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  WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT CAPITALIST SUPERHEROES

  Capitalist Superheroes peels back the glamorous façade and shows us what fantasy characters like Batman, Superman and Iron Man truly are: the horrific embodiments of neoliberal capitalism. By making us sympathize with powerful but all-too-human billionaires, these films legitimize the power of the Berlusconis and Rupert Murdochs of the world. Dan Hassler-Forest strips down the superhero fantasy to show us that this new emperor is wearing no clothes – or rather: that what is hidden behind the superhero’s colorful costume is in fact the true power of Capital.

  Slavoj Žižek, personal e-mail to author

  This brilliant and lively book shows that the superhero films so familiar to us as Hollywood blockbusters are by no means just innocent entertainment; on the contrary, they engage, in quite malign ways, some of the fundamental political and socio-economic issues of our time. Superheroes of one sort or another are as old as literature itself, but no one has done more than Dan Hassler-Forest to help us understand the pre-eminent modern versions of the type: Superman, Batman, Spider-Man, and the like. Though his book will immediately find readers among everyone with a particular interest in superhero film and fiction, it deserves a much wider audience as well.

  Carl Freedman, personal e-mail to author

  Stylish, perceptive, and engaging, Hassler-Forest’s Capitalist Superheroes reminds us that even in the glimmer and glow of new technologies and special effects, movies are still permeated with politics and ideologies.

  Timothy Corrigan, personal e-mail to author
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  Introduction

  On 18 February 2002, German weekly news magazine Der Spiegel ran a cover featuring American president George W. Bush and four of his most prominent cabinet members depicted as comic book superheroes and action movie icons like Batman, Rambo, and Conan the Barbarian. The headline read: “Die Bush Krieger: Amerikas Feldzug Gegen das Böse” (“The Bush Warriors: America’s Crusade Against Evil”). As the Bush administration was at the time attempting to generate European sympathy for its plans to invade Iraq, the editors of Der Spiegel expected a response from the White House. The message they received, however, was hardly the outraged indictment they had expected. Instead, the U.S. ambassador visited the editorial office to report that “the President was flattered,” and subsequently requested thirty-three poster-sized enlargements of the cover for the White House (Lawrence and Jewett 2003: 43). Apparently, the notion that there was anything offensive about the depiction of American heads of state as bloodthirsty action movie icons and vindictive superheroes was completely alien to the Bush administration, nor was the ironic headline “America’s crusade against evil” perceived as derogatory or sarcastic.

  [image: ]

  The Bush administration in the guise of Hollywood action men and super heroes (18 02 2002).

  This should have come as no surprise. If the cartoonish image on the German magazine cover is an exaggeration of the way American neoliberal politicians have tended to present themselves on the global stage, it is only a slight one. The notion of the United States as a heroic and benevolent “world police” has intensified incrementally from the 1980s onward, with a new form of American global hegemony emerging “as the center that supports the globalization of productive networks and casts its widely inclusive net to try to envelop all power relations within its world order ” (Hardt and Negri 20). This shift from 20th- century nation-state imperialism to global Empire has been accompanied by a growing conflation of politics with entertainment and celebrity culture. Increasingly, American political figures have associated themselves with film stars and fictional characters, from Reagan’s frequent references to Rambo and the Terminator to George W. Bush’s Top Gun -inspired appearance on the deck of an aircraft carrier in premature celebration of the end of the War in Iraq.

  Like the action men of popular Hollywood cinema, the neoliberal agenda of the Bush Doctrine presented itself as a heroic force that operates in the arena of global geopolitics in the same way that superheroes regulate their fantasy worlds. Just as Batman and Superman fight evil forces strictly on their own terms, the Bush administration forcefully resisted international forms of regulation, instead adopting the heroic slogan “you’re either with us or against us” in its quest against the new evil. This correspondence between the geopolitical superpower of the United States and the global popularity of superheroes in the neoliberal age deserves closer analysis, and serves as the primary focus of this book.

  9/11 and Intensified Neoliberalism

  The development of neoliberal policies alongside neoconservative values has informed the rise of capitalism as a global paradigm that no longer seems to allow for any other options. Since the end of the Cold War, alternatives to capitalism no longer appear to be viable or even imaginable, which has given rise in the affluent West to a sense of living outside of history. Neoliberal capitalism, rather than one system among many, has become not just the default model, but the only available option in our political vocabulary. After the years of false security of the 1990s “Pax Americana,” the economic system of neoliberalism (described by David Harvey as early as 1990 as “flexible accumulation”) underwent a radical intensification following the terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001. In response to these attacks, the neoconservative American government seized an opportunity to reinvigorate older notions of national identity that revolve around a strict duality of good and evil. Drawing on rhetoric that is familiar from the Manichean simplicity of popular fantasy narratives, the Bush administration labeled its new enemies in similar terms an “Axis of Evil,” launching a long military campaign that further stimulated the deregulation of business and the privatization of government functions on a previously unimaginable scale.

