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ABSTRACT 

 

ñThey are not our secretariesò: Wonder, Women and Superhero Cinema 

An Ethnography of Moviegoers in Brazil 

 

Antonio Kleber Amaral Gomes Junior 

 

Superhero cinema requires the engagement of the audience to be successful and 

to ensure its continuation. It contributes the establishment of the public pedagogy of our 

societies, informing what ideologies are intrinsic to the understanding of our common 

realities and normalizing patterns of conduct. Movie posters from superhero films 

depicting women have, however, been changed from representations based on the 

accommodation of male fantasies ï thus generally sexualizing the female body ï to 

depictions more attuned to female audiencesô expectations. This research aims to 

investigate the way these movie posters have been received by a group of nine women 

from Fortaleza, Brazil, trying to answer the question: how much representation have these 

women felt from these movie posters over the past few years? It brings about several 

points of tension since Brazil is a society where patterns of beauty are exported 

throughout the world. Being consumers of popular culture, and having their everyday 

lives impacted by these cultural products, the research participants discuss how superhero 

cinema in the last decade or so has been transformed by the advent of the release of 

Wonder Woman (2017), with results that defend the movie as a turning point in superhero 

cinema, but also open unexpected discussions about other products as somewhat 

responsible for such change. In order to do so, they have been invited to take part in a 

private conversation while discussing movie posters curated in a virtual exhibit with over 

sixty images positioned chronologically, with the goal of assessing their relationality with 

those posters, their take on each of them and how they understood the studiosô decision 

in promoting each movie the way it came to be. As an interdisciplinary endeavor, the 

research was the result of a conversation that includes visual anthropology, public 

pedagogy, sociology, women studies, feminist cinema and media studies. 
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Introduction: A world of Wonder 

How superheroes have become part of my world, what this project is about and 

why superheroes matter.  

 

 

ñEveryone deserves to see themselves in their superheroesò 

Tom King, comic book writer to DC Comics. 

 

A little girl approaches a movie poster in Fortaleza, Brazil. She must not be older 

than seven and she gently pulls her mother towards the image on the wall of a movie 

theater, holding on to her by the wrist. She is in awe of that image, a woman running 

forward, her arm horizontally placed in front of her mouth, the glistening light of a bullet 

being deflected by her bracelet, her curly hair flying with the wind. She seems transfixed. 

Her eyes analyzing the image, she insists on staying a bit longer in front of that poster, 

but her mother starts moving towards the exit and she obliges, yet before she vanishes in 

the crowd, I see her head turning one last time trying to catch a final glance at Wonder 

Woman. I remember something I read once, that superheroes represent what is best in 

ourselves. The blueprint to what is supposed to be admired. (Fingeroth, 2004). 

People have always been interested in hero stories (Hamilton, 2017). Hercules and 

Perseus inhabit ancient times. The Valkyries in the Nordic mythology, Merlin, Morgana 

and King Arthur come from Britain, Aladdin from the Middle Eastern tales of 

Scheherazade. Historically, Boudica, Joan of Arc and Alexander, the Greatôs stories have 

populated our imaginations. In literature, Sherlock Holmes and Elizabeth Bennet, Don 

Quixote, Cinderella and Mary Poppins claim their positions in the hall of legends. And 

of course, in our days, Harry Potter and Gandalf, Princess Leia and Mr. Spock, Superman 

and Wonder Woman. Humanity has always been fascinated by the ideal of a superior 

moral standard, by the concept of unfulfilled potential and the betterment of the self (Gay, 

2014). 

I grew up with superheroes. Writing about them feels like having a conversation 

with some friends because I have spent much of my time with them ï by watching them 

on TV and in the movie theaters, by reading comic books and novels, by listening to 

podcasts and by enjoying them with my friends and family ï so that in my imagination, 

they feel almost as real as if I had met them in person. And because I know them so well, 

I also contemplate their storiesô potential in being pedagogical tools, to open 
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conversations about right and wrong, to discuss moral questions and teach about truth and 

justice, about being kind and good, and to engage in the fight against evil.  

These stories have evolved, transformed from frowned upon narratives for kids 

(Family Circle, 1940) into the realm of artistry (Waid in Cox, 2006). That said, this project 

examines how women have been represented in superhero movie posters in the past 

decade or so, a result of how our society understood superheroesô commercial power. At 

the same time that superhero stories became the result of artistic decisions, they also 

catered to commodifying interests from capitalistic instances whose main goal resides in 

tying superhero narratives to profit. These representations have been overly used by 

media because whomever regulates media understands that they have profound lucrative 

possibility, and are, thus, commodities in our social and economic system (Kuhn in 

Jackson et al., 1993). And because capitalism is an oppressive system, it has not been 

always that superheroes have included everyone in the conversation. I am reminded of an 

episode a few years back during a weekend spent with friends in Brazil.  

I remember confessing to really enjoying watching the show The Big Bang 

Theory, given that I identified so much with the characters, superhero afficionados. The 

crowd agreed: what a marvelous show, they muttered. But a voice raised in dissonance, 

pointing out that yes, the show was a lot of funé for men. For women like herself, on the 

other hand, the show was incredibly problematic and misogynistic, excluding women 

from cultural spaces and minimizing their protagonism in pop culture. I was shocked. 

Taken aback by that, I asked my friend to explain what she meant, and she went on by 

clarifying rather convincingly, yet with serenity in her voice, almost as if this was not a 

new issue for her, and that she was fluent in her criticism. 

The Big Bang Theory, while very amusing, used a lot of its comedic timing to 

reinforce gender stereotypes, she went on: the dumb beautiful blonde who happened to 

be the nerds neighbor ñPennyò; the incredibly smart, but socially awkward and ugly 

dressing physicist ñAmyò; the blonde and cute scientist, but with an irritating voice and 

a desire for control ñBernadetteò. According to my friend, all these stereotypes were 

common tropes in storytelling. ñBut the men are also ridiculous in the show. Nobody can 

stand Sheldonôs quirksò, I intervened to which she calmly concluded: ñYes, they are. But 

the narrative is entirely controlled by men who choose to portray those characters like 

that. We as women were given no voiceò.  

I understood what she meant. While all the characters were stereotypical, being 

products of how men had decided to tell the story was a human constant from the Iliad to 
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Star Trek, a silencing practice of a thousand years (Beard, 2017). ñNot only thatò ï my 

friend continued ï ñbut women are constantly looked at and sexually desired and 

objectified in the show. I mean, not only in the show, in everything, movie posters, 

clothes. See how they (male characters)1 react whenever a girl enters the comicbook 

storeò. ñThey stareò, I answered feeling a bit ashamed for not realizing that before, to 

what she finalized: ñGirls buy comic books too, you know. I do, I know many who also 

do it. I love my superheroes. Itôs just tiring to be the punchlineò, she finalizes. 

That conversation stuck with me for a very long time. Have cultural products 

always been problematic? Have heroic characters always been rooted in cultural 

prejudices, being products of their time of creation? Could I visualize these issues in 

stories lead by Achilles and Jane Eyre? And how much of the pop culture products I 

consumed were seen as problematic by others? How much of that was problematic to 

myself, but I just could not realize? I felt a certain urge to do something about it, which 

leads me to where I am now. In a very broad sense, this research was informed by that 

conversation I had with my friend, who was invited to be a part of it and actively 

contributes to it by being part of the group of women I talk to in the ethnographical portion 

of the thesis. It worked as a fundamental event that educated me from then on. After that, 

several other conversations took place with the same friend and with others, moments 

when I decided to listen and offer sympathy, to take a more passive role as a means to 

draw a clearer picture of what those women that surrounded me dealt with on a daily 

basis. Then, I started seeing patterns in how women are advertised in the pop culture 

products that all of us consume.  

Taking a look around, how many instances of my life are touched by exclusionary 

practices? How many movies are led by women in the movie theaters right now? How 

many women represent us as politicians in government posts? How many women occupy 

the list of richest people in the world? As Foucault very eloquently discusses in his 

interview entitled Rituals of exclusion, what are the implicit systems that constrain us in 

our everyday lives? What are the types of segregation that we support without realizing? 

These practices are what the philosopher calls the ócultural inconscientô (Foucault & 

Lotringer, 1996). And thus, the normalization of this sort of violence ï understanding that 

exclusion is violence ï ended up transforming little aspects of my daily life, and my mind 

started reasoning differently. Even in my own house, I peruse the books in my library and 

 
1 The intervention is mine. 
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a book belonging to my husband catches my attention. While analyzing his copy of 

Warriors, Witches, Woman: Mythologyôs fiercest females, I realized my attitude shifting 

and understanding the book, not as a celebratory piece of writing, but as a piece of 

resistance against patriarchy, a tool on an unbalanced fight that is, more often than not, 

ridiculed, which is in itself another facet of gender violence. As Paulo Freire states, 

violence is never started by those who are oppressed (Freire, 1997). How many other 

cultural products were conforming to an oppressive ideal? How many of them escaped a 

male-centric rule as a means to offer space to women? And why do women need a 

separate space to celebrate their voices?  

Yet, I found myself in a conundrum: how can I, as a man, write about women 

without robbing from their protagonism in their fight for equality? Feminism has 

branched out into many conceptions that naturally I cannot fully understand, primarily 

because I do not identify myself as a woman. But during a Beyonce concert, I stood 

mesmerized while the pop icon sang Flawless. As an intro to that song, Beyonce uses an 

excerpt from the speech We should all be feminists, by Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, 

which ends with ñFeminist: a person who believes in the social, political, and economical 

equality of the sexesò (Adichie, 2017). I see myself as that person, and while I affirm that 

I do not seek to represent women, I offer my voice to the cause. As Roxanne Gay 

discusses, the complications of writing about difference exist because it is necessary ñto 

avoid cultural appropriation, reinscribing stereotypes revising or minimizing history or 

demeaning and trivializing difference or othernessò (Gay, 2014: 255, 256). And she 

completes: ñAs writers, we are always asking ourselves óHow do I get it right?ôò (Gay, 

2014: 256) 

This research is my attempt at contributing to the resistance. To hear the voices 

that have been neglected in order to educate myself. To fight against hegemonic 

depictions of women (Mathias, 2016). To listen to the women who are right by my side 

yet have such divergent perspectives on things we both love. To confront and listen in as 

a means of transformation (Freire, 1997).  It is also an attempt at reconnecting with the 

heroes of my childhood that have been with me ever since after understanding them from 

multiple fronts, at educating myself in contemplating that what works for me as audience 

does not necessarily work for others given that gender is a socially constructed concept 

through our interactions with cultural objects and people (Trier-Bieniek & Leavy, 2014) 

and at taking a more active position in celebrating the victories in the genre we love while 

denouncing whenever gender violence ï or gender asymmetry (Schwarcz, 2019) ï in pop 
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culture is evident as a way to transform these narratives. And for that to become a concrete 

goal, my attempt with this thesis is to answer: how have my collaboratorsô perceptions of 

movie posters been impacted by the industryôs attempt at portraying female superheroes 

over the last 15 years? How have they felt whenever facing sexism in superhero movies? 

