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Introduction

 


Americans basically know
what Wonder Woman looks like, largely to merchandizing and a fond
(if vague) memory of the old television show: they have a general
idea that she is a feminist, but they are unlikely to know the full
political and thematic significance of her origin nor are they even
likely to know that she was created during World War II as a
patriotic feminist symbol akin to Rosie the Riveter. (DiPaolo
155)

 


Wonder Woman has a much larger impact than
readers will give her credit for, as she proved as early as the
1940s that a woman (not, decidedly, a girl) could have her own
comic as the main star and inspire children of both genders. At its
peak in the 1940s, her comic sold around two and a half million
copies, expanding in recent decades to costume, toy, and product
sales (Robbins 7).

Perhaps the president of DC Comics, Jeanette
Kahn, says it best when she writes: “Here was this beautiful,
independent, self-sufficient woman who was a humanist. She was a
feminist but she liked men. She had a reverence for all living
things. Her interest was in a utopian society of equality and peace
[and] ... I feel that she’s a national treasure.” (Daniels 201)

 


Although she is not the
first superheroine, Wonder Woman is the most famous, the
longest-lived, and the most popular. Appealing to a vast
demographic, she is the paragon not just of patriotism, but of
womanhood itself. Whether preaching the loving submission and
strength of sisterhood of her early years, or the diversity,
tolerance, and love for humankind of her current incarnation,
Wonder Woman has – as her TV theme asserted – arrived to change the
world. And we are all the better for having her in it. (Misiroglu
632)

 


When looking at Wonder Woman, there are of
course the comics – an overwhelming list: volume 1 (1942–1986),
volume 2 (1987–1998), volume 3 (2006–2010), and volume 4, which
commenced in 2011 through the present. At the height of her
popularity, during World War II, Wonder Woman also featured in a
daily newspaper strip (1944–1945). This sets aside her steady
appearances in the JSA, JLA, etc. as well as
guest spots in Superman, Batman, and so
forth.

Obviously, Wonder Woman is identified with
Lynda Carter, star of the seventies television show. However, there
have been at least three pilots for other Wonder Woman shows that
were canceled before creation. She’s the subject of academic study,
self-help books, and many works about strong women.

As far as toys, she’s been everything from a
Lego to a Barbie. There are series of young children’s board and
picture books, Halloween costumes and accessories. She’s featured
in computer games for the Justice League and Lego Justice
League. After two television shows (Superfriends
and Justice League), she’s appeared in a cartoon
Direct-to-DVD series of JLA films, including one of her own.
There’s also Joss Whedon’s unmade theatrical film, and the new one
coming in 2017.

This book examines her in all her
incarnations: comics by each era of creator, from William Moulton
Marston to Gail Simone to Brian Azzarello, as well has her many
appearances onscreen. For each, many questions appear: How
revealing is her costume? How empowered, clever, warmongering, or
likeable is her character? Is she rescued by men? What of her love
interest? By delving into Wonder Woman’s subtle symbolism, from
weaponry to origin story to that of her villains and allies,
readers of all sorts can discover the character’s feminism and
follow her strength and disempowerment, as she quests to become a
true superhero.

 



 On Feminist Comic
Book Readings

Explaining how to do a feminist reading of
comic books, Jennifer K. Stuller suggests examining how women are
depicted – exaggerated body parts and skimpy outfits or not – as
well as how they relate to other women and whether they deal with
real women’s issues of the time. Are the women heroines? Sidekicks?
Or only clumsy stereotypes? (“Feminism” 240).

Wonder Woman is obviously no sidekick…except
sometimes, on Justice League Adventures as she reassures Superman
or tries to broker peace between him and a feuding Batman. In these
comics and even sometimes her own, butt shots, ridiculously low
necklines, and unnecessary curves appear. These body shots, nudity,
and other problematic depictions are constant through the comic
book industry:

 


One study conducted by
Jessica H. Zellers shows an examination of how women are depicted
in eighteen graphic novels. She finds that “of the suggestively
clad, partially clad, or naked
individuals, about three times as
many were women (296) than men (107).” From
the graphic novel sample where there were 1,768 male characters and
786 female characters, only 6% of
all males were suggestively clad, partially clad, or naked; while
of all the females, 38% were suggestively clad, partially clad, or
naked. Additionally, of all males, 2% were
naked, while of all females, 24% were naked. Zellers
writes: “It is incredible that
almost one out of every four females was, at some point, depicted
in the nude” (qtd. in Jehanzeb).

 


Another question is audience: who are the
comics written and drawn for, and who chooses to read them? Some
eras of the comic are specifically aimed at teenage boys, while
others are off-puttingly violent (especially the animated
Justice League and The New 52). Comics have always
had more male readers, making it desperately important that Wonder
Woman exists, showing readers of both genders that she has a place
in the comic world, as all of them do. Through the years, her
comics have been more likely to be read by boys, though girls are
forming a steadily-growing readership.

 


Wonder Woman’s emergence
and success in the 1940s was unparalleled by any other woman in
comic books during that time or since. Her continued success has
defied the odds, though changes in the structure of the comic books
helped to welcome young female readers. By and large, women as well
as men were drawn to the 1970s television series. Since Wonder
Woman’s spectacular beginnings, she has become an icon for female
empowerment, as well as a term for any woman who can multitask with
finesse or show abilities that transcend traditional norms. (Knight
314)

Women in Refrigerators

The term “Women in Refrigerators” was coined
by writer Gail Simone in early 1999 during online discussions about
comic books with friends. It references the shocking incident in
Green Lantern #54 (1994), in which the hero comes home to
find that his girlfriend, Alex DeWitt, has been killed and
literally stuffed in a refrigerator. Simone named her website after
this pattern and constructed an enormous list of fictional female
characters who had been “killed, maimed or depowered.”

