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Introduction 

The COVID-19 pandemic has prompted a reevaluation of traditional notions of masculinity. Comics and 
graphic novels provide a unique platform to explore and challenge these notions. This essay examines the 
intersection of masculinity and COVID-19 in comics and graphic novels, highlighting how these mediums 
present alternative portrayals of male characters. By breaking stereotypes, promoting emotional 
vulnerability, redefining heroism and strength, addressing toxic masculinity, and empowering vulnerable 
male characters, these narratives encourage readers to question societal norms and embrace a more inclusive 
understanding of masculinity. As we navigate the post-pandemic world, these discussions are crucial for 
fostering positive change and creating a more equitable and compassionate society. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has brought about significant challenges and upheavals in our society, forcing us 
to reassess our values, norms, and perceptions. One area of exploration that merits attention is the portrayal 
of masculinity in the context of the pandemic. Comics and graphic novels, with their ability to convey 
complex narratives and visual symbolism, offer a unique lens through which we can analyze and question 
traditional notions of masculinity in the face of the crisis. This essay delves into the intersection of 
masculinity and COVID-19 in comics and graphic novels, examining how these mediums provide a platform 
for rethinking and redefining masculinity during these challenging times. 

Challenging Traditional Masculine Archetypes 

The portrayal of traditional masculine archetypes in comics and graphic novels has been a recurring theme 
throughout the history of the medium. These archetypes often emphasize physical strength, invulnerability, 
and emotional detachment as defining characteristics of masculinity. However, the COVID-19 pandemic has 
revealed the limitations and inadequacies of these traditional notions of masculinity. 

Comics and graphic novels have the power to challenge these archetypes by presenting male characters that 
prioritize empathy, vulnerability, and caregiving. In the face of adversity, these narratives offer alternative 
portrayals of masculinity that invite readers to question and redefine their understanding of what it means to 
be a man. 

By depicting male characters who embody traits such as empathy and vulnerability, these narratives break 
free from the confines of traditional masculine norms. They showcase that strength and resilience can be 
found in emotional intelligence and the ability to connect with others on a deeper level. This challenges the 
notion that emotional expression and vulnerability are signs of weakness, and instead presents them as 
integral parts of a healthy and authentic masculinity. 
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In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, these alternative portrayals of masculinity become particularly 
relevant. The crisis has highlighted the importance of empathy, care, and emotional support for individuals 
and communities. Comics and graphic novels can use their visual storytelling and narrative depth to illustrate 
how male characters that prioritize these qualities can have a profound impact in times of crisis. 

These narratives invite readers to reflect on their own understanding of masculinity and consider the 
possibility of embracing a more compassionate and inclusive version of manhood. By challenging traditional 
archetypes and promoting alternative portrayals of masculinity, comics and graphic novels contribute to a 
broader cultural shift in redefining gender norms and promoting more egalitarian and empathetic societies. 

In conclusion, the COVID-19 pandemic has exposed the limitations of traditional masculine archetypes 
depicted in comics and graphic novels. By portraying male characters that prioritize empathy, vulnerability, 
and caregiving, these narratives challenge and redefine traditional notions of masculinity. They invite readers 
to question societal norms and embrace a more inclusive and compassionate understanding of what it means 
to be a man. Ultimately, these alternative portrayals of masculinity contribute to a broader cultural shift 
towards gender equality and empathy in the face of adversity. Here are a few examples of graphic novels that 
challenge traditional masculine archetypes and explore alternative portrayals of masculinity: 

 "Saga" by Brian K. Vaughan and Fiona Staples: This epic space opera features a diverse range of 
male characters who defy traditional masculine stereotypes. From Marko, a pacifist and loving 
father, to Prince Robot IV, a character struggling with PTSD, the series explores complex emotions 
and vulnerabilities within a sci-fi setting. 

 "Maus" by Art Spiegelman: This Pulitzer Prize-winning graphic novel depicts the author's father's 
experiences as a Holocaust survivor. Through the portrayal of his father's emotional journey and the 
strained father-son relationship, "Maus" challenges traditional notions of strength and masculinity in 
the face of unimaginable adversity. 

