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INTRODUCTION 

 

Everywhere A Garden is a graphic memoir that explores the concept of 

identity and belonging across countries, languages, and cultures. The story 

revolves around my decision to pursue my undergraduate education abroad, far 

away from my hometown in the Philippines, and how this transnational, 

transcultural experience can forever shift one’s sense of self and home. In it, I 

track the unexpected challenges I face as an international student in Connecticut, 

the pivotal but short-lived semester I spend in Seoul, and my many returns to 

Manila in between. My autobiographical character, through the long and arduous 

process of self-discovery, undergoes the experiences I have had: navigating my 

relationships with different native, heritage, and foreign languages, learning to 

reconcile the lives I lead in different places, and reflecting on the changes all 

these experiences allow me to undergo. Ultimately, this narrative is one about 

acknowledging one’s roots as well as finding growth, even in a constant state of 

displacement. 

My project is the result of a pervasive internal struggle that has been 

present over the course of my time in college. Born and raised in the Philippines, I 

came to America hoping to find a sense of belonging I did not feel in my home 

country. I was neither educated in an international school nor particularly shielded 

from Filipino society, but I was raised in a comfortable bubble of privilege and 

almost exclusively on the English language—two things that kept me from being 

able to claim my Filipino identity with confidence. On top of that, I am half-



3 

Chinese, but have little familiarity with my heritage as a fourth generation mixed 

Chinese Filipino, besides biannual family gatherings for the Lunar New Year and 

the Autumn Festival. These two aspects of my identity played—at surface level—

insignificant roles in my life, and I took my immersion in these cultures for 

granted growing up. 

I only began to become aware of race and culture upon my matriculation 

at Wesleyan, where I began to spend time in a society less homogenous than the 

one I had known all my life. This new life in America brought about some 

changes, and I found myself for the first time culturally removed from the friends 

and family who understood and more or less shared my background and 

experiences. However, adjusting to my unfamiliar environment also emphasized 

parts of me that were grounded in my Filipino upbringing, making me not far 

enough removed from my home culture as to be able to relate to the new people 

around me in America. In short, I began to occupy a cultural space that was too 

foreign to both my loved ones back home and to my new peers, alienating me 

from both parties but not entirely. 

Living in this liminal space was lonely but transformative, and allowed me 

to re-examine aspects of myself I had never thought about. This process, bolstered 

by my education under the College of East Asian Studies, raised several questions 

over the years, which I now aim to address in my thesis project. I wondered: What 

did it mean for me to aspire for—and believe in the fact that I could achieve—

belonging in the United States? Could I consider myself or my creative work 

“diasporic” or “transnational,” despite the fact that I was here temporarily and 
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expected to return to the Philippines after graduation? Most importantly, how did 

language, geography, heritage, and culture tie into one’s identity and sense of 

belonging, and given my own shifting influences, how was I to define these for 

myself? 

As my unique circumstance made me unable to share these particular 

worries with anyone else at the time, I was forced to find a way to make peace 

with such seemingly conflicting sides of my identity in solitude, working through 

it in pieces that eventually came together in this piece of work. I have reason now 

to believe I am not as alone in this confusion as I once believed, as other 

international students I have befriended over the years have expressed similar 

thoughts, but I know well that it can feel like a lonely process. My thesis project is 

largely motivated by the need to make sense of my transnational, transcultural 

experience through a narrative, but also acts as a letter to international students 

and other young people struggling to reconcile the multiple worlds they cross as 

well, in the hopes that this will serve in some way as a companion or reassurance 

that the process is not as solitary as it can feel. 

This project, while mainly rooted in my personal experience, is also built 

on a foundation of works that precede my own. I have studied other graphic 

memoirs, postcolonial and autobiographical theory, as well as diasporic fiction 

and nonfiction alike, in order to strengthen the execution of my project and situate 

it within others of similar backgrounds and contexts. The following two sections 

discuss these resources, alongside both the transnational aspect of my narrative 
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and the medium with which I execute said narrative. The final section reviews my 

process in developing my project based on the former two discussions. 

