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One Piece! Towards a figural semiopraxis of freedom
Francesco Garbelli

Abstract

In this paper, I adopt the manga One Piece by Eiichirō Oda as a theoretical object 
and a model in order to develop some theoretical remarks on semiosis. Firstly, I 
discuss Oda’s writing device of narrative repetition, that I frame as a figural pro-
cess of retrospective fulfillment of sense where different stories interact. Then, 
I reconstruct the theme of 自由 (freedom) in the diegesis, on three different re-
gimes of valorization: morality, sociopolitical power and nature. What emerges 
from the survey is that in the achievement of every declination of freedom actions 
and stories, whose combined effect is to renegotiate values, play a key role. I pro-
pose that freedom in One Piece is the condition for and the result of (re)creating 
one’s own 伝説 (legend), i.e. an enacted story, which makes action a semiopraxis. 
I therefore define a semiopraxis as an enunciate with a narrative structure which 
precedes its own actual enunciation, that can also remain forever virtual. I there-
fore claim that narrative repetitions in One Piece can be considered a depiction 
semiopraxis. Then, I focus on Oda’s characters whose concept is that of a trick-
ster (most notably, the protagonist Monkey D. Luffy), as instances of the zero of a 
semiotic structure, which allows any transformation of values to take place. I con-
clude that One Piece can be considered an effort to delve into the ways through 
which comics can expose figurality, the capacity of a semiotic token to be both 
itself and other, and hence to free from any unilateral narration.

Keywords: cultural_studies, semiotics, manga_studies, visual_studies, comics.

1. Introduction

In this essay, I will discuss how the narrative repetitions that we find in One Piece 
[ワンピース], written and illustrated by Eiichirō Oda, can be accounted for in 
the light of the manga positing an essential relationship between freedom and 
narratives. One Piece tells first and foremost a story about freedom1. Its different 
thematizations in the manga share nevertheless one common motive, namely that 
they are achieved thanks to the enaction of a narrative − as narratives open up the 
possibility to confirm or transform values. Crucially, even though it undertakes a 
story, this kind of enaction does not coincide with an enunciation. I will therefore 
suggest to adopt the expression “semiopraxis” in order to give reason of a pecu-
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liar type of enunciate, which is characterized by the property of preceding its own 
actual enunciation, which may remain forever virtual as well, by just being enacted. 
A semiopraxis thus results to be the trick that allows one to exercise freedom as a 
sense-making intervention upon values. Repetitions in the manga’s graphic narra-
tion will therefore be considered to be functional to the depiction of semiopraxis.
The manga itself, in this perspective, presents its enounced enunciation, in the 
medial forms of graphic narration, as the result of the enunciation presupposed 
by the enactments of narratives that change the values internal to it; but it also 
presents itself as a device that reflects upon semiopraxis and semiosis in general. I 
will therefore analyze how One Piece addresses sense-making practices, and even 
how it performs, as enunciate, the possibility to re-narrate differently other ency-
clopedic tokens, thus putting on display as a meta-medium the contribute of man-
gas as sense-making media to the recreation of sense. In other words, and more 
briefly, I will inquire about the different modalities in which One Piece explores 
the meaning of freedom as the exercise of semiopraxis under the device of repeti-
tion; that is why I develop such a study under the aegis of semiotics.
Pay attention to the fact that the main focus of this proposal is to uncover a complex 
operative principle of One Piece – that freedom is expressed in semiopraxis – that 
the manga does not only purport to be valid within its fictional world, but also 
and above all in semiosis in general. In this sense, One Piece acts as a “theoretical 
object” that compels the analysis to rethink its conceptual tools in order to grasp 
its point of view and way of forming2. In other words, a semiotic investigation 
of the manga goes hand in hand with an attempt to account for the challenges 
that it poses to semiotic theory; this is why the analysis, rather than conducting a 
strict application of semiotics of comics, of graphics and of textuality in general, 
will keep a keen eye on interpretative and structural semiotics, and, of course, 
will bear a particular interest for the theory of enunciation and of narrativity.
A foreword to freedom that, as it will be argued, is exercised by semiopraxis. 
Freedom surely is a tricky concept – readers will understand in a while; by the 
moment, let us just notice that, as a value among other values, and perhaps as the 
supreme one, freedom is historically recent and determined, passible of many 
(and even contradictory) formulations and peculiar only to some, and not to all, 
social ecologies of sense-making and world-inhabiting3, but on the other hand, 
it is the very condition for any operation of value building, which in semiotics, 
to cite discipline’s founder Charles Sander Peirce, rests relative to its source on 
a “Pure Play” of “Musement” that “has no rules, except this very law of liberty” 
(Peirce 1960: 313, 6.458). So we could distinguish between freedom as the theme 
of different enunciates on multiple levels, i.e. a negotiable value of which these 
enunciates may provide one or more definitions or exhibitions which are to be 
related to a complex network of enunciative practices and intertwined dynami-
cal global and glocal conceptions of the world or Weltanschauungen4; and free-
dom as the law of semiosis, i.e. what is supposed to bring about any enunciation 
as an activity that builds, modifies, rejects etc.5 any value (including freedom) in 
enunciates. A semiopraxis has to amount to an expression of this fundamental 
freedom, expression which already interacts with the values that are constantly 
renegotiated within ecologies of sense, thus contributing to their development6.
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2. Repetitions in One Piece’s graphic narration

One Piece is packed with narrative repetitions. Oda’s habit of tracin many 
intra-textual references is well-known; we find them both as iconic repetitions, 
i.e. repetitions that can be visually tracked and evaluated in the drawings, and 
as repetitions in the syncretic text that is proper to comics7, which is accessed by 
combining visual and linguistic (non-visual) competences in order to infer rele-
vant defined information about the diegetic fictional world of the manga8. I give 
some examples. A first case is the repetition of visual traits, which are graphically 
expressed through the physical appearance of characters.

Fig. 1. One Piece, ch. 603. Gol D. Roger.

Fig. 3. One Piece, ch. 965. Silvers Rayleigh.

Fig. 2. One Piece, ch. 96. Monkey D. Luffy.

Fig. 4. One Piece, ch. 598. Roronoa Zoro.
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Another case is the repetition of visual traits of scenes, graphically expressed 
through the poses and the dispositions of elements.

Fig. 5. �One Piece, ch. 143. Dr. 
Hiriluk and Tony Tony 
Chopper.

Fig. 8. One Piece, ch. 49. Mihawk cutting a ship.

Fig. 10. �One Piece, ch. 930. Arbel before striking 
Charlotte Linlin’s ship.

Fig. 9. One Piece, ch. 599. Zoro cutting a ship.

Fig. 11. �One Piece, ch. 981. Marco before striking 
Charlotte Linlin’s ship.

Fig. 6. �One Piece, ch. 563. 
Edward Newgate and 
Squard.

Fig. 7. �One Piece, ch. 1104. 
Bartholomew Kuma and 
Jewelry Bonney.
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Figg. 12-13. One Piece, ch. 392. Robin meeting Jaguar D. Saul for the first time.

Fig. 14. One Piece, ch. 1133. Robin and Saul meeting again.
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Fig. 15. One Piece, ch. 116. Luffy saved by giants 

Fig. 17. One Piece, ch. 232. Luffy defeats Bellamy.

Fig. 19. �One Piece, ch. 253. Luffy’s pose in Skypiea 
(a).

Fig. 16. One Piece, ch. 1100. Luffy saved by giants.

Fig. 18. �One Piece, ch. 779. Luffy defeats Bellamy 
again.

