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Introduction 

 

As a teenager, I am often told that I am unique. I grew up knowing that I was ‘me’ because I 

wasn’t like anyone else. This is what is known as ‘Adolescent Egocentrism’, and it is described as the 

notion that one is unique and that one’s behaviors and apparences matter to others as much as it does to 

themselves - that there is an audience that we must appeal to in order to ‘fit in’, while still remaining 

wholly individual . Often times, the ‘audience’ we believe to have is nothing more than a construct of our 1

own self consciousness, as well as the influence our peers have upon us. The desire to amount to 

something in adolescence is made ever more prominent today in the world of social media and 

widespread globalization. Our perceived audience is now global, where what we post to twitter or 

instagram can be viewed by complete strangers. Our actions become dictated by who we want to be 

online, with self discovery and exploration being done impersonally in a moment where the defining of 

identity becomes one of the most pertinent things in one’s life . In this study by Geordy G. Reid and 2

Wanda Boyer, it was discovered that the use of Facebook in adolescence may prove harmful for the teen’s 

self esteem, as maintaining an image to keep friends and peers close generating massive social capital 

online . Whether online or grounded in reality, the concept of individualism and the drive to be unique 3

1 �Lesa Rae Vartanian. "Revisiting the Imaginary Audience and Personal Fable Constructs of Adolescent 

Egocentrism: A Conceptual Review." �Adolescence� 35, no. 140 (2000): 639. Student Resources in Context. 

http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/A70777828/SUIC?u=cngran&xid=9d9f3c24�. 
2 Geordy G. Reid and Wanda Boyer. "Social Network Sites and Young Adolescent Identity Development." 

Childhood Education �89, no. 4 (2013): 243+. Student Resources in Context. 

http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/A338522439/SUIC?u=cngran&xid=9c82b946�.  
3 Ibid. 
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molds the adolescent notion of ‘self’ - and within that prompts the desire for change and the power to do 

so.  

 

Background Information 

 

The graphic novel I created is essentially based on the notion that the desire for power is based 

upon the need to validate one’s sense of self within a peer group dynamic. ‘Self’ is defined in this study as 

something that has been created based upon social interactions with others since infancy, and also serves 

as the influence for social behaviour . Through the concept of ‘self’, comes the ability to be able to 4

recognize one’s own concept of who one is, and through this create the idea of ‘self-esteem’. High 

self-esteem is attributed to having a healthy, stable lifestyle where parents and friends alike have a stable 

relationship with the person and in some cases, each other. In contrast, low self-esteem is the product of 

an unbalanced lifestyle and thus an unstable concept of ‘self’. Through this, it is assumed that social 

identity is based upon structure in one’s life . It is through one’s own understanding of ‘self’, that people 5

will begin to gravitate towards certain peers, and eventually try to integrate themselves into a peer group. 

Integrating oneself into a peer group based on what one perceives to be ‘unique’ to them, can also further 

the lack of understanding of one’s ‘self’. It is important to establish the principle of individualism, and the 

need to be ‘unique’, while at the same time conforming to an ideal set by a larger group. Even within 

smaller peer groups there is a set structure that furthers the problem with ‘self’, a hierarchy that asks for 

conformity. This hierarchy is based off of altruism and egoism, guided by the ability to create an authority 

4 Gregory C. Elliott. "The Self as Social Product and Social Force: Morris Rosenberg and the Elaboration 

of a Deceptively Simple Effect." �Extending Self-Esteem Theory and Research�, January 2001, 10-28. 

doi:10.1017/cbo9780511527739.002. 

5 �Ibid. 
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that dictates the group’s structure . Altruism is the desire to help others, where one’s goal is to try and 6

elevate either someone’s own well-being or achievements. The problem with altruism is though it’s seen 

as a widely positive concept, it can also become harmful. For example, most of the times one helps 

someone else because they gain something from it, not necessarily out of goodwill. There is also the 

concept of ‘pathological altruism’, where the help of a person becomes more harmful than helpful to the 

recipients well-being, as the person trying to help is blinded by their good will . Richard M. Emerson’s 7

research goes more into depth on egoism - where the person thinks on only their well-being, and thus 

creates a survival instinct based around their own needs. Based on the notion of egoism we can see the 

rise of power dependency, as will as satisfaction derived from being into control, and purpose in the form 

of a ‘reward system’, which in a social context is popularity .  8

Seen above, peer groups pay an integral role in everyone’s life, in which having small groups of 

friends give an individual a sense of individualism, becoming a recurrent theme throughout anyone’s 

lifetime. I have had people surrounding me since the day I was born - be it in a positive or negative way. 