It is important to bear in mind that Everywhere A Garden is the product of 

a year’s worth of creative immersion and engagement with research. However, it 

remains to be only the framework for a larger, more polished version, which 

would require a more intensive or lengthier process. This introduction serves to 

explain the project in its present state, as well as lay out plans for further creative 

development given the time and resources.   

 

Postcolonial transnational narratives 

In Edward Said’s Reflections on Exile, he writes: “While it is true that 

literature and history contain heroic, romantic, glorious, even triumphant episodes 

in an exile’s life, these are no more than efforts meant to overcome the crippling 

sorrow of estrangement (173).” Estrangement from one’s “home country” is the 

common denominator shared by all members of diasporic communities, 

regardless of the circumstances that led to their departure. In seeking a different 

life, one must agree to distance oneself from their original home—usually first 

physically, and then inevitably culturally as well. To the exile, the physical aspect 

is the most impactful. After all, their expatriation is forced onto them as the sole 

option, and not a choice they made willingly. The exile has no means of returning 

after their banishment. 

By definition, my story cannot be categorized as one of exile: Moving 

away from my native country is something I decided rather than something that 
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was decided for me, and returning to the Philippines remains an option—or rather 

a requirement, at least by my student visa’s terms. In Said’s discussion of the 

distinctions among the types of exiles, ranging from refugees to émigrés, I would 

most likely fall under the category of expatriate, who “voluntarily lives in an alien 

country, usually for personal or social reasons (181).” 

However, the shared experience of leaving “home” allows me to view my 

place of origin from a similar vantage point to the exile’s. Up until leaving the 

Philippines, I understood the concept of belonging in a singular sense, having 

grown up only with one definition of home. Despite my detachment from my 

heritage on both sides of my family, I never questioned whether I was at “home” 

or if I “belonged” simply because I had not experienced anything else, so no other 

option existed. After spending my college years in America and South Korea, 

however, this level of certainty becomes more and more difficult to achieve again 

every time I return home, having discovered alternative means of belonging in the 

process of adjusting to new environments. Said writes that “anyone prevented 

from returning home is an exile (181).” Physically, the exile is unable to return 

home, and will forever be estranged from a place with which they once were 

intimately familiar. On the other hand, I am able to physically return to the 

Philippines, but can no longer revive the complete sense of belonging I felt with 

the country I grew up in, as it is no longer my only “home.” In this way, I have 

shared in both the “triumphant episodes” and “sorrow of estrangement” that Said 

writes of an exile’s life: By gaining a new perspective, one effectively loses a 

once-secure sense of identity. 
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Exiles who are or become artists and writers are not uncommon: Georg 

Lukács, in Theory of the Novel, argues that the novel is a form grounded in the 

experience of a changing society, in which the protagonist seeks to reconcile a 

new world with an old one left behind forever (Said 181). This issue tends to be 

the most important point of conflict in the diasporic narratives that influenced my 

own telling. The graphic memoirs I have read as part of my study for this project 

range from firsthand accounts of moving abroad by oneself (Persepolis) to one’s 

experience as the child of immigrants (I Was Their American Dream, The Best We 

Could Do). Regardless of the author’s proximity to the physical act of emigration, 

each of these works draw on similar problems. Persepolis is a bildungsroman 

tracing author Marjane Satrapi’s life from childhood in Iran to young adulthood 

flitting about in Europe. Satrapi illustrates both the lighthearted and disturbing 

moments of her childhood in Iran’s political chaos of the time, her difficult 

transition into life studying abroad in Europe, and the conflicts that come with her 

shifting ideological values. I Was Their American Dream is the story of Malaka 

Gharib, a mixed Egyptian-Filipino American woman growing up in diverse 

California. Although Gharib’s parents separate, both their cultures remain a strong 

influence on her upbringing, and she must move back and forth between her two 

sometimes conflicting heritage cultures while simultaneously attempting to 

develop her own American identity. And Thi Bui recounts the tumultuous lives of 

her Vietnamese refugee parents in The Best We Could Do, linking what she 

knows of their lives before, during, and after the war to her present day 

relationships with each of them. As an expectant mother, Bui writes to make 
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sense of both her parents’ trauma and her own inherited trauma, in the hopes that 

learning from this will better inform the choices she makes as a parent in raising 

her first child.  