Fig. 20. �One Piece, ch. 1044. Luffy’s pose in Gear 
Fifth transformation (a). 
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Then we have the cases in which the repetition regards the units in the syncretic 
text of the manga, concerning various elements of its fictional world that are not 
fixated in the same iconic traits, but that are nevertheless inferred from the diege-
sis, like personality, relationships, role, etc of different characters. For example, 
Scopper Gyaban shares with Vinsmoke Sanji a passional temperament and the 
positioning in the respective crew’s hierarchy; Monkey D. Garp and Koby share 
the moniker of 英雄 (hero) and the role of Marine rival and chaser of, respec-
tively, Roger and Luffy; Ace and Bartolomeo are both faithful subordinates and 
share the position of leader of the second fleet within their respective crews. It is 
also worth mentioning Yamato’s struggle to replicate Kozuki Oden’s biographical 
deeds and to replay his role in Roger’s adventure in Luffy’s one.
This repetition can involve episodes or other narrative sequences on a larger 
scale. For example, Usopp’s lies parallel successive events; Igaram’s hyperbolic 
fear about Nefertari D. Vivi standing on the mast and being kidnapped by a bird 
matches her abduction by Morgans; a meeting between old friends Kuma, Ma-
rine admiral Kizaru and Sentomaru happen on Sabaody Archipelago arc, and 
then again on Egghead arc; the plan of Warlord Crocodile to take over Arabasta 
kingdom mirrors the one applied by Warlord Doflamingo to become the ruler of 
Dressrosa; Tom building Roger’s ship with Adam tree wood figures Franky doing 
the same for Luffy. 
We may also consider the case of repetition in the paratext that is constituted by 
volume covers.

Fig. 21. �One Piece, ch. 299. Luffy’s pose in Skypiea 
(b).

Fig. 22. �One Piece, ch. 1044. Luffy’s pose in Gear 
Fifth transformation (b).
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Fig. 23. One Piece, vol. 25. Cover.

Fig. 25. One Piece, vol. 39. Cover.

Fig. 24. One Piece, vol. 105. Cover.

Fig. 26. One Piece, vol. 93. Cover.
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What’s peculiar about these repetitions is that they are not a gratuitous ornament; 
they are not, in other words, irrelevant with respect to how One Piece builds up 
the meanings it conveys as a text. Of course sometimes Oda indulges in mere 
self-quotation; but this corpus is made up of those narrative repetitions that are 
established with a meaningful purpose, as I shall argue. 
Let us notice that the iconic repetition of Gol D. Roger, the former king of the 
pirates, by Monkey D. Luffy, the protagonist who aspires to become the next 
king (Figg. 1-2), cannot be really understood without taking into consideration 
that Roger’s story is being repeated by Luffy; we may even say that this repetition 
matters just because of this more fundamental repetition in stories, of which it be-
comes a sort of metonymy. In fact, within the iconic resemblance are condensed 
and signified the two characters’ respective narratives, that are made resonate 
with each other in order to exalt that a tale which is to some extent the same 
can be narrated otherwise. This is the reason for which the iconic repetition be-
comes pertinent from the perspective of the internal development of meaning. 
For Luffy’s adventure, as transposed as it is into his appearance, does not only 
repeat Roger’s one, but retrospectively recreates the meaning of the latter, since 
the reader can now assume a larger set of possibilities for a story, that of becoming 
the king of the pirates, that encompasses Roger’s singular declination and com-
prehends also Luffy’s one. 
Likewise, Silvers Reyleigh’s story as Roger’s right-hand is repeated by Roronoa 
Zoro (Figg. 3-4). (Figg. 5-7), (Figg. 8-9) and (Figg. 10-1) depict, respectively, sto-
ries about acquired parenthood, where Hiriluk and Chopper are repeated by 
Newgate and Squard, and then by Kuma and Bonney; stories of becoming the 
greatest swordsman, where Drakul Mihawk is repeated by Zoro; and stories 
about the right-hand of a pirate owing the status of 四皇 (one of the so-called 
Four Emperors), where Arbel is repeated by Marco. As to the repetition of sto-
ries featuring the same characters, again at stake it is the possibility to recreate 
the sense of the past in a new direction. In Figg. 12-14, Robin and Saul repeat 
the story of their first encounter; in Figg. 15-16, giants repeat the story of saving 
Luffy; and in Figg. 17-18, Luffy and Bellamy repeat their battle. In Figg. 19-22, 
Luffy repeats himself, reloading his story of liberator of peoples. The same goes 
for Gyaban and Sanji, Garp and Koby, Ace and Bartolomeo, Oden and Yamato, 
and also for the cases presented as instances of repetition of longer narrative se-
quences. Figg. 23-24 and Figg. 25-26, playing with the paratext, respectively mark 
a repetition in the stories of the four pirates happening to be on the same page 
in Figg. 23-24 and the stories of Franky and Scien, both in the same pose in the 
background of Figg. 25-26, as cyborgs.
Briefly, by virtue of the identity they bear with what they repeat, these repetitions 
retrospectively re-create by a kind of expansion the meaning of the latter. This ef-
fect is achieved not only in repetitions that are motivated for an operation of fore-
shadowing or prefiguration, a writing device consisting in repeating an element 
that was introduced for the first time in the narration with a different meaning, in 
order to redefine it as the prodrome of a successive development; not only, either, 
for retcon, or retroactive continuity, which consists in exploiting only by a rep-
etition ex post some non-opined possibilities laid down in the narration without 
originally having in mind to make such a move; but, in general, as we have seen, 
every parallel that makes two intra-textual units interact may be a repetition that, 
provided that engages with narratives, displays a story that is narrated otherwise.
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As we have observed, all these repetitions are therefore just metonymical of larger 
narrative textual tokens that are indirectly compared from them, in a way similar 
to that in which, according to Gérard Genette, some texts like À la recherche du 
temps perdu by Marcel Proust realize “une collusion très fréquente de la relation 
métaphorique et de la relation métonymique, soit que la première s’ajoute à la sec-
onde comme une sorte d’interprétation surdéternnnante, soit que la seconde, dans 
les expériences de ‘mémoire involontaire’, prenne le relais de la première pour en 
élargir l’effet et la portée” (Genette 1972: 59-62). Indeed, the “dirty” metaphore 
that is included in this sort of metonymy expands the range of the meaning of 
the repeated element, which comes into being from a virtual state as the second 
instance re-tells the first. Backed by narratives, values are set in motion and ren-
ovated. To theoretically account for this phenomenon of generation of sense, we 
can look at the idea, developed in the philosophy of Gilles Deleuze, of difference 
through repetition, that captures the tricky identity between two distinct elements 
belonging to a shared series, which promotes a palingenesis of meaning9. Some 
scholars affirm that Deleuze’s assumption lays down a brand-new Critique, with 
reference to the Kantian metaphysical project10; but albeit from a semiotic stand-
point, we may regard at Deleuze’s idea as a “Cryptique”, as it insists on bring-
ing forth the unachieved concealed (cryptos, hidden) possibilities of pre-existing 
sense. In fact, repeated units had to carry the meaning that repetition unleashes at 
any rate virtually. But crucially, only the repetition allows to bring it forth.
So, all these repetitions can be considered as devices to retrospectively recreate 
the sense of previous diegetic elements virtually carrying a new one. To capture 
this particular property, we can recur to the notion of “figura”. Beware that I do 
not mean, by this term, the definition that it possesses in generative semiotics; 
on the contrary, I adopt it as it is presented in the work of Erich Auerbach, as 
anything that can receive a fulfillment of sense by something else, which it some-
way figures11. Auerbach’s formulation proves to be useful in order to address 
sense-making as a development of a value that has both already been and not 
been yet. By projecting itself onto the new instance in order to figure it, a figura 
manifests one of its latent values. Though this formulation is stranger to genera-
tive semiotics, in a sense this peculiar repetition preserving identity has been never-
theless put under inquiry in its tensive offshoot, where it is called figural; on the 
other hand, the difference between the first token and the second one fulfilling it 
is told to be of figurative order12. So, we may say that Roger is Luffy’s figura. Their 
identity is figural, so that, figurally speaking – i.e. from the standpoint of Roger 
and not from that of Luffy who is his fulfillment – Roger is the same as Luffy, his 
story being the same of Luffy’s one; on the contrary, they remain distinguished on 
the figurative plan, where the exact aspect of Roger and the exact structure and 
parts of his tale do not match up with Luffy, who narrates them differently.