  This aftermath transformed the attacks of 11 September 2001 into something more than a mere historical event: the impact of 9/11 came to be experienced as the kind of epochal singularity that resulted in a sense of historical rupture. In the decade that followed, the term “post-9/11” became a form of shorthand for an indicator of a politics, an ideology, and a Western culture that has redefined itself in terms of geopolitical power and identity. As this new form of cultural and political discourse took shape, American popular culture saw the emergence of narratives and genres that reflected these shifts. The superhero movie, which has established itself as the dominant genre in 21st-century Hollywood cinema, is one of the clearest articulations of the many contradictions, fantasies, and anxieties that inform this age of neoliberal policies alongside neoconservative values.

  Over fifty high-profile Hollywood films featuring superhero characters were released in the ten years from 2002 to 2012, generating global box office revenues of more than fifteen billion dollars in that period alone (source: boxofficemojo.com). The extraordinary resilience of the genre as a global box-office force during this age of intensified neoliberalism is unusual, and indicates a shift in cultural and ideological concerns as well. As David Harvey has stated, “the difficulty under capitalism … is to find a stable mythology expressive of its inherent values and meaning” (1990: 217). The main argument of this book is that the superhero figure in fact represents in many ways the kind of “stable mythology” that expresses fundamental beliefs of neoliberal capitalism, as well as some of the anxieties that have accompanied it. By looking at the highly specific ways in which the contemporary cycle of superhero movies reflects equally specific core aspects of neoliberal capitalism, I aim to show that this genre of popular fantasy articulates, sustains, and–occasionally—critiques the cultures of 21st-century capitalism. By staging a confrontation between some of the most popular superhero films and the conceptual tools of critical theory, this book offers a fresh perspective on the ideological agenda of this popular genre.

  The central concern of this book is therefore the intersection of American politics and entertainment, focusing on the superhero figure as a potent placeholder for the conflicting fantasies, anxieties and desires that typify the age of intensified neoliberalism that was ushered in under the George W. Bush presidency. Traditional distinctions between fact and fiction, news and entertainment, and the real and the virtual have become increasingly tenuous in the post-9/11 years, as the conflation of politics and entertainment grew even more intense than it had become during the Reagan era. This continued erosion of once-stable boundaries points towards the hypothesis that the 9/11 attacks have caused an intensification of cultural attitudes and perspectives associated with postmodernism as our “cultural dominant.” As contemporary critical theorists such as Fredric Jameson and Slavoj Žižek have argued, the political and cultural shifts that have occurred in the aftermath of the terrorist attacks represent neither the end of irony nor the end of history, but rather an intensification of the cultures of late capitalism on a global scale.

  Within this context of globalization, American forms of entertainment have become more ubiquitous than ever, with Hollywood’s branded franchises appearing routinely across a wide variety of platforms, ranging from video games and comic books to theme parks and endless merchandising products. This larger framework of global commodity culture facilitated the 21st-century renaissance of the superhero as the dominant figure in postclassical cinema. On the one hand, the commercial success and sustained appeal of characters like Batman, Superman and Spider-Man can be related to their iconic status as pop-cultural figures that are instantly recognizable to millions of consumers around the world. In a fully globalized cultural economy, it obviously makes sense for multimedia conglomerates to invest in recognizable and marketable brands that appeal to multiple audiences and fit easily into multiple paradigms, such as the summer blockbuster movie, role-playing games, toy production, etc.

  But besides their status as global brands and narrative franchises with built-in audiences, superheroes are also “co-constitutive elements of both American identity and the U.S. government’s foreign policy practices” (Dittmer ch. 1). Their rise to the foreground of international popular culture during the years of the George W. Bush presidency must therefore also be considered in terms of their ideological content and the genre’s connections to American nationalism. The superhero as an operative paradigm in a world of neoliberalism and globalization therefore provides the perfect embodiment of Hardt and Negri’s definition of Empire, which operates “not on the basis of force itself but on the basis of the capacity to present force as being in the service of right and peace” (15). As superhero characters like Superman and Batman have been embraced with such abandon by global audiences, the question how this reflects upon attitudes towards post-9/11 American politics and the War on Terror becomes unavoidable, especially when one considers the Bush administration’s efforts to act out just such superheroic fantasies of “punishing evildoers” and defeating an “Axis of Evil.”