Professor Jeffrey A. Brown notes that while
male comic book heroes tend to die heroically and then be magically
brought back from the dead, female characters have been likelier to
be casually but irreparably wounded or killed, often in a
sexualized fashion. Some of the most famous are the Joker
shattering the original Batgirl’s spine just for fun and the
villain Black Mask torturing and killing the first female Robin,
Stephanie Brown (175-176). When a brave, creative girl stepped up
and became Robin, not just Batgirl, then was horribly killed, fans
felt betrayed as empowerment seemed offered then snatched away.

Obviously, this is less of a trend in
Wonder Woman, in which female characters like Etta Candy and
Hippolyta usually survive…usually, anyway. Things are also
changing:

 


Simone says she sees a
change since she wrote her “refrigerator” rant 10 years ago. “At
that time, the trend was towards grim stories where female
characters were killed,” she says. “We only had a handful of female
characters to look up to. Today we’re not seeing those stories so
much.” (Yabroff)

Eras of Feminism

Feminism means a belief that women should
have equal rights with men, though this word, along with its agenda
and connotation, has changed over the decades as women’s needs and
rights have transformed.

First wave feminists sought equality – the
right to own property, vote, and be treated as more than
dependents. Wonder Woman came along soon after, as women were asked
to leave their homes and take part in the war effort. “When we
consider how women’s roles changed during WWII, as women entered
the workforce to aid the ‘war effort,’ we understand why images of
superstrong women who remain caring and comforting held special
appeal under the circumstances,” notes Sharon Packer in
Superheroes and Superegos: Analyzing the Minds behind the
Masks (17).

While she turned more family-oriented during
the fifties, second wave feminists seeking equality in the sixties
loved their childhood heroine, especially Gloria Steinem.

 


For second-wave
feminists, who came to maturity in the 1960s, Wonder Woman was a
real icon, admired for her strength, courage, and can-do attitude
that stood as a welcome alternative to the more conventional model
of femininity with which they grew up. (Finn, Kindle Locations
121-122)

 


Comradeship was one of the tenants of
second-wave, with Sisterhood is Powerful (1970) as one of
their iconic texts. The Amazons were not just a symbol of female
fighting power but solidarity.

 


[Diana’s] link to a
mythical Amaazonian “sisterhood” found its way into feminist
“theology” about a secular “sisterhood” where woman would help
woman as if they were family members or members of the same sacred
order. (Packer 171)

 


In first and second wave feminism, Amazons
were an icon, figures of strength and matriarchy who lived in a
paradise without men.

Nineties girl power is much like third wave
feminism. While the second wavers rebelled against lipstick,
stay-at-home motherhood, and miniskirts, third wave feminists like
Buffy the Vampire Slayer or the Powerpuff Girls become cheerleaders
if they wish, but to please themselves, not others. In the Gail
Simone era, Diana protests that she likes dressing in her tight
Amazon outfit. “Would you rather I be ashamed of my body?” she adds
logically (Ends of the Earth).

Third-wave feminism believes in choice, in
multiple options for feminist empowerment. Melissa Klein writes in
Third Wave Agenda, “We are interested in creating not models
of androgyny so much as models of contradiction. We want not to get
rid of the trappings of traditional femininity or sexuality so much
as to pair them with demonstrations of strength or power”
(222-223).

Post-feminism suggests women have achieved
their struggle for equality (not true, if comic book films are used
as an example) and thus need no longer fight for it. With feminism
a worry of the past, characters can dress as strippers or become
them, unworried about exploitation or sometimes freely choosing
exploitation for themselves. As numerous women undress to entice
men on Game of Thrones or recent Disneys offer more
princesses needing rescue, these might fall into this category.

Wonder Woman has stretched through all these
eras and beyond, from a young woman convincing men she can do
anything they can in the forties to a woman questioning the
“women’s lib” agenda in the Gloria Steinem era to a mature woman
who’s sometimes just “Superman’s girlfriend” for an entire comic.
These eras thus prove a useful lens for analyzing the
character.

For instance, in cartoons, Super
Friends Wonder Woman is something of an automaton, living in a
second wave world in which she ignores her gender to focus on her
abilities and career. By contrast, Justice League Wonder
Woman a few decades later develops a crush on Batman and insists he
take her dancing…as she revels in her femininity, if only on one
occasion.

Gaze

Laura Mulvey pioneered the theory of male
gaze – that onscreen women are passive and admired “coded for
strong visual and erotic impact” (Mulvey 19) while males actively
admire them and take charge of scenes. “In a world ordered by
sexual imbalance, pleasure in looking has been split between
active/male and passive/female” (Mulvey 19). As static characters
are less interesting and viewers wish the illusion of controlling
the narrative, viewers are encouraged to identify with the active
males as point-of-view characters onscreen (Mulvey 18-20). Further,
this extends to the camera angles as well, suggesting a male
viewpoint with which even female viewers are forced to identify.
The characters watch the women, the cameras watch the women, and
the audience must fall in line. All these viewers learn that the
straight male viewpoint is “normal” and all others,
nonmainstream.

 


The female spectator has
two options. The first is to over-identify with the woman on the
screen, becoming emotionally over-involved with the heroine. The
other option, equally ‘untenable’ from a feminist perspective, is
for the female spectator to take the heroine as her own
narcissistic object of desire. In both, the spectator loses herself
in the image. (Chaudhuri 41)

 


This theory transfers smoothly to comics,
which also have “camera” angles, and more – the characters are not
just viewed but usually drawn by a male hand. In fact, there were
limited female comic book cartoonists, with only a few entering
history books “such as Miss Fury creator Tarpe Mills in the
1940s, EC colorist Marie Severin in the 1950s, and
Metamorpho co-creator Ramona Fradon in the 1960s” (Duncan
and Smith 258). Thus for the most part, male artists are indeed
telling the story…and it shows. Postures arc impossibly backwards,
breasts jut out, and jumpsuits unzip ever-so-carefully, while the
“camera” focuses on breasts and buttocks rather than faces.

