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Rbstract

Comic books, as artefacts of the cultural industries, have rapidly evolved to one of the most
important popular culture forms for the development and dissemination of radical
ideas.Comics have indeed come a long way since their inception decades ago. However,
women’s interests continue to remain ignored, with the very nature and tone of comic books
failing to offer anything that can be truly acknowledged as female identity or experience. The
superhero titles are typically branded as masculine and have invited censure for its practice of
exclusionism of women and topics of interest to them. A study of the thematic and stylistic
devices employed in them would explain further the politics of gender in the world of comics.
The prevalence of violent themes and aggression in superhero comics is notable, as most of
these titles traditionally extol "manly virtues" like leadership and aggression. This raises
questions about how such portrayals correlate with the often negative images of women
projected in comics. The superheroes are never based on reality and are more idealized
representations.Although the superhero comics are a masculine genre in both spirit and
substance, there have been attempts to create titles that provide avenues for feminist
expression. This paper will therefore focalize on the female presence in superhero comics and
explore the subversive possibilities within the genre.

Keywords
Popular Culture, Comics, Superhero and Science Fiction, Feminism,
Gender Politics, Subversion, Identity.
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Popular culture, spanning a wide range of genres, has generally portrayed women
through a social mythos constructed around women's inferior position and status. Yet it has
also been the locus of feminist expression and activism. Comics have now rapidly evolved from
a temporary diversion to a very dominant visual form of popular culture. The superhero titles
are growing in popularity, as evidenced by the stupendous box-office collections made by the
film adaptations of these titles, pointing to their value and importance as a potent form of
popular culture spanning social, ethnic, and generational divides. Of late, they have also come
to be treated as serious literature that reveals a lot about culture and other related aspects.

This study examines the portrayal of women in superhero comics, investigating how the
genre has both reflected and challenged societal norms regarding gender roles. The depiction
of women and their roles indicates that gender politics is counterproductive and has a
debilitating effect on the efforts of feminist movements. Small but significant shifts are
occurring at the most fundamental level of identity negotiation, and the identities of women
are more fluid than they had previously been permitted to be. There have been attempts to
create comics that provide avenues for the expression of feminism. Therefore, the enhanced
participation of women in comics also signifies a new cultural turning point.

The survey of strong female presence in the genre, attempted in the study, begins with
the feminist iconWonder Woman. As titles featuring striking female presence, The Birds of Prey:
End Run and Fantastic Four also form part of the discussion on the subversive possibilities of
the genre. Wonder Woman, a DC Comics superheroine, was created by William Moulton
Marston as "a distinctly feminist role model, whose mission was to bring the Amazon ideals of
love, peace, and sexual equality to a world torn by the hatred of men" (Yue). Fantastic Four,
created by writer-editor Stan Lee and artist/co-plotter Jack Kirby in 1961, is a comic series
featuring a fictional superhero team published by Marvel Comics. The Fantastic Four derive
their superpowers from exposure to cosmic rays during a scientific expedition to outer space.

Reed Richards/Mister Fantastic, a scientific genius, whose super power is the ability to
stretch all parts of his body into any lengths or forms is the leader of the group. Susan "Sue"
Storm, the wife of Reed Richards is the Invisible Woman with power to become invisible and
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create powerful force fields. The other members are Sue's younger brother, Johnny Storm, or
the Human Torch, with his ability to generate flames, and fly and Ben Grimm, the monstrous
Thing.

DC Comics has been publishing 'Birds of Prey’, a series important as an all-female
superhero team since 1996. The team, formed as a partnership between Black Canary and
Barbara Gordon, also known as Oracle, later expanded to include superheroines like Huntress,
Lady Blackhawk, and other characters who join them for extended periods or occasionally for a
single adventure. The team was further expanded to include the duo from the Silver Age, Dove
and the male member Hawk.

It is significant that most of the superheroines did not debut as titular characters. In the
late 1930s, super-powered heroes like Superman and Captain Marvel dominated the stage,
while women scarcely made any presence. Catwoman and Batgirl both debuted in an issue of
Batman (Dunne). Other strong and superheroine characters have emerged in comic books,
such as Miss America—the female counterpart to Captain America—Mary Marvel, Supergirl,
She-Hulk, and many others.

