal narration. As I will demonstrate in this chapter, 

multimodality affects how sexual consent is portrayed in Diary and requests a high degree of 

reader interpretation and participation.  

In “Comics as Literature? Reading Graphic Narrative”, Chute states that “Comics is a 

structurally layered and doubled medium” (459). Keeping this in mind, the hybridity of the 

comics medium makes the reader’s task of interpreting more challenging, in the sense that the 

meanings might be conflicting or double-coded. Regarding the matter of consent, conflicting 

messages and ambiguity is often a part of negotiating sexual encounters insofar as the same 

event might be construed differently according to the individuals involved, which emphasizes 

the subjectivity in experience. When we read and interpret the intricate work of Gloeckner, 

there is no black and white in meaning, rather we must take into account the different 

mediums and construct meaning accordingly, recognizing the work’s inherent ambiguity. The 

responsibility of creating meaning through this ambiguity rests on the reader, however, the 
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multitude of interpretations can be seen as a possibility for expanding perspectives, thus 

ensuring literature’s aim of educating people through empathy.  

In the foreword of Diary, Chute addresses the juxtapositions of the everyday, 

mentioning maps of Minnie’s neighborhood, illustrations of her favorite candy, alongside the 

graphic and explicit illustrations of sexual encounters, and depictions of alcohol and drug 

abuse (xiv). In that way, the rawer parts of the book become normalized. At the same time, 

there is the uncomfortable feeling and reminder of Minnie’s actual age. One example of this 

is the drawings of candy that Minnie likes, casually mentioned on the same page as the 

following passage: 
Dear Minnie, Remember? Today was the day you went with your mother to the airport to pick up 

Monroe Rutherford, the dashing thirty-five-year-old blonde with whom you are having an affair, who 

incidentally is one of your mother’s lovers. Remember? (…) and then and then and then you went to 

his apartment with him and had sexual intercourse and fell asleep for an hour” (Gloeckner 145). 

 

 
Figure 1 (The Diary of a Teenage Girl 145) 
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These juxtapositions are a recurring theme throughout Gloeckner’s work, highlighting the 

adolescent state of fifteen-year-old Minnie. Sometimes she is depicted as a grown-up, and 

sometimes as a child. The contrasts are not just thematic, but textual as well. Minnie’s 

vocabulary and sentence structure in the paragraph below figure 1 has formulations like 

“dashing”, “with whom” and “sexual intercourse”, which is reminiscent of a more mature 

person’s writing. However, contrasted with the candy images, Minnie’s trustworthiness as an 

adult is weakened. Other statements by Minnie such as: “I don’t know where to direct all my 

sexual energies” (Gloeckner 11) and “I really like getting fucked” (26) give the impression of 

an older and more sexually experienced individual. Nevertheless, the visual depictions of 

Minnie tell another story, especially when she and Monroe share the same frame and the age 

gap between them is emphasized through extreme size differences.  

I believe it is important to keep in mind Minnie’s willfulness and how she willingly 

and actively pursues Monroe as much as he is seducing her in turn. Verbally, Minnie exhibits 

control, lust and independence, whereas the images of a teenager in bed with an older man 

reminds the reader of the moral and legal aspects of their imbalanced relationship. As Køhlert 

reminds us: “The formal multimodality of the narrative in this way accentuates the thematic 

conflict between Minnie’s feelings of being control of her sexuality and the fact that she is an 

adolescent only a few years out of childhood” (184). It would be a mistake to remove 

Minnie’s agency completely and disregard her wish for sexual experience. What the reader 

can do, however, is to make a distinction between this sexual drive, which is legitimate and, 

in my view, reasonable for a teenager her age, and identify the problematic aspects in the 

asymmetrical relationship between Minnie and Robert. Minnie craves sex, but also attention 

and love. However, she takes it from whomever who offers it, thereby complicating the 

matter of genuine consent, making it clear that Monroe is taking advantage of her 

vulnerability. 