This has gained more importance the older I got, where ‘friends’ become something more than just 

someone you shared your meals with. Friendships became a symbol of status, with the quantity and 

‘quality’ of these friends dictating where I belonged in the social hierarchy. In addition, the peer groups I 

found myself becoming part of had a hierarchy within themselves, internally dividing the group and its 

6 �Richard M. Emerson. “Power-Dependence Relations”. �American Sociological Review� 27, no. 1 (1962): 

31-41. �http://www.jstor.org/stable/2089716�. 

7 �Barbara A. Oakley. "Concepts and Implications of Altruism Bias and Pathological Altruism." 

Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the United States of America� 110 (June 18, 2013): 10408-0415. 

Accessed October 10, 2017. �http://www.jstor.org/stable/42706674�. 

8 �Linda D. Molm. "Affect and Social Exchange: Satisfaction in Power-Dependence Relations." �American 

Sociological Review� 56, no. 4 (1991): 475-93. �http://www.jstor.org/stable/2096269�. 
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individuals. However, as such hierarchies become evident, so does the need for power, and dependency 

on that power. Even more so, as in a social context hierarchies are constantly shifting - with each 

individual seeking to validate their ‘uniqueness’ and thus gain more social standing. This paper seeks to 

analyze my graphic novel �Where the Darkness Lives�, and identify the themes it explores through the eyes 

of the teenage protagonist., based on the question: How can the adolescent struggle for identity in 

discovering their ‘true’ selves be represented visually? This is done to understand and confront the 

problems I had with my sense of ‘self’ inside of a peer group dynamic, whilst being able to detach myself 

from it, relying on a fictional narrative nearly parallel to my own. 

 

The Graphic Novel 

 

Graphic novels are essentially comics extending beyond the usual political cartoons and short 

comic strips commonly found in newspapers. These visual stories rose to popularity towards the end of 

the 20th century - with the first full graphic novel being published in 1978 by Will Eisner . This medium 9

has gained popularity since its creation, with its themes and characters integrating themselves into popular 

culture and oftentimes being adapted into movies - an example found in the graphic novel �Watchmen 

which was later adapted to a movie of the same name . The popularity of graphic novels often comes 10

from the ability to create a story that draws readers in to become part of the world within the panels, given 

the fact that it relies on causal diction (meaning there is no formal dialogue, for the sake of making the 

characters more believable) and a visual narrative where images give the story a physical form. My own 

experience with comics has also led to the creation of this project, with graphic novels playing a large role 

in my life and my desire to study sequential art.  

9 �Stephen Weiner. �The Rise of the Graphic Novel: Faster Than a Speeding Bullet.� New York: NBM, 2004. 

10 �Alan Moore. �Watchmen.� Burbank, California: DC Comics, 1987. 
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One common theme I found surrounding graphic novels is the lack of adolescent stories that 

focused on a struggle with identity through peer groups, or a story that involved a metamorphosis in the 

self through a desire (non-romantic) driven narrative. Teens are not in scarcity within the graphic novel 

world, with many comics such as �Blankets� and �The Color of Earth� focusing on adolescents and their lives

. These graphic novels depict struggles based on romance or use a ‘coming-of-age’ narrative and follow 11

the protagonist as they grow up. At times they may include fictional elements - for example, �Stitches: a 

Memoir� has the protagonist imagine his therapist as a rabbit when he is discussing the problems he is 

having with his family, even though these works are largely based on the mundane aspect of life. Other 

graphic novels focus more on an event that affected someone’s life. �Maus�, which tells the story of the 

author’s father, a holocaust survivor and the harrowing journey undertaken to escape the Nazi regime. 

The graphic novel elaborates on how an event that has affected the father now in turn how it affects the 

author as he is recounting the story, as well as how the event has loomed over the author’s life and is an 

essential part of how he sees himself in the world around him.  