Wonder Woman takes the credit for being the only comic book featuring a woman with
a long run of over 65 years and the only female character who did not debut as a supporting
character. Regarded as the bestselling superhero comic book of all time and a true feminist
icon, Wonder Woman was created and scripted by Marston under the pen name Charles
Moulton. Marston was a psychologist, who was already famous as the inventor of the
polygraph. He struck upon an idea for a new kind of superhero, one who would triumph not
with fists or firepower, but with love. His experience with polygraphs convinced him that
women were more honest and reliable than men and could work more efficiently. According to
Marston, Wonder Woman was created to "combat the idea that women are inferior to men, and
to inspire girls to self-confidence and achievement" in fields monopolised by men (Finn
18).Wonder Woman is described as being as beautiful as Aphrodite, wise as Athena, stronger
than Hercules, and swifter than Hermes (Knaff 24). She possesses enormous superhuman
strength, has the ability to fly, and can overcome any obstacle that comes her way. Known in
her homeland as Diana of Themyscira, she is highly proficient in hand-to-hand combat and the
art of tactical warfare.

Wonder Woman's story begins with her rescue of an American pilot, Steve Trevor, who
gets stranded in her secluded Amazonian homeland, Paradise Island. Wonder Woman subverts
the typical "damsel in distress" trope. Instead of being rescued by a male hero, she actively
rescues and protects Steve Trevor (Mozzocco). This act of heroism marks her departure from
the Amazonian society and her entry into "Man's World." Wonder Woman's mission to fight for
"freedom, democracy, and womankind" directly challenges traditional gender roles (Lepore
15).

Unlike many male superheroes, Wonder Woman's primary motivation, more than to
fight villains, is to safeguard and defend the values of justice and equality. It is possible to see
that Wonder Woman and the women's rights movement of the early 20th century have a close
connection (Lepore 12). Marston, the creator of Wonder Woman, was a strong advocate for
women's rights and wanted to create a superhero who would inspire and empower young
girls. Wonder Woman's adventures often included struggles against misogyny and sexism. Her
antagonist Professor Psycho, is an embodiment of misogynistic ideologies and is found to be
always undermining women's power and independence. Women writers like Jodi Picoult and
Gail Simone have made noteworthy contributions towards presenting a subtle and yet, a
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complex depiction of Wonder Woman. Despite her initial success, Wonder Woman faced
challenges, including attempts to integrate her into the male-dominated Justice Society of
America. The death of William Moulton Marston had a significant impact on her character
development. The loss of his feminist vision led to a period in which Wonder Woman's
portrayal became more conventional and less ground-breaking.

Despite being a symbol of female empowerment, Wonder Woman's creation and
portrayal are deeply intertwined with the concept of the "male gaze." At first glance, she
conveys the impression of an empowered superheroine amidst a realm dominated by male
superheroes; an icon of feminism. However, Wonder Woman comics indubitably contain
misogynistic motifs in abundance. Her weapon is a golden lasso, which critics have called an
erotic symbol of sexual control, since she uses it to make her adversaries obey her commands.
Apart from the 'Lasso of Truth', with which she forces those bound by it to tell the truth,
Wonder Woman also has a pair of indestructible bracelets, a tiara which serves as a projectile,
and, in some stories, an invisible airplane.

Wonder Woman was designed to appear provocative, and her antics with the golden
lasso fulfil a certain fetish fantasy. There is also an unabashed display of misogyny in theme as
well as illustrations. "In episode after episode, Wonder Woman is chained, bound, gagged,
lassoed, tied, fettered and manacled" (Lepore 233). Even though Marston excused it as
"harmless erotic fantasy”, bondage fetishists could read between the lines and discover
messages about dominance and women (Lepore242). But Marston was resolute and declared
that Wonder Woman without erotic appeal would be like Superman without his muscles.
Marston is believed to have told a colleague that the secret of a woman's allure is that they
enjoy submission, and being bound (Alder 193).

Marston has openly acknowledged that Wonder Woman's appeal partly lay in her
ability to arouse desire in men, suggesting a degree of male fantasy inherent in her character.
This suggests that male creators, despite their best intentions, may inadvertently project their
own perspectives and desires onto the female characters they create.Despite being crime
fighters, their weapons of choice implies a more submissive and domestic function of pleasing
their man, rather than dominating him. Traditional portrayals of women often reduced them to
roles like "girl Friday," "seductive vamps," or "damsels in distress."

Laura Mulvey's "male gaze" is a pervasive element in the depiction of women characters
in superhero comics.Women are often portrayed in the media as objects of male desire, subject
to the voyeuristic gaze of male spectators. This objectification denies women agency and
reduces them to passive objects for male gratification(Mulvey 381-89). It is possible that the
hyper-sexualization of female characters has contributed to the growing popularity of
superhero comics.

