











Conclusions:

Further Study and New Directions

The study of superhero genre fiction is still so new that almost everything remains
to be formulated. In this thesis I have attempted to provided the basic history of gay
representation in genre superhero comics, and to discuss the important directions gay
presentation is currently taking. I have not been able to cover the subject
comprehensively, and I have been forced to leave out many interesting and useful
examples, but I hope this will suffice to lay the groundwork for the conversation.

As we have seen, the history of this discourse has been shaped by silence and
anxiety. Since the days of the activism of Fredric Wertham and the moral panic that
ensued, superhero creators and readers have been haunted by the “spectre” of a
homoerotic threat. Superhero comics went out of their way to avoid any mention of
possible gayness, possibly reacting to an unstated fear that allowing this possibility in
would “infect” the entire universe of superhero fiction. Until the late 1980s, gay
characters were entirely absent from mainstream superhero comics.

During the 1980s and 1990s, gay characters and the open discussion of
homosexuality gradually began to filter into mainstream comics. However, the shift to
open representation was slow and irregular. At the same time, the indirect discussion of
homosexuality in superhero fictions rapidly increased. Comics used a set of metaphorical
tropes to imply a connection between gayness or deviance and the superhero “lifestyle,”
without naming the connection out loud. Among the most identifiable tropes are the
vision of the superhero as a costume fetishist; the superhero as flamboyant or campy; the
superhero as a sadomasochist; the superhero as suspiciously homosocial; and the
superhero as a potential pedophile. Film scholar D.A. Miller has used the term
connotation to describe how homosexuality can be implied in a text without being stated
out loud. In the late 1980s and 1990s, we see an increasing number of superhero stories
using these tropes to connote homosexuality in the superheroes they described, without

explicitly acknowledging they were doing so. Frequently, the most telling use
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connotation is found slightly outside the mainstream, in superhero satires, burlesques,
parodies, or film adaptations.

In the late 1990s, the representations of explicitly gay characters in superhero
comics increased rapidly. It seems that comics are entering a new period, in which it is
possible to have “sunlit,” denotative — not connotative — depictions of gay characters. By
examining three recent examples of such depictions, we can see some of the patterns of
this new representation. Northstar is a Marvel character whose history demonstrates how
uneven the integration of gay characters into the superhero universe has been: he was
trailed by innuendo during the 1980s, “outed” in the early 1990s, and then disappeared
for nearly a decade. Northstar’s recent reappearance implies that Marvel is now prepared
to have openly gay superheroes, accompanied by a curiously essentialist ideology.
Northstar’s gayness has not yet to be seriously discussed within the comic.

In the late 1990s, independent publisher Wildstorm and writer Warren Ellis
developed the characters of Apollo and the Midnighter, “iconically” masculine
superheroes who also, as the media coverage put it, “happened to be gay.” As the series
evolved, it became clear that Apollo and Midnighter did serve a normalizing function,
reconciling homosexuality with the normative hypermasculinity of superhero genre
works. However, the series’ intensifying focus on anti-gay abuse and violence also
suggested a minoritizing and homophobic understanding of the characters, creating a
complex and often contradictory situation.

Finally, in 2002, a supporting character in DC Comics’ series Green Lantern
became the victim of a violent gay-bashing. When the character, Terry Berg. had come
out a year and a half before, writer Judd Winick used the opportunity to show the
superhero protagonist -- Kyle Rayner, the Green Lantern — expressing acceptance and
support for his friend, as well as a willingness to learn about the unfamiliar. With the
gay-bashing episode, Winick mustered the iconography of victimhood, innocence, and
martyrdom to condemn anti-gay violence. Kyle was forced to reconcile the fact that his
superpowers — and the unstated codes of honor and revenge that flourish in the genre —
were insufficient to protect the innocent against the violence of the world. Faced with the

possibility of irrelevance, Kyle was in the end unable to find an answer for the problem.
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Winick diverted the problem by having his hero abandon Earth for an extended adventure
in outer space.

These stories — along with many others that I do not have space to include here ~-
together suggest a progressive pattern in the representation of gay characters within the
superhero universe. Famously conservative and “masculinist” on many levels, superhero
fictions dodged the question for decades after gay and lesbian images became familiar in
the genre fictions of other popular media. The years between 1986 and the late 1990s
constituted a “transitional period” in which the metaphorical discourse of homosexuality
burgeoned in and around superhero comics -- appearing once again in the form of
connotation; of the “tropes” that have historically alluded to gayness in the comics; and in
the burlesques, satires, and public conversations that surrounded superhero stories —
which, at this point, included both comics themselves and the trans-media adaptations of
superhero fictions.

Explicitly gay characters were rare in superhero comics during the 1990s, and
their representation was uneven. But by the end of the decade, openly gay characters and
an explicit conversation about gayness had begun to appear more frequently, shifting ever
closer to the heart of the mainstream. (Though more historical distance will be required
for a clearer judgment, it appears that the “outing” of Apollo and the Midnighter -- an
event that can be placed anywhere from 1998 to 2000 -- indicated a turning point in the
discourse.) As of the middle of 2003, the trend appears to be on a curve of rapid
expansion, and it seems likely that the genre as a whole is close to reaching the “critical
mass” after which gay representation would become less problematic, and almost

unexceptional.

I hope that this study will lay the groundwork for future research on this subject.
Superhero genre fiction is much in need of reasoned analyses of its operations,
particularly at a moment in which the genre as a whole is so open to self-examination and
reinvention. Similarly, the increasingly varied discourse around superhero fictions needs
to be enriched by opening discussion about the questions which the genre has so long
evaded. The genre cannot mature as fiction, nor can the scholarly discourse progress far,
unless its creators, scholars and consumers are willing to openly examine its “dirty

secrets.”
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I think that new studies could fruitfully take any of a number of directions, of
which I will here mention only three. First, we should explore the past, researching more
closely the early nistory of the discourse and the ways in which connotative knowledge
worked in superhero comics of the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s. Second, we should keep
pace with the future, taking the rapid growth of gay mainstream characters as a sign that
the genre is at a crucial turning point and being prepared to chart its patterns as they
evolve. Third, we should go deep. The questions raised by the vexed history of gay
representation — its history, its metaphors, and the anxieties and hopes it brings to light —
offer us indispensable insights into how the superhero genre defines its own sense of
normality, of power, of masculinity, of right and wrong. Understanding these unstated
assumptions are key to more fully understanding the genre. These are understandings
that will serve researchers, readers and scholars well in the near future, not only as
superhero fictions take an increasingly prominent place in popular entertainment, but also
as we continue to grapple with understanding the workings of “America” and
Americanism. By looking at the fears and the truths concealed in the stories that this
country unselfconsciously tells itself about itself, we acquire another tool for trying to

understand how we, as Americans, define ourselves.
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