As most graphic novels often explore the teen mind by using a ‘coming of age’ framework,  romantic and 

familial relationships provide the ‘turning point’ that shakes the protagonist’s initial beliefs about the 

world and themselves and forces them to change. Though power dynamics may seem to be less important 

in teen life based on the lack of graphic novels written on the subject, my own experience as a teen has 

led me to believe otherwise. The ‘self’ is defined by others around you, and the influence they have on 

you or you on them. Hierarchies among peers were constantly shifting, governing what one could and 

couldn’t do, often times causing a radical change in a person over the course of a single week. These 

11 �Craig Thompson. �Blankets�. Marietta, Georgia: Top Shelf Productions, 2003.; Dong-hwa Kim. �The Color 

of Earth�. Translated by Lauren Na. 1st ed. Vol. 1. 3 vols. The Color Trilogy. New York, New York: First Second, 

2009. 
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radical changes because of power could often lead to serious consequences for both the person who had 

changed and those who were close to them, completely breaking the dynamic of the group.  

Furthermore,  reviews and analyses on comics also ignore this important aspect of adolescent life. Many 

papers focus on the educational aspect of graphic novels in becoming a form of literature, and how these 

works can be used to educate teens in the classroom. Educational papers based on graphic novels are 

usually of the instructional variety, explaining why graphic novels should be implemented in a classroom 

setting as well as how they can be used in the classroom curriculum . They either deal with course 12

structures for graphic novels that can be implemented in traditional classrooms, or how graphic novels 

can be used as tools to boost literacy on a broader spectrum. These papers focus on teaching ‘students’, 

written from the perspective of educators and made for other educators - thus limiting the amount of 

insight into an adolescent’s way of thinking or learning. Other works choose to elaborate more on 

exploring themes surrounding the graphic novel genre, most of which focus on the portrayal of gender 

and race in graphic novels. Works from authors like Kirsten Clemens and Megan A. Condis explore how 

female roles as both protagonists within graphic novel narratives and as consumers in the industry affect 

the way these books are viewed, often times causing changes in how women are portrayed in graphic 

novels as to appeal to a diversified audience - for better or worse . Other papers, such as Lance Hosey’s 13

12 �Don Gallo and Stephen Weiner. "Bold Books for Innovative Teaching: Show, Don't Tell: Graphic 

Novels in the Classroom." �The English Journal� 94, no. 2 (2004): 114-17. doi:10.2307/4128785.; Julie Gorlewski 

and Joanna Schmidt. "Research for the Classroom: Graphic Novels in the Classroom: Curriculum Design, 

Implementation, and Reflection." �The English Journal� 100, no. 5 (2011): 104-07. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/23047812�.; Gretchen Schwarz. "Expanding literacies through graphic novels." �English 

Journal� (2006): 58-64. 

13 Kirsten � �Clemens. "Graphic Novels and the Girl Market." �CEA Critic� 72, no. 3 (2010): 71-85. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/44378425�.; Megan A. Condis."The Saga of the Swamp Thing: Feminism and Race on 
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and  Robin A. Moeller’s research specifically delve into the stereotypes that can be created by graphic 

novels, and what this reflects about society as a whole.  Frances Gateward worked with others to also 14

provide a thorough analysis on how race, and the stereotypes that accompany the concept, can affect the 

roles that different cultures are given within the graphic novel industry and how it can affect the creation 

of identity within an entire community .  15

Most of the graphic novels, and research on graphic novels, lacked the focus on identity through 

peer dynamics found among adolescents - choosing instead to focus on a broader demographic or 

disregard the topic all together. However, the problems found among this demographic are no less 

important than that of race or gender inequality. My own experience showcases how social hierarchies 

among adolescents can lead to a perhaps unwanted metamorphosis in the concept of ‘self’, a crisis that 

many teens go through during their transition into adulthood. Due to the lack of subject matter in the area, 

my project focuses on a single moment in a teen’s life, demonstrating how pivotal an experience can be to 

one’s notion of being and identity.  