A comparison of the costumes of Batwoman, Spider-Girl, and Supergirl also connotes
the sexualization of these heroines, even when they are supposed to be as powerful as their
male counterparts. Even in similar outfits, the superheroines present a picture of vulgarity
through their suggestive poses or provocative looks. Just like the camera angles, the artwork
also focuses on anatomical features to highlight and accentuate them. It highlights the need for
more nuanced and empowering representations of women within the comic book medium.

In 1999, Gail Simone, a renowned comic book writer, initiated a discussion on the
treatment of female leads in comic books, a genre dominated by male characters and catering
to a male readership. She posted a list of women characters who have been killed or maimed in
mainstream superhero comics, using this as a plot device to engender the story of revenge. She
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coined the term "Women in Refrigerators Syndrome" for the website created in 1999, after a
scene in a Green Lantern comic book where the hero returns home to find his girlfriend's dead
body stuffed into a refrigerator (Mandaville 206). The website “Women in Refrigerators” is
about a trend in superhero comics whereby female characters are made to suffer
disempowerment or maiming for reasons relating to emotional storylines ("Women in
Refrigerators").

Gail Simone includes Barbara Gordon in her "Women in Refrigerators" website,
highlighting the trope of female characters being side-lined or harmed for plot advancement.
Following the controversy, comic book creators Kim Yale and John Ostrander decided to revive
the character."Gwen Stacy Syndrome," is another example of the exploitation of female
characters for plot purposes. The story "The Night Gwen Stacy Died" from the Marvel Comics
comic book series The Amazing Spider-Man, issues #121-122 (June-July 1973), that became a
seminal moment in the life of the superhero Spider-Man. Gwen Stacy, the first true love of Peter
Parker, is murdered by his nemesis, Norman Osborn, in the story, producing an enormous
impact on the world of comic-book fandom.

The theme of male mutilation, named "Dead men defrosting,” is much like the
refrigerator syndrome (Bartol). Nevertheless, it is also significant that even when the men are
castrated, they are restored to the previous state of power and control. When the resurrection
does not occur, it is often a glorious form of death, as seen in Marvel Comics' Captain Marvel
and DC's Barry Allen. Batman's back is broken after a gruelling physical and psychological
battle with his arch enemies. While Batman regains full use of his legs after suffering a major
spine injury and goes on to defeat his adversary with his Bat-willpower and a lot of paranormal
help, the female counterpart to Batman, Barbara Gordon/Batgirl, is not so fortunate. In Alan
Moore's Batman: The Killing Joke, the Joker shoots and paralyzes Barbara Gordon,
permanently disabling her. He does this to drive her father insane, aiming to prove to Batman
that anyone can be morally compromised. Barbara Gordon becomes a decoy in a bizarre game,
only to propel Batman into action against the Joker (White, "Why Doesn’t Batman Kill").

Batwoman first appeared in Detective Comics #233 in 1956 (Bondurant 110). Though
Kathy Kane was also a costumed fighting heiress like Batman, she could not be considered his
counterpart. Her weapons often involved stereotypical feminine products such as hairnets,
lipstick, and charm bracelets. Later, Batwoman was feminized with the appearance of Bat-Girl
in 1961, thereby furthering the image of perfect femininity. Cheri Register's perspective on the
importance of authenticity and representativeness in female writing, emphasizing the need for
female characters to serve as inspiring role models for readers, is significant (Eagleton 193).

Many of the heroes includinglron Man, the X-Men, Thor, the Amazing Hulk, Shield, and
the Fantastic Four,who appeared during the sixties, were introduced by a publisher named
Marvel. Marvel had hitherto not introduced any unique characters of its own. Susan "Sue"
Storm Richards, also known as Invisible Girl, and later Invisible Woman, was the first female
superhero created by Marvel in the Silver Age of Comics. Following exposure to a cosmic storm,
Sue receives the power to render herself and others invisible. The team also features Marvel's
first superhero couple who become parents, a rarity in the world of superhero comics.