How do they evaluate their role in resisting misogynist depictions in a niche they are a 

part of? 

Thus, from the summer of 2020 ï right when the pandemic was forcing us all into 

our houses ï until the autumn of 2021, I dedicated my time to listening to my friends, 

reading books and articles, rewatching movies, and searching for materials related to what 

I wanted to discuss. It was a daunting task. There are abundant materials on women 

studies and feminism in cinema, so much so that finding a nook where to exercise my 

anthropological knowledge seemed difficult. I came across valuable articles about public 

pedagogy and superhero movies. I read about Hollywood, about movie productions and 

comicbook writing. I rediscovered YouTube channels and TV shows, and whenever I 

could, I went to the movies. As my collaborators point out in a consensus, streaming 

services have indeed created a very accessible platform to visit cinematic productions 

from the comfort of our own houses, yet the physical space of a movie theater remains 

unmatched. Thus, all my attempts at rediscovering and learning about news perspectives 

from where to contemplate Hollywood were my own form of confronting the premise 

that male dominance is natural (González & Muckle, 2019). 

Then, I remembered that little girl staring 

at that Wonder Woman movie poster in a movie 

theater in Fortaleza. I remembered my time as a 

teacher, the way my then students loved and 

consumed the superhero narrative with such 

eagerness. I remembered my own mother 

watching Wonder Woman with me, asking me to 

take a picture with her in front of the movie 

poster after loving what she had just seen, and I 

decided where I wanted to take my research. As 

Kaplan points out, there is a political and cultural 

importance in studying images and depictions of 

women, no matter the perspective or method 

adopted in doing so, because by simply understanding that a problem exists, questions 

My mother and I at the movie premiere of Wonder 

Woman, in 2017 in Fortaleza, Brazil. 
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will be asked as attempts in trying to answer them. (Kaplan, 2000). That said, this thesis 

is a product of several discussions that intend to raise questions and problematize images 

of women. My contributors and I converse about how women are depicted in superhero 

movie posters and what comes of that, what types of imprints those images leave in our 

consciousness (Manguel, 2000). To some extent, I discovered that it is also about 

discussions about how women are depicted in the movies that those posters promote, 

something that I did not plan for, but that after my ethnographic portion of the research 

took place, it came to be. It was an interesting and welcome adjacency since it all comes 

from our experiences in movie theaters.  

It is also my own contribution to the human experience with cinema (Prosser, 

2006) to our discipline, specifically on visual anthropology, which though I discovered 

to be a very nutritious field nowadays, has not cared for qualitative studies in cinema until 

the rise of cultural studies (Gray, 2010). My take on it, however, completely skips the 

portion regarding creating visual ethnography in favor of writing an ethnography of the 

visual. And finally, what I ended up enjoying most about my research, was that it drinks 

from very solid theoretical discussions, canonical writing and respected scholars in 

multiple fields, while also tackling an issue barely explored. One of the things I 

understood in writing this thesis was that people read and understand images cultivated 

to a certain market in multiple ways. Writing about that, then, can only be properly 

achieved through a diverse dialogue amongst fields, otherwise, grasping the plethora of 

what is communicated between audience and image is lost in the constraints of 

accommodating the study in one single discipline.  

Other than visual anthropology, this thesis converses with media studies, 

especially in the theories of public pedagogy of Henry Giroux, which address the 

hegemonic decisions made by media corporations in how characters are depicted in 

products of mass consumption (Giroux, 2011) and how they control the conversation of 

what is treated as relevant in popular culture (Bell, 2015). It also intertwines with feminist 

cinema whenever voicing testimonials from several women who consume superhero 

cinema, and who seek to see themselves in the advertising and realization of that niche 

cinema. In women studies, I tackle the idea of othering that is adjacent to the male-gaze 

(Mulvey, 1989), and that is realized as a problematic dichotomy, placing female 

superheroes as sexual objects in an attempt to differentiate them from male superheroes. 

It defies the ideas of subjection present in superhero movie posters and eventually the 

creation of bonds of identification with women (Gay, 2014). I also briefly converse with 
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the idea of gender performativity (Butler, 1990) and how that influences the poster 

production. Finally, it also addresses the spectatorship practices (McCabe, 2004) that 

presume women both consumed and consumer (Giroux, 2011). 

Methodologically speaking, I also make an effort to contribute to visual 

anthropology as ethnography of the visual. As I will discuss later in the text, the pandemic 

allowed me to contemplate different forms of producing ethnography. Yet, in my 

understanding, the feeling of physically being in a movie theater contributes to setting the 

mood of the conversation about cinema. For that matter, while I concentrated that entire 

portion of my research through the virtual realm, I crafted a website to serve as a virtual 

manifestation of that physical idea: the one of a movie theater hallway from Brazil, a 

society where patterns of beauty are exported through the world. In it, I have curated a 

large selection of movie posters in chronological order, grouping them according to the 

theme I wanted to discuss with each contributor. I make use of the concept of curation as 

a methodology (Persohn, 2021) in order to explain my reasoning for choosing the posters 

that came to be placed on the website, and the fashion they came to be arranged as well. 

I also decided to replace the interview portion of the ethnography with a conversation 

with my collaborators, having the virtual movie theater hallway as a space that served to 

guide the entire iteration.  

As for the organizational structure I decided to follow in this thesis, I explore a 

brief introduction to superheroes in movie production on Chapter one, initially  in an 

exercise of autoethnography that informs my relationship and positionality with 

superhero cinema, and after, tracing a historic timeline that aims to explain how the genre 

has been explored by movie studios since the 1970s up until today. I continue by 

discussing how women have been treated on screen during these decades of superhero 

cinema production and finally return to my autoethnography to conclude chapter one by 

entering the matter of self-identification with superheroes. 

In Chapter two, I explore the usage of movie posters as a means of promotion 

throughout the years, focusing on how Hollywood has generally sold their movies in 

relation to women. I tackle the concept of public pedagogy and the interest movie studios 

have in selling movies the way they do, and how their movie library informs the way they 

converse with their audiences. I conclude chapter two by engaging in a conversation with 

feminist cinema, and how academia has contributed to opening necessary discussions as 

to the way women are included in the movie industry ï from their roles as movie directors 

to producers, writers and actors. I also exemplify how women actors in Hollywood have 



8 

 

to deal with misogyny in the promotional campaigns of the movies they have been a part 

of, which further contributes to the reinforcement of patriarchal ideals. This chapter is an 

attempt at theorizing about the changing cultural attitudes towards women in a deeply 

patriarchal society (Kaplan, 2000).  

Chapter three is entirely dedicated to the methodology section of the research. 

Given the constraints of the pandemic, it has become impossible to conduct ethnography 

in Brazil, and because travelling has become a problem, I explain how I came to the 

solution I previously mentioned. The entire process of the website creation is explained, 

and how it ended up being an important tool that streamlined the writing process. I also 

briefly discuss why I believe that conducting ethnography online may contribute in 

opening doors to new forms of conducting anthropological research and ponder questions 

in regard to the future of our discipline.  

The ethnographic part of the research is entirely present in the last three chapters 

of the thesis, that is, chapters five, six and seven, however, I briefly open Chapter four by 

introducing the collaborators of the research as well offer them space to discuss what their 

favorite movie posters are, as a means of introducing themselves to the reader. I also take 

some time to reflect on our common experiences in movie theaters. The chapters from 

here forth are heavily informed with images, first of the movie posters that my 

collaborators have selected as their favorites, then those that have been used as tools for 

the discussion of the ethnography. They appear as a visual aid while the interviews are 

ongoing, allowing the reader to understand what is being discussed in the conversations 

and to engage with the text in a more fluent manner without having to recur to the 

appendix section of the thesis. 

Chapter five is very symbolically called óThe walk of shameô ï an analogy to the 

television series Game of Thrones2 and the hypersexualized way women are depicted 

walking in superhero movie posters ï and it is dedicated to the portion of conversation 

with my collaborators where I listen to them, discuss how women have been portrayed 

prior to the release of Wonder Woman (2017), the reasoning behind the decisions of the 

studios in promoting movie posters the way they came to be and how my collaborators 

 
2 In the fifth season of the HBO television series Game of Thrones, the character Cersei Lannister is forced 

to a public walk from the High Scepter, the religious establishment of her city, to the castle where she is 

the queen-mother. Naked and humiliated, she is thrown rocks, feces and sperm by the audience who watches 

her, while a woman representative of the High Scepter chants ñShameò behind her at a permanent interval. 

I make the analogy to the chapter because of the deplorable and misogynistic way women had been treated 

in superhero cinema until the advent of Wonder Woman (2017). 
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have felt then. It is followed by Chapter six, which I call óThe Wonder Woman effectô, 

where I pinpoint the moment where my collaborators visualize a turning point in the 

promotion of women superheroes in movie posters and the importance of Wonder 

Womanôs movie posters in 2017. Chapter seven is called óThe fantabulous emancipationô 

ï in a clear analogy to the Harley Quinn led movie of 2020 ï and deals with the aftermath 

of Wonder Woman, and how my collaborators perceived the subsequent changes that have 

been made as a consequence to that movieôs success. I conclude the chapter by pondering 

about the future of the genre based on what my collaborators hope will happen.  