Erving Goffman writes about “relative size” and gendered power relationships in 

images in Gender Advertisements where he states: “Indeed, so thoroughly is it assumed that 

differences in size will correlate with differences in social weight that relative size can be 

routinely used as a means of ensuring that the picture’s story will be understandable at a 

glance” (28). These observations are written in the context of advertisements, but they have 

transfer value in the discussion of comics as well. The power relation between Minnie and 

Monroe is underlined by the drawings of them together where Minnie is drawn fairly small 

and Monroe abnormally big. By doing so, Gloeckner widens the gap of interpretation, 

making it obvious for the reader/viewer that their relationship is indeed asymmetrical.  
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The full-page illustration of Minnie watching Monroe sleep in figure 2 is drawn up 

close with Monroe’s face taking up much of the page, as is the depiction of the two in figure 

3 where Monroe’s face in profile dominates the frame, while Minnie is facing the other 

direction, her whole body roughly the size of Monroe’s nose. Thus, the illustrations 

demonstrate the power imbalance between them. In the verbal texts belonging to each 

picture, Minnie describes Monroe as the “handsomest man” and shows how she tenderly sees 

him as an object of beauty. The images, however, tell a different story, depicting Monroe as 

scruffy-looking, wrinkled, and puffy-eyed. Most of the illustrations of Monroe can in fact be 

described as rather ugly. This shows a discrepancy between Minnie’s perspective and the 

viewer’s likely perception: “The gaze of young Minnie diverges from the perspective of the 

drawing” (Færestrand 51), which further emphasizes the ambiguity of the narrative. 

As a consequence, it is possible to take into account the perspective of Gloeckner, the 

adult artist and how she chooses to portray both Minnie and Monroe as opposed to her 

teenage self. In view of this, the drawings bring new perspectives to the diary entries written 

from the point of view of a teenager. Køhlert suggests that Gloeckner is offering the 

illustrated parts of the novel as a “corrective to the first-person narrative’s relative innocence, 

while remaining true to the authentic experience of her teenage self” (138). Keeping that in 

mind, the images tell a different story than the verbal narration. He further links this to 

trauma theory and how it is only through multimodal juxtaposition that one can fully cope 

with and understand the extent of that trauma. Whereas my interpretation is that our 

understanding of sexual consent and the gray areas in between, what you might call the 

words unspoken, can be uncovered in the space between image and text. Essentially, 

multimodal juxtaposition creates the vocabulary that might be missing from the debate on 

consent. The creation of an entirely new discourse around consent and sexual relationships 

requires more work, but by identifying how consent is missing in these literary 

representations and recognizing the transgressions both Margot and Minnie are subjected to 

one can at least begin the effort by engaging in conversation. 

It is important to emphasize that the ideal might not be a ‘yes means yes’ solution, and 

that verbal consent could be both misleading and hierarchal in relation to bodily and non-

verbal consent which must be considered just as legitimate. The vocabulary of consent needs 

to include the understanding that factors like willful participation, active interaction, eye 

contact, touch, and attention to reactions to touch, are all a part of the ongoing 

communication that constitutes consent. Sexual consent must be defined by active 

participation, cooperation and the mutual understanding of a shared project. 
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Figure 2 (The Diary of a Teenage Girl 143) 
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Figure 3 (The Diary of a Teenage Girl 10) 
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The two large frames of Minnie and Monroe portray the power dynamic between them in the 

form of relative size, whereas other illustrations portray the grayer areas of their sexual 

relationship. I have chosen two specific illustrations, one illustration with correlating verbal 

prose and one longer comic strip. The illustration from “Spring” offers another unsettling 

image of Minnie and Monroe where the age gap between them is emphasized by Minnie’s 

childish features and Monroe’s unrealistically large hands as well as older looks. The verbal 

narrator states: “I love Monroe to touch me affectionately” (Gloeckner 84), but the image of 

the older man fooling around with a much younger girl is uncomfortable to watch. The verbal 

text provides information as to why Minnie longs for physical contact as she declares below 

the illustration: “My mother doesn’t touch me if she can avoid it. Some mothers touch their 

children a lot, in a natural way” (84). Minnie’s mother is not providing her with the physical 

connection she needs, and Minnie is thereby seeking confirmation from Monroe, equating his 

physical touch with love and affection: “because then I know he cares about me” (84). The 

drawing is able to capture both Minnie’s pleasure and wanting, in addition to Monroe’s 

inappropriate behavior.  

