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abstract:

In this article we analyze Hanneriina Moisseinen’s historical comic The Isthmus
with in the framework of empathy. By focusing on the role of multimodal
storytelling - the combination of drawings, text, and photographs - we
explore the ways in which The Isthmus invites the reader to empathize with
the marginalized others of the past, both human and non-human. We
propose that empathy should be understood as a multidimensional
phenomenon of imagination, feeling, and understanding. To discuss how
Moisseinen’s comic elicits empathy, we apply Elisa Aaltola’s theory of varieties
of empathy, which provides a nuanced account for understanding how living
beings relate to and understand each other. We argue that comics
storytelling has the possibility not only of fostering the reader’s capacity to
imagine the lives of others, but also to invite them to attend to the

experiences of others through affect, embodiment, and reflection.
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Encountering Others through Graphic
Narrative. Layers of Empathy in Hanneriina
Moisseinen’s "The Isthmus"

What does war feel like? Hanneriina Moisseinen’s historical
comic The Isthmus (orig. Kannas) was published in 2016 and
received quite a lot of acclaim in the media in Finland. Several
reviews of the comic appraised it particularly for its touching,
deeply moving quality. For instance, critic Harri Romp6tti wrote
in the largest Finnish newspaper, Helsingin Sanomat,
that “instead of listing historical facts, Moisseinen shows what
the chaos of war actually felt like - and does so stunningly.”

The Isthmus depicts the end of the Continuation War - the name
used for the second conflict between Finland and the Soviet
Union (from June 1941 until September 1944) during World War
Il - and the evacuation of the Karelian Isthmus, an area which
was ceded to the Soviet Union after the war. Moisseinen’s work
uncovers this chaotic moment in history by making use of the
combination of pencil drawings and archival photographs.
Instead of just one protagonist, the story in The Isthmus is
centered on three viewpoints: those of the traumatized soldier
Auvo, who deserts the battle and ends up wandering mindlessly
around; the young farm girl Maria, who is forced to evacuate her
home; and animals, specifically the cattle Maria tends to.

Reading the reviews of Moisseinen’s comic, it seems clear
that a work of art has the power to convey the experience of
people who lived amidst a conflict almost 80 years ago. But in
what ways can a graphic narrative create empathy toward the
marginalized others, both human and non-human, of the past?
In this article, we examine The Isthmus within the framework of
empathy by focusing on the role of multimodal storytelling - the
combination of drawings, text, and archival photographs - in

inviting an empathetic response from its readers. We propose
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that, when discussing the effects of art in terms of empathy, we
should understand empathy as a multidimensional phenomenon
of imagination, feeling, and comprehension. Empathy can work
through imaginative simulation, emotional affiliation, and
embodied interaction, and may entail intellectual reflection. To
discuss how Moisseinen’s comic elicits different kinds of
empathies, we apply philosopher Elisa Aaltola’s model of
varieties of empathy, which provides a nuanced account

for understanding how living beings relate to and understand
each other. We explore the multimodal narrative strategies
used in The Isthmus to imagine the experiences of others, bring
historical events closer to present-day readers, and offer
insights into experiences beyond one’s own lifeworld. Based on
our discussion, we argue that graphic narratives have the
possibility not only to foster the reader’s capacity to imagine the
lives of others, but also to invite them to attend to the
experiences of others, through affect, embodiment, and

reflection.

The Isthmus, which is 238 pages long, is Moisseinen’s second
long-form comic. She previously published two compilations of
graphic short stories, the first based on old Karelian folktales
(Sen synty ja muita Vienan hévyttémid ja hulvattomia starinoita,
2005), and the second illustrating embarrassing stories
from different parts of Finland (Setit ja partituurit - Hapedllisid
tarinoita, 2010). The comics artist made her breakthrough
with the autobiographical comic Father (2013, orig. Isd), devoted
to the disappearance of her father and focused on the sorrow
and loss experienced by her family. The manifold dimensions of
memory, as well as Finnish history and tradition, play an
essential part throughout Moisseinen’s work, not only as the main
topics of her comics but also as the sources of their inspiration.