Finally, I reach the Conclusion of the thesis by returning to my thesis statement, 

discussing what I have learned with this project and how I educated myself in the process 

of writing this thesis. I also take the time to briefly discuss how much further from movie 

posters my collaborators have explored in our conversations, discussing superhero 

movies themselves, but also what comes after movies are released, and how toys, posters 

and merchandising paraphernalia can substantiate a movie life that is much longer than 

just the movie itself. I end the text by discussing the victories that have been achieved in 

Hollywood, yet I also take a moment to point out what is still very problematic in the 

industry and ponder how I visualize the future of Hollywood in general. Also, prior to the 

Bibliography I use the Appendix, called ñA Virtual Physical Movie Theaterò, section to 

catalog and archive screenshots of the website I created in order to serve as a field for my 

virtual ethnography, allowing the reader to have a glimpse of the visual tools utilized 

during the ethnographic process. Without further ado, letôs go. 
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Chapter 1: Gods among us 

Auto-ethnographically, a historical account of superhero cinema production and 

matters of self-identification 

 

a. The superhero in me 

 

ñI am Batmanò 

Bruce Wayne in Batman Begins (2005) 

 

Moviegoers know for a fact that movie theaters have a distinctly unique smell. 

ñItôs the popcornò, I heard a friend once, but I dare say it is more than that. I cannot quite 

reproduce the same perfume if I prepare a bucket of popcorn at home. It is different, it is 

welcoming and warm, and it brings anticipation for a story not yet explored. The 

confluence of senses transports me to the past (Howes & Classen, 2013), that smell, the 

feeling of walking on red carpet, the sound of muffled steps as we make way into the 

hallways of a movie theater. The first time I went to the cinema to watch a superhero 

movie I experienced its magic (Artaud, 1968), a memory that as old as it is, still feels 

fresh in my mind: when I decided that cinema would play an important role in my thesis, 

I exercised putting into paper all of my first memories regarding the cinema experience, 

and the relevance pop culture has  had in my life. 

I was four years old in 1992 when Warner Brothers released Batman Returns, the 

sequel to the acclaimed movie adaptation of Batman, the iconic superhero. With this 

sequel, director Tim Burton had the chance of expanding his previously imagined Gotham 

city, introducing new and iconic characters like the Penguin and Catwoman and 

popularizing Batman even further. The movies enormously influenced the market, 

inducing the audience into participating in what is now known as Batmania3 (Argott & 

Joyce, 2017). Several aspects of our lives were commodified: from breakfast cereals to 

school notebooks, from toys to apparel, Batman began appearing in products the world 

over right when I, then a child, felt a sense of belonging (Tocci, 2009) in that universe. 

My memories convince me of how much my life is touched by pop culture. It gives 

meaning to our human existence precisely because it has seeped into our everyday lives 

 
3 In this Hulu documentary, writer Marc Nobleman discusses his research, focused on finding out that the 

character Batman, whose credits had always been exclusively attributed to artist Bob Kane, should in fact 

be shared with artist Bill Finger. Nobleman also addresses the issue of Batmania, as I mention in the text.  
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(Fedorak, 2009), it participates in our activities, gives us perspective about the time and 

place we live and defines ourselves as individuals (Zeisler, 2008).  

In my case, comic books, books, television and of course, cinema, have been 

instruments of direction, feeding my curiosity and populating my mind with characters 

that have been a constant source of wonder. I cannot quite remember the ñgetting thereò 

part of my ñgoing to the movies to watch 

Batman Returns experienceò, though I 

remember the ñbeing thereò part with 

such clarity that I can even smell it. It is 

a warm day, and I am waiting for my 

popcorn bag, proportionately bought 

according to my size. It took me a while 

to grow a taste for popcorn, but back 

then, my grandmother always said she 

always had it whenever she went to the 

movies, so I wanted to conform to the etiquette. We walk into the room, and it looks so 

pretty. All the chairs were bright red and magically turned up. How am I supposed to sit? 

My aunt Teresa shows me how. You push it down, and when you sit on it, the weight of 

your body makes it stay in place. It takes me a couple of attempts to get it right. The lights 

go off and I can smell my auntôs perfume. She always smelled so good; it is bizarre how 

I can still remember those wooden notes. The movie finally starts. I am mesmerized. How 

come they have such a huge television? How come it sounds so good? How come it is 

just so beautiful? Cobblepot manor shows up on the 

screen and I inform my sister: ñthat is Penguin houseò, 

already fluent in the Batman mythos. Soon enough, the 

Batman shows up there. His famous theme song starts, 

and I feel like standing up. I feel so excited I can barely 

contain myself. My aunt gesticulates several times for 

me to sit down, but it is so hard. I want to jump up and 

down. The movie ends too fast, and I want to watch it 

again. Later that year I would ask Santa for Batmanôs 

uniform as a Christmas present ï not a costume, a 

uniform ï since costumes are for playing pretend (Morrison, 2012). I take that moment 

My first time in the movie theater 

Santa did bring me a Batman uniform 

for Christmas in 1992. 
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as the first time I ï even though unconsciously so ï self identified with a fictional 

character, a theme that will largely inform this research.  

 

b. A brief account of superhero cinema 

 

 ñThey said the age of heroes would never come againò 

Diana Prince in Zack Snyderôs Justice League (2021) 

 

The trend of adapting superheroes into cinematic events was actually inaugurated 

over a decade prior to the 1989 release of Batman, and a quick history of these movies 

serves a simple purpose: to prove how overlooked women have been in these productions, 

as well as to demonstrate that whenever they had their entries, the reasoning behind those 

movie productions were always in detriment of male-centered superhero movies, or to 

ñgive them a restò. Indeed, for a very long time, female superheroes barely received any 

investment in Hollywood. It was 1978 when Warner Brothers, owner of DC Comics, 

released Superman ï directed by Richard Donner ï with the promise that the audience 

would óbelieve a man can flyô4.  It makes sense that Superman would be the first superhero 

on screen, since he was also the first major superhero to appear in comics books back in 

1938 and is still considered to this date the most relevant, important and fully realized 

comic book superhero there is5: ñthe blueprint for the modern superheroò (IGN, 2022) 

and ñarguably the single most important creation in the history of superhero comicsò 

(ibid). It is true. Superman encapsulates all the qualities that make up the ultimate idea of 

the modern superhero, reflecting ñthe potential in all of us for greatnessò and being a 

ñbeacon of light in times that are grim and a glimmer of hope for the hopelessò. He is the 

definitive ñarchetype for us to project uponò with an ñimpact on the genre and pop culture 

(that)6 is undeniableò (ibid). 

I ask my collaborators about superhero movies prior to the success of the MCU 

and the DCEU. To which they generally answer that there is not much being produced 

other than Superman, Batman, Spider-Man and the X-Men, being the last one, as Rebeca 

 
4 As it was used in the movieôs promotional materials.  
5 The website IGN came up with a list of the 100 most important superheroes in History. Superman occupies 

first place, followed by Batman, Spider-Man, Wolverine and Wonder Woman, who occupies 5th place. 

From the twenty first places, only three more women superheroes show up on the list: Jean Grey, aka 

Phoenix on 13th, Barbara Gordon, aka Batgirl on 17th and Selina Kyle, aka Catwoman on 20th.  
6 The insertion is mine. 
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reminds me, the movies where female superheroes are more prominent. The adaptation 

of Superman and Batman into movies, however, communicates much more than just the 

óstudios attempt to make moneyô narrative. Given that these characters are profoundly 

iconic and ever-present institutions in the pop culture mythos, their existence does not 

necessarily translate into Hollywoodôs belief that the genre could go further than what it 

had accomplished by then.  

The new millennia7 inaugurated a new age of superhero cinema production with 

several Marvel releases. My collaborator Stephanie remembers the time when ñthere was 

a Spider-Man, an X-Men or a Hulk movie in the movie theaters pretty much every couple 

of years, though the Hulk was never a success in solo movies, contrary to both Spider-

Man and X-Men, which have their respectable libraries prior to the advent of the MCUò. 

I remember that I have myself enjoyed these movies very much, the memories of going 

to watch each of them associated to different circumstances: X-Men 3, for instance, I 

watched with my dear friends from school ï who are still very important and close to me 

ï in 2006, and the more recent X-Men entries were always eagerly awaited alongside my 

best friend Daniel. In 2014 

we even changed our social 

media profile pictures to 

match the aesthetics of the X-

Men movie posters, 

something that has happened 

constantly ever since that 

year prior to several other 

movie releases. 

  While the path of those productions has not always been stellar, they did incite a 

much more consistent response from audiences, feeding into their curiosity and attention. 

Two events then act as catalysts to the popularization and dissemination of superhero 

movies, transforming the industry and allocating them into a more permanent place in the 

studiosô yearly movie rosters as we know nowadays. First, WBôs decision towards 

Batman, rebooting the DC Comics character into what is today known as The Dark Knight 

 
7 The superhero Blade, portrayed by Wesley Snipes, had a somewhat important and profitable trilogy in 

movie theaters during the turn of the century, with Blade (1998), Blade 2 (2002) and Blade Trinity (2004). 

While he is considered a Marvel comics superhero and a reboot fitting the MCU is expected to be produced 

soon ï with Mahershala Ali in the title role ï Blade is not mentioned on my brief timeline because it was 

never sold as a superhero movie, but as a sci-fi action one.  

Previous Facebook profile pictures I used during the promotion 

of Batman v Superman: Dawn of Justice (2016). 
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Trilogy. Helmed by Christopher Nolan, Batman skips its campiness in favor of a much 

more grounded approach. Leaving the colorful depictions of its lore in the 1990s, Batman 

now inhabits a very realistic world where his existence seems not only possible but 

necessary, his villains looking less like gangster looking criminals from the 30s and red-

haired spandex wearing clowns and more like the psychopaths, corrupt politicians and 

serial killers from our present times.  