 

Study Design and Method 

 

the Comic Book Stand." �ImageTexT: Interdisciplinary Comics Studies� 5, no. 4 (2011). 

http://www.english.ufl.edu/imagetext/archives/v5_4/condis/�.;  
14 �Lance Hosey. "Hidden Lines: Gender, Race, and the Body in "Graphic Standards"." �Journal of 

Architectural Education� (1984-) 55, no. 2 (2001): 101-12. http://www.jstor.org/stable/1425611.; Robin A. Moeller 

""Aren't These Boy Books?": High School Students' Readings of Gender in Graphic Novels." �Journal of Adolescent 

& Adult Literacy� 54, no. 7 (2011): 476-84. http://www.jstor.org/stable/41203397. 

15 �Frances Gateward and John Jennings, eds. �The Blacker the Ink: Constructions of Black Identity in 

Comics and Sequential Art.� New Brunswick; New Jersey; London: Rutgers University Press, 2015. 

doi:10.2307/j.ctt1hd186b. 
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This paper utilizes the methodology of ‘self-reflection’, in which my main focus is to analyze my 

methods and product to explore myself. The main focus of this research is to engage readers directly 

through a personal recounting of an experience had by the author themselves, to explore a phenomenon in 

their topic of study. The use of one’s own experiences in an analysis helps to contextualize a ‘real’ 

narrative, allowing the reader to connect with the material. This method serves to propose a singular 

perspective by validating it with one’s own views and other research on the subject to help justify it in an 

academic context. In such a method, the researcher focuses on their experiences as a case study for the 

phenomenon, an example being the study by Bryant Keith Alexander on identity through race, culture, 

and queer identity, which explores how social pressures can affect one’s understanding and vision of self 

in the eyes of others . As such, this research follows the theme of using one’s own understanding of the 16

world around them to create a concrete question to then elaborate upon and explore. As such, I will follow 

the method of this paper in terms of ‘self-reflection’, drawing from past experiences and my own 

understanding of how social hierarchies and egoism affect one’s image of self, bringing about a 

metamorphosis that can be unconscious and unprecedented for the individual. 

I created my project based on the framework from another paper by undergraduate Briana McDade, who 

created her own novella to help create a personal experience through ‘realistic-fiction’ in her paper titled 

“Walking Railroads: A Biracial Narrative” . The author created a novella to try explore themes of 17

biracial identity and cultural heritage, exploring the impact these themes had on a young individuals. By 

doing so, the author expanded the knowledge and resources found in her topic, drawing attention to race 

and the impact it had on one’s sense of belonging. This method analyzed the author’s own work, though 

unlike mine it did not come from a personal experience, but rather a global issue. As such, the main 

16 �Bryant Keith Alexander. �Performing Black Masculinity: Race, Culture, and Queer Identity.� Rowman 

Altamira, 2006. 

17 �Briana Jacques McDade. "Walking Railroads: A Biracial Narrative." �2016 NCUR� (2016). 
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aspect I drew from this research paper was the emphasis on creating a work that embodied a social issue 

commonly seen in my own environment.  

I also utilized the method found in Allison Fawcett’s “Snack Attack: Comical Paintings Exposing 

Hidden Deceptions of the Modern Food Industry”, as she explores herself and her experiences by 

analyzing the impact of the food/the food industry through paintings of her own creation .  This method 18

consists of analyzing a work made by the very author, in which the paper explains the backstory for the 

product by using different aspects of the chosen topic as well as popular culture to support it as being 

relevant. In her paper, Fawcett ‘self-reflects’  and presents her findings as research,  justifying the validity 

of her issues by making reference to countless others who have had similar experiences. The author 

explains that the idea of being uncomfortable in one’s skin as something common in a consumer driven 

society, as the lack of healthy food that is affordable driving one to choose fast food over a healthy meal. 

In doing so, the author validates a personal problem into one that has a broad social context. Additionally, 

by presenting a product based on her findings Fawcett was able to analyze a physical body of work to 

further expand on her quantitative data, being able to compare her paintings by looking at other works of 

art, or even films to help contextualize her own work and the hidden messages behind them. My own 

project relies on analyzing the graphic novel I created and then exploring why I made certain choices, and 

what inspired me to produce the work in the way that I did.  