 

 
Figure 4 (The Diary of a Teenage Girl 84) 
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Figure 5 (The Diary of a Teenage Girl 49) 
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Figure 5 shows Minnie and Monroe in bed and is part of a longer section of a comic strip. In 

the last section on the last page as shown in the figure above, they are wrestling and Monroe 

is seen pushing Minnie onto the bed, pressing his body on top of hers. As previously stated, 

the image of a teenage girl and a man approximately twice her age makes for uncomfortable 

viewing. We are witnessing Minnie’s need for psychological intimacy as she is trying to 

encourage Monroe to talk about his personal life. The last frame shows him hushing and 

silencing Minnie as she says: “Why won’t you tell me anything? You know everything about 

me” (Gloeckner 49). The asymmetrical relationship is this time reflected by the fact that 

Monroe knows more about Minnie than vice versa. Physically, Monroe is again - stronger 

and bigger, and displays this dominance by pushing Minnie onto the bed and laying on top of 

her. The question the reader must ask is whether or not Minnie is in a place where she can 

consent to this sexual activity. Additionally, does she have the language needed to talk about 

consent?  

 As mentioned in the introduction, Ehrlich’s model of miscommunication can be used 

to understand the murkiness of sexual consent, and by analyzing the verbal cues with the 

illustrations of physical cues we can unpack what is problematic in this specific scene. 

Minnie’s exclamation and imperative “Don’t touch me you big fat lout!” in the first panel 

following Monroe’s disregard of her statement with his own imperative: “Stop wiggling, I’ve 

got you!” is the first clue of Minnie’s signals of resistance not being respected. The 

playfulness in their interaction in the previous panels makes it hard to conclude that the 

action is undeniably unwanted. However, together with the images of Minnie shoving 

Monroe away, and his grabbing her waist and head, pushing her onto the bed, is an indication 

of both verbal and physical resistance not being respected. Contrastingly, Minnie exerts more 

willfulness and resistance than Margot in “Cat Person”, and where Margot avoids conflict, 

Minnie is actively engaging in confrontation. However, there are other aspects regarding why 

she gives in. Margot fears the possibility of creating discomfort by changing her mind, 

whereas Minnie longs for the physical contact and validation from a paternal and/or maternal 

figure, thereby likening the physical relationship she has with Monroe to parental love and 

affection. 

Although the comics strip does not have corresponding verbal prose outside the 

panels like many of the other illustrations, the scenes depicted can be read in light of 

Minnie’s previous statements such as: “He’s fucked me three times now and I feel as if I’m 

being taken advantage of because I know he only loves her…” (11). Minnie herself 

articulates that she feels taken advantage of, and she is perhaps looking for attention in others 
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because of her negligent mother and is therefore engaging in sexual activities to please 

Monroe and get attention in return. That is not to say that she does not crave sexual 

experience, but the other factors in her life should be taken into account, namely her mother’s 

inability to provide validation, stability and comfort. The recurring question of Minnie’s 

ability or lack thereof in consenting to sexual intercourse is given prominence in light of this 

information. The notion of being taken advantage of is also mentioned again later on when 

Minnie states: 
It’s not right that we have to hide our affection. Do you think it’s right? Or do you think that Monroe is 

just some old lecher who is taking advantage of me? And if he’s not taking advantage of me, do you 

think it’s a horrible sin all the same? I wish Monroe had a diary so you could read both sides of the 

situation and tell me what’s what (Gloeckner 142-44). 

In this case, Minnie is unsure whether or not she is being taken advantage of, whereas she 

previously stated that she felt that way. She asks the reader to make the judgement for her, 

admitting she is does not know ‘what’s what’. She does not provide the reader with a clear 

answer as to whether it is an evident violation she is subjected to. She poses the question, and 

subsequently it is up to the reader to decide. We can assume that although she has a 

considerable sexual appetite and displays this unequivocally, the juxtaposition between the 

verbal narrative where she claims her willfulness and the images of sexual violation provides 

the reader with enough information that perhaps Minnie as a narrator cannot be trusted 

entirely. 

In Graphic Women, Chute maintains that “Minnie feels that her sanity is contingent 

on Monroe’s sexual attention, and, when she cannot get it, she has sex with boys her own 

age, at once exhilarated, fascinated and repulsed by her own sexuality and her sexualization 

by others” (75). This is another indicator that the basis for her consenting to the sexual 

relationship with Monroe is a result of negligence and lack of attention from parental figures. 