These three stories are built on the common foundation of adjusting to 

changing worlds, whether directly or by proximity. My own narrative addresses 

some of the issues they discuss. Inspired by their examples, I reflect on the 

difficulties of my time starting as an international student in America in Part 1, 

show how I deal with deeply embedded cultural guilt while enjoying my time 

abroad in Seoul in Part 2, and observe the ways my transnational experience 

changes my relationships with loved ones in Part 3.  

One feature that separates my narrative from theirs, however, is the final 

section of my novel. Everywhere A Garden was crafted to follow the overall 

narrative structure of an autobiography of discovery, which Tabachnick defines in 

Graphic Subjects as an autobiography “...in which the autobiographer discovers 

what he believes in and who he really is over the course of the autobiography 

itself, all the while painfully forcing the reader to see and even feel what he 

experienced with no inkling of how it all might end, until it truly does” (115).  My 

story encompasses the four years I spend in college, inclusive of the present, and 

its ending reflects the incomplete state of this chapter of my life. The 

aforementioned graphic novels are finished, whole stories, hinting at the author’s 

future or potential final destination beyond the end of the book, as the author 

presumably is already living or has already lived it. These memoirs, in line with 

Lukács’ idea of the novel, are different modalities of immortalizing an exile’s 
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loss—of an uncontaminated loyalty to one’s home, of a childhood without 

cultural expectations, of a healthier, trauma-free relationship—whether or not 

what was lost was available to them to begin with.  

While I have attempted to write a complete narrative arc, I realize 

Everywhere A Garden does not possess the same finality of its inspirations, 

leaving my next step after the end of the story as ambiguous to the readers as it is 

to me as I write it. According to Said, “what is true of all exile is not that home 

and love of home are lost, but that loss is inherent in the very existence of both 

(185).” Over the course of my story, I discover homes in forms beyond the 

geographic and cultural ones in the above graphic novels, finding belonging in 

certain languages, time periods, and states of mind that I encounter. In learning 

that I have the ability be “home” in multiple ways, my story’s loss is a loss of 

certainty in where to go from the end point, given the multitude of options and 

inability to choose all of them, which consequently predicts a larger loss of the 

futures with homes that I will inevitably not choose once I decide. The narrative’s 

open ending is thus not only a result of its simultaneity with the present, but also a 

means to immortalize this loss in the way other diaspora narratives do, closing the 

story in a way that gives a “plurality of vision” to a life of exile that is denied a 

secure singularity of belonging (Said 186).  

 

The graphic novel as a memoir medium 

Having had an interest in writing and drawing from an early age, I have a 

broad range of creative influences. Both my narrative voice and artistic style are a 

product of American Sunday strips and graphic novels, Japanese manga, Korean 
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webtoons, artists from all over the world who post their work on social media, and 

both western and Japanese animation, all of which I grew up consuming. In a 

story about my cross-cultural experience, where the boundaries between the 

different lives I lead become blurred and I reconcile seemingly separate or 

conflicting experiences, I felt it was suitable to use a medium that, to me, has 

always been a natural combination of various different influences.  

I also drew inspiration from Marjane Satrapi, who intended Persepolis as a 

graphic novel knowing that the use of images to tell stories would make her 

writing more accessible to a larger group of people. For this reason, the graphic 

memoir is a popular medium for members of diasporic or transnational 

communities: A narrative form less bound by language than traditional prose 

seems more than fitting for a story about crossing cultural, geographical, and 

linguistic boundaries. In conceptualizing Everywhere A Garden, I was compelled 

to tell my story in this medium for the same reason. Most people, despite speaking 

different verbal languages, can communicate and are conversational in visual 

language, using symbols or acting out with their bodies to convey a message to 

someone else. This universal language decreases the potential of becoming 

confused or lost in translation, which is especially important to my storytelling 

