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Introduction

Mockingbird and Milkshakes: Comicsgate, Identity, and the Politics of Marketing in an Age of Outrage

In May 2016, Marvel Comics had good reason to celebrate with the positive press it was receiving for its new, diverse superheroes. In an article for The Guardian, entitled “Marvel Editor-in-Chief: ‘Writing Comics Was a Hobby for White Guys,’” Sam Thielman notes that Axel Alonso’s “Marvel looks very different: one of two Spider-Men is a biracial kid named Miles Morales, Thor is a white woman, one of the Captains America is a black man, Ms Marvel is Pakistani American and the Hulk is Korean American.” He then approvingly asserts, “All this happened with comparatively minimal backlash from notoriously tetchy readers, because Alonso and the company’s writing and editing teams have made changes carefully, switching costumes among established characters and stacking the deck with popular creators when the possibility of fan rage—which is always at least ambient—seems likely.” The publication date of the article allows us, with hindsight, to see this proclamation as woefully premature; in 2016, the comics world was not yet fully engulfed in the volatile culture clashes that have characterized the second decade of the twenty-first century. Unlike the culture wars of the 1990s, these new iterations are fueled by online culture and the mainstreaming of fandom, and include Gamergate in 2014, the 2015 Hugo Awards controversy, the Ghostbusters 2016 backlash campaign, and the outcry over 2017’s The Last Jedi. By 2017, however, Marvel Comics would find itself at the center of its own controversy, as a series of fan backlashes, mainly focused on Marvel titles and creators, coalesced into a movement labeled “Comicsgate.” This protest featured all the elements of the previous clashes: conflicts between creators, critics, and fans that were connected to larger social/political issues, such as diversity; accusations that “political correctness” had infiltrated beloved fan texts and communities, threatening popular culture as a whole and the “quality” of fan texts in particular; the emergence of a cottage industry of outrage online, especially on platforms such as YouTube, which served as sites for organizing social-pressure campaigns that spread widely across other sites, such as Twitter and Reddit; and finally, coverage of the outrage in the mainstream media that sought to explain the significance of such movements to mainstream audiences, while producing comment sections that further fuel the conflict.

The volatility of these clashes and their seeming repeatability with each new provocation of fan rage—a re-boot of She-Ra: Princess of Power, the casting of a woman as Doctor Who, comments by actor Brie Larsen on the lack of diversity in film criticism and the subsequent boycott of Captain Marvel—suggest that each iteration is not significant in and of itself, but rather that they speak to the zeitgeist of the present time: one marked by political polarization, a lack of civility in public debate, and an extreme blurring of the lines between popular and political culture.1 We want to make perfectly clear that, while these conflicts are often framed and understood as fan-driven, they differ greatly from the customary fan backlashes (such as anger over the cancellation of a beloved television show, or complaints about casting for film and television adaptations of books with large fandoms); their participants and influence extend far beyond the smaller circles of each specific fandom, and the focus is more often on reactionary politics than on the texts themselves. As Angela Nagle points out in Kill All Normies: The Online Culture War from Tumblr and 4chan to the Alt-Right and Trump, conflicts such as Gamergate, which originated within the online video-gaming community,

included all kinds of people from critics of political correctness to those interested in the overreach of feminist cultural crusades. These brought in to the fold people like Christina Hoff Sommers, the classical liberal who started a video series called The Factual Feminist, which aimed to expose faulty statistics within feminism. Somewhere in the mix with the polite and light-hearted Sommers were also apolitical gamers, South Park conservatives, 4channers, hardline anti-feminists, and young people in the process of moving to the political far right without any of the moral baggage of conservatism. (24)

So too Comicsgate, which provides the impetus for this book, went far beyond comics fandom proper (i.e., those who regularly produce, consume, collect, and discuss Marvel superhero comics). Online blogs that covered comics like The Beat, io9, and Bleeding Cool were certainly sources for coverage of debates about the politics of Marvel Comics, but the press it received in The Guardian, Entertainment Weekly, The Washington Post, and Vulture supports the opinion that “Most folks in the world of comics will tell you that Comicsgate isn’t even really about comics, per se, but rather an extension of the current political divide” (Jancelewicz).