3. Pursuing the answer to 自由 (freedom)

What’s the point in this employ of figural repetitions by Oda? In order to un-
derstand their role in the architecture of the manga, we’ll need to turn to discuss 
the importance that narratives possess in One Piece. We will see how, by their 
capacity to ever narrate otherwise repeated elements however preserving their 
identity, they prove to be an essential practice in order to attain freedom.
As a starting point, I shall take this declaration by Gol D. Roger, the former “king 
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of the pirates”, who incarnates the spirit of One Piece’s story: “‘The inherited 
will’, ‘the dreams of people’, ‘the ebb and flow of ages’ – as long as people pur-
sue the answer to freedom, these things will never cease to be [“受け継がれる
意志” “人の夢” “時代のうねり” — 人々が「自由」の答えを求める限り そ
れらは決して — 止まらない]”13. One term is emphasized, 自由, which means 
“freedom”, 自 standing for self and 由 for cause or determination, in the sense 
of being the artifex of one’s own destiny. Roger claims that the most important 
thing to do, and maybe the central theme of the manga itself, is to find an answer 
to this tricky concept. And indeed One Piece’s diegesis can be explored in order 
for readers to go for it.
This will be our goal too. For the analysis, the manga will be discussed on three 
diegetic levels, namely the regime of morality, the regime of sociopolitical power, 
and the regime of nature. I choose this tripartition in relation to three different 
regimes of valorization of freedom which are rather classical in the philosophical 
tradition, and that the manga, building its fictional world, carefully envisage and 
devises. Maybe this section, whose function is to lay down a positive formulation 
of the account of freedom globally conveyed in One Piece, won’t feel too much 
palatable to pure semioticians, who usually start from dictionary definitions in or-
der to provide a basis to their studies. I’m going to do quite the opposite, resem-
bling the method of literary criticism: starting from what springs from within One 
Piece, different aspects of freedom will be related to different dictionary entries. 
Just take it as a preliminary description of freedom as content based on select-
ed relevant aspects of the manga, that has the additional advantage of sparing us 
from reviewing One Piece’s entire mammoth plot. Although I won’t use semiotics 
to frame these intradiegetic elements, I will nevertheless recur to it in order to ac-
count for the manga’s theoretical presuppositions concerning narratives. 

3.1. Morality: freedom as 自己決定 (self-determination)
One Piece’s characters often make moral statements about what drives their choices 
of conduct. A common motive is the insistence on taking responsibility for the 
sake of one’s own integrity14. The protagonist Monkey D. Luffy, who has chosen 
to walk the path towards becoming “the king of the pirates”, affirms and shows in 
his actions that he is ready to face the consequences and the risks, even by putting 
his life on the line. So do many other characters who fight in the name of their 
own convictions. One striking example comes from Dressrosa arc. Since youth, 
Hyena Bellamy admires Donquixote Doflamingo, the main antagonist of the arc, 
as a great pirate, and dreams to serve under his flag; however, he reveals to be too 
weak a subordinate for Doflamingo, who ultimately decides to dispose of him, 
overtly despising his unusefulness and beating him half dead. As Luffy, who’s 
befriended Bellamy, reaches them to fight Doflamingo, this latter uses his super-
powers to physically manipulate Bellamy’s body and make them clash together, 
but after a while releases the condition, setting Bellamy free. Unexpectedly, Bel-
lamy chooses to stand beside Doflamingo, and fights on against Luffy, argument-
ing that “I know what true admiration is!! I know I’ve chosen the wrong man to 
admire…!! And I know my own wretchedness too!! But just because I didn’t get 
the answer I wanted, I’m not going to flip my allegiance toward the man I ad-
mire in such a pathetic way!!! Even a fool has his own consistent principles, you 
know!!! [あこがわかってんだ!! 憧れる男を間違えた事も･･･!! 己のみじめ
さも!!! てめェの望んだ返事を貰えなかったからと 勝手に憧れた男に手の
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ひらを返す様な みっともねェマネはしたくねェ!!! マヌケにやマヌケなり
の 貫くべき “筋”ってもんがあんだよ!!!]”15. Analogously, Portgas D. Ace, as 
soon as he’s been set free from the platform where he was going to be executed 
during Marineford arc, decides to get back and confront Marine admiral Akainu, 
who has offended his values and eventually manages to kill him.
It seems that, for One Piece’s characters, freedom does not exhaust itself as it de-
livers a choice, but has to be preserved by seeing it through to its end, so as to 
preserve integrity. Free will requires not only freedom, but also will; a will to stick 
to the values set by one’s own choices’, embracing their consequences. Obviously, 
it doesn’t imply that such values cannot be revised or rejected, but whether they 
were endorsed by free will, this has to be proved to the extent that one is willing 
to keep a coherence with them. This appears patently in the Whole Cake Island 
arc, when Jinbe meets Charlotte Linlin to communicate that he revokes his mili-
tancy in her crew, and she claims his soul in return; now, Linlin’s superpower con-
sists in stealing souls of living beings lacking will, and as Jinbe, who accepts to let 
her take his soul as a consequence of his previous decision to join her, enacting a 
consistent decision, thus showcases a strong will, she is unable to proceed16. For 
will as determination is necessary to keep the integrity, freedom in ethics may be 
declined here as 自己決定, self-determination, 己 standing for oneself, 決 for set-
ting a discontinuity, and 定 for determination.
Now, the possibility to provide a continuity with choices taken in the past in or-
der to promote or change the values that were assessed by them is granted by in-
jecting actions into narratives, i.e. enunciates with a narrative structure: in fact, 
narrativity, which organizes the dynamical articulation of meaning, starts with the 
contraction of a certain array of values and ends by sanctioning the same array or 
a different one17. In other terms, narrativity is a property which ultimately re-cre-
ates values, as necessary as it is to attain freedom as self-determination18. So, en-
acting a narrative is required to build up a coherent progression in which integrity 
can be established. 

3.2. Sociopolitical power: freedom as 解放 (liberation)
However intricate, One Piece’s plot coagulates around recurring nodes, eventu-
ally converging in a bigger yet homothetic sociopolitical scenario. The common 
point of scenes, episodes, arcs and sagas is liberation from oppression, impris-
onment, self-deception, dictatorship, slavery, and other similar forms of condi-
tioning. Luffy’s first actions as a pirate consist in freeing individuals (Koby from 
Alvida’s ship, Zoro from a Marine base) and then, along with his crew, succeeds 
in saving entire populations from their wicked rulers (Drum, Skypiea, Dressrosa, 
Wano). Notably, most of One Piece’s countries adhere to a confederative organi-
zation called World Government; now, during Enies Lobby arc Luffy orders his 
comrade Usopp to burn down its flag as a declaration of war, for the organization 
is after their comrade Nico Robin, who, as an archeologist, aims at uncovering 
a period of world history that scholars have been forbidden to research upon. 
Moreover, World Government is the symbol of oppression not only because it 
prevents people from knowing a history that may change their minds about it: it 
also protects slavery, practiced all over the world and especially by the caste of 
world nobles, and promotes discrimination among races19. Luffy’s fight against 
the World Government thus becomes the epitome of a strife for overthrowing a 
set of imposed and torturing values. In this case, freedom is eminently 解放, liber-
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ation, 解 standing for the act of untying, and 放 for the act of releasing or setting 
free. Relative to the system of sociopolitical powers in One Piece, freedom as 解放 
posits the accent on exercising it in emancipation from oppression. 
Here again, narratives prove to be essential to the cause. In fact, the values im-
posed by World Government and other powerful oppressors can be considered 
as inculcated by a set of forced narratives. As to its past and sociopolitical struc-
ture, One Piece’s world is quite stable: official history and World Government 
have been established 800 years before the plot taking place, and still last by 
eliminating whoever like Robin tries to bring to light other narratives. Howev-
er, the very structure of narrativity allows to ever narrate some values otherwise. 
Many clandestine mythologies indeed circulate among One Piece’s peoples, tell-
ing different stories about what common knowledge presents as a matter of fact, 
thus leaving a glimpse of alternatives. Another relevant element is that every time 
someone makes a change relative to what past as it is believed to be determines as 
habits and expectations, it is stressed how news and legends spread to recount the 
deeds20. There’s no gap between action and the tale being told about it (such an 
aspect cannot but be magnified as One Piece is a story): to act against the official 
history is to bring forth a new possibility. Liberation may therefore be conceptu-
alized against a background of narratives and, as it has been argued, considered 
attainable through other narratives to enact.
Brief, also liberation is achieved by enacting stories. Imposed alien values are just 
a possible sanctioned outcome; they may always be sanctioned differently as nar-
rative unfolds. Interestingly, Luffy does not only achieve liberation by enacting a 
different narration that subvert values, but is also the carrier and the provider of 
it. When, thanks to his superpower, he activates his Gear Fifth transformation, in 
which he states to be in “the appearance of me having become free [おれが自由
になった姿だ]”21, he’s designated as “Warrior of liberation [解放の戦士]”22 and 
is accompanied by the “Drums of liberation [解放のドラム]”23; under this light, 
Luffy does not only seek for freedom as he roams around, but he brings it around 
with him as if he constituted its very source. In the next section, I will clarify how, 
from a structuralist outlook, this feature is not extraneous to narrativity, but is 
precisely postulated by its property to transform values.