When asked about the mark that The Dark Knight trilogy has left in Hollywood, 

Warner Brothersô executive producer Michal E. Uslan very correctly explains that ñin the 

beginning of the 21st century there was a realization that this is not about merchandising 

at its core, how many toys can you sellò, referencing the inevitable commodification of 

the moviesô characters into the plethora of products that accompany the release of each 

movie. He continues: ñitôs about characters that are beloved around the world by a whole 

hell of a lot of people that really give a damn, and that the audience had become a little 

bit too sophisticated to simply make fun of their superheroes and the dawning, finally, 

that it did matterò. What is interesting to me in what Uslan says is the fact that these 

Batman movies are proof of the vast differentiation from what they were in the nineties, 

pointing out the impact of the audienceôs desire in contemplating a more mature 

production. He finalizes: ñThe transition to the point (é) that the bar would be raised so 

high that all of a sudden, something that was always unheard of, audiences could walk 

out of a movie based on a comic book, based on a superhero, and instead of saying óthat 

was a great superhero movieô, óthat was a great comic book movieô, at last what they 

could say was óthat was a great filmô. (Uslan, 2008) 

In other words, the formula of putting together a Batman who is more identifiable 

than ever before, Christopher Nolanôs unique and perfectionist style of cinema, a serious 

approach towards the character and a great script from which talented actors can support 

their performances allowed for such high quality cinema that as a result, public interest 

and commitment to this type of production was a natural consequence, and finally, 

superhero movies are catapulted into the hall of the grandiose. For the first time in cinema 

history, these movies are nominated to the óartisticô categories of movie awards ï best 

movie, director, actor, actress, script, etc. ï rather than just the ótechnicalô ones ï such as 

best visual effects, sound and cinematography ï and as Kevin Kline puts it in his 81st 

Academy Awards speech while praising Heath Ledgerôs astonishing portrayal of the 

Joker who rendered him with a posthumous Oscar: ñin a year of striking film images, 

perhaps the most unforgettable was that of a man with his face smeared in clown make-
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up, gleefully sticking his head out of a speeding car, relishing the night wind and reveling 

in the chaos he has unleashed on the streets of Gotham City. Menacing, mercurial, droll, 

and diabolical, Heath Ledger as the Joker in The Dark Knight (2008) kept us all on edge, 

anxious to see what act of appalling mischief he might commit nextò.8 (Kline, 2009) 

Alongside DC Comicsô The Dark Knight Trilogy, the second event that projected 

superhero movies from a niche product into mainstream pop culture was executed by 

Marvel in 2012. Now comfortably part of The Walt Disney Company, Marvel had the 

necessary support from where to grow and build (Giroux, 2011), and Marvel found in 

producer Kevin Feige the imperative qualities as the architect of what would be later 

considered a universe (Titan, 2018). It was a simple idea: all Marvel superheroes 

inhabited the same universe, with each hero receiving a solo debut film prior to a team-

up production. Occasionally, one hero would have cameos of other heroes from that 

universe in their solo production. Thus, in 2012 The Avengers came into existence to huge 

commercial success and critical acclaim. Fast forward seven years, the fourth entry of the 

team-up, Avengers: Endgame (2019) unites all the little pieces that had been scattered 

around twenty movies: not only each of them had their own main storyline, they each also 

contributed to a much larger story being told. Not ever had Hollywood done such a thing, 

but the idea was responsible for retaining the audience, who would remain coming back 

to every superhero entry in order to put all pieces of the story together, thus ensuring 

commercial success to all movies and branding Marvel, once on the verge of bankruptcy, 

one of the most powerful companies in the entertainment business (Howe, 2012). 

It is these two factors that have made superhero movies not only respected, but 

also events to look forward to (Randolph, 2019). The seriousness and respect these 

characters are now treated and the universe building of the franchise have permanently 

opened large doors for comic book adaptations in Hollywood. Following Marvelôs 

formula for success and drinking from the same realism and grounding from Christopher 

Nolanôs cinema style, DC Comics started developing its own shared universe with Man 

of Steel (2013) ï a Superman movie from the same mold as The Dark Knight trilogy, thus 

grounded and serious toned ï and though it has been less competent in creating a vastly 

loyal fanbase and critical success has not always been ensured, financially, they have 

generally been very fruitful to WB. 

 
8 The video where Kevin Kline makes such speech followed by Heath Ledgerôs posthumous Oscar win for 

his portrayal of the Joker in The Dark Knight (2008) can be seen here: https://tinyurl.com/2xayt4pu   

https://tinyurl.com/2xayt4pu
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There is, however, a piece of this narrative that vastly justifies this brief history of 

superhero movies: while Superman, Batman and Spider-Man have been adapted several 

times throughout the years and Iron Man, Captain America and Thor had their own 

trilogies more recently, while even very obscure characters such as Ant-Man, Doctor 

Strange, the Suicide Squad and the Guardians of the Galaxy were given their chance to 

shine in the movie theaters, where were the women? Indeed, they have been seen as part 

of a group and as romantic interests, but while their male counterparts have been explored 

in stand-alone projects prior to assembling into team-ups, where were the solo female 

superhero movies? 

 

c. Where the women were at 

 

ñWe are the bridge to a greater understanding among all menò 

Diana Prince in Wonder Woman (2017) 

 

If anything, the previous history of male superhero film production serves to cast 

light in the irrelevance of discussing the solo movies led by women superheroes before 

the decade of 2010. While some movies were indeed produced, they seem to confirm the 

absolute lack of commitment from Hollywood in paying too much attention or spending 

too much time making them fruitful, since they have been too few and have neither been 

critically appraised nor financially successful. While comparatively male superhero 

movies have been generally at least acceptable in terms of quality, female ones have 

suffered the contrary treatment: in quick words, DC first attempted the feat with the 

terrible adaptation of Supergirl in 1984, right between both disastrous Superman III 

(1983) and Superman IV: A Quest for Peace (1987), as an experiment to bring a different 

approach to the Superman mythos. They tried again and also failed in 2003 with 

Catwoman, a standalone movie led by Academy Award winner Halle Berry. It could have 

made history by being the first solo movie with an African American female superhero, 

but results were mediocre. Finally, Marvel tried their share in 2005 with a spinoff from 

the already problematic Daredevil (2003) called Elektra, to even worse results.   

It would only be in 2017 that DC would successfully adapt a movie led by a female 

superhero, as it happened in Wonder Woman. I take a moment to reflect upon the 

relevance of this feat, a mark for superhero cinema, a critical milestone in the making and 

investing in superhero movies, and for the purposes of this research, a focal point that 
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will inform much of a very fruitful anthropological dialogue that will happen in the next 

few chapters.  

I say that because the position of Wonder Woman within the DC Extended 

Universe ï the DCEU ï places her not only as another volume in the superhero movie 

library, but as a pioneer, a trailblazer that would influence and inform most of what would 

be understood as appropriate adaptations of women superheroes. For instance, while 

Marvelôs first solo led woman superhero movie occupies the 20th position on the list of 

the Marvel Cinematic Universe ï the MCU ï with Captain Marvel (2019), eleven years 

after the start of that universe with Iron Man (2008), Wonder Woman occupies the 4th 

position on the list of DCEU movies, and it is the second solo superhero movie of that 

universe. It is impossible to dismiss this fact, primarily because while Marvel built its 

universe excluding women superheroes, DC did the opposite, placing Wonder Woman as 

a fundamental figure in its roster. Even in one of the trailers released for the promotional 

campaign of Wonder Woman, the studio clearly invites the audience to ówitness the future 

of Justiceô9, indicating Wonder Woman as the starting point for all there was to come 

including the creation of the Justice League.   

 Moreover, the critical and financial success of Wonder Woman are consequences 

of internal decisions that happened very much prior to the realization of the movie, and 

the most important one is bringing a woman to direct it. WB found in Patty Jenkins its 

commander, a simple decision that has had a very profound impact in how women are 

represented, and to whom the movie is catering. I find it interesting to address that 

glancing at the 2017 movie some years later, the hiring of Patty Jenkins seems like ócourse 

correctionô. For instance, a year prior to that saw the hyper sexualization of DC Comics 

character Harley Quinn in Suicide Squad (2016), whose clothes in the comic books are 

never minimal, but she seems to be wearing a microscopic pair of shorts in its movie 

version. 

Marvel, in their stead, had the absolute tendency of characterizing their women 

superheroes in the same fashion. Many are the camera angles designed to focus on Black 

Widowôs body parts and constant were the times when we saw her portrayer Scarlett 

Johansson being questioned in interviews about issues that would never be asked to a 

man. For instance, in her promotion of Avengers: Age of Ultron (2015), a journalist asks 

Johansson about the type of undergarments she had to wear to portray Black Widow. 

 
9 The video can be seen here: https://tinyurl.com/mvj8tw5h  

https://tinyurl.com/mvj8tw5h
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Another time, how she felt in being the ñsexy avengerò, to which she answers: ñHave you 

seen Chris Hemsworth?ò10. Indeed, Marvel cannot be made responsible for whatever 

journalists ask stars during the promotional campaign in a movie, and Gal Gadot, the actor 

who plays Wonder Woman, had to similarly answer to such questions11. However, if it is 

a deliberate decision from the studio to sexualize their characters in order to accommodate 

a sexist demand, journalists possibly feel legitimized in asking such inappropriate 

questions. As Berger puts it, ñphotographers are not, as is often assumed, a mechanical 

record. Every time we look at a photograph, we are aware, however slightly, of the 

photographer selecting that sight from an infinity of other possible sights. This is true 

even in the most casual family snapshot. The photographerôs way of seeing is reflected 

in his choice of subjectò (Berger, 2008). Therefore, if the studio itself is advertising its 

characters inappropriately through sexualized photographs, journalists will follow trend 

and feed off of the same circumstances.  

But I argue that Wonder Woman was indeed a turning point. The character had 

been explored in Batman v Superman: Dawn of Justice (2016) a year before, but with the 

plot of that movie revolving much more on Clark Kentôs Superman and Bruce Wayneôs 

Batman, Wonder Woman is much more of a bonus to the story rather than a substantial 

addition to the movie, and while she is absolutely not sexualized in the movie, and her 

portrayal in those posters are praised ï my collaborators all agree that it is substantially 

better than any other female movie poster from superhero movies until then ï she is not 

in it for too long. It is in her solo venture that Wonder Woman shines, with her abilities 

and her decision to help those who ócannot fight for themselvesô (Jenkins, 2017) put to 

the front of the filmmaking process, her body not being an issue to be explored 

commercially. Consequential to that, Wonder Woman was acclaimed by critics and 

audiences alike, with a robust box office performance nearing a billion dollars 

worldwide12. And while sexist individuals constantly attempted to diminish its success ï 

for instance, Patty Jenkins suffering online hate for having promoted a women-only 

screening of the movie prior to the general audiences13 ï their discontent did little to no 

harm to the movieôs stellar release14.  