 "Persepolis" by Marjane Satrapi: This autobiographical graphic novel follows the author's coming-
of-age story in Iran during the Islamic Revolution. Through Marjane's experiences, the novel 
explores the complexities of masculinity and the impact of societal expectations on individual 
identity. 

 "Fun Home" by Alison Bechdel: This memoir-style graphic novel explores themes of sexuality, 
family dynamics, and gender roles. Through the author's exploration of her relationship with her 
father, "Fun Home" offers a nuanced examination of masculinity and the expectations placed on 
individuals to conform to traditional gender norms. 

 "The Prince and the Dressmaker" by Jen Wang: This heartwarming graphic novel tells the story of a 
prince who secretly wears dresses and the dressmaker who supports his self-expression. It challenges 
gender stereotypes and celebrates the power of embracing one's authentic self. 

These graphic novels, among many others, offer unique and thought-provoking narratives that challenge 
traditional masculine archetypes and promote alternative portrayals of masculinity. They explore 
vulnerability, emotional expression, and the breaking of societal norms, inviting readers to question and 
redefine their understanding of masculinity. 

Emotional Expression and Vulnerability 

The pandemic has brought forth a heightened need for emotional expression and vulnerability as individuals 
navigate the challenges and uncertainties it presents. Comics and graphic novels have the unique ability to 
visually depict and convey a wide range of emotions through their storytelling. In the context of masculinity, 
these mediums play a vital role in challenging the stigma surrounding emotional vulnerability. 

By portraying male characters who openly express their fears, anxieties, and grief, these narratives break free 
from the traditional expectations of stoicism and emotional detachment often associated with masculinity. 
Instead, they emphasize that emotional vulnerability is not a sign of weakness but a display of strength and 
resilience. These stories showcase that by embracing and sharing their emotions, male characters can forge 
connections, seek support, and ultimately navigate the hardships they face more authentically. 
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The depiction of male characters expressing vulnerability in comics and graphic novels encourages readers 
to reflect on their own emotional experiences and question societal norms that discourage emotional 
expression in men. By challenging the stigma surrounding emotional vulnerability, these narratives create 
space for a more nuanced understanding of masculinity—one that values emotional intelligence and 
promotes healthier forms of self-expression. 

Moreover, these portrayals in comics and graphic novels contribute to broader conversations about mental 
health and well-being. By depicting male characters openly discussing their fears and seeking help, these 
narratives break down barriers and encourage readers to prioritize their mental and emotional well-being. 
They provide a counter-narrative to the notion that seeking support is a sign of weakness, empowering 
individuals to embrace vulnerability as a part of their personal growth and resilience. 

In conclusion, the representation of emotional expression and vulnerability in comics and graphic novels 
challenges traditional expectations of masculinity. By depicting male characters who openly express their 
fears, anxieties, and grief, these narratives break down the stigma surrounding emotional vulnerability. They 
highlight the strength and resilience that can emerge from embracing and sharing emotions, encouraging 
readers to adopt healthier and more authentic forms of masculinity. Through these stories, comics and 
graphic novels contribute to a broader cultural shift in redefining gender norms and promoting emotional 
well-being for all. Here are a few examples of graphic novels that explore emotional expression and 
vulnerability within the context of masculinity: 

 "Blankets" by Craig Thompson: This autobiographical graphic novel delves into the author's 
coming-of-age story, exploring themes of first love, faith, and family. It portrays the protagonist's 
emotional journey, including his struggles with religion, his feelings of isolation, and the challenges 
of navigating relationships. "Blankets" beautifully captures the complexities of emotions and the 
vulnerability inherent in growing up. 

 "I Kill Giants" by Joe Kelly and J.M. Ken Niimura: This fantasy graphic novel tells the story of a 
young girl who escapes her troubled reality by battling imaginary giants. As the narrative unfolds, it 
explores the protagonist's emotional struggles and her attempts to cope with loss and trauma. 
Through the portrayal of her vulnerability and inner conflicts, the story emphasizes the strength that 
can be found in facing one's emotions head-on. 