Despite her superpowers, the Invisible Woman is also cast as an object of infatuation for
the villains Doctor Doom and Namor, the Sub-Mariner. Her passive invisibility powers render
her ineffectual, often leading to her deployment as a ‘damsel in distress’ during the team's early
adventures. In her earlier persona as the Invisible Girl, Sue Storm was the weakest member of
Marvel's premier super-powered quartet, her superpowers being limited to the ability to make
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herself invisible. Stan Lee's original 2-page plot summary for the first issue of The Fantastic
Four depicted Susan in a voyeuristic manner, but changes were made as it was thought to be
too sensual for comic book standards. Her marriage to Reed Richards in 1965's Fantastic Four
Annual #3, along with the acquisition of the added ability to make invisible force-fields and the
power to render other objects and persons invisible, completes Sue's transition from a
capricious, unreliable, and underpowered member of the team to a benevolent matriarch with
the more appropriate Invisible Woman moniker. She becomes a more powerful member and
the team's second-in-command, evincing a growing assertive confidence as she develops the
ability to project powerful fields of invisible psionic energy. Her character evolves later to
become the very soul of the Fantastic Four and one of the premier heroes in the Marvel
Universe. However, she was previously cast in the shadow of her hot-headed brother, Johnny
Storm, and her brilliant husband, Reed Richards, in the early years (Dimalanta). In the
Fantastic Four, Sue, the Invisible Woman, a super heroine herself, is also a typical traditional
housewife who believes that her husband always knows better. As Rosalind Coward comments,
the heroine's "moments of dominance are but a prelude to the restoration” of his (hero) power,
and structurally, the narrative conventions are formulaic.." (Eagleton 138). In the issue
Fantastic Four #1, cover-dated November, 1961, where Sue makes her first appearance, she
expresses her apprehensions about her powers, and a male character assures her in a rather
patronising manner that it was enough that she lifts the morale of men by her attractive
appearance as if that is all that is expected of women.

Susan Richards is also the mother of Franklin Richards and is often portrayed as
prioritizing domestic duties over her superpowers. The inclusion of the female experiences,
like pregnancy and labour, does not contribute in any way towards the corroboration of a
feminist thinking, as far as this title is concerned. In John Byrne's story, "A Small Loss" from
Fantastic Four #267, her pregnancy is complicated due to cosmic radiation playing havoc with
their systems. Many years later, that unborn child is brought back to life in an incredible
manner, utilizing the liberty accorded by the genre. A super heroine going into labour, and
battling for her baby's and her own life are themes deliberately included, to reiterate the
traditional biological role of a woman. Sue's motherly instincts outweigh her superhero
persona, making her more human in comparison with other superheroes.

Female creators may bring unique perspectives and insights that can lead to more
authentic and empowering representations of women. "The Birds of Prey: End Run" is an
example of how female creators can bring new perspectives to the genre. As a comic with a
striking female presence in the form of characters, creators and artists, “The Birds of Prey: End
Run” forms part of the discussion on the subversive possibilities of the genre.

The women involved in the Birds of Prey series include Gail Simone, the writer, and
Adriana Melo, the artist, whose artwork for Green Lantern, Witchblade, and Wonder Girl was
highly appreciated. The Birds of Prey is a superheroine team comprising the Oracle/former
Batgirl (Barbara Gordon), Black Canary (Dinah Lance), Huntress (Helena Bertinelli), and Lady
Blackhawk (Zinda Blake).

Barbara Gordon, the leader of the Birds of Prey, is the former Batgirl reinvented as
Oracle, after the combat with the Joker that left her paralysed from the waist down. Her powers
are more intellectual than physical, due to obvious reasons, and she possesses an extensive
information network, a photographic memory, and exceptional hacking and programming
skills. Though rarely shown in physical fights, Barbara is also a skilled hand-to-hand fighter.
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Later the character was reintroduced by Yale and Ostrander, under the nameOracle, a
character with a disability. This decision served as a plot device to further establish the Joker's
vendetta against Batman and Commissioner Gordon in "Birds of Prey". In this issue Oracle
undergoes a complex transformation. She is first possessed by the villain Brainiac, leading to
cybernetic enhancements and psychic abilities. Oracle regains some mobility, but loses her
psychic abilities after treatment. However, this improvement proves temporary, and she
remains paralyzed.

A positive aspect is the inclusion of a disabled character in a pivotal role. Oracle is the
binding force that holds the team together, but takes a back seat to Black Canary, Huntress, and
Lady Blackhawk as far as action is concerned. Physically, she may be incapacitated, but she also
shows remarkable stoicism in perilous situations. However, the main character of “Birds of
Prey, Vol. 1: End Run” is beyond doubt Black Canary, aka Dinah Lance. She is described as one
of the world's most dangerous hand-to-hand fighters and a highly skilled martial artist. Black
Canary fights crime, tutors martial arts students, and is the chairperson of the Justice League of
America. An ultrasonic scream known as the 'Canary Cry,' which can shatter steel, is her special
power.