 
10 The video can be seen here: https://tinyurl.com/cuczyrdk  
11 The video can be seen here: https://tinyurl.com/4enay7px  
12 The website Box Office Mojo is a vital online tool that catalogues box office performances of movies 

worldwide. The performance for Wonder Woman can be seen here: https://tinyurl.com/2p9avjnp 
13 The news piece that discusses this event can be visualized here: https://tinyurl.com/ycksmcwu  
14 Wonder Womanôs record-breaking performance can be read about here: https://tinyurl.com/3xdu62ja  

https://tinyurl.com/cuczyrdk
https://tinyurl.com/4enay7px
https://tinyurl.com/2p9avjnp
https://tinyurl.com/ycksmcwu
https://tinyurl.com/3xdu62ja
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Indeed, the mentality of Hollywood seemed to have shifted then, and several 

productions were affected due to the success of Wonder Woman (2017). At WB, DC 

Comics immediately started working on a sequel also directed by Patty Jenkins. The 

movie ended up being called Wonder Woman 1984, indicating the time when its events 

would be taking place, and which came out in 2020 amidst the Covid-19 pandemic and 

had a hybrid release in theaters and on HBO Max15. In that same year, Harley Quinn 

showed up in another movie, but differently from the divisive Suicide Squad (2016), in 

Birds of Prey and the Fantabulous Emancipation of one Harley Quinn (2020), she 

becomes the leader of a team-up, distancing herself from her previously hyper-sexualized 

depiction in favor of a much campier version of the character. Following trend with the 

choice of having another woman director for the movie, WB chooses Cathy Yan to 

command the production, but further makes history in Hollywood for almost exclusively 

relying on female talent in other technical aspects of the movieôs production. Christina 

Hodson is chosen to write it and Margot Robbie, Harley Quinn herself, becomes the 

producer of the film, breaking a pattern that systematically excludes women from those 

positions (Pribram in Jackson et al., 1993) 

Furthermore, it is also imperative to point out that the whole plot of the movie, as 

the title suggests, revolves around the character finding her footing after ending her toxic 

relationship with the Joker. If before and due to her relationship with the ñclown prince 

of crimeò she had ñimmunityò amongst the criminals in Gotham City, her breakup forces 

her to defend herself and become independent as her own person. As the character 

mentions in the movie: ñI should be the one they should be scared of (é), because Iôm 

Harley fricking Quinnò (Yan, 2020). Hence, a modest budget for the movie paid off, with 

critical acclaim and a box office result almost four times its investment, WB proved that 

betting on female talent to command female lead stories was a right ï and much overdue 

ï choice. 

At DC, women are continuing their success: Harley Quinn was chosen as the 

central character for the sequel of Suicide Squad (2016) ï weirdly called The Suicide 

Squad (2021) ï and a Black Canary movie is currently in production, a direct spinoff from 

the Birds of Prey movie featuring Jurnee Smollettôs portrayal of Dinah Lance. A third 

Wonder Woman movie is currently in development, with the return of Patty Jenkins as 

director and Gal Gadot reprising her role as the title character. The movie will also be 

 
15 WBôs decision of releasing Wonder Woman 1984 (2020) on HBO Max can be read about here: 

https://tinyurl.com/2p8nj5xv  

https://tinyurl.com/2p8nj5xv


20 

 

featuring Lynda Carter ï who made a cameo appearance as the character Asteria in 

Wonder Woman 1984 (2020) ï the actress who portrayed Wonder Woman in the classic 

television series in the 70s. Also, Gal Gadot has been recently confirmed as part of the 

cast for the sequel to Shazam! (2019), entitled Shazam! - Fury of the Gods (to be released 

in December 2022) and The Flash (to be released in June 2023), which will introduce 

Supergirl. Allegedly16, WB wants Supergirl to substitute Superman in the movie universe 

and given that a solo movie featuring Batgirl is set to premiere in 2022, one where she is 

expected to substitute Batman as protector of Gotham, by 2023 the ótrinityô ï as the three 

biggest DC heroes are commonly referred to ï will be composed of Supergirl, Wonder 

Woman and Batgirl, a victory in terms of gender representation. 

At Marvel, Wonder Woman has also had a very positive influence. Right after its 

release, Marvel Studios confirmed the production of Captain Marvel, the first woman-

led superhero solo movie of that universe. It was directed by Anna Boden and Ryan Fleck 

and released in 2019 to commercial and critical acclaim. Following Captain Marvel 

(2019), the studio also confirmed Black Widow, directed by Cate Shortland, which 

premiered in the summer of 2021. The release of the movie, although victorious since the 

character has always played a very prominent part in the events of the Marvel movies, 

attests to the appalling lack of feminine protagonism in the studio, given that Black 

Widow appeared in seven other productions prior to her own solo debut. This is a very 

fertile discussion, which I will engage with later in this text.  

Additionally, according to Marvelôs expansion plans after the release of Disneyôs 

Disney+ streaming service, the MCU also elongated their reach into television on 

demand, and although that is not included in this research, it is worth mentioning that 

several of those productions are women led, such as Wandavision (2021), and the 

upcoming projects Ms. Marvel (2022), She-Hulk (2022) and Ironheart (date to be 

announced). Besides, what the studio calls óphase 4ô in their development plan includes 

Thor: Love and Thunder (2022), in which Jane Foster, once Thorôs romantic interest, will 

gain the godly powers of Thor himself and therefore be the lead in the film, and The 

Marvels (2023), directed by Nia DaCosta who will work similarly to DCôs BoP movie, 

with a female team-up between Captain Marvel, Ms. Marvel and Photon.   

This chronologic timeline is important because it places the movies I am about to 

discuss in their allocated spots and helps me visualize how much of the superhero movie 

 
16 While still rumors, the indications of Supergirl and Batgirl substituting Superman and Batman on the 

DCEU can be seen here: https://tinyurl.com/2p9d6w4w  

https://tinyurl.com/2p9d6w4w
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production has changed in the past few years. In other words, since solo superhero films 

led by women were almost inexistent until the advent of Wonder Woman (2017), how 

secondary characters and other women characters were promoted until then offers us a 

glimpse of what agenda was behind studiosô decisions. Moreover, the shy attempts that 

followed Wonder Woman, their similar success and the hunger from the audience in 

seeing themselves in the big screen complete the timeline, more concretely showing how 

things changed over the years and offering hope for the projects that are set to take place 

in the future. But more than that, this chronology is essential because it was based on it 

that I created a methodology to conduct my ethnographic exercise, how I invited 

participants to speak on their behalf in those same lines of women representation and how 

I engaged not only with anthropological literature, but with a much more vast and 

interdisciplinary bibliography that directed me in my research endeavors.  

My desire to write about representation in superhero movies, however, was further 

informed a few years ago, when coming back to academia was a plan in the future and I 

was fully exercising my credentials as an English teacher in Brazil. 

 

d. The superhero who lives within  

 

ñLook at me! Do you even see me? óCause most people donôt. They donôt want toò 

Freddy Freeman in Shazam! (2019) 

 

I had different experiences that ended up conducting me to where I am as a 

researcher today. I graduated in English and Portuguese in Fortaleza, Brazil, with a brief 

interval where I lived in Munich, Germany due to my aspirations to become a language 

teacher in any language course but traditional schools, where I could instruct languages 

to adults. Fast forward to 2016, and I am back to Brazil after an academic experience in 

the United States, and contrary to how I wanted to exercise my profession, I am teaching 

children in a traditional school, going against what I imagined myself doing upon my 

bachelorôs graduation.  

But my time teaching children taught me more than I could have imagined, and 

while conducting my already mentioned autoethnographic exercise, several episodes 

from my time as teacher Tony17 started flowing to the keyboard (Holtzman et al., 2015). 

 
17 Culturally, Brazilian students will call their English teacher, by using the word óteacherô followed by an 

endearing nickname. In my case, Antonio became Tony, therefore óTeacher Tonyô. 
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If in my childhood superheroes were absolutely considered a niche subject, my time as a 

teacher taught me about a different reality. In 2016 they are seen differently, primarily 

because many of those children were raised while DC and Marvel productions were 

constant cinematic events. The past decade saw the genre not only popularized and held 

as one of the most important and lucrative columns that help support Hollywood as a 

viable industry (Randolph, 2019), but also became normalized, and the children I taught 

were, naturally, completely fluent in that language, having grown up in a world where 

superheroes are part of their everyday lives. If in my childhood there was a superhero 

movie once every three years, in the 2010s each of those films had been systematically 

tailored to be consumed as events by everyone, hence their popularity (Giroux & Simon, 

1988)18.  

My memory takes me to the moment I enter the classroom in February, the 

beginning of the school year in Brazil19 and students are buzzing around Mario. They are 

gathered to see, to touch and to marvel at a new toy he got for his birthday. It is a 12-inch 

action figure of Black Panther, based on the new movie that has just premiered. I ask for 

silence with the intention of starting the class, but it is hard to disperse the attention of 

around ten boys and girls who are fascinated by the hero toy. I go to them and gently ask 

Mario to place his toy in his backpack, mentally happy that something I have loved since 

before they were even born is now so mainstream, but Mario seems out of himself. It was 

never a secret that I loved the genre, and my students would often bring comic books, 

toys and every sort of merchandise to show me, in an attempt to try to impress me.  

As a kid, loving superheroes was an activity that did not go much further than the 

movie theaters, and while the Batmania helped popularize superheroes, my personal 

experiences always confirmed that anything more than that was frowned upon (Holtzman 

et al., 2015). Thus, it always made me happy that my students could exercise their 

adoration towards the genre in a way I never could. As a child, I remember being bullied 

and called names for reading my comic books during my breaks in the school patio, and 

even though I could very well defend myself or I did not really care, I was constantly 

called ónerdô and ófour-eyedô (which in Brazil is an insult against children who wear 

 
18 Girouxôs reference here, though written much prior to the advent of the superhero mania of the 2010s, 

attests to that scholarôs indelible contribution to the field of pedagogy and social sciences.  
19 While in the Northern Hemisphere the school year starts after the summer in August or September and 

ends in the following year in May or June, leaving the summer for the vacation period, in Brazil the school 

year starts in late January and ends in late November, since the weather does not play a significant role in 

studentsô lives, and July, December and January are normally considered for the vacation period.  
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prescription glasses) amongst other names, normally by peers who preferred to play 

soccer in the school field, an activity for which I absolutely had no interest, so I would 

daily venture to the school library, where I felt at peace.  

Now, my students could play with their superhero toys and read their comic books 

anywhere during their breaks. More than that, they would be celebrated for it. ñTeacher 

Tony, look! My mom got me a Black Panther toy for my birthday!ò I remember well his 

facial expression, his eyes sparkling in excitement, a slight lisp in the pronunciation of 

some words. It still makes me emotional remembering that scene, specifically because 

Mario is a dark-skinned child. Right around that time, testimonials and pictures had been 

circulating online, depicting black children staring with fascination to the movie posters 

of Black Panther, a moment that encapsulates the sense of belonging in that pictorial 

product, establishing that childôs place in the surrounding world (Berger, 2008). A very 

popular viral video which circulated at the time showed a group of African American 

teenagers marveling passionately at a cinema display that promoted the movie. ñSo thatôs 

how it feels to see yourself in a superhero movie poster!ò, I recall them saying. I 

understand that feeling: my favorite superhero of all time is and has always been 

Superman, and thus, I never had any trouble in identifying with the character: an alien 

who feels different from the others and yet chooses to be kind and believes in the good in 

people just like I felt different and preferred the company of books more than the company 

of others and would choose the library over the soccer field.   