3.3. Nature: freedom as 自主 (autonomy)
One Piece’s nature is a matter of lore, which is currently known only by Oda 
(and, in intra-diegetic perspective, is perhaps known by the rulers of the World 
Government, and guessed by scholars and scientists), so that every attempt to 
describe the physical and metaphysical architecture of his fictional world cannot 
be but a conjecture based upon hints. Bearing this caveat in mind, backstory and 
overall background information, especially about the nature of superpowers rela-
tive to the physical and metaphysical laws governing Oda’s world, can offer to the 
analysis of the concept of freedom in the manga an additional layer.
Against what is considered natural (which pretty traces what we would call natural of 
our world, based on current Occidental common knowledge), superpowers pro-
vided to individuals who eat “devil fruits”, contextually gaining a vulnerability to 
seawater, are reported to be as unnatural as possible – which is not so trivial, since 
the majority of fictional works contemplating superpowers tend to present them 
as natural (spontaneously born powers, magic, aura, chakra and so on). The only 
theory on devil fruits internal to the manga which has appeared so far is the one 
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advanced by Dr. Vegapunk, and it is of extreme significance for it conceives them 
as crystallizations of narratives imagined by people. In his words: “Each ‘dev-
il fruit’ is…!! It is the ‘possibility’ of human evolution that someone desired!!! 
Oh, how I wish I could become like that…!! How I wish I could become like 
this…!! The multifarious futures of humanity are these ‘powers’!!! Of course, 
such an ‘unnaturalness’ is abhorred by mother nature, the ‘sea’ itself. As it ex-
ists, it bears its punishment!!! ‘Power users’ are…!! Those who live in numerous 
other dimensions as envisioned by someone…!!! [“悪魔の実”とは･･････!!  誰
かが望んだ「人の進化」 “可能性”である!!! ああなれたらいいな･･････!! 
こうなれたらいいな･･････!! 多岐に渡る人類の未来が“能力”である!!! 従
ってその“不自然”は 自然の母“海”に 嫌われるという 罰を背負って存在す
る!!! “能力者”とは･･･!! 誰かが思い描いたいくつもの異次元を生きる者
達･･･!!!]”24.
In other terms, once more narratives are what allows to imagine possibilities that 
go beyond the alleged matter of fact of physical laws, nature (physis) itself. This 
latter is referred to as 自然, the condition of oneself (or things) as one oneself is 
(or they themselves are), since 然 indicates a state when used as suffix. In this 
perspective, freedom appears to be 自主,being the master – as 主 stands for this 
notion – of oneself (or things) as to sanction what to be (or what they are), i.e. 
autonomy. We shall regard this concept in a Kantian fashion, as autonomy (from 
autos, self, and nomos, law) circumscribe a domain which exclusively obeys to 
its own self-legislation, independently from external domains’ laws. Even in this 
case, 自主 captures the necessity to enact narratives, as they are put in place in 
imagination and action, by literally embodying them in the form of edible fruits, 
so as to surpass 自然 and break free from its constraints. As far as possible, things 
may always be narrated otherwise, and the values that have been contracted be 
sanctioned in a different way25.

4.1. 伝説 (legend) as a semiopraxis of freedom
We can conclude the survey on 自由 in One Piece by affirming that, according to 
the regimes of valorization of ethics, sociopolitical powers and nature, the con-
cept is presented as 自己決定, 解放 and 自主, respectively. In light of our consid-
erations, it is now possible to come up with the following answer: in all its various 
declinations, freedom is obtained in One Piece by enacting narratives. Deeds and 
tales therefore play a key role in this regard: to act is to renegotiate values, which 
circulate and develop through narratives, by confirming or changing them. So, it 
is important to acknowledge that, as One Piece obliges to understand, narrativity 
is not only the property of an enunciate that has been enunciated, but the form 
of any dynamical articulation of sense in action26, and as such a key ingredient 
to exert freedom. However, this would be a most peculiar issue: an enunciate 
preceding its own enunciation, which may never come to be actual as well, and 
stay forever in a virtual state. 
In order to account for this strange element, I suppose that One Piece drives the 
reader to conceive the meaning of freedom as the condition for and the result of 
a legend: I buy this noun, which is 伝説 in Japanese, from the manga chapter in 
which the opening quotation from Roger is reported, which is entitled The Leg-
end Has Begun [伝説は始まった]). By the term legend, I mean what I was pre-
viously advocating, i.e. an enacted story, an enunciate whose enunciation may al-
ways remain virtual, for all that counts is action upon values in a narrative pattern. 
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When Napoleon Bonaparte or Mahatma Gandhi are said to have made history 
(or even “have written” it) it is surely not intended that they did it as bookmen; 
they made actions filling in and further promoting the thread of a narrative. They 
changed values by impacting on their ecologies of sense-making by means of the 
narrativity that from the start distinguishes a semiotic lifeworld. Since any action 
happens standing out against a background of values and narratives and pros-
ecuting them, everything may contribute to the recreation of a legend with the 
eventual outcome of redefining what is sanctioned. Even on local scope, commu-
nitarian or even idiosyncratic legends blossom from time to time; all subjects of 
practices, indeed, do not always need actual enunciations in order to manipulate 
values.
If we bear in mind that actions and enunciations are always carried out in ecolo-
gies of sense-making organized by the interaction of many practices, so that also 
enunciation is thinkable as a practice, it is easier to understand that the enaction 
of a narrative that contracts and sanctions values may configure itself as an enun-
ciate before enunciation, for acting in an environment that is already replete with 
semiotic values amounts to commit to a practice that bears the same effects of 
an enunciative one. The fact that such an enunciation stays in a virtual state, as a 
result, is of little importance. We can therefore conceive action, in a world of val-
ues manipulated through narratives, as enaction of a story (virtually a manifold 
of different narratable ones), and focusing on its relation to enunciative practic-
es, as a semiopraxis27. This expression has recently appeared in the work of José 
Luis  Grosso28; however, whilst he focuses on semiosis as inherent to body and 
sensation, I will abide to the etymon and treat it in relation to action. As we have 
declared, a semiopraxis is an enunciate preceding its own actual enunciation; 
strictly speaking, a semiopraxis does not narrate, rather it is being narrated. Free-
dom, according to One Piece, is thus related to the recreation of a legend as a se-
miopraxis, whose enunciation is delegated to the semiotic life of the world, or to 
the manga itself.
To conclude, I therefore propose to define the process through which according to 
One Piece freedom can be attained as a figural semiopraxis. A figural semiopraxis is 
an enunciate which establishes a relationship with a past narrative and the new one 
that it enacts, and that, by fulfilling the former, carries out a sense that amounts to 
the reconfirmation of values or to their change. Indeed, any figural semiopraxis can 
pick up a token from the past and narrate it differently: this repetition will make 
for an identity of contraction that results in a renovation as to the ultimate sanc-
tion. This way, both integrity and rebellion can always be pursued.