 "Daytripper" by Fábio Moon and Gabriel Bá: This existential graphic novel follows the life of Brás 
de Oliva Domingos, a Brazilian obituary writer, through a series of non-linear vignettes. The story 
explores themes of mortality, regret, and the complexity of human emotions. By delving into Brás' 
internal struggles and vulnerabilities, "Daytripper" invites readers to reflect on their own emotional 
journeys and the importance of cherishing life's fleeting moments. 

 "Jimmy Corrigan: The Smartest Kid on Earth" by Chris Ware: This critically acclaimed graphic 
novel weaves together the story of Jimmy Corrigan, an emotionally stunted middle-aged man, and 
the history of his family. Through intricate and introspective storytelling, the narrative explores 
themes of loneliness, abandonment, and the impact of intergenerational trauma. The graphic novel 
delves into the depths of Jimmy's emotional experiences, highlighting the profound impact of 
vulnerability and human connection. 

 "The Sculptor" by Scott McCloud: This graphic novel centers around a struggling artist who makes a 
deal with Death, trading his remaining life for the ability to sculpt anything he can imagine. As the 
story unfolds, it delves into the protagonist's emotional struggles, including his quest for artistic 
validation and his search for meaningful connections. "The Sculptor" examines the importance of 
embracing vulnerability and living a life true to oneself. 

These graphic novels offer compelling narratives that explore the complexities of emotions and challenge 
traditional expectations of masculinity. Through their visual storytelling and nuanced character development, 
they encourage readers to embrace vulnerability as strength and to navigate their own emotional landscapes 
with authenticity and resilience. 

Redefining Heroism and Strength 



The Review of Contemporary Scientific and Academic Studies 
An International Multidisciplinary Online Journal 

www.thercsas.com 

ISSN: 2583-1380             Vol. 3 | Issue No. 9 | September 2023             Impact Factor: 4.736 (SJIF)                  

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
Rethinking Masculinity in the Age of COVID-19: Exploring Narratives in Comics and Graphic Novels 
Debasish Karmakar                          https://doi.org/10.55454/rcsas.3.09.2023.006                                                                                                                             

4 

Traditionally, heroism and strength have often been associated with physical prowess and acts of bravery. 
However, the COVID-19 pandemic has revealed the limitations of this narrow definition of heroism. Comics 
and graphic novels have the ability to redefine heroism by presenting male characters engaged in acts of 
caregiving, community support, and empathy. 

By portraying male characters involved in acts of caregiving, such as providing support to vulnerable 
individuals or taking care of their families, these narratives challenge the notion that strength is solely 
derived from physical power. They highlight the importance of emotional intelligence, compassion, and 
collaboration as sources of strength. These acts of empathy and community support showcase a different 
kind of heroism—one that values connection, care, and resilience in the face of adversity. 

Furthermore, these narratives emphasize the importance of emotional intelligence in navigating challenging 
situations. Male characters who exhibit emotional intelligence by understanding and empathizing with others 
demonstrate a different type of strength—one that stems from understanding and connecting with others on a 
deeper level. By showcasing the strength found in emotional intelligence and empathy, comics and graphic 
novels challenge the limited perception of strength tied solely to physical attributes. 

The redefinition of heroism and strength in comics and graphic novels encourages readers to question and 
broaden their understanding of masculinity. It breaks away from the idea that heroism is solely reserved for 
those who possess physical power and instead celebrates the everyday acts of courage, compassion, and 
resilience displayed by individuals in their communities. By highlighting these alternative forms of strength, 
these narratives invite readers to reflect on their own capabilities and consider the impact of their actions 
beyond traditional masculine norms. 

In conclusion, the portrayal of male characters engaged in acts of caregiving, community support, and 
empathy in comics and graphic novels challenges the traditional definition of heroism tied solely to physical 
strength. By showcasing the strength found in compassion, collaboration, and emotional intelligence, these 
narratives broaden the understanding of what it means to be a hero. They encourage readers to reevaluate 
their own perceptions of masculinity and embrace a more inclusive and nuanced understanding of strength, 
heroism, and resilience. Here are a few examples of graphic novels that portray male characters redefining 
heroism and strength beyond physical power: 

 "Saga" by Brian K. Vaughan and Fiona Staples: This epic space opera follows the journey of Alana 
and Marko, two star-crossed lovers from warring species, as they navigate their way through a 
dangerous universe with their newborn child. The series explores themes of love, family, and 
sacrifice, presenting complex male characters who showcase strength through their compassion, 
vulnerability, and determination to protect their loved ones. 