Growing up, most superheroes I watched were light skinned and there were no 

Black Panther-like characters in movie theaters back then. Black superheroes were 

secondary characters if they even existed, a lack of representation that I never had to deal 

with since I, having been born with lighter skin in Brazil, had Superman and many other 

superheroes with whom to self-identify. While I do not consider myself as being white 

anywhere in the world and I am not considered white in Canada by others, Brazilian 

concepts of race are much more blurred, almost working by default: if one is not black, 

nor Asian, nor native, they are simply seen as white if light skinned (Freyre, 1963).  

I congratulate Mario for his birthday and take interest in his toy, but then ask him 

to keep it in his backpack until his break-time, when he could play with it and show it to 

his colleagues. He kindly obliges and asks me if I am going to see the movie. I let him 

know that I had already watched it, that he was going to love it. Marioôs eyes widen: ñyou 

have watched the movie?ò He asks. ñYes, itôs awesome. But we can talk about it when 

you see it. Now letôs start our lessonò. They all start opening their backpacks and picking 
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their English textbook and I can sense the electric excitement in the room. I have their 

attention, so I can start the class. To them, I am an overgrown child who happens to teach 

them English. Somehow, I still feel that they are not entirely wrong. 

Along the same lines, something had happened a few months before that, when 

Wonder Woman came out in 2017. I remember clearly that like Black Panther, everybody 

was talking about the movie: students in their classrooms, my peers in the resting lounge, 

teachers, coordinators and supervisors alike. Grace, my supervisor at the school had to 

comment the movie: ñTony what a movie! I left the theater feeling inspiredò. I remember 

going to nearby mall for a quick lunch and close to the fast-food restaurants: ñHave you 

watched Wonder Woman already?ò. Then, on my way back to work, I see her in store 

windows: Wonder Woman in several types of action figures, Barbie dolls, plushies, throw 

blankets, books and comic books.  

As always, right when a superhero movie is in theaters, I have the tendency to 

revisit some of that heroôs most celebrated and classic stories in the comic books. My 

students see me walking out of the teacherôs lounge with a Wonder Woman book: 

ñTeacher Tony, I have this comic book, too!ò says Jessica, and some of her friends agree, 

insinuating that they also possess that piece of pop culture. They are girls and boys alike 

who have been consuming Wonder Woman comic books since her creation. In fact, 

alongside Wonder Woman, only Batman and Superman have had their title comics 

continuously published since their creation in the late 1930s and early 1940s (Fingeroth, 

2004). During my whole life I have collected not only these memories, but books, graphic 

novels, DVDs and Blu-ray discs, posters, and toys from movies I love. They have become 

part of my identity, so it always felt flattering to see the same kind of positive influence 

in the lives of my students. I am transported back to the day I watched Batman Returns 

and remember my aunt Teresa next to me. Perhaps the reason why I love superheroes is 

because the reach of the positive influence my family had in my life still plays a role in 

my mind, and I see them as positive forces as much as superheroes do. I had many 

examples of great men and women to look up to, so my happiness in seeing others 

represented is genuine.  

Similar to what would happen with Black Panther, everyone is watching Wonder 

Woman, talking about it or making plans to go see it. Thinking about those memories 

today, though, I confess that while I love the celebration of all types of superhero movies, 

it felt more special when Jessica talked about having that comic book, or my supervisor 

Grace, felt inspired, and Mario could not contain his excitement for his new toy because 
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for them, that was their first exercise in self-identifying with superheroes. Upon further 

reflection, however, it bothers me that their chance of self-identification happened just a 

few years ago. Wonder Woman ends up being a portrait of socio-political problematics 

that can be visualized in movie production ï or their lack thereof ï because ñfilms both 

shape and bear witness to the ethical and political dilemmas that animate the broader 

social landscape, and they often raise fundamental questions about how we can think 

about politics and political agency in light of such recognitionò (Giroux, 2011:692). This 

is why it is important to discuss pop cinema, because they create conversations that reach 

further than the obvious two-hour adventure within the confines of a movie theater. 

Furthermore, we ought to think beyond of what movies are being produced and reflect 

upon what movies are not.  

This is the criticism of public pedagogy: by not producing movies about what is 

invisible, Hollywood ends up contributing to the perpetuation of such invisibility. In other 

words, it is impossible for audiences to talk about movies ï and therefore all the 

problematics brought by such movies ï that simply do not exist. And because popular 

culture is not given the importance it needs, the conversation remains unexplored when 

in fact, ñfilms can enable people to think more critically about how art can contribute to 

constructing public spaces that expand the possibilities for pleasure and political agency, 

democratic relations and social justiceò (Giroux, 2011:693). This is why superhero 

movies are important, because in their essence they open the possibility of exploring the 

different, the marginal and the oppressed in positions of positive representation. Going to 

the movie theaters then and seeing so many mothers and daughters, grandmothers even, 

walking together into the room to watch the movie as I did with my own family, fascinated 

by a film whose movie poster depicts a woman on her own, a woman superhero as a lead 

character for the first time since superhero movies became popularized was and is a joy 

to witness, and we need more movie ï and movie posters ï like that. 
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Chapter 2: They are not our secretaries 

 The advent of Wonder Woman, feminist cinema and the correction of 

Hollywoodôs public pedagogy 

 

 

a. Movie posters, cinema and public pedagogy 

 

Superman: ñIs she with you?ò 

Batman ñI thought she was with you!ò 

The trinity assembles for the first time in Batman v Superman: Dawn of Justice (2016) 

 

Regardless of how we receive movie posters today, either in paper or digitally, 

they have walked alongside cinema production since its fundamental moments over one 

hundred years ago (Smith, 2018). Its efficiency resides in its simplicity, where an image 

tries to convey the essence of the movie it promotes, and while there have been multiple 

trends in producing movie posters over more than a century of its usage, there are always 

new and inventive entries coming from movies produced year after year (ibid). Movies, 

of course, remain a very important and lucrative market around the world, and while there 

is some skepticism regarding its future given the popularity of streaming services today, 

cinema has survived the popularization of the television, the advent of the VHS, then the 

DVD, then the Blu-Ray. I choose to be optimistic.  

General curiosity and interest from the audience is still capital and cinema seems 

to have found in superhero movies the current source of revenue: 2019, for instance, went 

down as the most successful year for the superhero movie genre, with two comic book 

adaptations becoming the most successfully commercial endeavors in cinema history. 

Early in that year, Marvelôs Avengers: Endgame broke records and became number one 

on the list of biggest box offices ever, with almost 2,8 billion dollars worldwide, a record 

that was only broken due to a celebratory limited re-release of Avatar (2009)20. Later in 

the same year, DCôs Joker garnered over 1 billion dollars21, thus becoming the most 

financially successful R-rated movie worldwide ever and receiving 11 nominations for 

the 92nd Academy Awards22. As Henry Giroux puts it, ñThe potency and power of the 

 
20 More about it can be read here: https://tinyurl.com/2p9xfhzj  
21 More about it can be read here: https://tinyurl.com/2sk3xda2  
22 More about it can be read here: https://tinyurl.com/48tmkuk9  

https://tinyurl.com/2p9xfhzj
https://tinyurl.com/2sk3xda2
https://tinyurl.com/48tmkuk9
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movie industry can be seen in its powerful influence upon the popular imagination and 

public consciousnessò (Giroux, 2011:689). 

But cinema does more than just influence. Given its potential and massification as 

cultural products, cinema also produces more than what is visually explicit, and 

contributes to the dissemination of ideas and ideologies that are capable of penetrating 

not only individual identities, but collective ones (ibid). Superheroes themselves, for 

instance, have been conceived as a slice of Americana, but have become so popular that 

the idea of absurd, tacky and even outdated characters such as Captain America has 

become embraced the world over. The idea of such a character is, however, vehemently 

based on capitalizing on militaristic and arrogant pre-conceived notions of a superior 

American cultural standard and, of course, American imperialism. Superman himself, as 

a means of self-update has recently changed its slogan from ñTruth, justice and the 

American wayò into ñTruth, justice and a better tomorrowò23, but let us make no mistake: 

while the reach of these characters is global, they continue to be very much American 

products. The reason behind such change, however, is understandable, given that the 

character is being heavily used in cinema nowadays, so it has to conform to less obvious 

ideologies if it is to be heavily commodified. 

That is what Hollywood cinema is at its core, an artistic endeavor with the purpose 

of teaching ideologies, commodifying a product and asserting American culture as the 

primary source of popular culture in the world. As Giroux continues in his approach 

towards the commodification of cinema, ñthe power of its reach and extent of its 

commodification can be seen as film references are used to sell T-shirts, cups, posters, 

bumper stickers and a variety of kitschò (Giroux, 2011:689). On the ideological side of 

the matter, Giroux also cites cinema as a ñcompelling mode of communication and form 

of public pedagogyò (ibid). To him, public pedagogy is understood as a tool of cultural 

politics, ña visual technology that functions as a powerful teaching machine that 

intentionally tries to influence the production of meaning, subject positions, identities and 

experienceò (ibid).  

Along those lines, before the movie becomes a final product, several steps are 

taken by studios in order to ensure their chances at success and in general terms, 

marketing strategies have been modeled to make every step of a film production 

something to be consumed by fans the world over, building an expectation that starts in 

 
23 More can be read here: https://tinyurl.com/ywvzdj9m  

https://tinyurl.com/ywvzdj9m
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technical instances such as the definition of a director and the casting process, followed 

by the promotional campaign, which includes still photos, trailers, posters, interviews 

with the filmôs cast and crew and premiere events. It is the movie poster, however, the 

first concrete moment of expected interaction between studios and the audience, an 

attempt to establish a first contact with moviegoers. There is a simple reason for that. 