Minnie is, however, different from other victims of sexual violence because she insists on her 

desire and agency, but is perhaps not cognizant of where it stems from and what really 

constitutes a grown up sexual relationship. Her maturity varies insofar as she exerts sexuality 

and desire on one hand, but on the other hand, does not necessarily know what that entails: “I 

said I really mean it I really really want you to fuck me. I was laughing, and it seemed 

ridiculous. I didn’t even know if I was serious but it was a funny game and I was totally 

drunk” (Gloeckner 6). In view of this, interpreting the conflicting and ambiguous messages 

becomes a comprehensive task as the reader must decide whether or not Minnie is capable of 
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being making autonomous choices. In that regard, she contorts the concept of consent which 

is already a complicated matter.  

 

3.3 The Creation of the Active Listener 
In Understanding Comics, McCloud coins the term closure as the phenomenon of “observing 

the parts but perceiving the whole” (63). He discusses the role of the reader as collaborator in 

this process and highlights the participation required for creating understanding and a 

continuous narrative between the isolated panels of a graphic narrative (66). Moreover, he 

specifies the different types of closure, all of which have different levels of reader 

involvement necessary to render the different transitions meaningful. The fragmented 

structure of comics, with the array of panels simultaneously separated and connected by the 

space between them, which is known as the gutter, makes it necessary for the audience to 

participate in creating meaning. McCloud describes closure as an act of intimacy: “surpassed 

only by the written word, a silent, secret contract between creator and audience” (69) where 

the role of the reader is that of an accomplice and equal partner in crime (68). Chute (2008) 

similarly states that: “comics as a form requires a substantial degree of reader participation 

for narrative interpretation” (460), this is due to the fragmented state of comics with its blank 

spaces in the gutters.  

 Thierry Groensteen writes about something similar to McCloud’s term of closure in 

The System of Comics where he coins the neologism general anthrology, which is used to 

describe linear and translinear relationships between panels and shows how panels are 

connected by the narrator and linked by the reader (22). Both theories have to do with 

braiding of different panels, and how meaning is created in the gutter and in general, but 

Groensteen focuses more on connections beyond juxtaposed panels and describes how the 

total layout of a comics page can create meaning.  

If a combination of the two theories can be applied to the theme of consent, we might 

understand Gloeckner’s use of multimodality and her comics style as a way for the reader to 

formulate something that fifteen-year-old Minnie for many reasons is not able to 

communicate. Køhlert describes in his article how “the images in The Diary of a Teenage 

Girl bear witness to a case of sexual abuse in a way that the words alone do not” (138), 

meaning that the visual elements of Diary show something that the words do not. My 

argument related to the language of comics is that the form itself creates room in the gutter 

for the reader to engage with the subject, in this case the problematic relationship between 
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Minnie and Monroe, and that it is the reader’s duty in fact, to speak on Minnie’s behalf. In 

this sense, reading a work like Gloeckner’s is a highly participatory process which requires a 

great deal of reader involvement, not necessarily to make transitions meaningful, but to 

understand the scope of Minnie’s experiences and possibly contribute to the larger debate on 

sexual violence and consent. 

The gutter in itself can signify an idea that is projected and further interpreted by the 

reader. The interaction between gutter and illustration can be compared to reading between 

the lines in a written narrative as the reader produces and constructs ideas and knowledge 

through the space given, both in terms of narrative structure and thoughts and reflections 

regarding themes and content. The gutter can also show some similarities to compression in 

short stories, seeing as omissions and ellipsis having the effect of forcing the reader to 

interact and engage, connecting missing parts of a narrative and constructing it into a whole. 

The gutter consequently becomes the space in which the story takes place: “it’s the power of 

closure between panels that I find the most interesting. There is something strange and 

wonderful that happens in this blank ribbon of paper” (McCloud 88). The silence of often-

times assumed consent relates to the silence in the gutters in the sense that comics have more 

pronounced gaps than written texts. 