Moisseinen’s background is in the fine arts, which is manifested in

Widok. Theories and Practices of Visual Culture 4/36



Aura Nikkild et al. Encountering Others through Graphic Narrative

the visual expression of her comics. Both Father and The Isthmus
are implemented with meticulous pencil lines, the cross-hatching
creating highly expressive black, white, and gray surfaces.
Moisseinen also combines different forms of expression in her
comics: whereas in Father she includes sequences made

with embroidered cloth (borrowing the style from traditional
Karelian needlework), in The Isthmus an equally important role is
given to archival photographs. The comic contains over 60
photographs, all of which are originally from the Finnish Wartime
Photograph Archive, a collection of some 160,000 photographs
taken between 1939 and 1945 by the Information Company of
The Finnish Defense Forces.

The very beginning of the comic
includes a page that deploys the
conventional panel structure of
comics, but instead of drawn
images consists of six photographs

organized into a grid.

This sequence functions as

a prologue, visualizing the themes
of loss and departure. We see

a family leaving their house on a carriage loaded with their
possessions. They stop at a churchyard lined with the fresh
graves of fallen soldiers, lay flowers on one of the graves, and
leave. Apart from this page, all the other photographs in the
comic are spread so that they take up a whole page or, in some
cases, a double page. The photos are printed among the drawn
story as individual images and also longer series, the most
extensive sequence of photographs amounting to 29 pages.
Commonly exhibited images of the Continuation War - soldiers
either marching or pictured with different kinds of guns - are

not included. Instead, what The Isthmus exhibits are photographs
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of empty battlegrounds and the bombed ruins of houses, and
most importantly photos of Karelian people fleeing their homes
with their animals (see fig. 1).

In the context of Finnish history writing, Moisseinen’s comic can
be seen as part of a larger phenomenon of alternative
historiography which questions the nationalist and heroic master
narrative of wartime military history that has prevailed since the
beginning of the 1990s. In recent years, the experiences of
several marginalized groups - from women to war orphans, and
from Finnish Roma to Karelian evacuees - have been recognized
within the culture of remembrance. The Isthmus also connects to
a large corpus of graphic narratives that deal with historical
conflict, trauma, and alternative histories. Comics have a long
tradition of depicting war, and the form enables an array of
techniques to portray traumatic experiences usually thought of
as somehow unrepresentable or unimaginable. Moreover, the
dominant conceptions of history and historiography have often
been considered critically in alternative comics that exhibit
marginalized lives in order to reveal the complexities and power
relations of historical understanding.

Archives play a central role in Moisseinen’s comic, both in the
visual expression of the work and as its source. In her master’s
thesis, in which she sheds light on the creative process behind
The Isthmus, she recounts how she spent time in various archives
while preparing the script for her comic, reading
through thousands of pages of recollections by Karelians who
were evacuated at the end of the war. By exploring history
through the archives, Moisseinen’s comic actually takes part in
a larger phenomenon, since, as Hillary Chute notes, the so-called
archival turn is so prevalent in contemporary comics that they
have become one of its most popular and visible locations.

The Isthmus is a visually oriented synthesis of the archive
material examined by Moisseinen, and in her master’s thesis she

writes of figuring out a way to tell the stories of Karelian
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evacuees in a manner that appeals to modern-day readers.
While the potential of literature to cultivate empathy in
readers has been widely discussed in narrative studies
during recent years, there have only been a few attempts to
explore how comics as a narrative form invite the reader to
empathize with the experiences of others. The theorizations of
narrative empathy developed in the context of literary narratives
can, to some extent, be applied to graphic narratives as well,
but as Suzanne Keen points out, to understand how comics - or
any form of storytelling — might elicit empathy, it is necessary to
take into account questions of medium specificity. In her
cognitively oriented discussion on narrative empathy and comics,
Keen focuses on the use of anthropomorphic characters in
comics, which is a very common feature of the medium.
According to her, the use of anthropomorphic characters may
work as a strategy to create empathetic attachment in the
reader which can then be mobilized - for example, to bring
distant atrocities closer to home. While the appeal of
anthropomorphism is certainly true, Keen's argument appears
controversial in terms of the ideas of contemporary human-
animal studies. As has been noted in human-animal studies,
conventional anthropomorphic representations often simply
project human emotions onto non-human beings, and in doing so
fail to produce real understanding of non-human experience.
Thus, while anthropomorphic characters may be one of the
strategies that comics use to elicit empathy in their readers, it
might not be the most sustainable one, especially in the case of
human/non-human relations. The possibilities of the comics
form to imagine the experiences of others have also been
discussed by Katie Polak, who suggests that comics invite their
readers to feel others’ experiences in particular
through focalization and point of view, which can be employed to
raise consciousness about historical atrocities. What stands out

from these discussions are the multiple and varying concepts of
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empathy used. Keen understands empathy primarily in

a cognitive sense, as a way to identify the mental states of
others, whereas Polak draws on a more affective-oriented
definition where empathy is a way to connect with the feelings of
others.