Pictures evoke a psychological tendency for narrative, and through reading a picture 

(Manguel, 2000:12), we ñextend that which is limited by a frame to a before and an after, 

and through the craft of telling stories (whether of love or hate)24, we lend the immutable 

picture an infinite and inexhaustible life. (ibid)ò, which is to say that movie posters have 

the capacity of inviting spectators in, rendering them both passive individuals for 

contemplating the image, but also active ones, for unconsciously becoming part of the 

movies individual psyche. That is the reason why movie posters are so efficient in 

promoting a movie. They are not merely pictures; they contain the entire concept of a 

movie within themselves and have the capacity for communicating beyond words with 

the audiences. 

During our conversation, it was interesting to note that several of my collaborators 

had movie posters hanging from their walls. Rebeca, for instance, had her favorite movie 

poster ï from Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban (2004) ï in an angle that was 

visible while we chatted. ñIt was almost twenty years ago but it remains my favoriteò. 

Hence, some aspects of this relation between cinema and audience can pinpoint moments 

that open a dialogue of change with moviegoers. In June 2017, the release and commercial 

and critical acclaim of DCôs Wonder Woman challenged the way superheroines were 

portrayed in the movieôs promotional material. The lead character took a central position 

and moving away from the ómale-gazeô (Mulvey, 1989) that seemed to be a constant in 

the genre, had their abilities and protagonism as selling points, opposing the previous 

hyper-sexualization and objectification of superheroine bodies. While the visual change 

was perceptible if we contrast a poster prior to 2017 to a Wonder Woman poster, how 

much of that change was actually perceived by women audiences? And if change was 

perceived at all, what does that mean to those audiences? 

Since so much can be communicated through image, movie posters have a 

penetrating quality which can captivate and mesmerize as much as it can hurt and disturb 

ï Barthesôs concepts of studium and punctum ï and as products of pop culture, demand 

 
24 The insertion was made by the author.  
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us to look both outwardly as much as inwardly in the event of their study (Fedorak, 2009). 

If we take as an example a poster such as the one from The Wolf of Wall Street (2013), 

several messages are conveyed through what I understand to be a very disturbing image. 

On one hand, the poster presents aspects of hyper 

sexualization of the female body, commodifying sex and 

associating it with women. It is the most evident layer that 

can be reached by analyzing it. On the other hand, 

however, the poster dialogues with a sexist audience 

composed primarily of males that regardless of 

visualizing the problems presented in the poster or not, is 

profoundly aligned with rape culture in flawed and 

damaging representations of women to be consumed in 

cinema (Gay, 2014). They assent to the practice because 

it goes along the lines of what men understand as óbeing 

successfulô, the primary message of the movie.  In other words, outwardly they do see 

that it is not an appropriate way of portraying women, but inwardly it nevertheless 

portrays a reality that is considered acceptable, even inevitable, where being a successful 

man means having money and women at their disposal. Thus, a movie poster with 

superheroes outwardly sells an innocent piece of childhood nostalgia, adventures that 

jump out of the pages of a comic book into the gigantic screens of the movie theaters, but 

inwardly, they work in favor of the permanence of much more controversial ideals of 

what it is to be a woman, and more importantly, what is the importance of the woman in 

narratives catered towards men.  

It is exactly this point that informs my understanding of the concept of public 

pedagogy. In simple words, public pedagogy is the everyday messages that are conveyed 

to us by media corporations that teach us about how the world is understood and how we 

understand ourselves and our societies. It does so by normalizing it. The agenda is simple: 

by only discussing A and B, media only acknowledges those two as worthy of a 

conversation, exploring them to their limit and profiting from them. Media does not tell 

us what to discuss but offers us what to discuss (Bell, 2015). By default, then, everything 

else that is not discussed simply ódoes not existô because nobody is talking about them in 

the first place. Invisibility, in this case, means erasure. It is a very simplistic, yet very 

effective way of conducting business. In my conversation with my collaborators, they 

very clearly stated that prior to Wonder Woman, only two types of female superheroes 
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were available at Marvel: the sexy spy ï in Black Widow ï and the deranged witch ï in 

Wanda Maximoff. If these are the only two options to discuss, there is no way the general 

audiences will discuss Wonder Woman unless she comes to the big screen. As such, being 

part of an industry, movie posters are essentially part of this capitalistic system: it conveys 

the ideas that can be sold the best, while ignoring and skipping any other type of 

manifestation whose efficacy has not been proven profitable.  

Henry Giroux, to this date the most prolific scholar in the matters of public 

pedagogy, explains the connection between media studies and film to film theory in its 

philosophical stance, providing a debate that goes beyond what is seen in media, affecting 

audiences, public discourse and cultural pedagogy ï that is, how an existing culture came 

to be and how it keeps learning and assimilating cultural manifestations to a larger cultural 

pool (Giroux, 2011). How does audience engagement contribute to ideological framing, 

to structuring everyday issues as connected to values and social relations? (ibid) Giroux 

offers a very subtle affirmation, denying that what people hear, read and see has a 

correlation to how they act. However, he also affirms that while public pedagogy is not 

such a direct effect to a cause, what people are exposed to and how things are represented 

creates a dialogue that does indeed affect culture and therefore ñcreates a climate that 

helps to shape individual behavior and public attitudes in multiple ways, whether 

consciously or unconsciouslyò (Giroux, 2011:691). 

What I intend to do with this information is also very simple: by conversing with 

my collaborators, I want to understand how much of that is not discussed by the media, 

therefore what aspects that are not part of the current public pedagogy are actually seen 

by them. Like with the poster of The Wolf of Wall Street, what layers of information are 

being accessed by women on a daily basis? Can we point out what are the causes of the 

discomfort that such misogynistic depictions of women inform us? Much is 

communicated through image, and ñthe code that enables us to read an image, though 

stepped in our previous knowledge, is created after the image comes into being ï in much 

the same way we create or imagine meanings for the world around us, bravely 

constructing out of such meanings something like a moral and ethical sense with which 

to liveò (Manguel, 2000:18).  

So, if the meaning of an image is formed after we have seen it, and build with 

individual previous knowledge, it is appropriate to imagine that each person will have a 

different perspective on said image, but at the same time, it is possible to establish 

commonality if the individual previous knowledge of a group is somewhat similar. That 
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said, it will be essential to scrutinize how much commonality can be found in my group 

of collaborators after they have been exposed to the posters I have curated for my exhibit. 

Since images can conform to public pedagogies and have also the potentiality of 

communicating ideas that exist outside of language (Barthes, 2010) in a space that is 

unique to each interlocutor, I contemplate Barthesô terms Studium and Punctum (ibid), 

which refer to this imagistic ability to add layers of understanding to the conversation of 

this study. It is essential to this thesis to interpret the pedagogical role (Giroux 2011) that 

incites a certain affinity found in images rooted in cultural understandings ï Studium ï, 

yet it is even more provoking to grasp the element of the image that goes beyond culture 

and language, causing discomfort ï Punctum. 

Studium ï from the Latin studere25, meaning desire, eagerness or pursuit ï is a 

concept for images that bring familiarity, comfort and relationality to the spectator. It 

relates to the first meaning of the words from Latin, that of ódesireô, because it promotes 

pleasure in the compliance of normalcy. It is used for images that conform, that are 

normalized and naturalized in society. Ads that depict fabric softener teddy bears, or 

tourism ads that only show the beauty and opulence of the place being promoted. In 

studium, the spectator is constantly invited to identify with subjection without questioning 

it, due to the ópleasures generated from those fantasiesô (McCabe, 2004). In a brief 

conversation with my husband about this specific portion of the theory that I use for the 

thesis, he made a phenomenal correlation to Norman 

Rockwellôs Four Freedoms, specifically the part of 

the image of a grandmother arriving at the table with 

a turkey during Thanksgiving dinner. It is a slice of 

americana, yet there is a desirable familiarity to this 

image. 

But if studium is Rockwellôs Four Freedoms, 

Punctum is his The Problem We All Live With, which 

portrays Ruby Bridges, a little African American girl 

behind two US Marshalls being escorted to school in 

New Orleans. The episode was real and became an 

image of resistance for the civil rights movement. We see the image from Rubyôs 

 
25 Barthes is very efficient in discussing the terms Studium and Punctum, yet, the website etymologeek is 

an interesting tool to find etymology of words. In this case:   https://etymologeek.com/lat/studium  

https://etymologeek.com/lat/studium
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perspective ï we are at her 

height thus the Marshalls 

are faceless because they 

are too tall in comparison to 

her ï and an offense is 

written on the wall next to a 

thrown tomato, a 

condemnation of the white 

protestors who withdrew 

their children from school to avoid them sitting alongside an African American child.  

Ruby stands tall with her special outfit picked for her first day at school, her notebook 

and pencils firmly held by her hand.26 But the image is not easy to look at. From the Latin 

word ópunctumô ï originated from the ancient Greek27 meaning óto puncture, to sting or 

to prick ï Barthes introduces us to images that ópierceô us, that hurt to look at. They are 

uncomfortable because we interpret them as beyond what is familiar in our cultural, 

linguistic and social existence, they are problematic beyond what we can utter. In this 

case, it causes revulsion the fact that some people could be so prejudiced and despicable 

to the point of throwing something at an innocent child. In his text Camera Lucida, 

Barthes explains these two concepts ï studium and punctum ï as separated, operating in 

distinct images. 

But if the interpretation of these images does not allow the audience to perceive 

them in distinct forms, communication is rendered unilateral, thus going in an opposite 

direction to Manguelôs argument that meaning is formed after visualization. I propose 

that studium and punctum can co-exist in one same image at the same time. It is not 

exclusively up to the image to either cause comfort of discomfort, familiarity or 

estrangement, for images themselves, while products of their artistôs decision (Manguel, 

2000) require the engagement of audiences to be fully realized. Yet, a resulting meaning 

can be achieved through the union of image and spectator. In fact, give the differentiation 

of experiences from one spectator to another, a multiplicity of meanings can be achieved 

in the same image. Thus, what for some is studium, for others is punctum, for one single 

 
26 Norman Rockwellôs The problem we all live with, and Four freedoms can be seen in person at the 

Norman Rockwell museum in Stockbridge, MA, USA. Also, more on the images can be read at the 

Kennedy Center website: https://tinyurl.com/y2cyac5b  
27 The etymology for Punctum can be found at https://etymologeek.com/lat/punctum  

https://tinyurl.com/y2cyac5b
https://etymologeek.com/lat/punctum
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image offers multiple interpretations to their audiences. Studium and punctum, therefore, 

can co-exist in the same image.  