According to Jane Tolmie, comics has the potential of forcing the viewer to see “an 

often-invisible culture of shaming and silencing” (xi). She points at how the comics medium 

can be used to address invisibility and silence (xi). I argue that it is our duty to speak on 

Minnie’s behalf because the reader becomes a spectator of the sexual violence she is 

subjected to, making the reader an accomplice in some ways. By becoming spectators of 

Minnie, we become witnesses and can in turn break the silence by engaging “with the 

dominating and destructive forces of the unspoken and unspeakable” (xi), through the 

deliberate visual decisions made by Gloeckner. As readers and spectators, we have the 

responsibility of acknowledging the transgressions Minnie is subjected to, as it is inherent in 

the comics medium to provide for this kind of recognition: “image forces recognition, 

empathy, acknowledgement of shame and damage” (xvii). 

The grammar of comics with its gutters invites the involvement of readers, making it 

more engaging to fill in the gaps with meaning: “This grammar makes extraordinary demands 

on the reader to produce closure ... The work of closure draws the passive “looker” into the 

engagement (and demands) of reading” (Whitlock 93). Moving from passivity to active 

engagement is key in understanding the scope of Minnie’s experiences and becoming 

emotionally invested in her life. Diary relies heavily on reader’s involvement due to its need 
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for closure. The reader must interpret in order for meaning to emerge, seeing as the different 

mediums often provide different messages. The visual aspects together with the textual 

narrative, the direct address to the reader in some of the diary entries all require the reader to 

provide closure in order for the graphic narrative to have meaning. I argue that Gloeckner’s 

work is dependent on the reader’s ability to provide closure due to its multimodality and that 

this has the effect of engaging the reader, making us invested and active listeners and 

participants. 

Readers are invited to interpret meaning through the silence in the gutter and have the 

power to create the vocabulary that is missing on the page much like the short story. In that 

regard, reading between the gaps of narration in the short story is equal to creating closure 

between multimodal juxtapositions in the graphic narrative. The reader in Diary is given the 

responsibility of not only interpreting meaning between the multimodal juxtapositions, but is 

being addressed directly from the first page of the book. The narrator even warns the reader 

about reading her diary:  
Dear Dear, Please, do not read this unless and until I am dead and even then not unless it is twenty-five 

years from now or more… If you do read on, don’t you dare ever let me know that you did or I swear 

to God I will kill myself or run away or do any number of self-destructive things. I beg of you, for my 

sake and yours, do not do not do not” (Gloeckner xix). 

But to continue reading, the reader must Readers must ignore Minnie’s request. Færestrand 

refers to this transgression as making “the readers participants in the violation of Minnie’s 

rights” (42). Minnie continues this form throughout the book, creating the active listener by 

using the reader as a conversation partner: “Am I bad?” (17). This also brings up the ethics of 

spectatorship and how the reader receives responsibility not only in witnessing Minnie, but in 

negotiating consent. 

Chute writes in the introduction of Diary that Gloeckner’s art evokes an important 

kind of discomfort: “the kind of discomfort one might feel reading Diary – say, about how 

much a fifteen-year-old loves getting fucked – is an important kind of discomfort” (xiii). The 

most important and powerful role of art is that it may evoke some sort of emotional response. 

It has the power to influence the way we view the world. With that power comes 

responsibility as previously stated. The experience of spectatorship in Diary might shape the 

overall understanding of what constitutes consent. While art produces pleasure, the reader 

must be aware of that pleasure and locate where it comes from. This applies to tension and 

discomfort as well. Therefore, there is value in analyzing and interpreting the feelings art 

conjures. 
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3.4 Minnie Goetze, The Willful Child  
The willful child: she has a story to tell  

- Ahmed, 1  

 

Olga Michael (2018) deconstructs the work of Gloeckner and shows the possibility for 

healing through self-representation and recreation. She writes about A Child’s Life and how 

the graphic memoir as “feminist reparative art can function as a channel through which the 

abused girl or woman can be lifted from the status of the passive, silent sexual object” (230). 

Her project is to show that Minnie’s “status as passive, sexualized and silenced is made 

transparent, undone and redone” (230). As mentioned previously in this chapter, I believe it is 

important to recognize Minnie as an adolescent with sexual needs and desires, regardless of 

her relationship with Monroe and its problematic nature. Treating her as passive and lacking 

complete agency is to reduce her to a victim when she in fact exerts quite the amount of will 

and lust. That is not to say that she is not a victim of sexual coercion and violation. A 

dynamic and complex character like Minnie demonstrates that it is possible to both desire 

carnal knowledge and be taken advantage of in that same sexual context. 