  The Post-9/11 Superhero Movie

  The superhero has been a very visible part of popular culture since Superman appeared on the pages of the first issue of Action Comics in 1938. After this character ’s breakthrough success, costumed superheroes soon became the defining fantasy of the comic book form, soon also extending into other popular narrative media like radio and film serials. While the novelty of the superhero as a specific trope in popular fantasy first arose in the late 1930s, this figure’s roots can be traced back to older forms of American genre fiction, most notably cowboy figures like The Virginian, and the heroes of pulp novels from the 1920s and early 1930s. Many different motifs from American popular literature thus converged in the figure of the superhero, which was subsequently aligned more explicitly with nationalist iconography during World War II. Several previous studies of the superhero have taken a structuralist approach to the genre, focusing on the most common narrative patterns that appear in superhero comics.

  In this book, I offer no absolute definition of the superhero, nor do I attempt to provide an exhaustive summary of the figure’s many historical incarnations. Instead, I approach the figure as flexible and adaptable figure who serves to unite a diverse group of texts that are extremely diverse, but which do demonstrate certain common tendencies that allows us to group them roughly together. Where many other studies have been preoccupied with formulating a general definition of the superhero figure, my work instead is invested in the specific elements that connect these texts to historical developments in postmodern capitalism. In my selection of primary texts, I have focused primarily on the historically specific phenomenon of the big-budget Hollywood superhero movie. The A-list superhero movie first appeared in 1978 with the blockbuster Superman , with occasional further iterations throughout the 1980s and 1990s, and it has been one of the mainstays of American mainstream cinema from the early 2000s onwards, with no signs so far of relenting.

  Although it seems evident that such a thing as a “superhero movie genre” exists, it is important to acknowledge that genres should not be considered stable categories, nor can their boundaries be distinguished by analyzing single texts, or even large groups of similar texts. Genre is in fact a slippery concept “because of the static, merely classificatory intellectual framework that it seems to imply: the various genres are understood as a row of so many pigeonholes, and each literary text is expected to fit more or less unproblematically into one of them” (Freedman 20). In order to use the term productively, we must therefore first acknowledge that genre is not so much a classificatory tool as it is a way of grouping diverse texts together, frequently in order to increase their commodity value.

  I approach the term therefore not so much as a way to distinguish superhero movies from other texts that make up the larger genre of popular fantasy and science fiction, but in terms of its use value. Genres are defined neither by producers nor by consumers of texts, but through the complex process of interaction between constantly changing groups of interacting users. Any theoretical use of genre, therefore, requires an approach that:

  
    	addresses the fact that every text has multiple users;

    	considers why different users develop different readings;

    	theorizes the relationship among those users; and

    	actively considers the effect of multiple conflicting uses on the production, labeling, and display of films and genres alike (Altman 214)

  

  It is therefore far more important to consider how, why, when, and by whom a term like “superhero movie” is used than to attempt any kind of text-based analysis that would help us forge a theoretical definition of a superhero.

  Following Altman’s approach, this book will employ the term “superhero movie” as a genre that is recognized as such by general audiences.[1] My discussion of the genre will remain limited to those popular narratives that are clearly identifiable as such on three basic levels: semantically (by the appearance of costumes, masks, superhuman powers, etc.), syntactically (narratives in which heroes save cities/worlds/communities from destruction by evil), and pragmatically (texts that are written and talked about as part of an existing superhero genre).[2] Moreover, the films of which I offer detailed discussions in this book have been selected in large part on the basis of their popularity, with many of my case studies giving new interpretations of some of the most successful films in recent Hollywood history.

  If my reading of this genre takes this form of popular fantasy seriously, it attempts to do so as a deliberate response to a general tendency to take such texts seriously in an entirely different way. Fan culture has gained a strong hold on film criticism, and many volumes and myriad articles have been written in defense of the genre as a “serious” art form. Since this book is neither a work of film criticism nor an investigation of fan culture, I refrain throughout from giving value judgments on the aesthetic merits of any particular film. Instead, I focus on ideological criticism, working from within a framework provided by the traditions of Marxist critical theory and psychoanalytical theory. My analysis offers one particular way of understanding these texts, based on the historical-materialist point of view that their meaning is ultimately determined by the economic systems of which they are the product.

  And while there are obviously other popular genres that could be interpreted in similar ways, I believe the superhero figure provides the strongest distillation of the fantasies, discourses, and anxieties that have shaped neoliberal capitalism over the past few decades, and most specifically in the years since 11 September 2001. In part, this is because “superheroes are not reflections of, but are instead (along with many other elements) co-constitutive of the discourse popularly known as American exceptionalism” (Dittmer ch. 1). As I will argue in this volume, these discourses of American exceptionalism have played a decisive role in the establishment of global neoliberalism as a new form of global Empire. These discourses have been systematically strengthened by the popular narrative of the superhero, which has served as the purest, most resilient embodiment of this concept.