 "Maus" by Art Spiegelman: This Pulitzer Prize-winning graphic novel recounts the author's father's 
experiences as a Holocaust survivor. Through the use of anthropomorphic animal characters, "Maus" 
explores the horrors of war, resilience, and the complex relationship between Art and his father. The 
narrative challenges traditional notions of heroism by depicting the strength found in survival, 
memory, and the ability to share one's story. 

 "Y: The Last Man" by Brian K. Vaughan and Pia Guerra: In a post-apocalyptic world where all 
mammals with a Y chromosome have died except for one man and his pet monkey, "Y: The Last 
Man" follows Yorick Brown's journey as he navigates a world dominated by women. The series 
explores themes of gender, identity, and power dynamics, challenging traditional gender roles and 
showcasing male characters who redefine heroism through collaboration, empathy, and adaptability 

These graphic novels demonstrate the diverse ways in which male characters can redefine heroism and 
strength beyond physical attributes. They present nuanced portrayals of masculinity, highlighting qualities 
such as compassion, resilience, and emotional intelligence as sources of strength. Through their narratives, 
these graphic novels invite readers to reconsider and expand their understanding of heroism, masculinity, and 
the potential for growth and transformation. 

Addressing Toxic Masculinity 
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Toxic masculinity, characterized by harmful behaviors such as aggression, dominance, and the suppression 
of emotions, has long been a prevalent issue in society. The COVID-19 pandemic has further highlighted the 
damaging consequences of toxic masculinity, including its impact on public health and exacerbation of 
gender-based violence. Comics and graphic novels have the capacity to address this issue directly by 
exploring the negative impacts of toxic masculinity and presenting alternative narratives that promote 
healthy and respectful forms of masculinity. 

Through their visual storytelling and narrative depth, comics and graphic novels can shed light on the 
harmful effects of toxic masculinity. They can depict how toxic behaviors contribute to societal problems 
and negatively affect individuals and communities. By presenting the consequences of these behaviors, these 
narratives challenge readers to reflect on their own actions and attitudes, and to critically examine societal 
norms that perpetuate toxic masculinity. 

Furthermore, comics and graphic novels can provide alternative narratives that promote healthy and 
respectful forms of masculinity. They can showcase male characters that reject toxic behaviors, prioritize 
empathy, emotional intelligence, and collaboration. These narratives present a counter-narrative to toxic 
masculinity, offering readers an opportunity to consider new possibilities for defining masculinity. 

By dismantling harmful stereotypes and presenting alternative portrayals of masculinity, comics and graphic 
novels encourage readers to question societal expectations and norms. They challenge the notion that 
aggression and dominance are the only markers of masculinity, and instead promote the importance of 
empathy, emotional expression, and healthy relationships. Through these narratives, readers are invited to 
reflect on their own behaviors, challenge harmful beliefs, and actively work towards building a more 
inclusive and equitable society. 

It is important to note that comics and graphic novels are not a panacea for eradicating toxic masculinity, but 
they can serve as a valuable tool in promoting awareness and fostering discussions around these issues. By 
confronting toxic masculinity head-on and presenting alternative narratives, these mediums contribute to a 
broader cultural shift towards healthier and more respectful forms of masculinity. 

In conclusion, comics and graphic novels have the capacity to address toxic masculinity by exploring its 
negative impacts and presenting alternative narratives. By challenging harmful stereotypes and promoting 
healthy behaviors, these narratives encourage readers to reflect on their own attitudes and behaviors, and to 
actively work towards dismantling toxic masculinity in their lives and in society. Through their visual 
storytelling and powerful narratives, comics and graphic novels can play a significant role in fostering 
awareness, promoting dialogue, and ultimately contributing to positive social change. Here are a few 
examples of graphic novels that address toxic masculinity and promote healthier forms of masculinity: 

 "Persepolis" by Marjane Satrapi: This autobiographical graphic novel follows the author's 
experiences growing up in Iran during the Islamic Revolution. It explores themes of identity, gender 
roles, and the effects of political and societal pressures on individuals. "Persepolis" challenges toxic 
masculinity by highlighting the restrictions imposed on both men and women in a patriarchal society 
and advocating for personal freedom and equality. 