 It is my view that Gloeckner is able to employ a kind of female gaze, as opposed to 

the traditional male gaze coined by Laura Mulvey, in her drawings of Minnie. Although some 

of the illustrations are decidedly graphic and raw in the sense that they create a high degree of 

discomfort in the reader/viewer, it would be a mistake to view Gloeckner’s depictions of 

Minnie as contributing to her objectification and sexualization. Rather, I argue that Gloeckner 

instead points at the ways in which art aestheticize the sexualization of young girls and 

women. Minnie turns to art, drawing and self-representation through the use of her diary 

contributing to a sense of empowerment. Like Cixous (1975) urges women to reclaim their 

bodies and desires and identities through écriture feminine: “woman must put herself into the 

text – as into the world and into history – by her own movement” (242), Minnie actually 

writes herself through the use of her diary and by telling her story. As a result, she leaves a 

literary imprint, which consequently can be seen as an act of emancipation and willfulness. 

While confronting the existing rigid structures of patriarchy, Gloeckner produces a fictional 

space where she is able to signify the murky linguistics of consent and power relations 

through Minnie’s experiences. In this sense, both Gloeckner the author, and Minnie the 

fictional character, engage in the same political act of writing themselves.   
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Minnie as a protagonist displays some similarities to the subject of Ahmed’s ‘willful 

child’. She is disobedient and mostly does what she pleases. She is also exercising her 

sexuality to the point where even Monroe feels it is too much for someone her age 

(Gloeckner 80). Ahmed calls the willful child a threat “because by failing to adhere to the 

will of the parent … she fails to support the body of the family and thus, to reproduce the 

family by being an appropriate point on the family line” (2). Minnie, as well as adolescents in 

general are usually charged with willfulness in the sense that the emancipatory project of 

separating themselves from their parents can be identified as a “a diagnosis of the failure to 

comply with those whose authority is given” (1). The way Ahmed describes the feminist 

killjoy as too much and too loud further resembles Minnie: “She is viewed as too full of her 

own will, as not empty enough to be filled by the will of others” (154).  

Where Minnie’s willfulness relates to the theme of consent is in that she personally 

identifies her desires, voices them and even acts on them by actively pursuing Monroe and in 

addition to boys her own age. Her persistence is also what makes her both disobedience and 

willful. By using this perspective, we can recognize her willfulness as a political act and 

appreciate her insubordinate acts as retaining some form of agency: “willfulness involves 

persistence in the face of having been brought down, where simply to “keep going” or to 

“keep coming up” is to be stubborn and obstinate” (2).  

Contrastingly, the protagonist in “Cat Person”, although five years older than Minnie, 

lacks some of the willfulness fifteen-year-old Minnie has embedded in her character. Where 

Minnie is loud, Margot is silent. In spite of their age difference, they possibly have the same 

degree of sexual experience. Their differences in terms of willfulness are shown through their 

actions, where Minnie speaks her mind and actively seeks experience. Margot, on the other 

hand, fears confrontation and finds it hard to reject Robert after their awkward date, even by 

text. She essentially tries to “ghost” him, by not replying to his messages. Nonetheless, 

Minnie and Margot both romanticize, quite naively, their respective love interests. What is 

most important however, is that in their sexual advances, both Robert and Monroe assume 

willingness. As debated in the previous chapter, it is important to consider the instances of 

force that are not perceived, but exerted (Ahmed, 55). Also, by perceiving Minnie as being 

willing all the time, “can be to eliminate the signs of a problem” (55) and justifies Monroe’s 

violations.  

 To interpret the willful subject of Minnie Goetze is a complicated matter. She wills 

too much and sometimes too little. In my understanding of willfulness, a willful subject must 

be considered as someone who is able to set boundaries for herself and that is where Minnie 
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falters. I argue that there is too much of disproportionate power dynamic between Minnie and 

Monroe in order for their sexual relation to be truly consensual. The close readings show that 

although a willful character, Minnie suffers as a consequence of the sexual exploitation she is 

a subject of. However, there is hope as Minnie finds a way through the abuse by voicing her 

experiences, leaving the literary imprint as coined by Cixous. Minnie’s last interaction with 

Monroe exemplifies this hopefulness: “I looked Monroe in the eye as I shook his hand firmly, 

and I thought to myself, “I'm better than you, you son-of-a-bitch.”” (Gloeckner 291). 