 

 

 

 

18 �Allison Fawcett. "Snack Attack: Comical Paintings Exposing Hidden Deceptions of the Modern Food 

Industry." �2014 National Conference on Undergraduate Research�, no. 4 (April 3-5, 2014): 606-14. 

http://www.ncurproceedings.org/ojs/index.php/NCUR2014/article/view/737/532�. 
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Creation 

 

For my own graphic novel, I wanted to create a work of art that was fluid - I desired to make the 

graphic novel itself reflect the turbulence and murky nature of an adolescent’s concept of self. Many of 

the graphic novels I sought out had a more structured style however, often relying on squared panels and 

text boxes that would trap the narrator’s thoughts into a space away from the action. Graphic novels such 

as �Maus� and �Maggie the Mechanic� use this style, separating every action into a different panel and relying 

on mostly simple geometrical forms for the characters and background, as well as sharp lines . This 19

creates a style that is mainly focused on creating divides between characters and words, using only sound 

effect texts to connect the two in a single panel. In figure 1, �Maggie the Mechanic� uses solid lines to 

seperate action, and the text is usually centered above the characters - separated from the visual story . 20

This causes the reader to focus either on the image or the text, then choosing to go back and look what 

was missed in the first read through.  

 

19 Art Spiegelman. �The Complete Maus.� London: Penguin, 2003. 

20 Jaime Hernandez, “Mechan-X: Starring Maggie, Race, Hopey”, �Maggie the Mechanic: A Love and 

Rockets Book�, 2007, 
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Fig. 1 Scene depicting the titular character struggling to put herself together in time for work (Illustration by Jaime Hernandez. In 

Maggie the Mechanic�. Bankside, London: Titan Books Limited, 2007, pg.number.) 

 

In contrast, Emily Carroll’s style emphasizes the importance of blurring the line between text and 

image. Additionally, she is able to create more fluid transitions between scenes, not relying on the 

physical division but rather the suggestion of a scene change. In one of her short stories found in her book 

Through the Woods�, each panel of the scene is connected by an eerie song that drives the action of the 

page, shown in figure 2 . The text found within the page is not separated from the visual action, but 21

rather incorporated into it. This enables the reader to understand the narrative by relying on the 

combination of text and image, rather than each element separately, to decipher the story. I decided to 

incorporate similar elements into my own graphic novel, not relying on strict paneling and allowing the 

action to be less structured and visually fluid (Fig.3). I also decided to often jump between daytime and 

nighttime, creating abstract breaks between actions to tie them together without having a strict timeline. 

This was intended to create a distorted notion of time within the graphic novel, but to also emphasize the 

21 Emily Carroll, “A Lady’s Hands are Cold,” �Through the Woods,� 2014, 44-45. 



Appendix B

AP RESEARCH WORKSHOP HANDBOOK

279

12 

confusion and displacement of the protagonist in his own environment and within his own body as he 

struggled to create a ‘self’ (See Appendix). Additionally, certain scenes that relied solely on imagery were 

placed to create space between text heavy panels, while still invoking an eerie feeling that was the drive 

for this horror based graphic novel (See Appendix).  

 

 

Fig. 2 The song that is repeated in “A Lady’s Hands are Cold” (Illustration by Emily Carroll. In �Through the Woods �. By Emily 

Carroll. New York, New York: Margaret K. McElderry Books, 2014, 44-45.) 
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Fig. 3 A panel from page 28 that uses text to make reference to the passage of time during a dialogue from �Where the Darkness 

Lives� similar to the technique used in Fig. 2. 
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Horror 

 

Horror is a genre that seeks to repulse and captivate. Films such as �Psycho� become classics in 

popular culture, the thrill of the murders and the survival of those who remain entertaining audiences even 

today . As an audience we are used to horror films or works of literature that rely on the visually 22

terrifying - mutilated bodies and giant monsters. However, while works such as Stephen King’s �The Girl 

Who Loved Tom Gordon� do rely on some haunting imagery, it is the reality of the situation and the 

blurring of what is there and what is not that truly give the book its horror aspect . In the book, as the 23

main character becomes weaker with each passing moment, she begins to hallucinate. In this sequence it 

is unclear whether the apparitions that appear before her are hallucinations or something truly 

supernatural. The reader perceives that something is ‘wrong’, and that the main character is in danger 

from something other than the pneumonia coursing through her body. It is that feeling of ‘wrongness’ that 

helps create the horror aspect of the story, rather than blood or gore.  