As our discussion on The Isthmus takes its departure from the
idea that stories may foster our ability to encounter the
lifeworlds and experiences of other beings, we hope to establish
an even more nuanced understanding of narrative empathy in
graphic storytelling. Our approach is informed by philosopher
Elisa Aaltola’s theory of varieties of empathy, which treats
empathy as a diverse and complex phenomenon of “feeling
with or identifying the mental states of another.” Drawing
(mainly) on the rich traditions of philosophy and moral
psychology, she introduces a model of six different varieties of
empathy: cognitive, projective, simulative, affective, embodied,
and reflective. This model draws attention to the complexity of
empathy, as the varieties are distinguished from each other on
the basis of the human capacities through which they operate:
cognitive empathy through cognition, projective and simulative
empathy through imagination, affective empathy
through emotion, embodied empathy through embodiment, and
reflective empathy through intellectual reflection. While it is
evident that the different categories of empathy are not easily
separated from each other, and ideally support and complement
each other, the differentiation helps one to analyze the
possibilities and limits of empathy more carefully, and to
evaluate its role for moral agency.

Following Aaltola’s ideas of empathy, the aim of our analysis of
Moisseinen’s comic is, firstly, to explore how empathy works in
graphic storytelling as a multilayered phenomenon that invites
cognitive, affective, embodied, and reflective responses in

readers, and secondly, to consider the potential of graphic

Widok. Theories and Practices of Visual Culture 8/36



Aura Nikkila et al. Encountering Others through Graphic Narrative

storytelling to cultivate “other-directedness and heterogenic
openness towards difference.” While we draw on discussions of
empathy in philosophy, literary, and comics studies, as well as
scholarship on photography, the role of our own reading
experiences should also be recognized. As critical as we are as
comics scholars, there is no escaping the experiences and
emotions that reading Moisseinen’s comic stirs in us. Therefore,
instead of striving for an objective interpretation - if such a thing
is possible — our analysis of The Isthmus is guided by

a combination of theoretical discussions on empathy and our own

experience as readers.

Photographs have found their way into a large number of
comics, especially documentary ones, but the extent of the
photos in The Isthmus is quite exceptional. Many of the
photographs in the comic show people facing the camera, the
expressions on their faces ranging from numbness to suspicion
and bewilderment (see fig. 2). The facial expressions are
cognitively perceived, but in addition to observing the mental
states of these people, the reader is also invited to feel
with them. Their gazes seem like silent pleas directed toward the
reader, a call to empathize with their loss, which is represented in
the photos by the ruins of their homes in the background or the
scarce belongings taken with them on their journeys. These
photos show the individual faces of some of the 400,000-plus
evacuees, and through the affective qualities of these human
faces - or the composition of an appealing gaze, as Leena Romu
calls it in her analysis of Moisseinen’s comic - the reader might
grasp some of the emotions experienced by these people. The
response evoked in the reader by these images can be

categorized as affective empathy, following Aaltola’s model.
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Affective empathy stems from resonance with someone else’s
feelings, and is immediate and spontaneous. Although
through affective empathy we cannot capture the other’s
feelings as they experience them, to quote Aaltola, “it enables us
to feel something akin to what the other is feeling.”
Theorizations of empathy in
relation to photography seem to
revolve around the act of
photographing, while texts
focusing on the empathy created
by looking at photographs are far

scarcer. Some theorists who do

discuss the relationship

between empathy and

photography replace empathy with terms such as “compassion”
or “sympathy,” or simply write about photographs’ power to
move the viewer, which many theorists of photography seem to
agree with. Drawing from Barthes’ notion of the “punctum”

- a piercing or wounding element of a photograph - Kaila
Howell, for instance, argues that photographs can evoke
empathy by triggering an embodied response in the viewer.
Following Ariella Azoulay’s ideas, we could say that the
photographs of the Karelian evacuees in Moisseinen’s comic
create a space of photographic relations where readers (or in the
case of photographs, spectators) are addressed by the
photographed people, or, as Azoulay puts it, “[t]he person in the
photograph wants something from me.” Azoulay does not write
about empathy per se, but her theory of “the civil contract of
photography” is relevant in its focus on the relation between the
photographed and the spectator. John Berger, for his part,
calls photographs that depict war or other atrocities “arresting,”

because viewers are seized by them.
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The arresting quality of
photographs can be seen at play in
the multiple photos of Karelian
children, and of young animals
such as kittens (see fig. 3
and fig. 4), reproduced in the pages
of Moisseinen’s comic.