These shots of body parts are a significant
problem.

 


The camera [or panel]
fetishistically isolates fragments of her body (face, breasts,
legs) in close-ups. The use of such close ups for the heroine
stresses that, unlike the hero, she is valued above all for what
her appearance connotes, for her beauty and sexual desirability.
One is unlikely to find similar sorts of shots of the male hero.
(Chaudhuri 37)

Point of View and Voice

The narrator or point of view also has a
strong effect on the text. In the Twelve Labors storyline,
male Justice League members not only watch Wonder Woman, but
narrate the action, thus de-emphasizing her character. Once more,
male readers are encouraged to identify with a male point of
view.

Most often onscreen, a disembodied male
narrator, perhaps setting the prologue, is male. Female narration
heavily follows a character, dictating her thoughts as her face
appears.
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It consigns the woman to
a safe place “inside” the diegesis where she can be overseen and
overheard, while the man is situated in a framing space “outside,”
where he can identify with the functions of transcendental vision,
hearing, and speech associated with the enunciator or disembodied
narrator. (Chaudhuri 52)

 


In Wonder Woman’s stories, this is likewise
common. True, seeing her thoughts encourages identifying with her
character. Nonetheless, keeping close to her face confines the
power of her voice. Characters like Zeus (the ultimate patriarchal
disembodied voice on high) only add to this effect.

Women are often silenced in fiction, so a
character like Wonder Woman who quips and pokes fun at the villains
with clever comebacks must be celebrated. She actually has “a
strange, almost hypnotic tone” by the seventies, so compelling she
can make men obey her orders even with no lasso at all (#214). She
occasionally is given to moralizing speeches, but this can be read
as a reaction against a world in which too many women must only
listen to the speeches of men or parrot them.

Simone de Beauvoir notes in The Second
Sex that men have defined themselves as the subject of the
world, its standard form, and thus have demoted women to the role
of Other. “She is defined and differentiates with reference to man
and not he with reference to her; she is the incidental;, the
inessential as opposed to the essential” (xxxix-xl). As Wonder
Woman claims a voice and personality as more than sidekick
“Batgirl” or “Supergirl,” she emphasizes her importance as role
model.

Feminine Symbolism

When women act weak along clichéd feminine
lines it’s a problem, suggesting that all women are irrational,
succumb to hysterics, lack visual authority, are too close to their
bodies, or may be easily led by over-sentimentality or the need for
pleasure. If the heroine does these behaviors, then, she is
confirmed as giving in to her natural feminine state.

Female characters who seduce the enemy as
femme fatales or destroy other women in fits of jealous rage are
part of the problem, emphasizing that this is “normal” female
behavior, even from these caricature villains. Likewise, too many
fictional women are defined by gender roles. Stories of the time
“dealt with preparation for a domestic role in marriage, notions of
idealized romance, and devotion to fashion and beauty” (Duncan and
Smith 257). Wonder Woman’s comics suffer from this in the fifties
and sixties, as she babbles about how much she’d love to marry
Steve Trevor and a regular column explores marriage customs around
the world.

It is actually just as big a problem if the
heroine is completely masculine. A woman who craves guns and swords
can be seen as envying men rather than celebrating her womanhood.
One who suppresses all emotion can be seen agreeing that women are
hysterical and choosing to forego all traces of “womanly weakness”
to find strength, here synonymous with masculinity.

Unfortunately, American culture (and indeed
world culture) tends to agree with these stereotypes so much so
that only masculine forms of strength are seen as valid, while
attempts to problem-solve, talk things out, comfort others, deal
with women’s issues from abortion to relationships, have children,
value emotions, look beautiful, or protect others are considered
the weaker, feminine side.

Characters like Wonder Woman who find
strength through this set of skills, or through feminine symbols
(like the lasso) rather than masculine guns and swords are thus
celebrating the feminine rather than abandoning it as
“weakness.”

 


Along with rings, Freud
links women with images of the home, forests and flowers, jugs, and
bowls. Jung lists ploughed fields, gardens, magic circles,
mandalas, caves, springs, wells, “various vessels such as the
baptismal font, or vessel-shaped flowers like the rose or the
lotus.” As he adds, “Many things arousing devotion or feelings of
awe, as for instance the Church, university, city or country,
heaven, earth, the woods, the sea or any still waters, matter even,
the underworld and the moon, can be mother-symbols.” Flowers are
delicate fertility symbols, while forests and potions bear the dark
mystery of the unconscious. Water evokes the deep feminine,
interconnectivity and flexibility. (Frankel, From Girl to
Goddess 51)

 


Above all, round symbols suggest the women’s
world, suggesting community and the life cycle rather than the
straight lines of hierarchy. “The universe begins with roundness;
so say the myths,” symbolist Barbara Walker says. “The great
circle, the cosmic egg, the bubble, the spiral, the moon, the zero,
the wheel of time, the infinite womb; such are the symbols that try
to express a human sense of the wholeness of things”(2). Diana’s
lasso, bracelets, belt, and tiara all fall into the category of
round items, as well as women’s adornments projected outward as a
source of power.

Heroine’s Journey

The Heroine’s Journey (or more often the
Hero’s Journey) is another popular pattern in comics. Dennis O’Neil
in The DC Guide to Writing Comics sees the character as
archetype “an inherited memory represented in the mind by a
universal symbol and observed in dreams and myths…an image that’s
hard-wired into our mental computers (23). Superheroes are arguably
America’s mythology as these larger-than-life characters battle
evil on behalf of the ordinary citizens and serve as role models.
They also undergo epic journeys of self-discovery, another staple
of the quest tale.

