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IN THE WAKE OF A CABLE CAR.

(K1) E.W. Kemble, “In the Wake of a Cabel Car.” Life, 1845.
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(X1 2) Frederick Opper, “The Hard Luck of Happy Hooligan.” November 16, 1902.
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Summary

Domestication of Anxiety and Characters as the Other

Repetition in Early American Comic Strips
TSURUTA Yuki

Early American comic strips that emerged at the turn of the 20th century often
repeated the same stories throughout their runs. Despite being potentially uninteresting for
present-day readers, such comics with repetitions have retained their own aesthetic that
differs from subsequent comics that were based on continuous stories. This paper demon-
strates these aesthetics and the role they played during that time.

According to Jared Gardner, repetition in early comic strips was based on anxiety
regarding the rapid environmental changes that was taking place in the cities of the period
and caused citizens to feel a loss of control on their lives. In such chaos, fixed patterns pro-
vided readers with amusement and reassurance. Characters in early works are commonly,
stereotypically so, represented as immigrants or racial minorities. Their racialized bodies
and behaviors are closely related to the fixed nature of the stories they appear in.

Hinting at the reason why fixed patterns based on racial stereotypes worked as
reassurance, Sianne Ngai explains animatedness: a feeling of not knowing whether you are
moving or thinking with your own will or are animated by someone else. This feeling is not
inherently bound to any specific ethnicity, and is very close to citizens’ feelings in modern
cities. Nevertheless, the same feeling is often racialized as a kind of aesthetic marked by its
object’s machine-like exaggerated responsiveness. This “racialization of animatedness” ap-
pears to be another aspect of Gardner’s reassurance.

Several theoretical studies confirm the coordination between the domestication of
anxiety and racial stereotypes. Kentaro Miwa stated that when we read comics, we perceive
the still images on paper as if they are moving. This virtual movement may not be intended
by the readers, but is unintentionally produced by them. In other words, the readers both
animate the images and are animated by the comics. For such readers, the form of early
comic strips represents modern chaos, and the characters’ repetitive behaviors serve to im-
mediately convert anxiety into humor.

However, repetition also produces a different factor from racism: characters” ex-
cessive liveliness, which functions as a source of their autonomy. Therefore, this study ex-
amines the different effects of early comic strips on modern readers and the possible

implications for the future.
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