given the spatterings of different languages in this novel. The images also make a 

serious, difficult story seem more palatable to new readers who may be from 

different backgrounds, and helps eases the whiplash of shifting circumstances by 

grounding the reader in a language easy to interpret. 
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Most importantly, I intended the reader to be able to observe the changes 

in my character as the story progressed, and felt that sequential art as a medium 

best conveyed these changes. I structured Everywhere A Garden to follow that of 

an autobiography of discovery, “in which different aspects of belief and of the self 

are explored in each episode, but only after enormous travail does the authentic 

belief (the one most suitable for the situation of the autobiographer) emerge, 

along with an understanding of the self” (Tabachnick 102). I wanted the 

emotional impact to be as close to my own experience as I could express in my 

writing, in order to give the reader a similar one. While a traditional novel could 

possibly succeed at the intended experience, the visual narrative has greater 

potential to evoke the emotional effect I desired, using colors and motifs to move 

the subconscious.  

My choices in doing so were influenced by writer-artists like Alison 

Bechdel (Fun Home), Nagata Kabi (My Lesbian Experience With Loneliness), and 

Vera Brosgol (Be Prepared), whose visual styles lend their stories a stronger 

impact. Bechdel’s faded mint green inkwash coloring style streamlines the plot of 

Fun Home and gives it a sense of stability and groundedness amidst Bechdel’s 

verbose, philosophical narration and the tempestuous personality of the subject of 

the book, her father. Kabi inks her comics in a seemingly unpolished way to 

match her casual narrative voice, the thin pen lines growing scratchier in panels 

where she conveys more intense emotions of panic, anger, and depression. Her 

structure of four-panel pages (known in Japan as 4koma) also allows her to tell 

shorter stories between longer narratives or break from scenes to explain her 
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emotional state, and the large amounts of negative white space paired with her 

conversational tone make the story feel lighthearted and easy to read, despite 

being a lengthy one about depression and anxiety. Vera Brosgol’s soft and curved 

lines are fit for a narrative about a childhood summer camp, and, like the former 

two, she uses a singular hue to color the entire novel. The olive green color 

complements the subject matter, the color itself drawing out the nature 

background illustrations and the stark tone Brosgol uses emphasizing the 

characters’ discomfort and disgust in certain scenes. 

Everywhere A Garden is divided into five sections, inclusive of the 

prologue. The three middle sections each focus on an experience in a certain 

country or culture, represented by the country’s national flower: the rose for 

America, 무궁화 (or the “rose of Sharon”) for South Korea, and the sampaguita 

for the Philippines. What they mean in any given panel is left ambiguous and 

open to the reader’s interpretation. In the same way it is difficult to tell what 

aspect of an experience has influenced one to be a certain way, readers can look at 

the flowers and attribute their growth or effect on the character to something 

different—such as language, culture, location, etc.  

I chose not to unify the color scheme of the entire novel as the 

aforementioned artists have, but instead plan to color code each section of the 

narrative: The prologue is set to be in black and white, the final part in full color, 

and the three in between corresponding to the color of the flower that represents 

each part, in shades that match the intended emotional intensity of each shorter 

story. A preview of the assigned color coding can be found in the first two pages 
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of each section. This stylistic choice stems from the episodic structure of the 

autobiography of discovery, in which each section brings about a different issue 

or plot. In addition, color coding each chapter before ending on full technicolor 

emphasizes the complexity of having multiple homes, and the uncertainty in 

deciding on a future having seen the many given options. The loss of certainty, 

however, is one recognized in the narrative as ultimately positive, and the choice 

of full color fits with this ending realization, also giving the final section a sense 

of completion. 

 

The development of Everywhere A Garden 

 Everywhere A Garden is the culminating output of a journey that began in 

high school, when I first decided to apply to universities abroad. Over the years, I 

have accumulated more than enough content for this story, but unfortunately had 

to choose the most pertinent ones to address in answering the question, “Where is 

home for me now?” and set aside many other issues and stories I could have 

included. 