 

3.5 Conclusion 
In this chapter I have explored Gloeckner's use of multimodal juxtapositions and how we can 

see this in relation to the theme of sexual consent. I argue that we can interpret the grammar 

of the comics medium in Diary in terms of how sexual consent in is negotiated and portrayed. 

Seeing as the basis for my argument is that consent is defined by silence and ambiguity, it is 

my view that the gutter can serve as a possible vehicle for the creation of meaning and the 

vocabulary needed to talk about consent. It is through the process of closure that the reader 

might identify and interpret meaning, and due to Diary's combination of visual imagery and 

textual narration, the ways in which Gloeckner employs a multitude of modes, the reader 

must approach the subject with different perspectives accounting for the diverse messages 

portrayed. 

 The work of the reader in creating closure and meaning in comics is similar to the role 

of the reader in reading short stories. Comics rely on the gutter as the space for meaning to 

emerge and the short story employs different narrative tools like ellipsis, omissions in plot 

and disclosure to create tension and compression, which in turn makes the reader's job of 

interpretation imperative. Interpretation is a recurring theme in both texts, seeing as “Cat 

Person” is a story about Margot's interpretation and impression of Robert. It is further up to 

the reader to decide what is inherently wrong with the sexual encounter. 

 The two characters of Margot and Minnie are different in terms of willfulness. Minnie 

demands sexual experience, voices her desires and pursues what she wants. Margot, on the 

other hand is more passive both during and after her sexual encounter with Robert. She 

avoids responding to his messages and it is her roommate who in the end breaks up with him 

by text. They do have similarities in the sense that Margot initially initiates the sexual 

encounter and all though willfulness in Ahmed’s theories does not necessarily refer to sexual 

desire and initiative explicitly, there is something to be said about female desire and its often 
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negative connotations based on the gender role of women as being inherently passive. In that 

way we can apply the term of willfulness in the discussion of sexual consent and that it can 

be about both voicing desire and willfully obstruct depending on what the willful subject 

wants. 

 Lastly, on the subject of Minnie and the general theme of sexual consent, I believe it 

is through representation and storytelling that Minnie is able to voice her experience and that 

it has great value in the sense that sexual violence is often defined by silence, and witnessing 

Minnie is about creating a vocabulary for consent, a work that is shared by reader and 

protagonist. Tolmie states that “Creative emancipatory work in the context of the 

representation of child sex abuse, offers a venue both for the artistic self and for the receiving 

viewer/reader to do a range of affective and political things: to heal, to make transparent, to 

undo, and to redo” (xvi). I argue that by exploring the silence in the gutter, we can undo and 

redo the concept of sexual consent. 
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4 Conclusion 
 

This thesis has presented how sexual consent is represented in the short story “Cat Person” 

and the graphic narrative The Diary of a Teenage Girl. It specifically examines how the 

authors employ different narrative strategies related to genre and medium in their 

representation of consent in heterosexual relations. Further, a theory of willfulness has been 

applied to the discussion for the purpose of understanding consent through the lens of 

willfulness. My aim has been to dissect these literary representations of sexual consent and to 

show how consent is negotiated and communicated. The idea and hope that literature can be 

used as an educative tool has been the premise for the thesis, as I believe sexual consent to be 

an uncharted area and a part of sexual life that needs to be discussed. I also believe that it is 

imperative to disrupt the silence that so often constitutes consent in order to bring the 

conversation forward. I argue that consent is an ongoing conversation and that 

communication needs to be in a shared language.  

Chapter one was dedicated to exploring how the different formal aspects of the short 

story is used to portray consent and how the reader interprets the space created by these 

narratological techniques to further ignite a discussion. The overall theme of interpretation 

and miscommunication is represented through the extradiegetic heterodiegetic narrator who 

focalizes on the internal and psychological process of Margot throughout the story, which is 

also necessary in representing the subjective experience of discomfort in a sexual context. 