Through these images of infants,
the vulnerability of humans and
animals alike in times of war is
underlined. Barthes has written

extensively on the connection

between photography and death,
and it is the defeat of time and the
inevitability of death that,
according to Barthes, move us when we are faced with historical
photographs. This effect seems to be at stake especially in
regard to the photos of evacuee children in The Isthmus. These
raise questions such as: How old are those children now? What
became of them? Are they still alive? Marianne Hirsch writes
that photographic images of children “elicit an affiliative and
identificatory as well as protective spectatorial look.”

The affective quality of the photographs of evacuee children is
due to the vulnerability caused by their infancy (and presumed
innocence) combined with the knowledge of their position as
evacuees at a certain moment in history. Johannes Schmid notes
that “while the refutation of photography’s unconditional truth
claim has been firmly established in critical literature, western
culture at large still widely embraces the notion.” The photos in
The Isthmus make use of the truth claim traditionally associated
with photography: they are presented to the reader as
documents of past events, and thus function as an
authentication of the drawn story. They prove that these children

were there, that they experienced the war and its consequences.
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Schmid, among others, has pointed out that photographs are
highly ideological in that they always omit something, or,
as Judith Butler puts it, “[e]Jven the most transparent of
documentary images is framed, and framed for a purpose.”
The photographs included in The Isthmus were originally taken
for the purposes of both documenting the war as well as creating
war propaganda. In the comic, the images are detached
from the frame of the photographic archive and attached to
a different kind of context, that of an alternative historical
narrative. Although all the photos included in the comic are
openly accessible online, the curatorial work conducted by
Moisseinen brings to the fore photographic documents of less
frequently seen aspects of war. Consequently, The Isthmus
functions as an archive of alternative perspectives on the war.
Chute in fact compares comics to archives, since, according to
her, “comics form literalizes the work of archiving: selecting,
sorting, and containing in boxes.”
The historical nature of
photographs might also pose
a challenge to an empathetic
response. Writing
about photographs and comics,
Rebecca Scherr argues that since
photographs are inevitably
anchored to a particular moment in
time, a photo depicting suffering
“might affect a kind of immediate
emotional charge in the viewer,

[but] it is easy for the viewer to

then place this image irrevocably in
the past.” Jay Prosser calls

this effect the helplessness caused
by the past tense of photographs. Azoulay, on her part,

dismisses the importance of the temporal aspect of photographs.
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According to her, photographs not only prove that something, or
more specifically, “people were there [...] but that, in addition,
they are still present there at the time I'm watching them.”

That is to say that the photograph exists for the spectator right
now, making her acknowledge the existence and plight of the
people photographed, even if they are long gone.

However, various theorists of photography argue - echoing
Susan Sontag - that instead of cultivating empathy,
photographs may even hinder viewers' emotional identification.
According to Susie Linfield, the great strength of photographs
- their ability to conjure deep emotions - is equally dangerous,
since it can mislead us so easily. Through affective empathy we
might resonate with the emotions depicted in a photograph so
much that they overpower the individuals pictured and their
subjectivity. However, narratives that bring forth individual
standpoints function as a passage out of this kind of
desubjectification. The plethora of photographs of people
suffering which we see today in the media might lead to
indifference, as the context of these photos - who, where, when,
why - gets blurred, or is omitted altogether. Therefore, many
scholars emphasize the role of the narrative contextualization of
photographs through captions or stories. The narratives of the
traumatized soldier, the farm girl, and the cows in Moisseinen’s
comic are key here, as the reader is invited to perceive the war
and evacuation through them.

There is actually a two-way contextualization taking place in
The Isthmus: the archival photographs function as a historical
and authenticating context to the fictional story, while the drawn
story on its part creates a narrative context for the archival
photographs. According to Aaltola, in order to call forth empathy,
it is not enough that we recognize the lifeworld of another being,
but we also need to become aware of their history and the
circumstances they live in. Aaltola sees narratives as a key

element in the construction of simulative empathy,
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and underlines the importance of contexts: “Contexts are
a doorway towards simulating another, as it is via contexts
that the broader ramifications, origins and causes of the other’s
emotions can be understood.” Unlike photographs, which are
firmly attached to the past, drawings, to quote Sontag, show
that “things like this happened.” Therefore, the empathy called
forth by the photographs of evacuees in Moisseinen’s work has
the possibility of reaching beyond the historical moment
captured in the photos, as the hand-drawn story renders the
mobility of people in a more universal and timeless manner.