Black Canary has a past distinctly different from that of other superheroes. She shares a
special bond with the child named Sin, who was being trained by a cruel matriarch to become
Lady Shiva, the warrior-protector of a village. The superheroine takes it upon herself to bring
her up like her own child and temporarily withdraws from the team to fulfil her maternal
responsibilities. These kinds of female experiences are rare in the superhero comic book genre,
often authored by men. It highlights the emotional depth of her character, acknowledging her
past traumas, her internal struggles with violence, and her maternal instincts towards Sin.

Lady Blackhawk, aka Zinda is described in the comic as a confident, heroic and
legendary WW II fighter pilot 'misplaced in time'. Lady Blackhawk is introduced as a skilled
pilot and the last surviving member of the Blackhawks. Huntress, aka Helena Bertinelli, is an
impulsive person, but her loyalty is such that she is ready even to give up her life for the Birds
of Prey. Dove, also known as Dawn Granger, is true to her name and more feminine than the
other birds. She is the proverbial peacekeeper bird, whose main characteristic is that she is
non-violent and angelic to the point of childlike naivety. Hawk, also known as Hank Hall, is the
only male 'Bird of Prey' and is special in that he has been resurrected from death, thus
beginning his second life. The characters are real women, and their actions and words confirm
that they are grounded in reality. The Huntress is a devout Catholic whose faith often dictates
her actions.

While the female characters created by male comic writers often sound inauthentic and
contrived, Simone is able to breathe life into her non-conforming female characters, making
them genuine. The presence of strong female characters, dynamic relationships, and globe-
trotting adventures is one of the features that makes the Birds of Prey stand apart from other
titles. The relationship between the birds is presented at different levels, as it is a friendship
that is also based on aspects like mutual understanding, shared responsibility, in addition to
the possession of unique super powers.

The "End Run", was intended as a female-centric story without any subplots or romantic
diversions that would be detrimental to Simone's idea of female empowerment. The text
emphasizes the importance of female friendships in the series, particularly the strong bond
between Oracle, Black Canary, and Huntress. It highlights the emotional depth of relationships,
in the sequences where they accept their vulnerabilities, indicating their capacity for both
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strength and compassion. By focusing on female relationships, exploring emotional depth, and
challenging traditional tropes, the series offers a more nuanced and realistic depiction of
female characters.

Comicsdo play a major role in both reflecting and challenging societal power dynamics.
While comics have the potential to challenge dominant ideologies, commercial pressures often
encourage the perpetuation of existing power structures. Gender bias is prevalent in comics,
pointing to the stereotypical portrayal of women as less intelligent and primarily relegated to
domestic roles. It represents the ongoing struggle to overcome these stereotypes and achieve
more equitable and diverse depictions of women in the medium.

Even the strong women characters, who defy traditional gender roles by integrating
masculine traits, maintain their femininity. The X-Men include powerful female characters who
can move objects with their minds, control the weather, and run through walls, among other
abilities; yet the male characters are at the centre of the stage.

The superheroines Supergirl, Batgirl, and Spider-Girl are all spin-offs from the male
characters and never intended to be the leaders. In Action Comics #252, "The Super Girl from
Krypton!" where Super Girl makes her first appearance, Superman is seen assuring to take care
of her like a "big brother" even though she is also a Kryptonite with all the powers her male
cousin counterpart possessed.

Comic books also feature a diverse array of female characters with abilities and
superpowers that range from being skilled in martial arts to something as whimsical as mind
control. Characters like Madame Mirage, the White Queen, and Malice employ mind control to
manipulate their opponents, primarily men. The voluptuous Cat Woman uses her beauty to
manipulate Batman, while Poison Ivy uses her seductive and deadly love potions to gain what
she wants. White Rabbit from the Spider-Man comics is a female character who marries a rich
older man only to have him Kkilled, in order to inherit his wealth and property. The
stereotypical evil sorceresses appearing as vamps with unique powers to manipulate and
control men is common in comics. However, a few exceptions exist, many of whom can be
traced to classic sources, such as Morgan le Fey from the Marvel Comics and Circe, the mortal
enemy of the famous Wonder Woman from the DC Comics.

The study highlights the evolving nature of superhero comics, noting a shift from
simplistic escapist themes of fantastical exploits towards serious philosophical and
psychological explorations of societal issues. They are no longer merely vehicles for flights of
fancy, where spandex-clad demi-gods battled for truth and justice. These narratives, like
intricate allegories, expose the primal archetypes that reside within all of us. They invite
readers to an introspective journey of self-discovery and a profound reckoning with their place
in the ever-shifting sands of reality.
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