 "I Kill Giants" by Joe Kelly and J.M. Ken Niimura: This graphic novel tells the story of Barbara, a 
young girl who retreats into a fantasy world where she battles giants. Through Barbara's journey, the 
narrative addresses themes of grief, vulnerability, and the power of imagination. "I Kill Giants" 
challenges toxic masculinity by emphasizing the importance of emotional expression and embracing 
vulnerability as a means of healing and personal growth. 

 "Exit Stage Left: The Snagglepuss Chronicles" by Mark Russell and Mike Feehan: This reimagining 
of the classic Hanna-Barbera character explores themes of identity, politics, and artistic freedom. Set 
in the 1950s, the graphic novel follows Snagglepuss, a pink anthropomorphic mountain lion, as he 
navigates societal expectations and battles against censorship. Through its narrative, "Exit Stage 
Left" challenges toxic masculinity by celebrating individuality, artistic expression, and standing up 
against oppressive systems. 

These graphic novels offer examples of how the medium can address toxic masculinity and promote 
healthier forms of masculinity. They tackle themes of societal pressure, emotional expression, personal 
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freedom, and the importance of individuality. Through their stories, these graphic novels encourage readers 
to reflect on the harmful effects of toxic masculinity and inspire them to embrace more inclusive and 
compassionate understandings of gender roles. 

Empowering Vulnerable Male Characters 

The empowerment of vulnerable male characters in comics and graphic novels is a significant shift from 
traditional narratives that often emphasize invulnerability and emotional detachment. The COVID-19 
pandemic has provided an opportunity for these narratives to take center stage, as it has exposed the shared 
vulnerabilities and challenges faced by individuals worldwide. 

By centering stories on male characters that face personal and emotional challenges, these narratives create a 
space for empathy, growth, and self-reflection. They depict male characters navigating their vulnerabilities 
with resilience and courage, showcasing that vulnerability is not a weakness but strength. This portrayal 
challenges societal expectations and invites readers to reevaluate their understanding of masculinity. 

Through the journeys of these vulnerable male characters, these narratives promote a more nuanced and 
inclusive understanding of masculinity. They highlight the importance of adaptability, emotional 
intelligence, and the ability to support others as essential qualities of true masculinity. By presenting 
vulnerability as a valuable and empowering aspect of character development, these stories encourage readers 
to embrace their own vulnerabilities and challenge the limitations imposed by societal expectations. 

These narratives also contribute to a cultural shift in which vulnerability is no longer seen as a sign of 
weakness but as a pathway to personal growth, connection, and resilience. By celebrating the journeys of 
vulnerable male characters, these stories provide readers with role models who demonstrate the strength and 
authenticity that come from embracing one's vulnerabilities. 

Moreover, by empowering vulnerable male characters, these narratives subvert traditional power dynamics 
and challenge notions of dominance and control. They emphasize the importance of collaboration, empathy, 
and support as vehicles for personal growth and positive change. In doing so, they dismantle harmful 
stereotypes and encourage readers to question and challenge societal expectations that limit individuals based 
on their gender. 

In conclusion, the empowerment of vulnerable male characters in comics and graphic novels during the 
COVID-19 pandemic represents a significant departure from traditional narratives. By centering stories on 
male characters who face personal and emotional challenges, these narratives create space for empathy, 
growth, and self-reflection. They celebrate vulnerability as strength and invite readers to embrace their own 
vulnerabilities. By challenging traditional power dynamics and promoting qualities such as adaptability and 
emotional intelligence, these stories contribute to a more inclusive and authentic understanding of 
masculinity. Here are a few examples of graphic novels that empower vulnerable male characters and 
challenge traditional narratives of masculinity: 

 "Blankets" by Craig Thompson: This autobiographical graphic novel explores themes of love, faith, 
and coming of age. It follows the protagonist's journey through childhood, adolescence, and first 
love, depicting his vulnerability, doubts, and struggles with his religious upbringing. "Blankets" 
celebrates the power of vulnerability and personal growth, highlighting the strength found in 
embracing one's emotions and navigating the complexities of relationships. 