If Comicsgate isn’t really about comics, a point on which we largely agree with Jancelewicz, then in what way can it be employed to frame our discussion of Marvel Comics under Axel Alonso, and in particular his efforts to diversify and update its superhero stable? While Comicsgate may be a relatively circumscribed conflict affecting only a small number of comics producers and aficionados,2 it provides us with a means of analyzing the role identity politics—particularly as a specific marketing strategy that is either embraced or rejected by fans for political, as much as aesthetic, reasons—currently plays in Marvel Comics. Marvel Comics has long been a superhero genre powerhouse, responsible for iconic characters such as Spider-Man, Captain America, Iron Man, and Wolverine, and for teams such as the X-Men and the Avengers. It has also, with the launching of the Marvel Cinematic Universe in 2008, become a cultural touchstone far beyond the world of comics and comics fans. This, combined with the fact that Marvel has always portrayed its fantastical characters and worlds in ways that reflect the reality of “the world outside our windows”—one of the company’s catchphrases—makes an analysis of the role politics currently plays in this universe particularly relevant to battles over race, ethnicity, gender, and sexuality in contemporary popular culture. Our book is not aiming to defend Marvel Comics from its Comicsgate critics, nor to argue from or for a centrist position in this debate. Rather, we want to analyze what it means to produce and consume overtly political creative texts at the present moment. This analysis entails addressing not just the obvious flashpoints of diversity and social justice both within the storylines of the comics themselves and as driving forces for the company and its creators, but also the complexity of “woke branding” in an age of extreme media concentration and how that branding should be taken into consideration when engaging in criticism of corporate-authored texts.

Shots Fired in the Culture War: Mockingbird and the Milkshake Crew

One of the major characteristics of backlashes such as Comicsgate is an outsized response to trivial provocations.3 Or to be more specific, events or incidents are presented by social actors, in both good and bad faith, as affronts they must respond to in order to protect communities that present themselves as aggrieved and under attack. For example, what is often mentioned as the first inciting incident for Comicsgate was Joelle Jones and Rachelle Rosenberg’s cover for the eighth and final issue of Chelsea Cain and Kate Niemczyk’s Mockingbird (2016),4 which depicts the titular hero wearing a T-shirt emblazoned with the phrase, “Ask me about my feminist agenda.” The T-shirt captures the spirit of the comic itself: Mockingbird follows Bobby Morse’s adventures as someone intimately connected with, but also on the periphery of, the Avengers and the Marvel superhero community in general, and it is feminist in both content and style. Specifically, Mockingbird engages in gender commentary through its depiction of Bobbie negotiating S.H.I.E.L.D.’s medical system; playful power-sexual relations between her and her lover, Lance Hunter; soft critiques of the male superhero persona (e.g., Tony Stark is depicted reading a pamphlet on sexually transmitted infections while sitting in a clinic waiting room); and commentary on sexual harassment and violence through its exploration of its main villain, Phantom Rider. Mockingbird is exactly what the T-shirt advertises; an openly feminist comic set within the Marvel universe.

While the politics of the comic are not subtle, and were very much part of the branding of All-New, All-Different Marvel (ANADM) in 2016, Bobby Morse’s “feminist agenda” does not necessarily translate into the company itself having such an agenda.5 Nevertheless, these politics became one flashpoint for conflicts over the future of comics as a whole, and specifically over who gets to be represented within the comics community as characters, fans, and creators. Cain claimed that she received significant harassment on her Twitter platform, but also stated that her decision to leave was primarily because her Twitter had become a site for the culture wars to be fought, with or without her input:

Comments were coming in, fast and furious, every second. I’d never seen anything like it. I saw a few of them—a lot of support, a lot of people yelling at one another—a lot of people mad at me for being too quick on the block button or too critical of comic book readers or being too feminist. A lot of them just seemed mad at women in general … it was no longer my Twitter account. It had been hijacked. (Cain, “140 Characters”)