The hero or heroine leaves home with a
magical talisman – a sword for boys and often a round talisman like
lasso or bracelets for girls. In Wonder Woman’s case, the former is
a tool of perception and the latter one of protection, both common
patterns for the girl’s mythic talisman (see my book From Girl to Goddess: The Heroine’s Journey in Myth and
Legend for more on this).

Eventually she descends into the darkest
place of all, from a prison to the Underworld itself. There she
faces her shadow, the rage, fear, and other more primitive
instincts the daylight self has locked away. This side has a great
deal of strength to offer the heroine. “The shadow usually contains
values that are needed by consciousness, but that exist in a form
that makes it difficult to integrate them into one’s life” (Von
Franz 171). This of course is the quester’s task.

The persona is the surface polite self one
shows others, while the primitive shadow is all the impulses, from
rage to selfishness, deemed unfit by society. The first is Jekyll,
the second is Hyde. “In general, we can say superheroes reverse the
usual order of ‘persona, outside, shadow, inside.’
They turn the shadow inside out and show us the inside first”
(Packer 135). The superhero is one’s deepest wishes and secret
desires – to be invulnerable, heroic, beloved. “Clark Kent” or
“Diana Prince” is the artificial persona donned in order to fit in.
Like the shadow, the superhero can ignore society’s rules from
dress to behavior and unleash all of his or her astounding powers,
free from criticism. However, as the superhero vacillates between
these two roles, he or she is unable to live fully as either. The
result is often a fragmented character who is conflicted about the
superpowers that block an integrated life.

Of course, the all-too-public superhero self
is another kind of persona, iconic and larger than life, who must
always appear perfect. “The interchangeability between
shadow and persona, and secret self and super self
adds to the allure of the superhero” (Packer 135).

In Golden Perfect, Wonder Woman
and her JLA friends have a mental conference and reveal how they
truly see themselves –the innermost Ego or Self rather than outward
showing. Superman is an amalgamation with cape over overalls,
emphasizing that he sees himself as a combination of farmer and
hero. The Flash is blurred and Manhunter is his green alien self.
Plastic Man is a ball of goo. The Green Lantern is a medieval
knight in green armor with lance. And Diana appears in a stately
Greek gown wound round and round with the lasso as a divine
embodiment of truth.

[image: tmp_bebee080bca59aca3598d2e1b9abdcbe_7FXVSc_html_m10dbbdee.jpg]

Wonder Woman faces reflections of the shadow,
identified by Jung as part of developmental psychology, in
characters like the raging Cheetah and Giganta, as well as Artemis,
Nubia, Hippolyta, Donna Troy, and Wonder Girl –all versions of
Diana who might have been, to say nothing of her alt-universe
shadows of alternate Dianas.

O’Neil notes that “comic-book superheroes are
modern incarnations of some of the archetypes the good Dr. Jung
mentioned” (24). Facing the shadow and emerging triumphant is the
crux of the quest, a metaphor for growing into adulthood by facing
one’s fears and embracing them. As she follows this path, the
heroine gains strength and knowledge … and does so as a woman.

Bechdel and Female Friendships

The test (named for comic strip creator
Alison Bechdel) insists that a film or show must meet the following
criteria:

 



	
It includes at least two
women



	
who have at least one
conversation



	
about something other
than a man or men





 


The Bechdel test articulates the principle
that fictional women should form bonds of sisterhood and work as a
team, rather than competing over boyfriends. Sidekick token females
like Batgirl or Hawkgirl may have significant problems with this,
especially if they are the only “girl” in a men’s only comic.

Wonder Woman was left with this role in the
original Justice Society of America comics. Likewise,
in Super Friends or Justice League cartoons, she’s
the token girl, emphasizing her lack of female support and casting
her as the “other gender” rather than the dominant or “normal” one.
This is a less-than positive lesson for young viewers and
readers.

By contrast, some series like Birds of
Prey emphasize female teamwork between superheroines.
Justice League and Teen Titans have slowly welcomed
more women, as has The Avengers from Marvel.

In her own comic, Wonder Woman often does
quite well on the Bechdel scale. She begins in the forties with a
crowd of college friends, the Holliday Girls. Modern comics often
keep their leader, Etta Candy, around, though the girls are long
gone. Back home she has Amazon teachers, allies, and best friends.
Pérez gave her a new female surrogate family, with Professor Julia
Kapatelis and her daughter Vanessa. Rucka gives her an
ambassadorial staff of both genders. By recent times she has Donna
Troy, her “sister,” and Wonder Girl as well. And most incarnations
have Wonder Woman’s mother Hippolyta, who can talk about much more
than boy trouble.

Strong Women

“Strong women” are frequently written with no
other nuances besides that strength. While this appears empowering
in second-wave fashion, it reduces the character to a stereotype
with nothing interesting to offer readers. Carina
Chocano comments in her essay that “strong woman” refers to the old-fashioned “strong, silent type,”
rather than a character with “blubbering, dithering, neuroticism,
anxiety, melancholy or any other character flaw or weakness that
makes a character unpredictable and human” (2). In fact, these last
appear in the world’s most beloved characters, giving them flaws
readers can adore. Chocano adds:

 


“Strong female
character” is one of those shorthand memes that has leached into
the cultural groundwater and spawned all kinds of cinematic
clichés: alpha professionals whose laserlike focus on career
advancement has turned them into grim, celibate automatons;
robotic, lone-wolf, ascetic action heroines whose monomaniacal
devotion to their crime-fighting makes them lean and cranky and
very impatient; murderous 20-something comic-book salesgirls who
dream of one day sidekicking for a superhero; avenging brides;
poker-faced assassins; and gloomy ninjas with commitment issues. It
has resulted in characters like Natalie Portman’s in “No Strings
Attached,” who does everything in her power to avoid commitment,
even with a guy she’s actually in love with; or Lisbeth Salander in
Stieg Larsson’s Millennium trilogy; or pretty much every
character Jodie Foster has played since “Nell” or, possibly,
“Freaky Friday.” (1)

 


Fortunately, Wonder Woman has character from
the first, with talents in inventing and sports, along with a
myriad of friends. But some depictions, most often as a guest star
in Superman or Batman, see the raging Amazon with no
personality, only the urge for destruction or wooden, “Robocop”
speech that alienates the readers. As she kills expediently around
the time of Infinite Crisis, her deep-set moral code
vanishes in favor of Amazon power.

