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Series Editors’ Foreword

Body image, as many books in this library show, is central to the discussion of gender and sexuality. In recent years, this debate has often centred around the supposed binaries of brains or beauty for women, implicitly rejecting the idea that the two things are not mutually exclusive.

Wonder Woman is a character who has been around since she first appeared in comics in 1941, in a world troubled by its second globalized war in a generation. She was represented in a well-known TV series in the 1970s and, most recently, in a film by Patty Jenkins in 2017. She was even announced as an Honorary Ambassador for the United Nations in the area of girls’ empowerment in 2016, to the derision of many feminists who argued that her original message of female empowerment in a world of masculine warfare had been lost in the sexualization of the white female body of popular culture. The UN bowed to the weight of argument and retracted its decision. However, as Ormrod shows in this book, the character of Wonder Woman is not the one-dimensional, beautiful, white, sexualized woman of popular image, but is in fact multidimensional. In a series of arguments based around representations of Wonder Woman, Ormrod suggests that the female action hero can in fact be many things without excluding what is white and what is deemed to be beautiful to a particular gaze. As such, this study intersects with others in the Library that show how body image is multifaceted and also open to wider forces in society.

Theorising gaze is a common theme in many of the books in this Library, and here Ormrod is able to engage in an historical argument around this, focusing on the character of Wonder Woman. Consciously clothed in the American flag, Wonder Woman represents a form of American national identity. This costume design is something Ormrod explores in some detail, charting the historical and cultural shifts that influence the clothing of both Wonder Woman and her sometime alter ego, Diana Prince. However, as an Amazonian, she is also symbolic of all-female relationships. This is something Ormrod offers a tantalising glimpse of in this book, with particular insight into the ways in which different historical periods have chosen to interpret this aspect of the character. As other books in this Library suggest, gender and sexuality are constantly in a state of flux, with the focus here being the 75 years during which the Wonder Woman character has been in popular culture.



Angela Smith and Claire Nally
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Introduction

Wonder Woman and the Body in Popular Culture

On 24 August 2017, director James Cameron prompted controversy with his opinion of Patty Jenkins’s Wonder Woman film in an interview with the Guardian newspaper:


All of the self-congratulatory back-patting Hollywood’s been doing over Wonder Woman has been so misguided. She’s an objectified icon, and it’s just male Hollywood doing the same old thing! I’m not saying I didn’t like the movie but, to me, it’s a step backwards. Sarah Connor was not a beauty icon. She was strong, she was troubled, she was a terrible mother, and she earned the respect of the audience through pure grit.1


The statement prompted a furious response from fans who attacked Cameron’s films and his personal life. However, Cameron was correct – to a point – in talking about the need for the fantasy heroine to be more than an objectified icon. His description of Wonder Woman as no more than an objectified icon was misguided but one held by a large percentage of people. For instance, on her 75th anniversary on 21 October 2016, Wonder Woman was appointed United Nations Honorary Ambassador for girls’ empowerment. This decision attracted criticism by UN staff who set up an online petition attracting 45,020 signatures calling for the decision to be reversed. They rationalized their protest thus: ‘Although the original creators may have intended Wonder Woman to represent a strong and independent ‘warrior’ woman with a feminist message, the reality is that the character’s current iteration is that of a large breasted, white woman of impossible proportions, scantily clad in a shimmery, thigh-baring body suit.’2

Despite opposition by Wonder Woman fans, on 16 December 2016 the UN revoked their decision. Neither the UN staff nor Cameron looked at whether a woman cannot be both beautiful and a gritty heroine, or even that there might be a different model for heroism beyond gritty.3 This point was made by Jenkins, who tweeted in response to Cameron: ‘if women have to always be hard, tough and troubled to be strong, and we aren’t free to be multidimensional or celebrate an icon of women everywhere because she is attractive and loving, then we haven’t come very far have we’.4

It does prompt the question: why cannot female heroes be multidimensional? What is at stake in analysing them through debates about objectification? If female action heroes can only be regarded through such debates, then is it surprising that discussion, in academia and wider culture, continually returns to gender and sex? These examples, which speak from a lack of knowledge of the character and all she stands for, raise a contradiction at the heart of Wonder Woman’s creation and representation. Both revolve around her sexualized representation and highlight the contradictory nature of the character and the ways her body is represented that seem out of tune with her feminist message.

This book incorporates Wonder Woman’s cultural construction with a focus on mainly female bodies in several decades of comic and other media adaptations, to identify how and why she represents such diverse facades to the world. The book spans key stories, mainly in comic books, and each chapter deals with specific decades, from her appearance in 1941 to the present. My aim is to illustrate how comics have responded to changes in cultural perceptions and constructions of female bodies since the early 1940s and, through this, to determine the journey made by women in Western culture in the past seventy years.