It has frequently been argued in comics scholarship
that graphic narratives are inherently self-reflective and
artificial in their construction. Chute, for example, posits
that “[w]ith comics, images carry an immediacy and proximity,
while the form overall is deeply, self-consciously artificial,
composed in discrete frames; it thus necessarily flags a certain
aesthetic distance, an interpretation of depicted events.”

This inherent artificiality or self-conscious constructedness of

comics has often been linked to their ethical potential with regard

to representation and reading. Bringing together the ideas of
artificiality and empathy, Polak argues that “[t]he very
constructedness [of graphic narratives] that makes the reader
aware of the gulf between his own experience and that which is
depicted also cues the reader into an engagement more ethically
nuanced than he might have had otherwise.” Although we are
not entirely convinced that graphic storytelling is inherently more
artificial and open to reflection than any other medium, the
alternating of graphic and photographic expression in
Moisseinen’s comic seems to accentuate the constructedness of
the comics form, along with highlighting the different traits of the
two media: the expressiveness of the hand-drawn pencil lines on
the one hand, and the marriage of light and shadow that creates
a photograph on the other. Nevertheless, the combination also

discloses their similarities, as the materiality of photographs
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becomes visible in the scratches and marks on the surface of the
old photos (see fig. 2), or when registering that some of the
drawn panels are so detailed that they could almost be
photographs. Most of the photographs in Moisseinen’s comic
portray the locations where the story takes place; they set the
scene for the fictional story. At the same time, the photographs
function as intervals in the narrative, and by interrupting the
drawn storyline they create a pause in the reading process.
Inserting photographs into comics “naturally causes tension”
with the narrative, as Schmid putsit. The constant alternating
of the two forms of expression distances the reader, making her
aware of the constructedness of the comic, and therefore
preventing unrestricted immersion in the story. A longer
sequence of photographs near the end of the comic serves as an
example: here, the transition between the drawn page and the
photographs is rather discreet, since the first photograph of the
sequence includes the same motif as the previous page - cows.
In addition, the transition occurs when turning a page, and
therefore the two different types of image are not visible
simultaneously. But as the sequence of photographs continues
for almost 30 pages, the reader seems to recede from the
individual storylines narrated through the drawn panels and
moves to a more general perspective of the war. Here, the
immersive and simulative quality of the narrative gives way to
the affective quality of the archive photographs, and to their
function as authenticators of the story.

The alternating between photographs and drawings carries
the possibility of making the reader reflect on the differing ways
these forms call forth empathy: the simulation created by the
graphic narrative, and the affective and contextualizing qualities
of the photographs. At best, this reflection and the awareness of
the constructedness of the story lead to a reading experience

characterized by reflective empathy. In Aaltola’s view, empathy
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is not “only a feeling,” but a mode of intellectual comprehension
and understanding. According to her, in the two-way process of
reflective empathy we first empathize - that is, perceive or feel
the emotions and subjectivity of another being - and
subsequently meet this empathy with reflective interpretation.
The constant movement between the two stances, the
immediacy of empathy and the meta-level of reflection, is
beneficial in that “it enables awareness of with whom, why and
on what grounds we empathize. It points attention to the process
of empathy in itself and helps us become aware of the limitations
and benefits of [...] of empathy.” What characterizes reflective
empathy is thus a critical and active attitude that, in our view, is
also at play in the narrative dynamic of The Isthmus. The
combination of the hand-drawn panels and the archival
photographs creates what Hanna Meretoja has called

“a readerly dynamic based on the interplay between emotional

participation and distanced reflection.”

So far, we have explored the ways in which The Isthmus elicits
empathy in order to create affiliation and understanding
across a temporal divide. Yet, the comic not only describes
marginalized human lives, but sets its focus on the non-human
world as well. Probably the most marginalized lives that The
Isthmus portrays are those of animals, more specifically the lives
of cattle. In the beginning of the comic there is a long passage
depicting the evacuation (see fig. 5 and fig. 6). Here, photographs
alternate with pages of drawn panels showing young women
tending their cattle on the road. By portraying animals and
humans side by side, the comic shows that the evacuation of
Finnish Karelia wasn't just the mass transportation of human
inhabitants from the midst of the war, but also a mass
transportation of the animals who were an important source of

livelihood. Indeed, in the 1940s Finland was still an agrarian
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society, where about half of the population made their living
from agriculture. Cattle and other animals were an inseparable
part of daily life in the countryside, where people were used to
taking care of animals even from a young age.