 "Daytripper" by Fábio Moon and Gabriel Bá: This graphic novel tells the story of Brás de Oliva 
Domingos, an obituary writer who explores life, death, and the interconnectedness of human 
experiences. Through a series of nonlinear narratives, the story examines Brás' vulnerabilities, 
regrets, and the profound impact of his relationships. "Daytripper" emphasizes the power of 
vulnerability, compassion, and connection, challenging traditional notions of masculinity tied to 
strength and invulnerability. 

 "Jimmy Corrigan: The Smartest Kid on Earth" by Chris Ware: This graphic novel follows the life of 
Jimmy Corrigan, a middle-aged man navigating his loneliness and troubled relationships. The story 
delves into Jimmy's insecurities, anxieties, and longing for connection. Through its intricate 
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storytelling and poignant visuals, "Jimmy Corrigan" confronts the challenges of masculinity, 
portraying vulnerability as a vital aspect of personal growth and self-discovery. 

These graphic novels showcase the journeys of vulnerable male characters, exploring their emotions, 
personal growth, and the power of vulnerability. They challenge traditional narratives of masculinity and 
invite readers to reflect on their own experiences and understanding of what it means to be a man. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the COVID-19 pandemic has presented an opportunity to critically examine traditional 
notions of masculinity, and comics and graphic novels have emerged as a powerful medium for exploring 
and redefining these narratives. Through alternative portrayals of male characters, these narratives challenge 
stereotypes, promote emotional expression and vulnerability, redefine heroism and strength, address toxic 
masculinity, and empower vulnerable male characters. 

By breaking free from traditional masculine archetypes, comics and graphic novels offer diverse 
representations of masculinity that prioritize empathy, vulnerability, and caregiving. They showcase that 
strength and resilience can be found in emotional intelligence and the ability to connect with others on a 
deeper level. These narratives encourage readers to question societal norms and embrace a more inclusive 
understanding of masculinity. 

Moreover, these mediums emphasize the importance of emotional expression and vulnerability, challenging 
the stigma surrounding these aspects of masculinity. By portraying male characters who openly express their 
fears, anxieties, and grief, these narratives demonstrate that emotional vulnerability is not a weakness but a 
display of strength and resilience. They encourage readers to reflect on their own emotional experiences and 
question societal norms that discourage emotional expression in men. 

Comics and graphic novels also redefine heroism and strength by presenting male characters engaged in acts 
of caregiving, community support, and empathy. They highlight the importance of emotional intelligence, 
compassion, and collaboration as sources of strength. These narratives broaden the understanding of what it 
means to be a hero and invite readers to reevaluate their own perceptions of masculinity. 

Furthermore, comics and graphic novels address toxic masculinity by exploring its negative impacts and 
presenting alternative narratives. They shed light on the harmful effects of toxic behaviors and challenge 
readers to reflect on their own actions and attitudes. By dismantling harmful stereotypes, these narratives 
encourage readers to actively work towards building a more inclusive and equitable society. 

Lastly, comics and graphic novels empower vulnerable male characters, showcasing their journeys of 
growth, resilience, and self-reflection. They celebrate vulnerability as a strength and invite readers to 
embrace their own vulnerabilities. These narratives challenge traditional power dynamics and promote 
qualities such as adaptability and emotional intelligence. 

In the post-pandemic world, these discussions and representations are crucial for fostering positive change 
and creating a more equitable and compassionate society. By using the power of comics and graphic novels 
to challenge traditional notions of masculinity, we can contribute to a cultural shift towards healthier and 
more inclusive understandings of gender roles. Through the exploration of alternative narratives, these 
mediums offer a valuable tool for fostering awareness, promoting dialogue, and ultimately shaping a more 
progressive future. 
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