Only by the time of Pérez and after does
Wonder Woman try falling in love with real people, rather than
running from Steve Trevor or helplessly mooning after him in a
long-running joke. She makes friends who have realistic
personalities. Then she appear to be a more nuanced, deeper
character. Phil Jimenez, Wonder Woman’s artist and writer
from 2001, notes:

 


Without the sex, gender and love stuff in
Wonder Woman, you’re left with, essentially Xena-lite or the DC version of
Lady Sif; a generic warrior maiden who
doesn’t represent all that much except strength through war, honor
through violence, victory by the blade of a sword. Obviously, this
imagery is powerful to some and incredibly effective in its way. It
says a lot about how we feel about violence, war and its value. The
shift also suggests something about what we think about sex, our
comfort level with sex and sexual power, and a general, cultural
sexism that suggests most things feminine are weak, and the way to
really prove one’s value (literally and figuratively) is shedding
the feminine (especially if its sexual, but not sexualized) and
embracing the masculine. (Illidge)

 


Too many writers leave Wonder Woman proving
this problematic message.

Queer Viewing

Wonder Woman, with her vast women’s
community, has been assumed by many to be lesbian. Miranda on
Sex in the City quips about a “visit to Wonder Woman’s
island” to mean this. In the fifties, the character was criticized
as a threat to the nuclear family. In fact, Wonder Woman hugs
female friends more than male heroes like Superman, but this
appears to be only a gesture of friendship, more effusive when
coming from a women. And she’s very hung up on Steve Trevor.
Nonetheless, many women’s groups, including lesbian ones, take her
as a symbol of power, reflecting how she lives without a man to
complete her. Kelli E. Stanley notes in “Suffering Sappho!”: Wonder
Woman and the (Re)Invention of the Feminine Ideal”:

 


Like other mythic
figures from antiquity, Wonder Woman’s identity is open to
continual reappropriation and reimagination, even while retaining a
recognizably classical core. She can be “read” on an endless
variety of levels, speaking to a wide-ranging audience that may
consist of homophobic comic-book “fanboys,” gays and lesbians, and
straight feminist academics. (145)

 


Queer reading works for many fictional
characters, emphasizing that whatever their sexuality, they are
subversive or defying traditional standards, serving as a role
model for those who wish to follow suit. Characters from Spock to
Sherlock Holmes fall into this category, as certainly does Wonder
Woman. In an introduction, Phil Jimenez called her queer in every
sense – anti authoritarian and anti-patriarchy, from a radically
different culture. He explains:

 


As the ultimate “other,”
the original Wonder Woman came from a world where women were more
powerful than men, and from a culture where women – Amazons,
reimagined not as a tribe of fearless warrior women but as a highly
evolved, technologically advanced race whose mental acuity gave
them fantastic powers – dominated. Sex and gender were powerful
tools to subordinate the hyper masculine. … Most notably, Wonder
Woman, coupled with a tendency toward the bizarre and surreal in
her stories, embodied the spirit of fun, hope, and joy; she was an
utterly uncynical character, proud of her body, her gender, her
sex, and her mission in “Man’s World.” What was wonderful about the
original Wonder Woman was that she represented a way of seeing the
world, one that defied patriarchal norms. (qtd. in Pitkethly
832)

 


She’s a teacher of a different way to live, a
role model for peace and tolerance in a world of war. She accepts
those she doesn’t understand, but encourages battling superheroes
to try another approach. In the JSA, she’s the “other,” the token
female in a world of American white males. As Jimenez
concludes:

 


She shows us how to live
our lives better, not just live them, period. But that can be a
hard sell in a world that rewards the admittedly superlative but
desperately grim Batman franchise with billions of dollars
worldwide. What chance does a woman celebrating queer concepts like
joy, love, peace, hope, the pleasures of sex, female power,
liberation from norms and tropes, and otherness have against a
cultural zeitgeist like that? A lot, I say – because she is Wonder
Woman, after all. (833)

 


This work keeps all these tropes in mind,
while focusing on Wonder Woman’s empowerment. Who are her enemies?
Her friends? How is she drawn? Does she use masculine tools or
feminine ones to accomplish goals? What kind of romance does she
have? Does she save herself or need others to do it? What can she
teach us about gender roles in her world, and most especially in
our own? Her changing vision for each generation has much to show
about the many ages of Wonder Woman.

 


 


 



 


Golden Age (William
Moulton Marston) 1941-1947

 


By the time she was
conceived, in 1941, the comic book industry was in full swing.
Superman was the genie released from a bottle, and in his wake, the
newsstands were literally flooded with superheroes. Batman, The
Flash, Green Lantern, The Human Torch, Sub-Mariner, Blue Beetle,
and Captain Marvel had all come to life by 1941, along with scores
of now largely forgotten heroes like the Green Mask, Samson, Neon
the Unknown, The Arrow, and Captain Triumph. (Madrid 34)

 


The character first appeared in All-Star
Comics #8 (December, 1941). Wonder Woman continued to star in
Sensation Comics throughout the 40’s, while also starring in
her own quarterly self-titled comic beginning in 1942, and a
regular feature in 1943’s Comic Cavalcade. “With 56 issues
of Wonder Woman, 106 issues of Sensation Comics, and
29 issues of Comic Cavalcade released in the 1940s, no other
super-heroine came close to matching Wonder Woman’s presence on the
newsstands” (Hanley 26).