As the scene picturing the
evacuation makes evident, the
animals in The Isthmus are not
primarily represented as a source
of livelihood, but as individual
beings sharing the same lifeworld
as the humans. Moisseinen even
draws the cows with special care,
detailing almost every hair on their
muzzles. Central to the story are
the cows of a farm girl called Maria
Shemeikka, who live together in an

almost-deserted village while

awaiting evacuation. By setting the
focus on non-human lives and the
non-human experience The Isthmus
raises an important question: is it possible to empathize

with those who are in some way very different to humans?

In The Isthmus, the possibility of interspecies empathy is
explored through both the story and the narrative devices.
Encounters between the human and animal characters
constitute an important part of the story. Perhaps the most
important of these takes place between one of Maria’s cows and
Auvo, the shell-shocked soldier. This completely wordless
passage portrays the two characters as they try to find a way to
communicate with each other (see fig. 7 and fig. 8). The scene
begins when the cow finds Auvo, who has escaped from a field
hospital, collapsed in the middle of a deserted graveyard. At first
Auvo is afraid of the cow, who wakes him with her muzzle, but the

gentle presence of the animal calms him down. In the graveyard,
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Auvo finds a helmet for milking, and the cow, who on some level
seems to sense Auvo’s exhaustion, lets him milk her to ease his
thirst and hunger. By milking the cow, however, Auvo relieves not
only his own situation but also the cow's, since it seems likely

that the lost cow is feeling uncomfortable with her udders full of
milk.

The importance of the embodied
encounter between Auvo and the s, ‘ {
cow becomes even more evident ‘ VY e A
when compared to Auvo's /G Tk
encounters and attempts to

communicate with other humans,

which fail because of his fragile 5L e

TEKEMA

mental state. As a result of his
trauma, Auvo has lost the ability to
speak, and is unable to
communicate verbally with fellow

human beings. In the field hospital

KOKONAAN
FALIASIALOIN.

where he was taken after he was

found under a pile of bodies at the
front, he can only express his pain
through incomprehensible mumbling. Later, after escaping the
hospital and meeting the cow in the graveyard, Auvo encounters
the farm girl Maria, but this encounter also ends badly. Auvo
forcibly enters Maria’s house and sexually abuses her. In his
encounters with other people, language fails Auvo and he cannot
answer the questions asked of him or verbalize his pain and
needs to others. With the cow, however, language is not the
primary form of communication, and this grants Auvo the
possibility of intersubjective connection when the basic means of
“human communication” fail him.

In the abovementioned passage, the communication
between Auvo and the cow happens entirely through embodied

interaction, indicating the possibilities of embodied empathy
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- that is, our ability to relate to and understand the mental
states of other beings through embodiment. Embodied empathy
differs from the other varieties of empathy in its notion of the
shared embodiment of all beings. Drawing on the
phenomenological tradition, according to which we relate to
other beings through bodily communication, Aaltola defines
embodied empathy as “our ability to express, interpret, and
understand mental states on account of embodied interaction.”
The wordless passage utilizes the embodied and corporeal
quality of graphic storytelling, explored especially in feminist and
cognitive comics scholarship. In comics, the bodies and the bodily
movements of characters are brought constantly into display,
which, according to cognitive scholars, activates our body
schemas and draws us into a story through bodily simulation.
Additionally, according to feminist scholars, the recurring images
of bodies in comics can draw attention to the ways in which

bodies and bodily norms are constructed in our culture.