4.2. One Piece’s repetitions as the enounced enunciation of semiopraxis

If what we have stated about the notion of semiopraxis holds, we can assume that 
the initial débrayage that constitutes One Piece as an enunciate poses its correlated 
enunciation as that which is virtually presupposed by all the legends confirming 
or changing its internal values – as enunciates with narrative structure − and thus 
purporting an achievement of freedom in the different regimes of valorization. 
So, we may predicate of the repetitions that we have discussed in 2nd section that 
they precisely serve as the depiction of semiopraxis in graphic narration, for the 
figural device signals an intervention on values by narratives, preserving both an 
identity in their contract and a renovation in their sanction.
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Indeed, this possibility is emancipatory. Consider the cases of (Figg. 5-7), in 
which the graphic poses of Hiriluk, Newgate and Kuma are inserted into stories 
about parenthood. One Piece comes plenty of euphorically connotated relation-
ships of acquired, spiritual parenthood: Bell-mère to Nami and Nojiko, Marine 
fleet admiral Sengoku to Donquixote Rosinante and this latter to Trafalgar D. 
Water Law, Zeff to Sanji, Dadan to Luffy, Ace and Sabo (who also establish an 
acquired brotherhood) and, of course, Hiriluk to Chopper, Newgate to Squard 
and all his other subordinates, and Kuma to Bonney. Biological parenthood, on 
the contrary, sometimes is dysphoric: Vinsmoke Judge, Charlotte Linlin and Kai-
do abuse of their children. What is interesting here is that parenthood becomes 
an emblematic theme to convey the alternative oppressing or liberating capacity 
of narratives: whereas despotic parents force into their heirs their own narratives, 
the possibility to embrace someone else’s narrative, and thus establishing a dif-
ferent descendance or inheritance, is always available. It is the case of Yamato re-
peating Oden in order to free herself/himself from the narrative imposed to her/
him by her/his father Kaido. Likewise, Sanji repeats Zeff, not Judge, enacting a 
new possibility of the story of the former, who set sail to find the mysterious sea 
All Blue but eventually retired before succeeding (Sanji’s supposed to realize this 
unachieved goal), and substituting with this alternative structuration of values 
those that the latter tried to impose on him. In acquired parenthood, we therefore 
find an explicit connection to the diegetic attainment of freedom. Consider also 
the case of the second meeting between Robin and Saul, portrayed in Figg. 12-14, 
showing how the dramatic narrative involving them (the story of their friendship 
ends with the destruction of Robin’s island by the World Government and Saul’s 
sacrifice in order to give her the opportunity to flee) may be emancipated from its 
grievous memory, by taking it up again to renegotiate the correlated values.
That semiopraxis has an effect upon existing values means, as we have remarked, 
that it needs to contract the same values that it is to manipulate as a preliminary 
move. As we have observed, all values are sanctioned by narratives that are already 
circulating (and that oppressors may come to force upon others) in a semiotic ecol-
ogy. Now, One Piece’s graphic narration appears to suggest that these values can-
not be decoupled from enunciates sanctioning them. This pretty matches an idea 
by Umberto Eco, who proposed to conceive of semiotic values as registered not 
per se, but as inserted and interpretated in the enunciates (with narrative proper-
ties) concerning them that have been produced over time, which are tokens stored 
in an encyclopedic format29. Moreover, Auerbachian figura is eminently a token: a 
token that narrates a value, but that may in any case be narrated otherwise in order 
to develop a new sense. Indeed, every encyclopedic token exists in the state of figu-
ra and every figura is a token: whereas, in the state of sign, a token is provided with 
sense and value, in this other state it can assume them only by virtue of a retro-
spective provision (of course, these already belong to the token as yet unexpressed 
possibilities which recruit and even overlap with many features of its actual value 
and sense). In fact, in Luffy’s semiopraxis, consisting in recreating the legend of 
the man who became king of the pirates, is not meaningless that he also recovers 
Roger’s physical aspect – that metonymically expresses the broader repetition – 
for this puts on display a key feature of the capacity of enacted stories to renovate 
values: they do not address, strictly speaking, values, but tokens. Roger’s tale is ex-
tracted from the encyclopedia of One Piece’s lore and re-narrated (by the manga’s 
graphic narration as the débrayage of the enunciation that semiopraxis postulates) 
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as Luffy’s one. Brief, no intervention on values can be achieved without tokens be-
ing called forth; for freedom is exercised by narrating differently the same story.
One Piece’s graphic narration precisely magnifies how encyclopedic tokens can be 
repeated and varied through legends: values, as narrated in some way by a token, 
can be contracted in new narratives that by developing them according to their 
structure renovate them. So, semiopraxis consists in contracting the values that are 
sanctioned in a narrative by enacting a narrative which expresses a certain pattern 
of organization and eventual sanction; the enacted narrative may trace the token in-
volving the contracted values, if the aim is to defend them and preserve one’s integ-
rity, or may be a different narrative, with the objective of modifying them in order to 
emancipate oneself from sociopolitical and physical-metaphysical constraints. 
The graphic narration of Oda’s manga thus does not only signal a semiopraxis be-
ing carried out, but also adds to its representation the fact that to address values a 
repetition is necessary: a repetition that develops tokens in many ways. Tokens are 
restored and re-narrated, establishing a continuity in the discontinuity, an identity 
in the difference, which certifies that their relative values have been defended or 
transformed. A semiopraxis like a legend cannot therefore be created ex nihilo – it 
is always pre-structured, as a result of the demand to modulate what has already 
been said and registered as an encyclopedic token30. This is why, in the previous sec-
tion, I specified that freedom concerns the recreation of a legend, and not its simple 
creation. Hence, a semiopraxis fulfills a promise of sense which is latent through-
out the values sanctioned by tokens in the encyclopedic format, and by doing this 
modifies them.

5. The zero and the trickster

One Piece displays another interesting aspect relative to the structure of semiosis 
with which it plays. According to structuralism, within systems of sense-making 
practices that are intertwined in ecologies of sense, and that we may conceive as 
local encyclopedic configurations – so that this reception of structuralism makes it 
more akin to its use in anthropology than to that in linguistics, since we have to ac-
count for narrative tokens rather than bare values – there should always be a value 
that can assume any value in the system, in order to regulate all possible stabiliza-
tions and transformations of other values. This value is called zero. This notion des-
ignates a special ever-shifted value within a local configuration of the encyclopedia; 
the zero may assume any value and through its structural ambiguity makes it possi-
ble for all other values to differentiate each other – and therefore to exist – and to 
change31. Any token, from time to time, can be associated to the zero, and thus, as 
it provides the condition to produce sense, herald freedom. Along with the notion 
of figura, the notion of zero proves to be useful in order to explain how One Piece’s 
graphic narration depicts the semiopraxis of freedom and, as a model, talks about 
semiosis in general32.
Many texts feature the zero – which is indispensable for any token to exist as 
endowed with a separate value within an encyclopedic portioning and for values 
to relate and change – by associating it to an internal element. When this is a 
character, it has been studied by the name of trickster33. Mythology and folklore 
are the most-targeted narratives by anthropologic investigations on tricksters, 
and surely Oda’s work, which establishes many figural relationships with this kind 
of stories and carefully construe its internal ones, demonstrate a keen attention on 
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their characteristics. Anthropologic studies on tricksters in mythology and folklore 
have come up with the conclusion that:

trickster is a boundary-crosser. Every group has its edge, its sense of in and out, 
and trickster is always there, at the gates of the city and the gates of life, making 
sure there is commerce. He also attends the internal boundaries by which groups 
articulate their social life. We constantly distinguish – right and wrong, sacred and 
profane, clean and dirty, male and female, young and old, living and dead – and 
in every case trickster will cross the line and confuse the distinction. […] Where 
someone’s sense of honorable behavior has left him unable to act, trickster will 
appear to suggest an amoral action, something right/wrong that will get life going 
again. Trickster is the mythic embodiment of ambiguity and ambivalence, double-
ness and duplicity, contradiction and paradox. […] There are also cases in which 
trickster creates a boundary, or brings to the surface a distinction previously hid-
den from sight (Hyde 1998: 7-8).