Narrative disclosure and the open-endedness are a reiteration of the overall ambiguity of the 

story, which also reflects the ambiguity of sexual consent. The disclosure has the effect of 

continuing the debate as the reader is given the task of creating some sense of closure when 

the story does not provide one. The two epiphanies, both Margot’s internal revelation and the 

reader’s own epiphany at the end should be considered a tool of enlightenment regarding the 

subject of consent. Thus, the reader is made aware of Robert’s transgressions and might 

begin to analyze the circumstances around them, taking into account the power imbalance 

between them and general intersections of dominance and privilege.   

The second chapter examined the ways in which Gloeckner’s use of multimodality 

can be a vehicle for representing and understanding the gray areas in consent. Through close 

readings and close looking, the reader is able to create meaning through the silence in the 

gutter, the space between the multimodal organization of diary entries, poems, illustrations, 

and comic strips. I argue that the important role of the reader as spectator, interpreter, and 
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listener is amplified due to the multimodality and the visual and verbal tension, and because 

of the subject of sexual violence in the graphic narrative. I believe Gloeckner is able to 

expose the complexity of sexual consent and female sexuality by creating ambiguity through 

the different modes employed. The comics medium offers a verbal and visual connection 

between narrator and reader as the representational tools provide different possible meanings 

and the reader must interpret accordingly. I argue that this leads to an expansion of 

understanding and insight in the reader, and that by creating verbal and visual representation 

of ambiguity in sexual consent, a deeper understanding of the power dynamics and structures 

that influence personal and sexual life is made possible. 

The depictions of sexual consent in “Cat Person” and Diary show that there are 

invisible, social, and historical contexts that affect even something as personal and intimate 

as sex. How we define power, sense of entitlement to pleasure and comfort, and gender 

expectations are all factors that contribute to how these interactions play out. I have explored 

how the rigid structures of gender affect expectations and roles in sexual relations and I 

suggest that another definition of power and masculinity might be a part of the solution: “The 

goal of feminist struggle should be to deconstruct binary oppositions of masculinity and 

femininity” (Moi 14). In “Cat Person”, Margot sacrifices her own comfort for the sake of 

Robert’s, or perhaps more intricately, it is more uncomfortable for her to say no, than to let it 

happen. Therefore, it was important to address the discomfort by using Ahmed’s theory of 

the feminist killjoy. Diary shows the willful child of Minnie as she maneuvers adolescence, 

sexual desire and sexual abuse. We witness Minnie as she struggles with agency despite of 

the sexual trauma and violations upon her body. I suggest that willfulness can be not only a 

way of understanding the complexity of sexual consent, but a solution: “a way of creating a 

space of one’s own, of coming apart, or becoming apart from a structured and oppressive 

environment” (Ahmed 157).   

The inspiration for this thesis came from the #metoo movement as sexual consent 

became a new area of discussion in light of uncomfortable and unwanted sexual experiences 

shared by women in the public realm. There is a need for defining what should count as 

consent, both in terms of verbal and non-verbal aspects, what behaviors are interpreted as 

signifying consent, and why consent is assumed in instances where it should not be. These 

are questions beyond the field of literature and beyond the scope of this thesis. However, I 

have argued that consent should be viewed as an ongoing conversation, a continuous process 

and a shared project. In the literary representations that I have analyzed, there are indicators 
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that communication is lacking and that there are intricate structures at play that complicates 

the matter of consent.  

In the introduction of this thesis I argued that literature has the ability to provide us 

with insight and knowledge that non-fiction may not. There are endless possibilities in 

interpretation, and fiction gives us the freedom and power to do so. With freedom comes 

responsibility especially with regards to the ethics of spectatorship and speaking on behalf of 

others, even though Margot and Minnie are fictional characters. Another focus in this thesis 

has been that of empathy and emotion. The ability literature has to provoke and evoke 

reactions and feelings, both good and bad is a crucial part of the general goal of education. As 

Gloeckner states: 
There is a process of dissociation that takes place when I make a story. I make creative decisions in a 

fugue state that I could hardly describe to you, but the end result is, I hope, a story with some meaning 

or resonance, something created, with a beginning, a middle and an end, an encapsulation of feeling 

and impression, but in no way a documentary of anything other than an “emotional truth 

(“The Phoebe Gloeckner Interview”).  
As previously argued, recognition and identification are what gives the two stories their 

aesthetic power. In the identification and recognition of the gray areas in “Cat Person” and 

Diary lies the possibility of contributing to the important debate on sexual consent. 
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