Similarly to Stephen King’s novel, my own creation focuses on the more psychological aspect of 

the horror genre - the graphic novel does not rely on grotesque imagery. Instead, the graphic novel 

focuses on building a haunting narrative that is both eerie and unsettling, seeking to create something that 

is not memorable because of the jarring visuals but rather what lies behind an expression or a formless 

shadow. The fact that the focalization of the narrative� �is from the perspective the protagonist means that 

the reader is responsible for how they interpret what the main character sees . The ‘wrongness’ within the 24

22 �Anthony Perkins, Vera Miles, John Gavin, Martin Balsam, John McIntire, Janet Leigh, Alfred Hitchcock, 

Joseph Stefano, and Robert Bloch. 1998. �Psycho�. OKS Print. Universal City, CA: Universal Home Video 

23 �Stephen King. 2007. �The Girl Who Loved Tom Gordon�. London: Hodder. 

24 �Silke Horstkotte, and Nancy Pedri. "Focalization in Graphic Narrative." �Narrative �19, no. 3 (2011): 

330-357. 
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narrative found in both Stephen King’s work and that of my own graphic novel is found in how the 

narrator themselves is unreliable, often times not self-aware. The main character in �Where the Darkness 

Lives �accepts the shadow as being something “familiar”, while the reader can clearly discern that such a 

figure is not what would typically be considered to be normal. The reader also has to determine for 

themselves whether or not the shadow is real, changing the way they read the story and understand the 

characters as they do so. In this way, the graphic novel creates the unsettling feeling within the reader 

while moving away from bloody or grotesque imagery, all the while providing a narrative that is 

‘entertaining’ as a form of visual media.  

 

The Creature 

 

Animals are commonly used as major elements in horror. �Jaws� can be seen as one of the iconic 

‘beastly monster’ based horror, with the giant shark serving as the main antagonist throughout the film . 25

More than just being a terrifying creature, this shark also serves to represent the effect that events can 

have on the human psyche. The creature creates mass hysteria among the residents of the beach city, and 

shows the ways in which the unknown causes repercussions within that community, leading to the 

fracturing of the relationships among those who form part of it. Other films, such as Stephen King’s �Cujo 

also utilize beasts to create fear in the viewer, with �Cujo �relying specifically on making something 

familiar and oftentimes cherished into a terrifying monster . Steve Baker points out that this concept of 26

taking animals and their stereotypes as being common in the entertainment industry - even graphic novels, 

25 Richard D. Zanuck, David Brown, Steven Spielberg, Peter Benchley, Carl Gottlieb, John Williams, Roy 

Scheider, et al. 2005. �Jaws�. Universal City, CA: Universal. 

26 Stephen King. 1981. �Cujo�. New York: Viking Press. 



Appendix B

AP RESEARCH WORKSHOP HANDBOOK

283

16 

such as �Maus�, utilize this method in their narratives . Baker explains that certain stereotypes that are 27

attached to animals are exaggerated in the entertainment industry to give people or characters qualities 

that can be understood by the audience as being ‘natural’ to that character because of their animalistic 

traits. In my graphic novel, I developed a formless shadow as a way to represent the desire for power, and 

specifically chose to call it a ‘shadow’ because it was part of the protagonist, not a separate entity (Fig.4). 

As such, when the protagonist is consumed by the shadow, he is being consumed by his own self. The 

‘face’ of the shadow was based off of a wolf, while also taking the signature grin from the Cheshire Cat 

found in Lewis Carroll’s �Alice in Wonderland . This was mainly to give the creature a ‘living’ aspect, 28

while still not being ‘human’. I wanted the character to reflect a social truth that I have been witness to in 

my own adolescence while still allowing it to resonate within others, making it easier to digest by placing 

it in a tangible entity. 

 

27 Steve Baker. �Picturing the Beast: Animals, Identity and Representation.� Manchester: Manchester UP, 

1993.  