Cain’s experience with the reception of Mockingbird provides just one instance of the issues that overtly political texts and creators currently face: the success or failure of a creative text in the marketplace becomes a means for a variety of actors to keep score in a war between opposing sides over the future direction of popular culture as whole.6

But Mockingbird also demonstrates the complexity of how a “win” gets measured in the present market context. Samples from comments on just one article—Comics Beat’s October 19th coverage of the title’s cancellation—give a sense of how the comic’s demise was viewed. One commenter observed, “I’m gonna buy the trade, since I never got to see the individual books. Would have been nice if they gave people like me a chance to get on board” (“Sean” on Lu). Another reader noted, “Slow build on the comic’s readership—a lot of people only discovered it on issue #6 or #7. Canceling it with #8 is moronic. They should have waited for the trade to come out at least. It was getting growing readership” (“Nathaneal” on Lu), while “Northern Boy” crowed, “ULTIMATE IRONY: Mockingbird, nominated for a 2016 Eisner for Best New Series. Smooth move, Marvel. Smooth move” (on Lu). These comments remind us that the current way of measuring sales does not consider the myriad ways in which audiences consume comics. Marvel measures its sale numbers by single-issue sales through Diamond Comic Distributors to comic book stores, a metric by which Mockingbird was measured a failure. These laments about Marvel’s decision to cancel Mockingbird reflect a belief that the company is failing non-traditional audiences who might consume differently; for example, newer and younger readers are more likely to read digital copies or trade paperbacks.7 As well, declarations such as “I’m gonna buy the trade” performatively assert a politics of consumption: here, purchasing even a cancelled comic is configured as a form of social pressure to chastise Marvel for its failure to support diversity, and to encourage greater support for similar work in the future.

For others, the fact that traditional floppy comic sales have been diminishing speaks to what they see as an essential truth that has been forgotten in an age of art geared toward social justice ends: namely, that overt politics and quality are incompatible. Numerous commentators on Lu’s article argued that Mockingbird was cancelled because its politics had a negative effect on the writing itself, and that sales therefore accurately reflect the book’s quality. “Sixaxis” observes, “it did seem to have far too much of an agenda and the writing was bad a fair few times. It was very in your face about the feminist nature of the book, which I really didn’t appreciate. I would’ve had no issues if it wasn’t so obviously blatant,” and “J.” likewise opined,

Mockingbird was objectively bad. If you’re going to try to drive an agenda or preach through your media, then don’t be so godawful *on the nose about it* all the time. The only people really interested in reading stuff like that is people looking for material to reinforce their own particular world views … My advice to Chelsea Cain wouldn’t be to stop writing about what she likes, but instead to next time try to figure out how to get her point across through literary vehicles like allegory and symbolism. (on Lu)

For these readers, the text’s announcement of its politics, as encapsulated in Jones and Rosenberg’s depiction of Mockingbird’s T-shirt, in and of itself equals “objectively” bad writing. These critics argue that good political writing is subtle, sub-textual, and/or “symbolic,” and—perhaps not inconsequentially—allows audience members to avoid being confronted by political stances or issues they do not themselves hold. While comics have always been political, this criticism that overt politics makes for bad art allows critics of such texts to avoid getting into debates about the substance of a text, such as its representation of Bobbie Morse’s bodily and sexual autonomy. Instead they focus their argument on aesthetics: it’s not the specific politics they object to, they say, but instead the negative effect than any overt politics has on art. For them, rejecting political texts or influencing others to not purchase said text is a “win” for comics as an art form, because the rejection fights back against the damaging effects of social justice politics on the presumably purer sphere of story-telling, which should rightly be about characterization, narrative, and the superhero tradition.