 One I do not explicitly address in Everywhere A Garden is its postcolonial 

context. As I am a citizen of a country previously colonized by the United States, 

my choice to come to the States for “better opportunities” is politically, 

historically, and culturally loaded. While I do not choose to discuss this in full 

within the confines of my story, I am aware that my personal experience as a 

Filipino studying abroad in America in a postcolonial world is seated in a 

background beyond my narrative, and is significantly influenced by said 

background. 
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Another topic I planned to shed more light on is my Chinese heritage. 

While my family is not traditional by most standards, there are cultural 

cornerstones set in place by the older generations to keep our “clan” together, and 

in recent times I have developed a stronger interest in connecting with my 

heritage, given how much I was learning about it in my major. While this would 

certainly texturize a narrative dealing with multiple areas of belonging, it feels 

like a journey that is only beginning, and would likely not fit in a comprehensive 

story about a soon-to-end adventure. 

Regardless, the resulting Everywhere A Garden is over one hundred and 

fifty pages worth of content, spanning the beginning of my life in “exile.” It is 

divided into five sections that trace my journey through rediscovering my identity 

after entering a new world. 

The prologue marks the beginning of my displacement, where I first 

entertain the idea of studying abroad. It sets up the overarching questions of the 

next three sections: What is my idea of home going to become, once I am 

displaced? How will I navigate taking on different identities? Will this experience 

change my relationship with where I am from, and how? 

Part One, entitled Everything’s Coming Up Roses, covers my arrival in 

America, and my first two years attending Wesleyan. In this section, I struggle 

with unmet expectations and must learn to bridge the cultural gap between myself 

and my new peers. This part introduces the conflict of warring identities by 

beginning the displacement narrative, and contemplates the possibility of merging 

two separate lives. 
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Part Two, entitled 무궁화 꽃이 피었습니다 or The Rose of Sharon Has 

Bloomed, is about the fall semester of my junior year, which I spend in Seoul, 

South Korea. Although I settle into enjoying my Seoul lifestyle almost 

immediately, this brings about feelings of guilt regarding my own heritage and 

relationship with my home. In this section, I learn new ideas of belonging and use 

this to tackle my ongoing identity crisis. 

Part Three, entitled Aking Paraluman Mutyang Sampaguita or My Muse, 

the Blooming Sampaguita, spans every break period I spend home in Manila, but 

focuses particularly on the spring break of my junior year. I wrangle with the 

changes I have undergone since high school, and acknowledge some new personal 

truths about home. This part addresses a fear of change, which permeates through 

Parts One and Two, and attempts to reconcile my different worlds. 

Part Four, entitled Everywhere A Garden, is the most contemporary 

narrative, spanning my present experience of my senior year at Wesleyan. Ending 

my time in college with a stronger core identity and sense of belonging, I reflect 

on my experiences to inform the possible futures I might pursue, now having 

acquired multiple options.  

The book’s epigraph is taken from “Postcards from Somewhere” by 

Florianne Jimenez, an essay assigned to me in my senior year of high school. At 

the end of my time in secondary education, I was almost sure I would be abroad 

by the same time the following year, and felt prematurely nostalgic reading a 

piece that contemplated displacement and the changes it brought to a person the 

way this one did. It was a sentiment I could not yet truly identify with, having no 
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other concept of home besides the one in which I grew up, but one I strongly 

empathize with today. 

The following pages are my attempt to honor the beginning of what I 

consider to be a lifelong journey to and through different homes. While unsure 

about my status as a valid member of the diasporic community, my story is a 

reflection of time I spent traveling between countries, switching between 

languages, and adapting to different cultures, all of which find their roots in a 

single decision to leave home temporarily. While the displacement may not be 

permanent, its effects are long-lasting, the opportunity allowing one to expand 

their definitions of home and belonging beyond the ones provided to them by 

default at birth. In this visual narrative, I hope to have conveyed my transnational 

experience of self-discovery in a manner that seems to my readers as worthwhile 

as it has seemed to me. 
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