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Introduction

Adam W. Tyma, Matthew R. Meier, and Dana Schowalter

In 2008, Tony Stark made a suit of armor and Bruce Banner unleashed the Incredible Hulk on New York City. Three years later, Steve Rogers became a super soldier and Thor visited Earth from Asgard. Their team up in The Avengers (2012) marked a particularly momentous occasion for American popular culture. Earning more than $1 billion at the box office and reaching the third spot on the all-time earnings list, the supergroup’s first team-up of the then burgeoning Marvel Cinematic Universe (MCU) set a standard for superhero cinema and moved superheroes and comic books from margins of pop culture to the very center of mainstream media. Simply, Walt Disney’s MCU has become one of, if not the, most significant popular culture phenomenon of the last decade and a half.

And, the MCU hasn’t stopped its quest for cultural dominance. Comprising major film franchises including Iron Man, Captain America, Thor, The Avengers, Spider-Man, Black Panther, Black Widow, and Captain Marvel, among others, the contemporary MCU has established itself as a particularly powerful locus of cultural production that has turned a once niche genre—superhero or comic book films—into a storytelling and economic behemoth. The first film franchise of the MCU, Iron Man (2008), earned a modest $585 million at the box office worldwide.1 A decade later, that primary character’s last film, Avengers: Endgame, would rise to the number two spot on the all-time earnings list with nearly $3 billion in sales.2 In total, the MCU has grossed nearly $30 billion.3 In economic terms, this means that the MCU is far and away the most successful film franchise in American cinematic history.

Although not as apparent as its economic success, the MCU—anchored by critical infatuation with Black Panther (2018), which won three Academy Awards—has also achieved a fair amount of success on the awards circuit, too. Throughout its meteoric rise to cinematic prominence, the MCU has expanded from film to include television, streaming media, and video games that feature characters and storylines drawn from the films that further expand the MCU’s narrative universe. Disney has also secured rights to “legacy” properties like the Fantastic Four, X-Men, and Deadpool films in preparation for a new phase of stories that folds established characters, plots, and narratives into the ever-expanding MCU. As an industry phenomenon, the MCU’s convergent, multiplatform storytelling has, perhaps unsurprisingly, spawned copycat franchises like Warner Brothers’ DC Extended Universe which incorporated ensemble films such as Justice League and Suicide Squad in response to the success of The Avengers and cross-platform programming from franchises like Star Wars, which is also a Walt Disney property.

For these reasons, the MCU ought to draw scholarly attention. Surprisingly, despite its blockbuster status, the MCU has been too often overlooked by scholars, particularly scholars in Communication, Media, and Cultural Studies. There is no shortage of books and articles about superheroes, comics, and even a few extended treatments of specific MCU titles—for example, the special issue of Review of Communication on Black Panther. However, there are comparatively few examples of research emphasizing the interrelation of the texts that comprise the MCU. Thus, this book seeks to add to those existing conversations by focusing on the MCU’s capacity to convey, channel, or challenge the various intersection/s of cultural, social, political, entertainment, and educational discourses. This book brings together a collection of scholars interrogating several texts of the MCU—from feature films and streaming series to specific characters and symbols—using the varied intellectual resources of Communication, Media, and Cultural Studies.

Because the MCU has become ubiquitous in contemporary American culture, its symbolic potential is especially noteworthy. Although the films and series rely heavily on genre-based tales of good versus evil, the variety of characters, stories, and settings renders the MCU a particularly deep well for crafting and communicating culture. The stories and characters offer variations on long-standing hero mythologies that speak to contemporary popular culture. Accordingly, these films reflect and reframe American culture through their cosmic tales of good versus evil. This capacity to influence and interpret culture is where this book aims to extend our understanding of the MCU as not only a place for superhero fans to find their favorite stories but also as a place where culture itself is negotiated, where media structures and norms are transformed, and where communication about identities and values is ever-present.

After more than a decade of multi-platform dominance, it is apparent that the MCU is a distinctly powerful source of cultural production, but the question remains: why study superheroes and why study them now? Comic books and superheroes have been a mainstay in American popular culture for decades, but their recent popularity—as evidenced by the MCU’s success—suggests that superheroes offer something particularly compelling to the pop culture consumer. In this book, we approach the answer to this question by emphasizing the incredibly mutable appeal of the superhero and the genre in which they reside. Superheroes are, at least at the time of writing, fictional. This means that superheroes are always representations of the culture from which they emerge. They are constructions fraught with meaning and symbolic potential. Those meanings and symbols are polysemic, or multiple, and sometimes include as many or more contradictions as they do concordances with contemporary culture. Superheroes can reinforce culture or provide a vehicle to critique cultural values and institutions. Simply, superheroes are variant.

