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Commentary on After Maria by Gemma Sou and John Cei Douglas

Written by Fernanda Díaz-Basteris

Across the western world, family relationships and conflict have been portrayed in graphic narratives 
as a topic worthy of multidisciplinary research. There are numerous western graphic narratives depict-
ing white families in crisis. However, few scholars have examined visual culture and popular icons 
depicting Latinx/BIPOC families in conflict in the global south, and even fewer have delved into social 
conflict in Latinx family dynamics after a disruptive disaster. Until today scholarship on Puerto Rican 
comics has been scarce but not absent. I started archiving Puerto Rican local graphic narratives in 
2014 and I have published a couple of articles about webcomics and the hurricane in the last remain-
ing colony (Díaz-Basteris, 2019; 2020). During a visit to Mayagüez in 2019 I learned about the project 
‘Mi María: Puerto Rico After the Hurricane’ led by Dr Ricia Chansky from the University of Puerto 
Rico-Mayagüez. Since 2019 Chansky has published several projects on the aftermath of the disaster 
from an honest perspective of an American professor living on the island and working with Puerto 
Rican students; the article ‘Teaching hurricane María’ (Chansky 2019) is one of the first of its kind. 
Meanwhile in the United States there were other comic narratives about Hurricane Maria depicting 
superheroes delivering salvation and made for profit. This scholarship kept developing and later in 
2021, Dr Paul Humphrey put together many resources and published the article ‘Framing a decolonial 
future: hurricane Maria in independent Puerto Rican comics’. A few months later, librarian Daniel 
Arbino published ‘The gifts of the hurricane: reimagining post-Maria Puerto Rico through comics’. 
In contrast, Dr Gemma Sou’s ethno-graphic novella is a trailblazing emblem in the field, published 
in 2020 as a free and open resource designed to accurately document experiences of disaster victims 
for use in educational settings. The graphic novella After Maria embodies a unique fictional narrative 
based on interviews of families from the neighbourhood of Toa Baja, Puerto Rico in the aftermath 
of Hurricane Maria in 2017. Dr Gemma Sou visited the same neighbourhood five times during the 
first year after the hurricane and documented the slow recovery of twenty local families. After Maria 
depicts the months filled with grief and personal frustration as families grappled with many difficul-
ties, ranging from the most mundane activities to basic survival, taking an expensive emotional toll on 
some more than others. Puerto Rican households’ resilience was a crucial ingredient in rebuilding local 
communities where federal aid was absent. Displacement to the United States fractured some families 
that stayed on the island; many of them had to reshape their emotional attachments. The United States 
is portrayed as an indifferent dominant colonizer. Those remaining in Puerto Rico, currently a colony 
of the United States, are left to die, a permanent black stain on the tropical panorama of the colonial 
paradise.

The artwork of John Cei Douglas in After Maria reveals how the immediate hours, days and 
months after Hurricane Maria were experienced in two colours: grey and black. The ruined state of 
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the island and the spiritual emptiness of Puerto Ricans after the catastrophe are drawn based on the 
visits, dialogues and everyday experiences of hardworking Caribbean families. The positionality of 
the ethnographer and the precision of the artist are crucial to bring disaster stories from a sincere 
and non-profit ethical perspective to university spaces. Sou’s research proves how academic writing 
is no longer impenetrable; researchers can communicate complicated family conflicts with graphic 
narratives that appeal to the empathetic emotions of its readers. This type of work reshapes west-
ern scholarship and it brings critical understanding and engagement with the world events rather 
than abstract statistical analysis. Reading, teaching and discussing materials like After Maria improve 
communication among everyone involved in this experience. With Sou and Cei Douglas’s work, we 
can understand how a disaster is not entirely natural, and how the words we use to name it matters. 
Through this graphic novella, we can establish how the Puerto Rican disaster was experienced differ-
ently depending on race, class, age and gender. After Maria illustrates the necessity of narration 
after a traumatic life event. The storm is the meta-narrative of a stateless nation of second-class 
citizens, segregated based on race and without regard for human rights. Dr Sou identified the resto-
ration of household practices as a first step to recovery, the physical and emotional labour of which 
was unequally distributed among family members leading to additional trauma. Building a narrative 
rooted in the respectful representation of black and brown families focuses the story on the ethical 
dimensions and paradigms of colonization; it provides us with tools for narrating and seeing the 
region and its cultural challenges.
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