  Globalization and Convergence Culture Superheroes are frequently associated primarily with comic books and the fan cultures that surround them. But for a Hollywood summer blockbuster to recoup its high production and marketing costs, it is abundantly clear that movies based on comic book superhero characters must find their primary audience outside this limited group of avid fans. However, with the growth of convergence culture and the increasingly vocal presence of global fan groups via the internet, film studios have learned that the success of contemporary film adaptations of these properties has indeed become dependent in part on the approval of these smaller fan communities. And after the disappointing financial returns and fan communities’ lukewarm reception of the costly, heavily promoted Hulk (dir. Ang Lee, 2003), producers have attempted to appease these groups by applying new strategies, like exclusive previews of upcoming projects and celebrity attendance at comic book and science fiction conventions. As Marvel president Avi Arad put it in an article about San Diego comics’ convention Comic-Con: “These fans love their movies and heroes like no other … And they’re very savvy with the computers. Word about your product gets out very quickly. If you can make a good impression here, your movie has hope” (Bowles n. pag.).

  Henry Jenkins confirms that fan culture has indeed developed into an audience group whose tastes and preferences are taken into account to some degree by the producers of films based on their beloved characters and narratives. He proposes that the development of the internet and other new media from the late 1990s onward has changed the media landscape, shifting the power balance away from the large media conglomerates and closer to said fan communities. According to Jenkins, these fans “reject the idea of a definitive version produced, authorized and regulated by some media conglomerate. Instead, fans envision a world where all of us can participate in the creation and circulation of central cultural myths” (267). Whether Jenkins’ optimistic view holds entirely true or not, it is clearly the case that large shifts have occurred in the production, distribution, and consumption of popular media texts.

  These shifts point to an increased complexity in the ways in which popular culture operates. Catering simultaneously to many different audiences and establishing numerous, increasingly intricate connections to a wide variety of other texts, the films that make up the superhero genre provide a good example of neoliberal convergence culture. One important way in which the superhero movie functions is through its embeddedness in the paradigm of postclassical Hollywood cinema, which relies heavily on pre-sold franchise properties and “the replication and combination of previously successful narratives” (Maltby 37). In the “New Hollywood,” three elements may be considered central to an understanding of contemporary American commercial filmmaking: “first, a new generation of directors (sometimes called the ‘Movie Brats’), second, new marketing strategies (centered on the blockbuster as a distribution and exhibition concept), and third, new media ownership and management styles in the film industry” (Elsaesser 1998: 191). Of these three central elements, the second, also known as “High Concept” filmmaking, should be considered the most crucial. In short, the New Hollywood’s most distinctive feature is its marketability as a branded, recognizable commodity, which helps explain why the superhero, as a distinctive commercial icon and brand name with proven mass appeal, has managed to fit so comfortably into the mold of postclassical Hollywood in the digital age.

  This aspect also connects the superhero as a branded commodity to the neoliberal context in which this movie genre took flight from the 1980s onward. Associated for many years very specifically with American national and cultural identity, the superhero has in the past several decades become a global brand. Even as most superheroes are still recognizable as American cultural products, they consistently meet with global commercial success, and typically produce more revenue outside the United States than they do nationally. An illustrative example is the film Captain America: The First Avenger (dir. Joe Johnston, 2011), in which an obvious attempt was made to appeal to international audiences by including a multi-national and multi-ethnic support team for the ostentatiously nationalistic protagonist. The film also played down the character ’s blatant chauvinism with abundant irony and self-reflexivity, thus opening up a space for non-American audiences to engage with the character as a global brand.

  This does not mean however that the films or characters no longer represent American geopolitical interests. Instead, one should see this re-engineering of superhero characters in the light of globalization and the forms of “flexible accumulation” that typify neoliberalism and cultures of postmodernity. Instead of representing American neoliberal policies in terms of the iconography of the nation state, the 21st-century superhero is instead presented as a benevolent peacekeeper who stands for supposedly universal interests. In the same way that “the ideology of the world market has always been the anti-foundational and anti-essentialist discourse par excellence” (Hardt and Negri 150), the superhero is increasingly removed from discourses of pure nationalism and comes to represent a universalized ideal in the context of global capitalism.