In 1944 she became a newspaper strip as well
as comic book – an honor only shared with Superman and Batman.
Wonder Woman, Superman, and Batman are often called the trinity,
since they were the three DC heroes from the Golden Age who
survived the post-war lack of interest in superheroes and continued
to thrive through today. Due to the deal Marston struck with DC,
for a long time (at least through 1986), DC had to publish at least
four issues of Wonder Woman
each year or lose the rights to the character. This may have been
one of the reasons that she survived, though another is her
popularity.

Notably, beside these two and a few Golden
Age popular heroes (like Captain America and the Flash) and Silver
Age heroes (Spider-Man, Iron Man), Wonder Woman is the most famous
female. She showed creators with her popularity that women could
take the stage among earth’s mightiest heroes. “Despite many
naysayers and a society that did not welcome strong, powerful women
(even in a fantasy world), Wonder Woman was immensely popular,
acquiring numerous devoted readers, most of them young boys”
(Knight 305).

The Creators

In October 1940, Olive Byrne interviewed a
psychologist for Family Circle magazine about the value or
threat of comics for children. William Moulton Marston, inventor of
the early lie-detector called the systolic blood-pressure test,
explained that Superman was an ideal of the American national
aspirations – “to develop unbeatable national might, and to use
this great power, when we get it, to protect innocent, peace-loving
people from destructive ruthless evil” (qtd. in Lepore 185). In
fact, Marston was Olive’s lover and father of her children, though
she downplayed this in her writing. Superman’s publisher, Charlie
Gaines, was impressed by the article and hired Marston as an
educational consultant.

 


In a 1943 article in
American Scholar, Marston stated that “it seemed to
me, from a psychological angle, that the comics’ worst offense was
their blood-curdling masculinity” In response, Marston pitched a
female superhero to All-American editor Sheldon Mayer to
give young readers an alternative to all of this male-dominated
violence. Marston called her “Suprema the Wonder Woman,” which
Mayer wisely shortened. Marston wrote his comics under the penname
Charles Moulton. (Hanley 13)

 


Many more of his philosophies appeared in his
writing. In an interview in the New York Times,
Marston declared that women were poised to “take over the rule of
the country, politically and economically” within the next hundred
years (Hanley 12). He considered his character propaganda to aid
male readers to accept the power and brilliance of a female
warrior, one who could conquer men with charm and set them on the
path to peace. Marston told the New York Times on Nov
11, 1937 that “the next one hundred years will see the beginning of
an Amazon matriarchy – a nation of Amazons in the psychological
rather than physical sense” and that eventually “women would take
over the rule of the country, politically and economically” (qtd.
in Daniels 19).

Going back a few decades, to the women’s
college of Mount Holyoke, Sadie Elizabeth Holloway (who’d known
Marston since eighth grade) studied many liberal arts, but loved
Greek most, with the 1885 translation of Sappho her favorite book
(Lepore 22). The poet was having a Victorian revival, with many
women taking her as a heroine as she taught women and loved them on
the Isle of Lesbos. The term “lesbian” started to be used (rarely)
around this time. In September 1915, Marston and Holloway were
married. He went to Harvard Law, she to Boston University for her
own law degree. Marston and Holloway graduated law school together
in June 1918 and passed the bar together soon after.

Olive Byrne was the niece of birth control
pioneer Margaret Sanger, and daughter of the radical Ethel Byrne.
Ethel abandoned two-year-old Olive and her three-year-old brother
at their grandparents’ house, and when they died in 1914, a year
after their father, the ten and twelve-year-old children went to
separate Catholic orphanages (Lepore 81-83). In fall 1925, Olive
took a psychology class at Tufts from Professor Marston and the
pair quickly hit it off. She became his graduate assistant, and
soon, his lover.

When she graduated, Marston invited Olive to
move in with himself and his wife. The three arrived at an
arrangement for their risqué and even illegal relationship in the
mid-1920s. Lepore suggests that Holloway, with a law degree of her
own, may have seen the younger woman as a possible caretaker for
her future children, in a world where women were attempting to find
ways to balance career and family (123). In fact Olive cared for
Holloway’s baby while Holloway worked for Encyclopedia
Britannica. Marston and Holloway had two children, Moulton
(Pete) and Olive Ann, while Olive also had two children with
Marston, Byrne and Donn, who were both adopted by Marston and
Elizabeth. (Olive insisted her husband William K. Richard was ill
from the war and soon died.) The family appeared to work well: even
after Marston’s death 1947 they didn’t separate. The three adults
also collaborated in writing and research: “There is an
extraordinary slipperiness in how Marston, Holloway, and Byrne
credited authorship,” Lepore notes (127).
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Marston, meanwhile, moved from professorship
to professorship at a variety of colleges and other locations, such
as consulting for Universal Studios and forming his own short-lived
film company on the eve of the Great Depression. He published the
book Emotions of Normal People (a book both his women helped
him to write) that emphasized homosexuality, bondage, and other
less-than-mainstream lifestyles as normal. In 1932, he wrote the
novel Venus with Us: A Tale of the Caesar, a
Roman bondage fantasy.

Both his women helped to inspire Wonder
Woman. Holloway gave her husband the idea of a female superhero and
brought her love of Greek and the Amazons, with a women’s paradise
like Sappho’s. She emphasized goddess expressions like “Merciful
Minerva!” and “Great Hera!” over “Great Zeus!” However, Olive
looked the part. She “had black hair and blue eyes. And she was
slender, and she had those big silver Indian bracelets and they
were heavy. She had one on each wrist and she wore them for many
years.” (Daniels 31).