As the token carrying the value of zero, the trickster is the source of every value, 
both of their stability and their transformation. This is the reason why the trick-
ster is as necessary for the establishment of order as it is feared for its endanger-
ment, so that, after having accomplished its role of creator of a system of values, 
it is usually relegated on its margins34. Since it is a liminal element continuously 
crossing and creating boundaries, it could not be otherwise. The trickster is ban-
ished and considered no-sense, though this conception is just the reaction of an 
established order to the excess of sense the trickster carries, thus enabling figural 
relationships to spring from the figurative traits of tokens: the trickster connects 
them by playing the zero, crossing their alleged boundary and disclosing a new 
value. Which makes it the stronghold of freedom itself35.
Does One Piece have a trickster? Yes indeed. It is Nika, whose story and value 
are crystallized in the devil fruit bearing his name. One Piece’s internal mythology 
states: “Who can say if he was the savior who prevented the world from break-
ing… Or the destroyer who brought it crashing down. He appears and the world 
undergoes a great transformation!! Therefore, the rulers of the day fear Nika’s 
emergence [世界が壊れぬ様現れた英雄か･･･全てを壊した破壊者か 彼はこ
の世界が大きく形を変える時に現れる!! ゆえに 時の権力者達はニカの出
現を恐れるのだ]”36. Those who eat Nika’s fruit, first Joyboy and then Luffy, ad-
mittedly37 gain the bodily properties of rubber – note that 自由 means freedom but 
also elasticity –, are only limited by their imagination and put smiles on faces (recall 
Peircean Pure Play)38, and are considered the incarnation of the warrior of libera-
tion – as we have seen, thus is called Luffy in his Gear Fifth transformation, which 
is activated precisely when he awakens his true superpower39. A protean freedom, 
exercised by the properties of rubber, heralding changes, is the mark of Nika. Such 
a power fits very well with the definition of trickster provided above. Moreover, 
Nika’s fruit does not appear in the devil fruits’ encyclopedia internal to the manga 
– how could it be admitted in a regulated order? – and goes under the deceptive 
name of Gum-Gum fruit. Joyboy, who ate the fruit first and re-enacted Nika’s leg-
end, lived exactly 800 years before the plot taking place and after his advent World 
Government as a stable system of values was established and decided to remove 
him from official history, thus marginalizing its narrative40. Luffy, who is the actual 
bearer of Nika’s power, is a declared enemy of the World Government too.
Nika, Joyboy and Luffy can therefore be regarded as tricksters: they make free-
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dom a tricky concept, and One Piece shows it. Now it is clear. Freedom is tricky 
since it is related to a fundamental ambiguity, without which boarders between 
values could not be crossed nor built: that is guaranteed by the zero, which when 
associated with a character produces someone who can make the trick, knowing 
no limits except those of imagination, the trickster. This is linked in Oda’s work 
to the medium of manga itself, as Luffy’s actions in Gear Fifth transformation ste-
reotype (one may even say that they employ a figurality of visual scenes) cartoony 
ones typically coded by mangas, suggesting that manga art itself is the emblem of 
a trickster-fashioned activity whose only rule is that of liberty. So the role of Luffy 
as a trickster suits what would be expected from the protagonist of a manga tell-
ing a story about freedom and exhibiting how mangas themselves foster it41.
6. One Piece as enunciate: the inter-textual figurality

As emerged in the last part of previous paragraph, One Piece does not only dis-
play the attributes of a figural semiopraxis, but it is also constructed in order to 
manifest the capacity of manga qua medium of graphic storytelling to recreate the 
sense of other tokens. Indeed, a first step in this direction was already taken in the 
case of Figg. 23-26. In Figg. 23-24, the deliverance of new meaning concerns the 

Fig. 27. �One Piece, ch. 1044. Cartoony gags by 
Luffy in Gear Fifth transformation (a).

Fig. 29. One Piece, ch. 1111. Cartoony gags by Luffy in Gear Fifth transformation (c).

Fig. 28. �One Piece, ch. 1070. Cartoony gags by 
Luffy in Gear Fifth transformation (b).
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presence of apparently unrelated characters, whose only relation consists in be-
ing on the same cover page of the manga, which acquires sense after 80 volumes, 
when the news of all them four becoming emperors is unexpectedly announced 
by them all appearing on the same page of the newspapers in the diegesis, and 
then highlighted by the new cover volume itself: happening to be on the same 
page thus changes its associated values, narratively explored on a different de-
velopment. In Figg. 25-26, the process concerns Franky and Scien, (the volumes’ 
number, in addition, is made up of the same cyphers, but reversed: 39 and 93), 
and suggests not only that they repeat each other as they are both cyborgs who 
deal with biotechnologies, but also as they are related by parenthood.
But most crucially, One Piece makes its most important discourse on how mangas 
can recreate values when it directly addresses tokens circulating in the encyclo-
pedia of the real world. In this sense, we exit from the domain of an enunciate 
preceding its own enunciation to step in the domain of enunciated enunciates 
tout court. For this reason, it is opportune to abandon the term semiopraxis and 
address the enunciation that can be achieved by comics. Freedom as the condi-
tion to enact one’s own legend trespasses from a mimetic narrative plan to a me-
ta-narrative plan exhibiting a property of the medium itself42.
Again, One Piece does the job in a plenty of ways. A first one consists in tracing 
an analogy in visual traits of characters’ and sceneries’ design.

Fig. 30. �Arthur Sasse, Albert Einstein, 1951  
(© Public domain).

Fig. 31. �Weekly Shōnen Jump, 13, 2023. Cover. 
Dr. Vegapunk.



171

Fig. 32. �Jim Sharman (director), The Rocky 
Horror Picture Show, 1975. Screenshot 
(detail). Copyrighted by Twentienth Cen-
tury Fox Home Entertainment, Inc. Tim 
Curry interpreting Frank-N-Furter.

Fig. 33. One Piece, ch. 537. Emporio Ivankov.

Fig. 34. �Kent Wang, Venice (Grand Canal, Santa 
Maria della Salute), 2020. Photograph 
Licensed under the Creative Commons At-
tribution-Share Alike 2.0 Generic license.

Fig. 35. One Piece, ch. 323. Water 7. 
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Sometimes this entails to draw, i.e. to visualize, a non-visual inter-textual parallel 
(even getting inspiration by other depictions of it). Vegapunk’s head is a visua-
lization of the anecdote of the apple falling on Isaac Newton’s head; Kuja tribe 
repeats the Amazons; Marshall D. Teach, also known as Blackbeard in the manga, 
is designed as to match the descriptions of the historical Blackbeard, whose name 
was Edward Teach; Noah’s ship is designed after Noah’s ark; the submerged pri-
son of Impel Down is a graphic re-imagination of Dante’s Inferno.

Fig. 36. One Piece, ch. 515. Kuja tribe.

Fig. 38. One Piece, ch. 632. Noah’s ship.

Fig. 37. One Piece, ch. 925. Marshall D. Teach.

Fig. 39. One Piece, ch. 525. Impel Down.

A second way is the analogy in non-visual figurative identity traits. For example, 
Cavendish’s split personality repeats the story of Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr 
Hyde by Robert L. Stevenson (Cavendish square is also a location featuring in the 
novel, and the Rommel Kingdom where Cavendish’s alter-ego manifested himself 
for the first time is designed after a Victorian London, where the action of the 
novel takes place); Linlin’s voracity and monstrosity re-imagine the witch of Han-
sel and Gretel by the Brothers Grimm; Doctor Hogback, who stitches up corpses 
in order to zombify them, is analogue to Victor Frankenstein from the homon-



173

ymous novel by Mary Shelley (or maybe to the protagonist of the Île du Docteur 
Moreau by H.G. Wells); Vegapunk creating the Mother Flame, an energy source 
that the World Government employs to power weapons of mass destruction, and 
henceforth having a crisis of conscience about it, parallels the vicissitudes of J. 
Robert Oppenheimer. A third way is the analogy in visual scenes.

Fig. 40. �Koizumi Junsaku, Twin Dragon Ceiling, 
2002, ink on thick Japanese traditional 
paper, 11.4 x 15.7 m, Kyoto; Kennin-ji. 

Fig. 41. �One Piece, ch. 1024. Kozuki Momonosuke 
and Kaido facing in their dragon  
transformation.