  What has remained more or less unchanged however is the superhero’s relation to issues of gender. Although attempts have been made to develop female superhero characters like Elektra and Catwoman, none of these films has even come close to the success of masculine superhero figures. Occasional counterexamples notwithstanding, the superhero’s body as a rule is clearly, one might say excessively gendered in ways that connect to other forms of American popular mythologies: “Just as the cowboy served as a masculine source for (racialized) order on the Western frontier, protecting a feminized ‘civilization’ in regions beyond the reach of the state, superheroes serve as a masculine barrier between the vulnerable, feminized urban population and the chaotic savagery of criminals and supervillains” (Dittmer ch. 2). The patriarchal power embodied by the superhero therefore also extends to America’s geopolitical presence as a “masculine” force on the world stage.

  From Rambo to Batman

  This investment in discourses of masculinity and geopolitics points towards their genealogical relationship to the action movies of the 1980s, when the rise of American neoliberal deregulation and aggressive foreign policy was accompanied by similarly macho movie icons. In the popular action films that became iconic for both the politics and the film culture of the United States in the 1980s, actors like Sylvester Stallone, Arnold Schwarzenegger, Mel Gibson, and Jean-Claude van Damme exemplified the “hard-bodied” image of masculinity that functioned as symbolic embodiments of the Reagan Doctrine. These films about indestructible white male action heroes “provided a narrative structure and a visual pleasure through which consumers actively responded to and constructed a U.S. popular culture” ( Jeffords 12). And although the action hero as a Hollywood cinema trope is hardly unique to any historical or political era, we do see that such figures take shape historically in specific ways that “indicate something about what kinds of stories mainstream audiences … find pleasurable ” (22) at a specific juncture in cultural and political history.

  The immense popularity of the superhero as a popular fantasy in the neoliberal age similarly illustrates what audiences find pleasurable at this point in time. Fantasy in this sense should not be understood in its popular definition, as an individual wish-fulfillment scenario, but rather as “a fundamental mechanism that organizes our desire so as to foreclose the blind repetition of drive” (Williams 211). Genres of popular fantasy such as the superhero movie genre therefore provide symbolic representations of structures and values that help us “make sense” of lived reality, while avoiding any direct confrontation with the traumatic Real. The specific popular fantasies articulated by these ubiquitous cultural commodities can therefore teach us a great deal about what global audiences have been taught to find pleasurable and –perhaps—why.

  While the figure of the superhero is often associated automatically with the comic book medium, the superhero movie as a contemporary phenomenon in convergence culture is simultaneously distinct from it and historically specific. The point has often been made that comic book authors have no budget constraints to limit the scope of their fantastical, action-packed storylines, whereas film versions had traditionally been burdened by the huge expense of mounting photographic special effects through techniques like stop-motion animation, model work, and optical compositing. With the development of digital cinema throughout the 1990s, the production of photorealistic visual effects on a previously unimaginable scale soon became not only feasible, but also increasingly affordable. By the time that Spider-Man was released in 2002, its “computer-generated special effects produced jaw-dropping scenes of web-swinging that would have been impossible to capture several years earlier ” (Wright 292). This newfound ability to create “realistic” renderings of comic book fantasies became a crucial aspect of the superhero movie’s success as a genre, with each new release accompanied by promotional efforts that emphasized the technological breakthroughs that had facilitated the creation of these state-of-the-art visual effects.

  At this level as well, the superhero film functions as the archetypal embodiment of the fetishized commodity. The vast expense represented by the spectacular visual effects functions as a selling point in and of itself, with both critics and audiences celebrating the excessive production costs of such blockbusters by enthusiastically confirming that “the money is up there on the screen” – to quote a commonly used phrase. Increasingly, this type of blockbuster represents the universal attraction of Capital as it takes visible form on the cinema screen, ostentatiously demonstrating its spectacular nature, its seemingly universal attractiveness, and its global reach. As the workings of Capital become ever more virtual and neoliberal industry is increasingly driven by offshoring and outsourcing labor, there appears to be some comfort in finding these visible traces of the once-mighty American economy represented even in this spectral form (Hollywood film production at this point operating as one of the country’s few remaining industries involving actual forms of labor).

  But even as they give spectacular form to a nostalgic sense of American cultural, industrial, and technological supremacy, today’s superhero movies simultaneously disrupt this process by incorporating those very forms of virtuality. One of the consequences of this ontological shift was a paradoxical step away from the hard-bodied action heroes that had preceded these cinematic men in tights. For whereas the 1980s action film tended to place a strong emphasis on the physicality of the male body and its “physical prowess,” played by actors that underwent “extensive body-building for the part” ( Jeffords 28), the superheroes’ bodies are usually not only hidden beneath the body armor of their elaborate costumes, but are even replaced entirely by digitally created avatars in most of the crucial action scenes. When the camera follows Spider-Man in dizzying unbroken shots as he swings through the streets of Manhattan, the audience realizes that this is not a death-defying act undertaken by star Tobey Maguire or any of his stunt doubles, but that it is an uncanny moment of digital trickery. And although the shot may look photorealistic, it is continuously flaunting its own “virtuality” by offering up movements and perspectives that would be impossible for any physical camera to register.
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  Spider Man appears at Ground Zero after the 9/11 attacks (Straczynski, n. pag.).