The superhero genre is a genre about bodies and their representation and it acts as a metaphor for how we idealize certain types of bodies in wider culture. The idealized body is a fluid concept, for it changes from era to era. For instance, the Superman of the 1960s has more bulk and musculature, and is older than the Superman of the twenty-first century. However, where male heroes are defined by their musculature, female characters are often defined by gender-specific elements – breasts, waists, hair. As illustrated in the examples above, this can present a paradox between regarding the superheroine as an icon for empowerment or an object of sexualized disempowerment. Wonder Woman presents such a paradox: on the one hand a fetishized sex object, on the other an empowering feminist. In an impassioned argument, Carolyn Cocca states that such representations matter: ‘You are more likely to imagine yourself as a hero if you see yourself represented as a hero […] Marginalized groups have been forced to “cross-identify” with those different from them while dominant groups have not.’5 The female, according to Cocca, must either identify with media models of female empowerment or cross-identify with the saturation of powerful male heroes on offer. Cocca has a point. Thinking of Wonder Woman, she is relatively unknown through her comic but well known in popular culture. She can be regarded as a ‘mobile signifier’, well known in broader culture but not through her original stories.6 Part of the reason she is unknown is that Wonder Woman was rarely adapted through media texts until Patty Jenkins’s 2017 film. Until then, Wonder Woman was known mainly through a television series starring Lynda Carter (1975–79) and in popular culture, where she was encountered through fantasy dress-up, pornography and centrefolds, on the one hand, and, on the other, as an empowering figure for young girls and underrepresented groups such as women and LGBTQIA (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer or questioning, intersex, and asexual or allied).7 Despite her inspirational qualities, Wonder Woman is still regarded as a sexually objectified character whose body is under constant debate. She is, as Jeffery Brown argues, ‘overburdened as both a symbol of feminist agency in a genre rooted in masculine power fantasies and as a sexual fetish in visually oriented mediums that continue to present women as erotic ideals above all else’.8


*    *    *


The sexualization of female heroes is an ongoing debate in superhero research and fandom. This goes back to the early superhero comics and the superhero paradigm, Superman, whose costume was modelled on the circus strongman costume, designed to display musculature. The superhero body is clothed in a skin-tight costume that, in most cases, is little more than a costume drawn over a nude figure. The muscular male and the sexual female bodies were products of the overlapping media and comic book industries, comic book industry distribution, creative practices and fandoms. Most focused on male interests for assumed male audiences.

Creators, for instance, were predominantly young men and, as comics progressed through the twentieth and into the twenty-first century, some fans became creators who continued or exaggerated previous art practices and styles.

The critique or focus on the sexualized representation of heroines, particularly Wonder Woman, has been argued many times.9 This is not my strategy. Rather than critique the disempowered female body, I explore how the female body is culturally and philosophically constructed using a discursive analysis. This was argued in the past by researchers such as Mitra Emad, who used Benedict Anderson’s work on the imaginary construction of the nation, focusing on four points in American history and culture – the 1940s, 1950s, 1970s and 1980s – to argue that Wonder Woman’s body reflected the cultural mores of these times in relation to her occupation of the private and the public sphere.10 For instance, in the 1940s, Wonder Woman, like many women joining the war effort, became part of the public sphere but had to conform to traditional female roles of subordination to masculine authority. Dawn Heinecken examined three characters from 1990s television and observed that where violence was externalized on the male body, it was internalized on the female body.11 I argued that a somatic approach was viable, using the bad girl comics of the 1990s as a case study.12 The importance of emotion to female heroism was noted by both Heinecken and Jennifer Stuller.13 Stuller, like Cocca, was concerned about the ways female heroism was represented, claiming that superheroines ‘teach us about our socially appropriate roles, how we fit into our communities, and about our human potential […]’.14 Stuller proposed that when we consider female heroism, the male hero myth of redemption through violence is an ineffective model as the female hero’s journey is based on love. She argues that love and the family are empowering in certain female hero narratives.15 By family, Stuller means the supportive group who often gather around, and are inspired by, the female hero.