Fig. 42. Momwriter, a SC, 2014. Photograph 
(detail). Licensed under the Creative Commons 
Attribution-Share Alike 4.0 International license. 
King Kong. 

Fig. 43. One Piece, ch. 829. Charlotte Linlin.

Also in this case a non-visual inter-textual parallel is sometimes drawn anew. 
Doc Q distributing exploding apples parallels the scene with evil queen in Snow 
White by the Brothers Grimm; Kizaru landing onto the mainland on a cannon-
ball is analogue to a scene of Baron Munchausen’s Narrative of His Marvellous 
Travels and Campaigns in Russia by Rudolf Erich Raspe; Robin tied-up to the 
ground while the Tontatta tribe walks around and on her re-imagines an ep-
isode of Gulliver’s Travels by Jonathan Swift; Doflamingo, whose surname is 
Donquixote, destroying a meteorite summoned by Marine admiral Fujitora’s 
superpower, reflects the ESA’s proposal for a spatial mission of a spacecraft 
named Don Quijote to impact with an asteroid and deflect it.
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Fig. 44. One Piece, ch. 223. Doc Q offering apples. 

Fig. 46. �One Piece, ch. 711. Robin and the Tontatta 
tribe.

Fig. 45. �One Piece, ch. 506. Kizaru riding  
a cannonball.

Fig. 47. �One Piece, ch. 713. Doflamingo destroying 
a meteorite

A fourth way is the analogy in non-visual figurative narrative sequences. It is the 
case of the Whole Cake Island arc and Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Won-
derland; Amazon Lily arc and the episode of Ulysses and Calypso in Ogygia is-
land, narrated in Homer’s Odyssey, Book V; Elbaph arc and Ragnarök in Norse 
mythology; Kalgara and Noland’s flashback and the chronicles of explorers like 
Francisco de Orellana and Louis de Rougemont; the quarrel between Skypieans 
and Shandia tribe over the land of Upper Yard and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict 
over Jerusalem and other territories. Notably, Manish Prabhakar Singh (2021) 
has individuated many Japanese folkloristic narratives scaffolding different se-
quences of Wa arc.
In all the examples presented above in this paragraph Oda reproposes a narra-
tive and relaunches it differently, so that latent values manifest. In fact, the sto-
ries of the reported characters, objects, places and so on re-play, or in some sense 
pre-play values that can then be exercised in other directions for the construal of 
Oda’s world entities; the same goes for the construal of events, whose schema is 
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drawn from other stories and reapplied to experiment a possible variable. Under 
this light, One Piece allows to appreciate the medium of manga as “a media-cul-
tural arena for the exchange, intertwining, amalgamation, re-appropriation, and 
hybridizing of images and tropes that are no longer exclusive to one culture, but 
become globally recognizable motifs, ‘traveling images’ that can be used for new 
forms of expression” (Barthold 2020)43. 
By telling its own story and, in some ways, visualizing it in a graphic expression, 
One Piece exhibits its capacity of recreating legends, celebrating the medium of 
manga in general as a freeing force thanks to the power of imagination. A very in-
teresting fan theory circulating in the web about the treasure Luffy is seeking for 
(the One Piece – still it is unknown what it is –, the supreme object of value in a 
story, as we have seen, which is eminently about freedom) suggests that it could 
turn out to be the manga itself; and since its possession is sufficient to gain the 
title of king of the pirates, who, according to Luffy, is “the freest one [一番自由
な奴]”44, such a meta-narrative surprise may not sound too odd. Literature frees 
its readers from oppressing narratives circulating in the encyclopedia, paving the 
way to enact alternatives.