  Not only does this notion of a “different reality” intersect with many scholarly definitions of typically postmodernist concerns in literature, but also with the world of superhero narratives. The notion of an alternate reality that is similar to our conceptions of the real world in some ways but crucially different in others has been a mainstay of the genre from its very beginnings. Bradford Wright’s cultural history Comic Book Nation traces how these texts have continuously reflected shifting cultural, political and social values, with the Marvel series perhaps offering the most complex formulations of a truly parallel universe. Comic book examples of this type of alternate reality range from the 1978 Superman issue in which he takes on Muhammad Ali in the boxing ring, to Marvel’s superheroes and supervillains appearing together at Ground Zero right after the attacks of 9/11 in a special issue of The Amazing Spider-Man .

  Such examples of historical figures or events making appearances in the fictional alternate universe of a comic book publisher ’s otherwise isolated narrative world has been described in terms of structural continuity: “structural continuity … embraces those elements of the real world which are contained within the fictional world of the superheroes, and (for the truly committed) actions which are not recorded in any specific text, but inescapably implied by continuity” (Reynolds 41). Paradoxically, the effect of these occasional irruptions of history into this otherwise unhistorical narrative continuity is not so much to make the world of the superheroes more real than it is to make the real world less so: “while this process does not exactly abolish history from superhero comics, it does divorce the superheroes’ lives from their historical context” (44). Reynolds’ description of superhero narratives as a modern form of myth-making thereby effectively removes itself and its readers from the flow of time.

  These parallel notions of alternate reality at the narrative level and the ontology of digital cinema at the representational level have fed back into each other in the postclassical blockbuster, with its strong emphasis on the popular fantasy genre. Rather than situating fictional narratives within the context of a particular historical period and location, these genres instead represent entire alternate realities that either exist side-by-side with a recognizably contemporary context (e.g. the Harry Potter series), or develop fantastical realms that are presented as existing entirely separate from human history (e.g. the Star Wars and The Lord of the Rings franchises). Superhero narratives straddle these two categories uncomfortably, creating an alternate world that in many ways follows the familiar trajectory of human history, while in others presenting its stories as entirely fantastical and explicitly unhistorical.

  This complex intertwining of two different and contradictory modes of reference has ideological repercussions for the way these texts are decoded by audiences. As Fredric Jameson observed so memorably in his analysis of this type of genre and its ideological subtext, such fantasy “does not involve the substitution of some more ideal realm for ordinary reality … but rather a process of transforming ordinary reality” (1981: 97). In other words: fantastical narratives such as the superhero genre offer models for interpreting our own world and its history that serve to systematically de-historicize the events to which they refer. The genre provides metaphorical representations of historical conflicts as part of a battle that takes classical narrative categories as its basic components and presents catastrophe as an attractive form of spectacle to be safely consumed by passive spectators.

  My analysis of the relationship between the contemporary superhero narrative and neoliberal capitalism is organized into five chapters, each of which addresses a concept that connects the superhero figure to discourses of neoliberal capitalism. Each of these chapters draws on elaborate case studies of popular 21st-century superhero franchises that have established and defined the genre in crucial ways. The first chapter thus elaborates how the crucial importance of the establishment of historical continuity can be identified on the one hand in the neoconservative cultures that have filled the ideological vacuum of neoliberal practices, and on the other in a popular film franchise like that of the Superman movies.

  In the same way, the second chapter describes how the trauma narrative has taken up a central position in post-9/11 consumerism and the form of disaster capitalism that has taken shape in the past ten years. This emphasis on cultural trauma has in many ways depoliticized the debates surrounding terrorism, while supplying the United States (and even the affluent West more broadly) with a privileged position of heroic victimization. My discussion of the Batman films and the differences that exist between the 1990s movie cycle and the post-9/11 “reboot” of the franchise foregrounds the notion of trauma as a mobilizing element in heroic metanarratives.