Superheroes exaggerate the qualities of culture in such a way as to render those qualities readily apparent for a critical audience. Accordingly, superheroes can transport the tensions and conflicts from historical contexts into their fictional universes for scrutiny. In the MCU, however, these critical possibilities are always affected by the influence of Disney and the conventions of Hollywood film. In as much as the contemporary superhero film is always a superhero film, and therefore carries the representation capacity of the superhero, it is also always a blockbuster film that must adhere to the formulas and conventions of Hollywood production. The MCU films thus present critics with an opportunity to better understand the representational potential of the superhero and industry powers like Disney that can—and do—contain and limit that potential. What is more, since the MCU has become one in the same for the contemporary Blockbuster, the films and characters run the risk of being read uncritically by the audiences who enjoy them. Thus, Tony Stark’s narcissism and technological obsessions invite Iron Man audiences to valorize those qualities by their identification with Stark and their fandom even though those qualities almost always cause, or at least contribute to, the problems that Iron Man solves in his films. As much as superheroes invite critique because of their representational potential and variance, the films of the MCU require critique in order to retain the superhero as a potent source of cultural commentary. In this way, the authors of this book talk back to the ways in which the superhero film has been a mouthpiece for contemporary hegemony.

Marvel Scholarship

The scope of academic work covering the MCU spans a landscape as diverse as the MCU itself, meaning that no single volume could contain a full accounting of any of these areas and their intersections. Nevertheless, this book aims to update the rich fields that contribute to studies of the MCU by offering new frameworks and analyses of films and artifacts that have previously been discussed in the academic literature. We begin with the premise that superhero studies is at once about representation, identity politics, symbolism, audience studies, audience reception, economics, and politics. Through MCU films and shows, we see the impact of the industry’s economic structure and pressure, we see the meaning-making that exists within and among audiences, and we see the shifts in representational politics and the impact those representational choices have on audiences. As such, we aim to combine and update scholarly studies on superheroes and the MCU to include a diverse range of methodologies, genres, artifacts, and analyses. To do so, we will first trace some of the academic foundations we build upon in this volume.

The Vast MCU Brand

Marvel started as a comic book company called Timely Comics in 1939, became Marvel Comics in 1961 after the publication of several well-known comic book characters (including The Fantastic Four, The Hulk, and Spider-Man), and now spans nearly every media platform and industry. Today, Marvel Studios is a division of The Walt Disney Company and includes MCU books, novels, comics, films, television, video games, and theme parks, to name just a few of the largest Marvel holdings. This growth of the MCU brand has been enabled by a media environment in which mergers and acquisitions are common, and where just a handful of giant media corporations own the majority of companies that produce and distribute media content. Past media studies scholarship has explored the ways these mergers give more power to the parent corporations to shape civic and political dialogues and representations for mass audiences.4 Others have explored the way this enables synergy, or the ability to use multiple media holdings to cross-reference and cross-promote new characters and shows.5

More recent research has looked at the MCU as a transmedia storytelling hub, which means that Marvel now spans multiple media platforms (television, films, video games, and songs, to name a few) and includes multiple media forms (including but not limited to films, trailers, post-credit scenes, toys, gaming characters, and storylines). These holdings all contribute to the ability of individuals to engage in meaning-making around Marvel, both to view and interpret the media artifacts, and to integrate them into their lives.6 This encourages viewers to engage in meaning-making, including reimagining character arcs and redefining representations across time and modality.7 Felix Brinker’s work on seriality suggests that the push to include characters in new holdings that span series, blockbuster films, games, and merchandise is a direct result of the commercial and economic pressure created through corporate mergers. This pressure is not entirely negative, he argues, highlighting that the consistent character cross-referencing also allows audiences to engage in meaning-making using an increasingly diverse set of characters as a reference point.8 James Gilmore and Matthias Stork’s edited collection looks at user experiences of superheroes as they move from comic to film to games to social media, highlighting how each medium offers users a unique way of interacting with characters and providing Marvel with a new avenue to reach consumers.9

Chapters in this collection expand on this research, asking how the presence and absence of characters across these holdings impact the politics of representation and identity, especially for women and people of color whose stories are less likely to obtain the same media reach as white male superheroes.10 This also impacts audience reception, especially in the age of review bombing. Another chapter updates this research to highlight the ways the MCU holdings have increased representation of women and people of color, which has been challenged by white men who have engaged in targeted online harassment campaigns against these diverse holdings.

Politics of Representation

Studies of representation, including discussions of who appears on screen and behind the camera and the conditions under which they appear, have spanned decades of research in nearly all disciplinary methodologies. In MCU research, these studies have historically focused on the decision to highlight stories of white male superheroes, and the subsequent inclusion of women and characters of color in mainstream (and highly successful) storylines and films.11 For example, several academic articles examine the depictions of race in the film Black Panther. Claudia Bucciferro’s work discusses how the film’s representations of people of color defy stereotypes in that they are complex and multifaceted, but also highlights how these representations are still created within the parameters of the larger franchise and Hollywood economic constraints.12 Another study assessed the impact the film had on audience well-being and empowerment, finding that the film had the greatest positive impacts on viewers on Black/African American youth and that
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