In The Isthmus, the corporality of
comics plays a pivotal role,
especially in regard to the
portrayal of animal lives. The

carefully rendered wordless

sequence of the bodily encounter

between Auvo and the cow points

to the possibilities of embodied

interaction and understanding
between different species. And if
we follow the ideas of comics
scholars on the corporeal

dimensions of comics storytelling,

we might even hypothesize that
The Isthmus’'s embodied approach
to non-human lives can work as

a strategy for establishing embodied empathy between the
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reader and the comic’s animal characters.The most
heartbreaking representation of the vulnerability of the animal
lives occurs in the second half of the comic. Maria has just
received the order to leave her house and evacuate the cattle
when a cow called Peace starts calving (see fig.9 and fig.10).
The birth of the calf is depicted over several pages: we see the
tiny creature coming out of the vagina of her mother, the mother
cow petting her baby, and the calf taking its first steps. The slow,
detailed visual narration invites the reader to carefully observe
the behavior and the bodies of the mother cow and her baby,
and in this way to recognize their being, their individuality in the
world. Although the humans take care of the calving cow and her
baby at the moment of birth, they know that the newborn calf is
too weak to be taken on the long evacuation journey. The only
possibility is to kill the calf, and so it is taken away from its
mother and shot behind the barn. On the pages following the
shooting, the comic focuses on the portrayal of the loss
experienced by the mother cow.
Moisseinen herself argues that it
is the power of storytelling which
makes the death of the calf
grievable for the reader: “Although
the reader understands that the
narrative is fiction, it is precisely
the narrative that makes the calf
a sympathetic and a vulnerable
animal. The death of the calf
touches; it becomes the turning

point of the whole story.”

Moisseinen’s argument for the

narrativization holds true. The
death of the calf becomes
a decisive and emblematic point in

the story precisely because of the dramatic plot construction,
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which fuses together the final evacuation of the village with the
birth and death of the calf. Moreover, as we have argued, the
corporality of the scene also plays a crucial role in making the
reader recognize the experiences of the cows and feel with them.
Especially interesting in the scene is the way in which the visual
narration goes beyond the representation of non-human
behavior and toward the representation of non-human feelings
(see fig. 11). In the panels following the shooting, the experiences
Peace undergoes are represented by speech bubbles including
only exclamation marks, and by tears in her eyes. The image of
the crying cow could be seen as an anthropomorphized
representation of animal experience. As Keen has argued,
identifying the conventionally pictured mental states of
anthropomorphic characters and responding emotionally to them
may enable a “fast track to narrative empathy.” According to
her, that is because people have a tendency to attend to the
suffering of an animal character more easily than to the suffering
of a realistically drawn human character. Problematic to Keen'’s
proposition is the fact that she is primarily interested in the
transference of human experience, and does not see the issue of
emotional projection entailed in anthropomorphism. While
anthropomorphic characters might illustrate human emotions in
an appealing manner, they tend to do so at the cost of non-
human emotions. Therefore, with regard to non-human lives,
anthropomorphism appears as one of the most problematic
features of comics storytelling. Instead of producing empathy
directed toward animals, anthropomorphic characters erase the

uniqueness and alterity of non-human experience.
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However, the tears of the cow
could also be interpreted as
emanata - the pictorial elements
used in comics to represent the
feelings of characters on
a symbolic or metaphoric level.
Combined with the realistic and
insightful representation of animal

behavior, the tears of the cow as

symbols of pain and loss seem to
encourage the reader to

contemplate the emotional

similarities between humans and
animals. The comparison that the
scene makes between the loss of
the home and the loss of a baby invites us to grasp the
experience of loss as a fundamental affect shared by humans
and cattle. In doing so, the comic makes the cattle part of what
Jouni Teittinen has called “the community of the suffering, of

those whose pain - or fear, or death - brings us to grief.”

Moreover, by including the lives and pain of the cattle in its focus,

the comic invites the reader to recognize the cattle, in the terms
of Judith Butler, as grievable and precarious beings.

By utilizing the non-verbal and corporeal dimensions of comics
storytelling in its portrayal of the cattle’s lives, The Isthmus
seems to affirm the notion made by several scholars that comics
may have interesting possibilities for imagining and
comprehending non-human experience. The Isthmus's focus on
the corporeality of its human and non-human characters shows
the reader the shared embodiment of all living beings. In doing
so, it suggests that embodied interaction lays a common ground
for encountering animals as thinking and feeling individuals, and
of grasping their experience, even if their emotional lives as such

are unknown to human beings. In addition to its focus on
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embodied communication between humans and non-humans,
the comic also reaches toward non-human emotions and reminds
us of the similar, albeit not identical, affective capacities of

humans and animals.