28 �Carroll, Lewis. 1865. �Alice's Adventures in Wonderland, �New York: MacMillan.  
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Fig. 4 The shadow creature that haunts the protagonist in �Where the Darkness Lives. 
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Looking Back 

 

It is an impossible task to have a single identity that you can readily display to everyone. My own 

experiences throughout my adolescence have helped me understand that it is normal to change aspects of 

oneself depending on whoever one is with, and that doing so doesn’t necessarily mean someone is ‘lying’ 

to their peers or in any other way trying to hide their ‘true’ identity. From what I have witnessed, one will 

almost never act the same way towards a parental figure as they would with a close friend - it is not that 

they’re lying to either party, it is just a way of ‘adapting’ to suit the situation and approach it in ways that 

they will feel the most comfortable. Furthermore, there is no such thing as having a ‘true’ version of 

oneself. As a person you are constantly accumulating new experiences and ideas, leading you constantly 

evolving your concept of ‘self’, as such there is no way for you to have a ‘true’ identity because it is 

always changing. However, there is the possibility of being consumed by the desire to change, in which 

one lets the need to be unique or above others alter their natural responses to different social situations. 

The person no longer adapts their ‘self’ to feel comfortable, but rather to force themselves into appealing 

to their ‘audience’. This neglect to ‘self’ can lead to the conflict that I often faced during my middle 

school and high school years; it is one thing to change for oneself, and another to change for the sake of 

pleasing others. In �Where the Darkness Lives�, the protagonist becomes obsessed with being different to 

the person he had once been, because what he had was taken away from him. The protagonist becomes 

lost in his own mind, and forces himself to change and “start over”. However, this metamorphosis is not 

influenced by his rational mind, but rather the hungry shadow that obsesses over the power to change not 

for the ‘better’ but for ‘more’. Seth gets so caught up in having more just for the sake of rising above 

those who had left him behind that he is swallowed by his own ambitions until Seth no longer knows 

what he wants or why he wants it. My own experiences are reflected in these sequences, as often times I 

was not aware of what I was doing until it was already too late. In completing this project I have a new 
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understanding of myself and an identity that is wholly my own. I can face myself in the mirror and 

acknowledge my own flaws as a person, as well as understand that as long as I change for myself, it is not 

harmful. Rather than being an unwilling victim to the darkness within myself, I am able to understand the 

darkness and learn to live with it, not letting it impair my judgement or interactions with others.  

 

Conclusion 

 

This work culminated my middle school and high school experience with identity and the 

pressures exerted by society that shapes your conception of ‘self’. Creating this project helped me vent 

my insecurities and fears in a productive work, and throughout the process I was able to understand my 

‘self’ on a deeper level. The graphic novel gave me the opportunity to step back and analyze myself as a 

spectator in my own skin. In doing so, not only was I able to come to terms with my own monsters, but 

also provide a story that may help other teens with understanding their own problems and issues. Being 

done in a medium that is visually evocative, as well as being easier to understand and more appealing than 

a long memoir detailing my experiences, this graphic novel will hopefully create a widespread awareness 

for the social pressures that the adolescent community often unconsciously forces upon themselves. The 

importance of this graphic novel is not found in the graphic novel itself, as the story only explored the 

implications of an adolescent identity crisis. I want this work to serve as a reminder that change must 

come from one’s own desires to become different, rather than social pressures to become better. The 

conclusion drawn from this research and my personal experiences is that a ‘true self’ does not exist, and 

as people we constantly change to accommodate new experiences. If you act a certain way with on group 

of peers, and act differently with another, you are not being ‘fake’ or ‘two-faced’. You are adapting to a 

situation. Many people often take the need to be ‘unique’ to impress others too seriously. This graphic 

novel focuses on exaggerating the implications of ‘adolescent egoism’,  and how harmful it can be for 
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one’s self to take being ‘unique’ to heart and trying to please an audience that was never there to begin 

with.  

As any work of art, the graphic novel is not without its flaws. There is a high chance that this 

work will not be published professionally until much later, as the graphic novel was done in a relatively 

short time and could be further elaborated upon. However, I still hope that this work can eventually be 

viewed by many, adolescents and researchers alike, as a first hand account to the finding of the ‘self’ and 

the consequences this can bring. In doing so, �Where the Darkness Lives� could perhaps serve as a unique 

lens into adolescent egoism and the pressure to be ‘unique’ while still achieving a ‘true self’, resonating 

with other teens who have had similar experiences. As research, this shows the importance of identity in 

adolescence, and the fact that this topic needs to be further elaborated on as to inform those on the 

consequences of societal pressures to stand above the rest, especially with the rise of the social media 

platform - thus expanding the ‘audience’ that many struggle to please and eventually lose themselves to.  
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