  The third central theme I develop both in relation to superhero movies and post-9/11 neoliberalism is that of the “Postmetropolis”: the spectral city of filmic fantasy that is both a spectacular attraction and a commodity in its own right. In this chapter, I relate developments in the privatization of city spaces, like the “Disneyfication” of Times Square in New York, to the representation of a specific kind of nostalgia in the popular Spider-Man films. While these films, along with many other popular superhero metropolises, represent a utopian fantasy of a specifically urban environment, this section ends with an analysis of the way in which articulations of dystopia reflect these fantasies’ distorted mirror image in The Dark Knight .

  Since the relationship between the superhero and the cities he patrols revolves around notions of surveillance and control, the fourth chapter develops this concept further. Branching out from Foucault’s original work on the normative force of institutionalized surveillance in modern society, I extend this argument in order to discuss more fruitfully the relationship between discourses of surveillance and the workings of popular culture.

  My analysis of superhero figures Batman and Iron Man focuses on their cyborg-like incorporation of high-tech surveillance apparatus in their costumes, which transforms them into a particular fantasy of militarized agency. A discussion of the more alternative type of superhero represented in the Hellboy films finally examines to what extent it is possible to operate within the superhero blockbuster paradigm while offering some degree of resistance to these archetypes.

  The fifth and, fittingly, last theme to be elaborated is that of apocalyptic narratives and the post-historical aspects of neoliberal capitalism and postmodern theory. Beginning with a closer look at the broad history of the monster movie and its dialectical structure, the chapter draws heavily on Lacanian concepts to theorize the process of pleasurable identification so frequently provided by the genre of popular fantasy. The contradictory way in which the disaster movie has operated in relation to historical developments in capitalism offers many points of similarity with the neoliberal superhero movie. Many of the themes discussed in earlier chapters then converge in my discussion of the television series Heroes , which offers an apocalyptic fantasy of traumatized superheroes saving the city of New York from a 9/11-like catastrophe.


  1

  Superheroes, Historical Continuity, and the Origin Story

  In modern society, many different senses of time get pinned together. Cyclical and repetitive motions … provide a sense of security in a world where the general thrust of progress appears to be ever onwards and upwards into the firmament of the unknown … And in moments of despair or exaltation, who among us can refrain from invoking the time of fate, of myth, of the Gods? (Harvey 1990: 202)

  In the neoliberal age of “flexible accumulation,” our experience of time and space seems to have challenged our sense of temporal and even spatial continuity. As the hegemony of capitalism today “resembles Marx’s abstract or ‘pure’ model of the capitalist mode of production much more closely than did the capitalism that actually existed during Marx’s own lifetime” (Freedman 9), the intensification of Marx’s famous “annihilation of space by time” has substantially disrupted traditional notions of historical continuity. Without any gods left to appeal to, the postmodern myths of superheroes offer re-articulations of religious myths, but from the explicit framework of secularized popular culture. The massive popularity of the contemporary superhero movie therefore resides to some extent in the fact that these films offer mythical narratives about defining one’s origins.

  Herein lies one of the key differences between on the one hand the superhero as a character in comic books, with its endlessly convoluted chronology (referred to by fans with the contradictory term “continuity”), and on the other hand the mainstream superhero movies, which must continuously reestablish points of origin for cultural icons who are familiar characters, but who must also be reinvented over and over again for new movie audiences. The emphasis on the origin story as an integral component in the superhero movie therefore performs not only a stable narrative component, but can help explain the appeal of these narratives and the myths of origination they provide.

  Like any other commodity that circulates in a global marketplace, the superhero brand must provide a combination of the familiar and the new in order to remain fashionable and thereby profitable. While there is obviously nothing new about the importance of profitable commodities in capitalism, the ways in which value is created and circulated has changed in the globalized and deregulated age of neoliberalism. This period has seen an intensification of the cultures of flexible accumulation that allow for an unprecedented concentration of power and wealth among the global élite (Harvey 1990: 303-306). According to neoliberal theory, this system will ultimately have a beneficial, even utopian effect on all of humanity:

  Neoliberalism is in the first instance a theory of political economic practices that proposes that human well-being can best be advanced by liberating individual entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an institutional framework characterized by strong private property rights, free markets, and free trade. (Harvey 2005: 2)

  This theory of neoliberal benefits has become so widespread that it is now “hegemonic as a mode of discourse,” even to the point “where it has become incorporated into the common-sense way many of us interpret, live in, and understand the world” (3). Within this economic context, where commodities can circulate freely on a global scale, the brand identity of the superhero offers a unique combination of just such universal familiarity while also remaining extremely adaptable to radical reinventions.