However, the second provocation that led to the emergence of Comicsgate demonstrates the problem with this argument: specifically, that Comicsgate participants’ framing of texts as “political” or “non-political” is, in itself, a political act. While these commenters are correct that Mockingbird was explicit in its politics (though not, we argue, in their assumption that these politics led to objectively bad writing, or resulted in a text without nuance and complexity), it is also true that including, say, Black protagonists, or representations of women in tech, or depictions of women who do not conform to normative standards of beauty, or characters who are not heterosexual, or any other of the many examples of what has come to be labeled as “diversity” is perceived as an “in your face” provocation that must be challenged.8 On July 28, 2017, Heather Antos, an editor at Marvel Comics, tweeted a picture of herself and other women working at Marvel enjoying milkshakes; it was captioned, “It’s the Marvel milkshake crew! #FabulousFlo” (Antos, July 28). The women were celebrating the life and achievements of Flo Steinberg, Stan Lee’s assistant, who had recently passed away. Steinberg was a key player in the early days of Marvel; she “answered fan mail (hundreds of pieces arrived every day), called freelancers, and shipped pages to the printer” (Howe 46) and gained many fans herself through her role as part of the Marvel Bull-Pen (56). Certainly, this tweet had a political dimension: in highlighting the diversity of the women who work at Marvel and honoring the legacy of the one named woman who was most associated with Marvel’s earlier history, the tweet signaled that the company was no longer a boy’s club. The happy, smiling faces of the group celebrate the company’s progress, and, by hash-tagging Flo’s name, the tweet also performs the feminist work of reconstructing history: Stan Lee’s name is instantly recognized in today’s pop cultural world, but Flo Steinberg, this tweet subtly reminds us, also deserves acknowledgment.

But the politics implied by this tweet are, we argue, relatively neutral; it conveys an ideology that has been embraced in Western culture from at least the 1970s on: that women have a role to play in public life, and that it is a social good to break down sexist barriers and arbitrary notions of male dominance that have prevented women from entering certain fields (in this case, the editing and creating of comic books). Nevertheless, Antos found her Twitter feed overtaken by culture warriors from the left and the right as it, like Cain’s, became a site in which the future of popular culture was fought out. In response to her tweet, “Hal Jordan” complained about Antos’s influence on Marvel comics, specifically “her pushing feminism into her comics when all we need is a story not a political movement,” while “DarkJester” expressed, “No life experience, the creepiest collection of stereotypical SJWs anyone could possibly imagine.” Both tweets express a central premise of the various “-gates” within fandom: that any increase in diversity, both within texts and behind the scenes, is artificially achieved through social justice activism and corporate agendas, rather than through an “organic” shift. Antos’s follow-up tweet fought back against these attacks—“How dare I post a picture of my friends on the internet without expecting to be bullied, insulted, harrassed [sic], and targeted” (July 29)—and the majority of responses were supportive. For example, “Darth Rage” responded with “Who did it and I will assemble a loyal geek army to strike them down!” and “Kevin or Robo Kevin” asked, “W.W.G.P.D. What would Gwen Poole do if her friends were insulted?” These tweets engage in the work of both supporting Antos and emphasizing the tweeters’ fan identities, thereby configuring true fandom as an inclusive space in which Antos and her fellow milkshake crew belong. Others used Antos’s tweet about harassment to signal their political and social support in ways that transcend comics fandom: for example, “Nerly Señor Citzen” piped up with “Out of so many reasons to actually hate people and they choose THIS? Almost makes me start buying Marvel comics:).” In this instance, there is no evidence that this person is a comics fan specifically concerned about battles between fans and editors, only that Antos’s plight has resonated with them both on a personal level and as part of a larger battle. Their recognition of the injustice of her situation makes them willing to participate in a skirmish in which they have no personal stake, because they believe it is an important front in the culture wars.

This willingness of those outside fandom to enter the fray—on both sides—makes it difficult to determine just who is involved in such controversies, or to make any assumptions about how “fandom” feels about a given conflict. Understanding the demographics of online fan communities has long been complicated by many factors: anonymity, ingroup vs. outgroup politics, and factionalism even within the ingroups. However, the emergence of social media as a powerful force in society as a whole has led to some surprising players in what might have once been small, internal conflicts. In the widely reported on study, “Weaponizing the Haters: The Last Jedi and the Strategic Politicization of Pop Culture through Social Media Manipulation,” Morten Bay claimed evidence of organized political influence measures disguised as fan arguments in the debate surrounding the film. While Bay’s claims were largely overstated by the popular press and seen as inflammatory
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