The supportive and inspirational role of the heroine is built into Wonder Woman’s origin and early stories. Her creator, William Moulton Marston,16 suggested that his heroine would redeem through love, which, he argued, was a specific female quality and could save humanity from war. In his version of Wonder Woman, love was not a weakness but a powerful force for redemption. Marston, however, worked on the basis of essentialized gendered identities, since challenged by theorists such as Judith Butler.17

This analysis contextualizes the body over several eras from the 1940s as culturally defined, a phenomenological and a social object. The analyses begin from how bodies are represented in the comics, identifying how they are informed by discourses circulating in specific eras. Issues that will be analysed include the markers of identity on the body, such as ethnicity, race, gender and ideas of beauty, and issues concerning the superhero genre, such as the secret identity, costume and masks. The final chapter departs from this model to engage with Wonder Woman within her broader media and cultural compass. In this chapter, the impact of fandom through social media and promotional culture is explored using Thornton’s notion of subcultural capital to compare Jenkins’s film with the television series starring Lynda Carter.18

This chapter begins by examining Wonder Woman’s origins and her ideological construction within the context of her first comics in the early 1940s. Her creator William Marston’s aims in creating the character, aided by several strong women in his life, laid the foundations for recurring tropes such as her gendered, racial and ethnic identities up to the present. The chapter continues by analysing the various somatic tropes in Wonder Woman that impact on the later chapters of the book.

Beginnings

Wonder Woman was published at a pivotal moment for America, as it was in the same month, December 1941, that Pearl Harbor was attacked by the Japanese, and America entered the Second World War. Characters in the superhero genre, born only three years earlier with the advent of Superman, were already conscripted into the war effort and fought the Axis powers on the battlefront and their agents inside and outside of America. Wonder Woman was no different from her male counterparts. The first Wonder Woman story, recounting her origin, was not even signalled on the cover, but tucked away at the back of All-Star Comics 8, December 1941. Wonder Woman featured on the cover and headlined the first issue of Sensation Comics in January 1942.

By summer 1942, her signature comic and newspaper strips were published. Comics in the 1940s were distributed and sold on newspaper stands; sales were approximately 25 million to 40 million per month and most comics featured superheroes.19 Readership was equally male/female and Wonder Woman’s popularity was robust enough for her to acquire her own title within six months of first publication.20 In an era when comics were selling in the millions, her sales figures may have been six figures or higher.21 Her coverage was given a more general basis when she also starred in her own newspaper strip.

Wonder Woman’s origin is told in three separate stories in All-Star Comics, Sensation Comics and Wonder Woman,22 and is rooted in Greek and Roman myth. She is a princess of the Amazons, daughter of Queen Hippolyta.23 She comes to man’s world to teach and inspire humanity in the ways of love and peace. Wonder Woman’s story includes recurring themes of feminism, sexuality, ethnicity, Amazons, magic, science, the Greek gods, immigration and war. It also reflects earlier myths and fairy tales such as Pygmalion and Galatea, Sleeping Beauty, the biblical creation myth and Samson. The story goes that in ancient times the earth was ruled by Ares, God of War (hereafter Mars) and Aphrodite, Goddess of love and beauty. Under Mars’ rule women were mistreated by men, ‘sold as slaves – they were cheaper than cattle’.24 To counter this abuse, Aphrodite created a race of strong, beautiful women, the Amazons, from clay and made Hippolyta their queen. Hippolyta was unconquerable as long as she wore Aphrodite’s magic girdle, the source of her power. The Amazons built a marvellous city that seemed inviolable until attacked by Hercules, an agent of Mars. Hercules defeated Hippolyta, appealing to her vanity, and stole her magic girdle and the strength bestowed upon her by Aphrodite. He and his men enslaved the Amazons. Hippolyta prayed to Aphrodite, who returned her strength, and she defeated Hercules. Led by Aphrodite, the Amazons retreated to a haven, Paradise Island, where they built ‘a splendid city which no man may enter – a paradise for women only’.25 The Amazons’ disobedience did not go unpunished. Aphrodite ordered them to wear the manacles that Hercules’ men shackled to their wrists, ‘to teach you the folly of submitting to men’s domination’.26 The manacles became the bracelets of submission. If they were taken off the Amazon became a berserker, imitating man’s violence, bent only on destruction.

In this all-female society, there are no children, but Hippolyta carved a statue of a female child and Aphrodite gave the statue life, naming it Diana.27 Diana quickly demonstrated her superiority to her sisters in her strength and speed. At three she pulled up a tree by its roots, at five she raced deer through the forest. The Amazons commented: ‘Already our little princess has the strength of Hercules!’, ‘The queen’s child is swifter than Mercury!’28 At sixteen Diana was inducted into the Amazon sisterhood, receiving her bracelets of submission and drinking from the Fountain of Eternal Youth, which kept the Amazons forever young and beautiful.