Marston wanted to create a hero who would
battle with love rather than fisticuffs, to inspire girl readers to
stand up for themselves and achieve their true potential and
inspire boy readers to admire that kind of girl. And so, Wonder
Woman, who Marston described as “a feminine character with all the
strength of Superman plus all the allure of a good and beautiful
woman,” was born (qtd. in Madrid 35).

 


Marston contended that
“women, as a sex, are many times better equipped to assume
emotional leadership than are males.” Women’s superior ability to
rule was biological, and, Marston wrote, “there isn’t love enough
in the male organism to run this planet peacefully. Woman’s body
contains twice as many love generating organs and endocrine
mechanisms as the male.” The rule of dominant men led society to
violence and strife, and Marston stated that “only when the control
of self by others is more pleasant than the unbound assertion of
self in human relationships can we hope for a stable, peaceful
human society.” (Hanley 15)

 


Henry George Peter became Wonder Woman’s
artist, just as important to her success as the writer and his
women. He was a suffragist, and collaborated with Marston on Wonder
Woman’s look. “Peter got his instructions: draw a woman who’s as
powerful as Superman, as sexy as Miss Fury, as scantily clad as
Sheena the jungle queen, and as patriotic as Captain America”
(Lepore 196). Marston rejected the bare midriff and Greek sandals
of the first incarnation, who was otherwise quite close to the
iconic first Wonder Woman, complete with swishy short skirt.

Artist H.G. Peter illustrated Wonder Woman
for Marston’s entire tenure on the book. Although he was required
to delineate Wonder Woman in bondage motifs and other sundry
escapades, his art was not overly sexual. This was one of the
factors which helped establish Wonder Woman among female fans. She
was strong and athletic, but without an unreal body image.

Origin Story

Suffragists often believed in a feminist
prehistory much like the Amazons of Paradise Island. “The period of
woman’s supremacy lasted through many centuries – undisputed,
accepted as natural and proper wherever it existed, and was called
the matriarchate, or mother-age, Elizabeth Cady Stanton said in
1891 (qtd. in Lepore 16).” In 1911, an Amazon meant any woman rebel
– including any girl who left home and went to college (17).
Marston’s wife and mistress both qualify.

Aphrodite, goddess of love, creates “women
who will conquer your strongest warriors,” as she tells Ares. She
sculpts the Amazons from clay (proclaiming their power as objects
of love but also her self-reliance as she procreates without a
man). She gives their queen, Hippolyte, a magic girdle, warning
that she will only be unconquerable as long as she wears it.
Hercules beguiles her, and then steals her girdle at swordpoint.
The powerless Amazons are placed in chains and enslaved. Hippolyte
prays, “Aphrodite, forgive me. Never again will I be dominated by a
man! Give us strength to break our chains.” Aphrodite frees
them.
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Aphrodite leads the
Amazons to an island where they will live in peace forever, but
with conditions. First off, no man can ever set foot on their new
home, Paradise Island, lest all of the Amazons lose their youth and
power. Second, the Amazons must forever wear the shackles with
which they were enslaved to remind them “the folly of submitting to
men’s domination.’’ These are called the Bracelets of Submission.
(Madrid 36)

 


Aphrodite warns that the Amazons must
continue to wear the bands. “They’ll make you submit to me,
goddess of love and beauty – never to men!” By Aphrodite’s
law, if a man chains the Amazons’ wrists, they lose their power.
This of course is Wonder Woman’s equivalent to kryptonite.

Wishing for a child after centuries on their
island of women, Hippolyte carefully sculpts a child’s statue in
her studio. “The fairy tale elements of the story of Wonder Woman’s
birth show the effort made to appeal to young female readers with a
taste for magical, escapist fantasies, while also creating a world
where women could live unhampered by the brutish, small-minded ways
of men” (Madrid 37). Steinem adds: “Queen Hippolyte founds nations,
wages war to protect Paradise Island, and sends her daughter off to
fight the forces of evil in the world (“Introduction,” 2).
Hippolyte protects her daughter with strength and prepares her for
the outside world, something rare in the lives of epic
heroines.

Aphrodite brings the child to life, and when
she comes of age, young Diana takes the Amazon oath and receives
her bracelets. Gifted by the gods, she possesses the wisdom of
Athena and the beauty of Aphrodite, is faster than Mercury and
stronger than Hercules.

Marston described in a letter the suggestion
he made “that America’s woman of tomorrow should be made the hero
of a new type of comic strip. By this I meant a character with all
the allure of an attractive woman but with a strength also of a
powerful man” (qtd. in Daniels 22). As he added:

 


Frankly, Wonder Woman is
psychological propaganda for the new type of woman who should, I
believe, rule the world. There isn’t love enough in the male
organism to run this planet peacefully…what woman lacks is the
dominance or self-assertive power to put over and enforce her love
desires. I have given Wonder Woman this dominant force but have
kept her loving, tender, maternal, and feminine in every other way.
Her bracelets, with which she repels bullets and other murderous
weapons, represent the Amazon Princess’ submission to Aphrodite,
Goddess of Love and Beauty. Her magic lasso, which compels anyone
bound by it to obey Wonder Woman and which was given to her by
Aphrodite herself, represents woman’s love charm and allure by
which she compels men and women to do her bidding. (qtd. in Daniels
22-23)

 


Admittedly, scholars have debated whether the
heroine wielding the power of love is an image of strength or
merely an attempt to place the ideal woman on a pedestal. Stuller
wonders:

 


Does the suggestion of
love as strength, or as gift, embrace innately female
characteristics? Does it infuse what is “naturally” powerful about
women into a liberating archetype? Or does it reinforce stereotypes
about how women should behave as self-sacrificing nurturers?
(Ink-Stained Amazons 88).