  Consider the most successful superhero franchise in this century’s cycle of films: each of the three films in Sam Raimi’s Spider-Man series dealt with the character ’s origin story in fundamental ways, after which point this particular cycle of films was considered to have exhausted itself, and the franchise underwent a “reboot” in order to start afresh with a new, subtly different origin tale. The X-Men films have undergone a similar process, first playing out across three films that have each focused on specific characters’ origin stories, after which the franchise started devoting itself to spin-off movies such as X-Men Origins: Wolverine (dir. Gavin Hood, 2009), and prequels that go even further back into the cycle’s origins, like X-Men: First Class (dir. Matthew Vaughn, 2011) and its inevitable sequels. Rather than the shadow that lurks in the background, as it does in the comic books, the origin story has been placed at the very core of the contemporary superhero movie’s success and its longevity at the box office.

  One reason for this is a practical one: most mainstream audiences are not familiar with the complex and often contradictory narrative trajectories that inform the most successful comic book superheroes. Also, only very few blockbuster film cycles ever run beyond two or three successful sequels that carry on from the original film’s basic premise and cast of characters. Two kinds of audience can be identified as these films’ primary target: the mass audience, which makes up the vast majority, may be drawn in by a broad cultural familiarity with a superhero’s iconic status, and a curiosity about what kind of style and narrative have been used to rejuvenate the character for a contemporary context; the fans, who make up a small but crucial minority, will be drawn in by the fact that “their ” character has been re-purposed for a mainstream audience, and will want to experience to what extent the movie version remains “true” to their own preferred style and content.

  Given the prominence of origin stories in the superhero movie, this aspect of its formula is worth investigating further, as it connects directly to a postmodern culture in which myths of origination on the one hand and of apocalypse on the other can serve to impart a sense of order to an unstable, decentered world. This point of inquiry is all the more relevant because the origin story in the superhero movie is most commonly organized around father figures, Oedipal trajectories, and patriarchal genealogies. Superheroes in these films undergo an obsessive quest for re-establishing stable points of origin in semi-mythical father figures associated with omnipotent forms of power and omniscient forms of knowledge. This motif points towards a reactionary desire for stable signification in an age of increasing instability, ephemerality, and “flexible accumulation.” Meanwhile, the particular types of crisis the superhero must overcome in these origin stories are most typically derived from the specific fears and anxieties of the age of global terrorism, postmodern finance, and disaster capitalism.

  The deeply unpredictable nature of neoliberal capitalism has created a cultural environment that emphasizes the short term amidst a culture of perpetual crisis. This has radically increased the sense of ephemerality that has affected all aspects of postmodern theory and the cultural practices of late capitalism. The terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001 played a crucial role in the intensification of these processes and discourses, bringing into sudden focus many of the cultural and economic anxieties that had been developing from the 1970s onwards. The establishment of narratives that suggested continuity and tradition became a prime concern, as “shoring up national identities in uncertain times requires a sense of discursive stability even as the details of the narratives shift to maintain currency” (Dittmer ch. 5). This discursive stability depends not only on the “common-sense truths” that structure our daily lives, but also on the symbolic myths and popular fictions that strengthen such discourses.

  In this chapter, I will first introduce the way in which the terrorist attacks of 9/11 offered an opportunity within American culture to (re-)articulate a very specific type of origin story that suited its own purposes at this time. Responses to the attacks tended to emphasize narratives of mythical American exceptionalism, while the notion of heroic victimization took shape as a “common-sense” response. I will then proceed to look at the way in which Superman films, both from before and after 9/11, provide helpful mythical narratives whose patriarchal structures help establish cultural notions of historical continuity and predestination that help sustain the neoconservative values of neoliberal capitalism.

  Ruptures and Points of Origin:

  The Heroic Victimization of 9/11

  “We’re going to try and do something.” That was the message sent by some very American heroes with names like Sandra Bradshaw, Jeremy Glick, Mark Bingham, Todd Beamer, and Thomas Bennett. They found themselves aboard the hijacked flight 93 that went down in Somerset County, PA on September 11, 2001. They witnessed the brutality on board and somehow summoned the strength to warn us and take action. United they stood, and likely saved our world from an even darker day of perhaps even more unthinkable horror. Since that day, millions of us everywhere of all ages, races, creeds, have asked ourselves “What are we to do?” In their heroic undying spirit, we all feel the need to do something, however small, symbolic, to honor those remarkable heroes among us, those who have fallen and those still standing, united. Those of us here tonight are not heroes. We are not healers, nor protectors of this great nation. We are merely artists and entertainers, here to raise spirits, and, we hope, a great deal of money. We appear tonight as a simple show of unity to honor the real heroes and to do whatever we can to ensure that all their families are supported by our larger American family. This is a moment to pause and reflect, to heal and to rededicate ourselves to the American spirit of one nation indivisible.
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