The Amazons’ self-imposed exile was interrupted when a plane piloted by Steve Trevor, an American airman, crashed into the sea off Paradise Island. Diana fell in love with him, inventing a purple healing ray to save his life, and nursed him back to health. Aphrodite decided that Man’s world needed Amazon values to inspire peace; consequently she ordered Hippolyta to select the strongest Amazon to return Trevor to America and bring Amazon values to Man’s world. Hippolyta declared a contest to choose the Amazon who would take him back and Diana, in disguise, won. Although Hippolyta was horrified, she gave Diana a costume inspired by the American flag and later a golden lasso that impelled those bound to submit to the will of those who have bound them. Once in America, Diana disguised herself as nurse Diana Prince so she can be near Trevor, the man she loves, help him in his war against spies and inspire female equality. To that end, she gathered to her a cadre of female helpers, predominantly Etta Candy and the Holliday Girls, a sorority sisterhood of female helpers.

William Moulton Marston, Harry G. Peter and the Comic Book Industry

Wonder Woman’s Amazon roots are significant elements in her story. Indeed, her Amazon ethnicity is integral to the ideological construction of her world. For, unlike Superman and Batman, Wonder Woman’s story world is constructed as a ‘pure political, philosophical fantasy […] utterly well-realised fantasy world’.29 She was, as suggested above, created to inspire girls to become stronger and boys to become more loving. These ideas were written into her story as crucial to her mission and they were also meant to influence culture outside of the comic books. As Molly Rhodes suggests, she was not just created to battle the evil of Nazism ‘but to be an agent in a culture war within the United States’.30 The Second World War was a time when women were expected to contribute to the war effort by taking on work in industry and the militia. However, although they had won the vote in 1920, by 1941 they still had to combat prejudice and misogyny.31

Although she was not the first female superhero, Wonder Woman was the most visually identifiable, as Marston and Peter wisely, in the context of the Second World War, chose to clothe her in the American flag. Like other heroes such as Superman, her first appearance was in the new format, the comic book anthology. The superhero genre emerged alongside four-colour printing and a new media form, the comic book. The comic book in this era consisted of anthologies of cartoons, collected from the Sunday newspaper comic strips.32 From their initial use as a means of selling pre-existing comic strips, comic books developed original stories and characters. The most significant character in the change from anthology to character-based comic books is Superman in Action Comics 1.33 The formula for the first Superman story set in place the paradigm for early superhero comics, including the secret identity, the unknown childhood and contentious love relationships.34 In the consequent explosion of superheroes copying Superman, women appeared as sidekicks or love interests, there to be rescued or to constitute a nuisance to the superhero’s mission.35 It was to challenge the notion of a hero who used only his fists to regenerate the land36 that Wonder Woman was created by William Moulton Marston, aided by his wife, Elizabeth Holloway, and his lover, Olive Richard.37

Marston had an ideological agenda in creating Wonder Woman, for he was not originally a comic book or strip creator. Marston was a ‘cultural amphibian’, an academic and populist writer who wrote extensively on human emotions and gender.38 His academic and populist work can be roughly divided into two eras, the academic work up to the mid-1930s and his populist work from the mid-1930s onwards. His ideas and aberrant lifestyle are perceived to be the reasons for his move towards popular work.39 Marston’s academic research and writing were founded upon ‘deviant science’, a term ‘reclaimed by contemporary queer theory’ as the art of a revised history of sexuality by contemporary queer scholars.40 Marston was trained in law and gained a PhD in psychology at Harvard. He worked as a lecturer and researcher in prestigious higher education institutions such as New York University, the University of Southern California and Columbia University, and was a prolific writer, publishing twelve articles and books between 1917 and 1934.41 His academic career began with empirical studies on human emotions and subjectivity, using a version of the systolic polygraph lie detector he developed during the First World War. He used the lie detector in experiments on the emotions of returning soldiers and women students at Radcliffe. On the basis of his experiments with the lie detector, Marston devised the Dominance, Inducement, Submission and Compliance system (DISC), which sought to explain human interactions and formed the underpinning values of his creation of Wonder Woman.42

Marston and Peter were older than other comic book creators; Marston was in his early fifties, Peter was in his early sixties. Compared with the comic books and strips created, written and drawn by other creators in the superhero genre who were in their early twenties, Marston and Peter articulated the values of the early twentieth century. This is signalled in a curiously dated image on the cover of Wonder Woman 1, where she is represented leading a charge of American soldiers on a white horse leaping over the Nazi trenches.43 Although supposedly set in the Second World War, the image looks more like a First World War scene. Nevertheless, it is an accomplished drawing, yet
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