7. Conclusion

In the end, One Piece can be considered a work that delves into the ways through 
which comics can expose figurality, the capacity of a value to be both itself and 
other, as a resource to break free from any unilateral narration. As the operation 
requires recreating one’s own legend, it is purported to be a figural semiopraxis: 
it enacts a story that re-enacts other ones, narrating them further and differently. 
In this sense, a legend can be called one’s own as long as it is reappropriated from 
somewhere and sometime else45. In Jan Assmann’s words: “All cultures share this 
tendency to draw a veil of forgetfulness or self-evidence over their convention-
ality and contingency (that is, the fact that their constructed realities could be 
differently conceived)” (Assmann 2012: 117). Exercising freedom can then be 
considered a special kind of remembrance, which fulfills a promise of sense for-
gotten in the encyclopedia; so that, as the notion of semiopraxis suggests, “free-
dom of action is not just a matter of decision making but also involves the whole 
surrounding complex of meanings” (ivi: 118). Relating to Roger’s quotation, this 
is how an “inherited will” is perpetuated in its emancipating force by the imagina-
tive autonomy of “the dreams of people” through “the ebb and flow of ages”. As 
long as the zero is around, this kind of changing inheritance may always happen.
Under this perspective, One Piece declines in a peculiar way the Oriental aesthet-
ics of predestination. Indeed, it just lays down the concept of prefiguration: what 
is to fulfiil a figura is not predictable. As a destination for this latter is retrospec-
tively decided, we may say that in Oda’s manga is at play a kind of postdestina-
tion. Prefiguration and postdestination are thus the extremes in between which a 
figural semiopraxis of freedom is viable: by it, one can truly be the artifex of one’s 
own destiny – the answer to freedom has to be pursued by looking at the past in 
search of the future.
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Note
1 One Piece is nowadays a world-wide famous ongoing series and franchise: a milestone in comic lit-
erature and a contemporary classic. It narrates the adventures of the pirate Monkey D. Luffy and his 
crew, in search of the treasure known as the “One Piece” to become the next “king of the pirates”. 
During their journey, the protagonists face many opponents, the main antagonist being the organiza-
tion that rules the world, the World Government. Individuals in One Piece may acquire superpowers 
like turning into animals or elements by eating “devil fruits”, concurrently losing the ability to swim. 
Devil fruits’ origin, as well as the foundation of World Government and One Piece’s world’s historical 
past in general, are draped in mystery. 
2 Cfr. Calabrese (1985). I will also refer to One Piece as a model, as Alva Noë (2015) calls the objects 
that can stage or put on display social practices.
3 By adopting these terms I opt for an ecological perspective on values, that are to be situated in the 
continuous interexchange between agents and environments that conflate nature and culture, con-
taminate together and develop contingently (Basso Fossali 2017; Di Paolo et al. 2018; Paolucci 2021; 
Ingold 2021). For a reconstruction of the attestation and the declinations of the value of freedom in 
Western culture, cfr. Honneth (2014). As to its conceptual genesis, cfr. Raaflaub (2004).
4 By the term Weltanschauung, as dated as it may sound, I refer to an overall distinctive structuration 
of values that expresses an idea of a region or of a world.
5 According to Paolucci (2020), all these variations that enunciations – actually, enunciative practices 
– determine on values can be summarized as changes in their modes of existence.
6 Beware that, actually, even the supposed fundamental freedom is just another particular instance of 
its negotiation as a value; i.e., in the end, it is a token among others, devoid of any dogmatic meta-
physical dignity. This freedom, in other words, is the object of other theories or narratives that can be 
linked to a discourse about One Piece to the extent to which the discourse endorses their values. This 
is not to deny referentiality, but to preserve immanence. So when I talk about a fundamental freedom I 
do not make an absolute statement, but rather a statement whose validity depends on the components 
of the discourse I am assembling; and when I say that One Piece addresses it, it simply means that it 
addresses a condition which is suggested by a set of other narratives and advocated by a set of other 
theories. As long as we enact them to frame our experience, we can assume that what they affirm, their 
alleged metaphysical referentiality, is real.
7 Cfr. Floch (1997).
8 Cfr. Smolderen (2007).
9 Cfr. Deleuze (1968).
10 Cfr. Hughes (2009).
11 Cfr. Auerbach (1944; 1946). I firstly refer to Auerbach’s definition since it is the simplest and the 
most efficient to play in this kind of research. Moreover, as it is formulated at the end of a critical 
historical reconstruction of the use of the notion as an interpreting tool, Auerbach’s fundamental 
definition is at the core of any successive exquisitely semiotic reprise. In this field, the notion has been 
adopted by Courtés and Greimas (1993), Basso Fossali (2017), Paolucci (2021), and Bondì, Piotrows-
ki, and Visetti (2023). A figura, Auerbach says, can be either an entity or an event. Figuration may be 
intended in many ways that can be conveyed through the addition of a prefix, like pre-figuration or 
con-figuration.
12 Cfr. Courtés and Greimas (1993).
13 One Piece, ch. 100. From now on, I will use this format for quotations from Oda 1997-ongoing, ch. 
standing for chapter. Since latest chapters are not collected in volumes yet, I won’t indicate the corre-
sponding volume; for the same reason, the referred edition of the manga will consist in its serialization 
on “Weekly Shōnen Jump”. All English translations are mine; I report the original Japanese right after.
14 For a philosophical account of this line, cfr. Williams (1973); and, for a broader discussion, cfr. Cox, 
La Caze and Levine (2021).
15 One Piece, ch. 769.
16 One Piece, ch. 863.
17 According to Greimasian theory, the first phase of narrativity is referred to as a contract which 
establishes the values which will frame further actions; afterward, the phases of competence and per-
formance follow; the last phase is called sanction, in which the subject receives an acknowledgment 
by virtue of the narrative’s final values. Crucially, the values at the time of the sanction may not be 
the same of those at the time of contract (Greimas 1970). For convenience, I take the last stage of 
narrativity as a sanction of the values that sanction the subject: in fact, positing an ultimate yardstick 
is a necessary correlate of the final sanction.
18 On the fundamental role of descriptions in ascribing intentionality, cfr. Anscombe (1957); about the 
specific narrativity of this structuring process, cfr. Schechtman (2011) and Gallagher and Hutto (2008).
19 In One Piece, races refer to different human species, like giants, lunarians, fairies, fishmen, mer-
maids, anthropomorphic mammals, and so on.
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20 E.g., after almost any arc, many pages are dedicated to how newspapers report the actions of the 
protagonists (together with the reactions of other characters throughout the world); rumors about 
characters’ feats often recur contextually to their apparitions; many characters possess a moniker 
relating to their deeds; many ways of internal storytelling of characters’ actions are displayed, like the 
comic “Sora, Warrior of the Sea”, the book “Liar Noland”, the sculptures in Dressrosa of Lucy, Kyros 
and Usopp (who also has one in Skypiea), and the song “Bink’s sake”; and captions are sometimes 
wrapped as if they were imagining how the scenes would be recounted.
21 One Piece, ch. 1061.
22 One Piece, ch. 1044.
23 One Piece, ch. 1043.
24 One Piece, ch. 1069.
25 About devil fruits’ metamorphosing effect on values, cfr. Sasada (2011).
26 Cfr. Czarniawska and Gagliardi (2008).
27 Cfr. Paolucci (2020). Both enunciative praxis and semiopraxis may be framed within an enactivist 
theory of semiosis (Hutto and Myin 2017; Paolucci 2021).
28 Cfr. Grosso (2008; 2018).
29 Cfr. Eco (1984).
30 Cfr. Paolucci (2020). In a study on One Piece, Akos Kopper stresses how the very choice of a theme 
at the center of so many narratives like piracy as its subject exactly display this assumption: “Narrative 
studies emphasise [sic] that stories never stand in and of themselves and are not produced in a vacu-
um; instead they tie into already existing deeply rooted narratives. This means that they exist intertex-
tually by building on narratives they reinforce and reiterate” (Kopper 2020: 507). I will return on this.
31 Cfr. Deleuze (1969; 2002).
32 These notions assume a methodology that frames sense-making from the perspective of its discrete 
parts rather than from the whole. About discreteness being the cypher of contemporary medialization 
of experience and thus of semiosis, and One Piece epitomizing such a Weltanschauung, cfr. Barthold 
(2020).
33 Cfr. Radin (1956); Ballinger (1989); Hyde (1998).
34 For a deeper discussion, cfr. Girard (1982).
35 “D’une part, la figurativité fonctionne comme réserve actantielle qui peut aider à reconfigurer des 
scènes de confrontation, d’autre part, elle se propose comme une enveloppe qui cherche à intercepter 
ce qui semble fuir à la commensurabilité des valeurs proposée par les domaines d’investissement. La 
figurativité contribue alors à la coalescence des pôles identitaires, forgés dans l’hétérogénéité des jeux de 
langage, et en même temps elle favorise leur transpiration par rapport à l’environnement” (Basso Fossali 
2017: 494).
36 One Piece, ch. 1136.
37 One Piece, ch. 1044.
38 On Luffy as homo ludens, see Skweres 2018.
39 As noted above, Nika’s epiphany is also accompanied by the so-called drums of liberation. I can’t 
address here this interesting theme for reasons of space and because it hasn’t been sufficiently ex-
panded yet in the manga itself. Let us just observe that rhythm is another dimension under which it is 
possible to frame figurality as the recreation or transformation of values by a difference through rep-
etition (cfr. Derrida 1972 and Sini 2012) and that intriguingly Deleuze affirms that “Il suffit […] que 
nous tendions notre peau comme un tambour, pour que la ‘grande politique’ commence. […] Tout cela 
traversé par des circulations, des échos, des événements qui font plus de sens et de liberté, d’effectivités 
que l’homme n’en a jamais rêvé, ni Dieu conçu” (Deleuze 1969: 91).
40 It seems that Joyboy is the name of the spirit of drums, with trickster traits, in Caribbean folklore, 
reported in the book of 1985 Encyclopedia of Things That Never Were, by Robert Ingpen and Michael 
Page. Whether the myth really exists or is invented, Ingpen-Page’s Joyboy and One Piece’s one share 
many elements. Moreover, One Piece’s geography of scattered islands is quite similar to Caribbean one 
(which also resembles, to some extent, Japan’s one), whose alleged Weltanschauung may be termed as 
based on creolization (cfr. Glissant 1990), which is sympathetic with One Piece’s principles (cfr. notes 
22, 24), so that a parallel in mythologies would hold. Joyboy would therefore be a very interesting 
case of figurality (a re-edition of Caribbean narratives concerning the value of zero and its associated 
trickster).
41 Interestingly, legends on Joyboy present him as the first pirate, Luffy aims at becoming the king 
of the pirates and One Piece indeed is about piracy: “the” pirate can be regarded as an ambiguous, 
liminal figure subverting any established order (cfr. Kopper 2020), just like a trickster, and certainly a 
personification of freedom (Luffy defines the king of pirates “the freest one”).
42 To wit, disassembling and reassembling encyclopedic tokens is common to many mangas and animes 
(cfr. Lamarre 2009), but besides this basic compositional procedure, that Oda adopts in many cases 
(any time, e.g., a character or a place brings visual reference to an extra-textual element – for a study 
on One Piece as a meta-medium of this kind of hybridization, cfr. Barthold 2020), our discourse is 
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focused on a restricted, more specific set, containing the cases in which the reference is motivated by 
an overlap between the stories concerning the values at play, so that One Piece’s counterpart re-enacts 
the older narrative. We may follow Ivo Ritzer and associate this more demanding principle in manga 
composition to that of mythopoetic “bricolage” introduced by Claude Lévy-Stauss (Ritzer 2013). It 
is also important to be aware that it is sometimes hard to tell if an author reinvents stories from the 
original or from other mangas (cfr. Azuma 2009), but as long as they bear some traits of the former 
and involve similar values, one can assume an intertextuality with it even if the actual source is another 
manga (cfr. Ingulsrud and Allen 2009; Akgün 2020).
43 Buket Akgün claims that this kind of operation involves a “moe-ification” that can rehabilitate 
values that were formerly demonized and repressed by mainstream discourse. In this sense, mangas 
like One Piece “‘can serve as a springboard for subversive thought’ aiming at transforming the con-
temporary social and cultural structures” (Akgün 2020: 12).
44 One Piece, ch. 507.
45 As Hiroko Sasada observes of One Piece, “it seems inevitable that a condition of freedom is to join 
the ranks of ‘others’” (Sasada 2011, p. 205).
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