 


She concludes, “their love is the impetus,
but becomes integral to their strength, and thus the success of
their missions.”

As the origin story (printed sometime after
her first appearance) unfolds, Captain Steve Trevor of American
Army Intelligence crashes his plane near Paradise Island. Princess
Diana rescues him, carrying him in her arms lest his foot touch the
ground of the Amazons’ homeland and destroy its immortal
enchantment. She’s instantly smitten. With the purple healing ray
she’s invented, Diana soon revives him. When Aphrodite and Athena
instruct Hippolyta to select the strongest and wisest Amazon to
take Steve Trevor back to America, “the last citadel of democracy,
and of equal rights for women,” Hippolyta agrees, saying that her
chosen warrior will save the world: “She shall go forth to fight
for liberty and freedom and all womankind.” The queen holds a
tournament, and a masked Diana wins it, down to the final test,
Bullets and Bracelets.

To stay close to Steve Trevor as his nurse,
Diana manages to buy the identity of actual nurse Diana Prince, who
wants to leave for South America. Her entire false identity is
because of Steve. He in turn wakes on the plane and dazedly calls
her an angel, leaving her to think “That’s the first time a man
ever called me beautiful!” (Sensation Comics #1).

Personality

This first incarnation of Wonder Woman is
lighthearted with quips: “You’re a strong boy ... it’s fun to
defeat you!” she tells a big bruiser gangster, as she easily
disarms him (All Star Comics #8). She spends her first comic
appearance outrunning everyone with a jaunty “some other time.” She
seems to treat American life as a game, stopping a robbery and
willingly becoming a sideshow act with her bullets and bracelets
routine, then quitting with a simple “Making money doesn’t interest
me anymore.”

Nonetheless, she has a strong moral core,
defending the helpless and refusing to kill her enemies. While the
enemies may die by happenstance or their own foolhardiness, she
refuses to kill them. She notes, “Aphrodite’s law commands us to
save lives always – enemies or not” (“Villainy Incorporated”). Each
time, she brings them to Reform Island to help them become good
people. Of course, male heroes through most of comic book history
make the same choice, but Wonder Woman’s reform Island serves a
different psychological model than prison.

She enjoys girlish pursuits like shopping,
and accessorizes her costume with boots, tiara, and magical
jewelry. She has long eyelashes, vivid makeup, and luxuriant long
hair. “Attractive, flirtatious, and occasionally frivolous, Wonder
Woman delivered a healthy dose of traditionally expected
femininity” (Finn, Kindle locations 304). In Sensation
Comics #15, Diana dons her Wonder Woman costume and remarks,
“Isn’t it silly how we girls love to dress up!” In Wonder
Woman #1, in flashback, she receives her Wonder Woman outfit
for the first time: “Diana, like any other girl with new clothes,
cannot wait to try them on!” the caption reads.

At the same time, she can ride a horse, swim,
and play tennis, ice hockey, and basketball. She’s a role model for
everyone, boy or girl. Diana even shows a mechanical ability not
seen in most of her incarnations. She thinks in a newspaper comic,
“Our Amazon planes would be shot down in man’s stupid world. I’ll
make an invisible silent plane which could fly to America, 1944, in
perfect safety.” She also invents the Purple Healing Ray.

 


Wonder Woman was
instilled with natural abilities, separate from her arsenal of
power, such as altruism, empathy, daring, and intellect. She also
had super strength, which was exhibited in nearly every comic book
story, and could jump 150 feet in the air. She was also immortal.
Considered one of the most powerful superheroes in comic books, she
was virtually unconquerable – except that if an enemy bound her
bracelets together, she became powerless. Also, as previously
mentioned, marriage would cause her to lose her powers. (Knight
309)

 


Steinem explains, “This beautiful amazon did
have some fantastic gadgets to help her…but she still had to get to
the plane, throw the lasso with accuracy, and be agile enough to
catch bullets on the steel-enclosed wrists” (“Introduction,”
1).

Diana is of course named for the Roman virgin
huntress, aloof goddess of the moon and deadly archer. While Wonder
Woman is more a modern 1940’s woman, and more playful, she shares
many qualities with the original goddess.

Romance

Wonder Woman’s main
reason for leaving Paradise Island is not to save “man’s world,” but because, she’s fallen
in love with the virile, khaki-clad American, Steve. For his part,
Steve is a military man, conquest is his number one goal. As
impressed as Steve is by the Amazon’s strength, he is determined to
have her settle down and be his wife. Rushing off to meet Wonder
Woman on a dangerous mission, Steve fumes, “Blistering Blazes! Why
will that beautiful gal always invite trouble? If she’d only
married me, she’d be home cooking my dinner right now!” (Madrid
43-44)
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In turn, Steve Trevor falls for Wonder Woman
but feels little for Diana Prince. He tells her, “Listen, Diana!
You’re a nice kid, and I like you. But if you think you can hold a
candle to Wonder Woman you’re crazy!” (Sensation Comics #1).
His dismissal of Diana is as problematic for the relationship as
his starry-eyed idealizing of Wonder Woman herself. “Steve Trevor’s
preference for Wonder Woman over Diana Prince breaks some new
ground, in that the superhero, in addition to being superbly
beautiful, is someone he admires for nontraditional qualities, like
enormous strength and martial skill. He’s also aware of her
brainpower” (Robinson 78).

 


Though
Steve does not react with lust or fear to her half-nakedness, as
those on the streets do, he does deify “Wonder Woman,” and Diana
does not feel that his reaction to her is healthy. When she rescues
him from the Nazis, he exclaims, “Wonder
Woman! My beautiful angel!” And she
replies. “What’s an angel? I’d rather be a woman” (42). Deifying
“Wonder Woman” seems to be an understandable sin for the
oft-rescued Steve
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