The Isthmus invites its readers to empathize on diverse levels:
the drawn narratives activate a simulative reading, while the
appealing archive photographs call forth an affective response.
The alternating of graphic and photographic expression enables
a reflective stance, and the representation of animals as
individuals encourages us to empathize through embodiment.
Furthermore, by approaching non-human experience, which has
often been claimed to be beyond our language or even
beyond our comprehension, The Isthmus challenges the idea
that we can only empathize with those who (and whose
experiences) are similar to us. To argue that the reading of
a comic has made readers more aware of the perspectives of
others would, of course, require a study on the reception of the
work and the readers in question. A comprehensive study on the
reception of Moisseinen’s comic is outside the scope of this paper,
but to conclude and to consolidate our argument on the
empathy-evoking qualities of The Isthmus, we will return to the

reviews of Moisseinen’s comic published in the Finnish media.
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Reviews of The Isthmus
demonstrate well how a historical
narrative is always read and
interpreted in the present moment.
Moisseinen’s comic concludes
with an epilogue that moves the
story from the past to the present:
the farm girl Maria is now an old
lady, living physically in the urban
surroundings of Helsinki,
but mentally in her memories.
Through the epilogue, The Isthmus
invites the reader to make
connections between the
contemporary moment and the
historical events depicted in the comic. In addition to applauding
the emotionally engaging power of the comic, almost all the
reviews of Moisseinen’s work make a comparison between the
comic and contemporary events. Critic Jyrki Maki, for example,
writes in the culture magazine Kaltio as follows: “Reading The
Isthmus makes one see our history from a new perspective: it
shows individuals and people fleeing great threats, not just in
Finland in the wartime but also right now, globally. This mobility
has always existed, still exists, and will always exist, somewhere
in the world, near and far.” Indeed, the comic was published in
2016 when the so-called “refugee crisis” was a major topic in the
Finnish media and debated in political discussions. Other
reviewers have drawn connections between the Karelian
evacuation and present-day forced migration. In the newspaper
Savon Sanomat, Jokke Saharinen writes: “One can’t think of
a better moment for Hanneriina Moisseinen’s comic, which deals
with the Karelian evacuees and desertion. Similarly, people who
come to Finland today have had to flee from war. In that regard,

one would think that Finns would have understanding
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toward those in need as well.” In Helsingin Sanomat, Harri
Rompotti notes that Moisseinen’s “[n]arrative experimentations
serve their purpose and take the reader to a place that is
possibly quite similar to the one experienced by the Syrians and
others who have fled the war and arrived in Europe recently. It is
not worthwhile reading The Isthmus solely from a national
perspective. The comic is, unfortunately, very topical at the
moment.”

In the discussions of narrative
empathy, it often remains an open
question as to what the
relationship between the empathy
evoked by reading and the
reader’s moral sensibilities is. Can
empathy experienced while
reading a story cultivate a reader’s
morals and lead to caring and
responsible behavior
toward others in the real world?

The most skeptical voices, such as

Megan Boler, warn about “passive”
or “entertainment” empathy, which
does not guarantee any basis

for social change. Still, as we have
suggested following Aaltola’s notion of reflective empathy,
narrative empathy may be characterized by active reflection,
and in doing so enhance critical thinking. Moreover, it should also
be noted that moral judgements are not based only on rational
thinking but on emotive responses as well. The reviews
illustrate well how the comic not only manages to elicit empathy
toward vulnerable lives in the past but also toward vulnerable
lives in the present. What stands out from these reviews is the
power of graphic storytelling to imagine the experiences of

others and create empathy that might be extended from the
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fictional world toward real-life individuals. The problem of
comparisons between past and present migrants is, of course,
that they may erase the specificities of the different groups and
their circumstances. However, we would like to think

that a comparative attitude toward the experiences of different
others could also serve as a premise for reflection on historical
similarities and differences. Our readings of historical narratives
are inevitably shaped by the present moment and fueled by
analogies, and while not all analogies are politically or ethically
sustainable, they can render new insights into what is happening
today.

Summing up the ideas of various theorists of empathy, Aaltola
claims that empathy does indeed lead to moral agency: it
develops our social concern and can result in a greater
eagerness to help others. Or, to quote Aaltola: “Simply put,
empathy makes us care about the harms and distress suffered
by others and pushes us to act on behalf of those others.” Inline
with this, we argue that reading The Isthmus could be considered
as an exercise in empathy: since empathy functions on various
levels in the comic, evoking both emotion and thought, the reader
is invited to approach it both emotionally and analytically. By
inviting the reader to understand the experiences of others and
to associate with marginalized lives, The Isthmus strives
for solidarity — between people in different circumstances, and

between human beings and animals.
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