That said, a movie poster is capable of offering both an adequate, accommodated 

aspect and yet a shrill and penetrating nuisance at the same time. This dichotomy is 

essential to this investigation because of the nuances of relationality between spectator 

and poster, mostly remaining in non-coded instances rooted in emotional intensity 

(Schweitzer Gil, 2021)28. Along those lines, Studium creates pleasure through the 

immediate contact between the image and its viewer because it conforms with the 

mainstream narrative, with the public pedagogy adopted by movie studios. It is capable 

of evoking familiarity and even intimacy, conforming to previous depictions and 

perpetuating marketing ideals. Punctum in movie posters, on the other hand, is the result 

of a more exhaustive analysis of the image, normally a result of previous knowledge and 

a deep understanding of ideological trends that are dissatisfied with the current trend of 

portrayals. And in the space between perception and knowledge, between representation 

and dialogue (Barthes, 2010) resides the interpretation, opinion and perspective of this 

researchôs collaborators in daily life, dissonant voices that intend to diversify the scope 

in which female superheroes are represented and eventually, disrupting marketing ideals.  

 

b. The óOtherô hero: Gathering theoretical background 

 

You expect a battle to be fair? A battle will never be fair. 

Antiope in Wonder Woman (2017) 

 

In a study like this, it also becomes imperative to approach womenôs studies in 

order to ensure a more comprehensive theoretical background toward the researchôs 

arguments. Going back to feminist roots, the concept of óothernessô (De Beauvoir, 2011) 

meets the concept of male-gaze (Mulvey, 1989), offering reasoning as to why female 

superheroines had, prior to Wonder Woman, been portrayed in such mischaracterized 

fashion. In her work, Simone De Beauvoir defends that womenôs identities are built by 

those who wield power ï men ï and thus have their interests satisfied in that construction. 

My collaborator Thais agrees with this take: if Hollywood is an industry where men 

dictate rules, she explains, they will naturally portray women according to their 

 
28 This concept comes from my peer Andrea Schweitzer Gil, from a text she wrote during our course of 

Writing Ethnography, which we took together in the winter semester of 2021.  
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perspectives, differentiating what is male from what is not male, what is other than male: 

women. A natural consequence of that is to offer a visualization of women through the 

gaze of men, the depiction of superheroines as sexual objects, their physical features 

enhanced to fulfill a sexist demand, their role in superhero movies visualized from the 

same optics and sold in promotional materials according to the same ideals. I take it as 

true, therefore, that prior to the advent of Wonder Woman, movie posters were necessarily 

produced in a way to tame castration anxiety (Mulvey, 1975), a term coined by Laura 

Mulvey in her article Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema that deals with womenôs 

representation as a means to conform to menôs impositions, a way to sell them a product 

with the promise of identifying with the male protagonist of the movie, thus attributing 

to the audience the feeling of power. 

 In other words, objectifying women in promotional images would corroborate to 

the idea of men as masters, as subjects of an industry that prior to Wonder Woman, almost 

exclusively catered to them. Even in some of the posters I decided to use in the 

ethnographic part of this thesis, in the first few movies of the MCU it is explicit that 

women were simplistically divided, attuned to Mulveyôs theory that they either had to be 

punished or fetishized. For instance, the poster for Thor: The Dark World (2013) and Iron 

Man 3 (2013) both depict their women protagonists as dirty, their hairs disheveled given 

the battle they just been through, the suffering of seeing their male-companions brutally 

hurt and their need to be saved from the pain a villain is inflicting upon them. The 

audience, on the other hand, acts as a sadistic voyeur ï as Mulvey would name it ï 

observing the promotional image as if they were as heroic as the title-hero of the 

production, their masculinity intact for the women have been subdued, overpowered by 

the means they have been (mis)characterized. 

There is, yet the possibility of fetishizing the woman ï what Mulvey calls 

fetishistic scopophilia ï by attributing to them the over-evaluation of her attribute. The 

concept does have a hint of empowerment, if only the aspects of such characterization 

were not performed in order to over-exaggerate what is ñconsideredò woman-like, that is 

the attributes that gender representation have bestowed upon woman: big breasts, big 

butts, skinny body, and a fighting style that is dance-like and sexy. Thus, every Black 

Widow movie poster prior to 2017.  That said, women heroes are differentiated from men 

heroes and subjected to power and domination (Butler, 2017) by an industry which profits 

from that idea. Movie posters, as I demonstrate, are intrinsically attuned to that ideal. I 

wonder, however, if current trends in Hollywood have influenced pictorial 
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understandings of women29. If Wonder Woman (2017) escapes that logic, what has 

changed?    

Moreover, it is also imperative to analyze the positionality of superheroines within 

the plethora of also commodified feminine characters that in the past decade have gained 

more recognition through cinema and television30. There are several of those characters 

that are responsible for creating bonds of identification with audiences (Gay, 2014).  Even 

though their protagonism is not applied in technical instances of movie production31 and 

remains overwhelmingly masculine (Mayer, 2016), they also paved the way so that 

Wonder Woman could be produced by Patty Jenkins in what has become known then as 

the highest-profile movie directed by a woman (ibid), 75 years after the characterôs debut 

in Sensation Comics #1, in January 194132 (Levitz, 2015). Wonder Woman as a figurative 

turning point in movie poster portrayals of superheroines, however, echoes the 

independence and avant-garde qualities that made the character so successful in the 1940s 

(Morrison, 2012) as a demigod.   

The challenge of this status quo in pop culture, diversifying the role of women is 

fundamental and it comes very, very late, but addressing spectatorship practices and the 

historical invisibility of women (McCabe, 2004), advocating for more egalitarian 

representations of women, and studying when they deviate from unrealistic depictions 

have roots that go deeper than the last decade and the consolidation of superhero cinema. 

In 2022, it is very hard to visualize, for instance, women heroes through the lens of 

intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1991), since women heroes are not yet diverse enough in 

terms of representation. I have read several texts regarding Kimberle Crenshawôs theory 

ï which reminded me of Viola Davisô Emmy acceptance speech in which she denounces 

that the reason why black women have not been more contemplated with awards is 

because they are not given the same level of opportunity as white women. It also reminded 

me of an interview I watched with Octavia Spencer. In it, she claims that the salary of 

black women actors in Hollywood is considerably lower than white women actors ï and 

 
29 By current trends, I mean the years after to the #MeToo movement. I choose not to engage with it too 

much here, and while I imagine that event had impact in how women are represented, I do not have enough 

data to make a more solid case in its favor.  
30 The success of characters such as i.e., Hermione Granger from the Harry Potter series, Katniss Everdeen 

from The Hunger Games series, the resurface of the Star Wars series under protagonism of Rey Skywalker 

and even Disney animations which portray their female protagonists without a male romantic companion 

such as Frozen and Moana. 
31 Such as director, producer, writer, studio executives, etc. 
32 Wonder Woman is recognized as the first and most influential and important superheroine in pop culture. 

She was created by Willian Moulton Marston. See Levitz, 2015 and Lepore, 2015. 
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I wonder how the superhero genre will act in the future ï there has indeed been a 

movement in favor of diversity in superhero movies ï and if it will allow for 

intersectionality to play a more concrete role in the analysis of the genre. For now, it is 

sad that the reason we cannot employ an intersectional analysis of women heroes is the 

lack of them, though it is also very representative of how fundamental this study is in 

order to claim womenôs positions in those productions instead of just conforming to 

maleness.  

In fact, since the 1970s several trends have been contesting the male-centric and 

patriarchal depictions of women in cinema, much as the second wave of feminism and 

the emergence of feminist film theory (McCabe, 2004). Prior to that, if De Beauvoir 

discussed the two possibilities of women in the arts ï that is, the housewife or the hetaera, 

the conservative, and socially acceptable married women in opposition to the prostitute ï 

the second wave of feminism and what came after that ï particularly with Judith Butler, 

opened a much more in-depth take on the role of women, which I choose to discuss in 

this text. Particularly in regard to the movie posters that my participants and I analyze in 

the ethnographic part of the thesis, Butler is essential for the confirmation that the way 

gender roles play in superhero movies prior to the Wonder Woman posters is profoundly 

misogynistic. That is, the sexualized, oddly positioned, bodily-enhanced and explicitly 

conforming to male desires female hero is nothing more than the performativity of women 

as it was understood by whomever dictated Hollywood at the time those movies were 

produced, just like it had always been. I explain: the situation is even more problematic 

because the ñrepetition of gendered actsò (Butler, 1990:19) in the case of cinematic 

representation is controlled not only by a set of socially and historically positioned aspects 

of our society, but by a group of companies that can be pointed at and that are controlled 

by men. Movie studies, therefore, conform to gendered performance, implicitly 

contributing to the consolidation of the public pedagogy of their own productions. 

Butler also becomes important in this text because of the differentiation she 

creates between performance and performativity: where does one end and the other begin 

whenever discussing fictional characters? In simple words, if according to Butler 

performance has to do with acting and performativity with repeating a series of affects 

that are normalized with time, how can a woman hero be understood? In my opinion, 

fictional characters here end up existing within both aspects: they act, thus perform, given 

their fictional realities, but they are also performative given the public pedagogy wherein 

they happen. That said, women superheroes have always acted as gendered characters 
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and continue to do so, yet their performative aspects have changed in 2017 through a 

public pedagogy directed pointing at multiple subverting ideologies of dominance 

(Sandlin et al., 2011) in the figure of Wonder Woman, resulting in a modification of how 

studios decided to sell women superheroes.    

 In that regard, it will be interesting to scrutinize how the current commodification 

of the superhero genre (Bell, 2015), a crucial tool to movie studios as a brand 

consolidation technique and their necessity to capitalize on their intellectual properties 

and their target audience (Zeisler 2008), can impart past theories that presumed women 

as both consumed and consumer (Giroux & McLaren, 1992). Pop culture in itself offers 

the possibility of resistance (Sandlin et al., 2011), so that so that one single movie based 

on an already existing and widely recognized character has been responsible for how 

women are treated in cinematic promotional materials. Adding to it, this studyôs 

interdisciplinary approach takes advantage of other several materials that become 

essential whenever discussing contemporary media, even though they do not canonically 

conform within academia. Yet, news pieces, movie reviews, box office reports, 

spectatorship engagement data, YouTube videos, interviews, social media posts, comic 

books, magazine reports, news videos, TedTalks entries, website comments, among 

several other types of publications serve as cultural and sociological literature whenever 

pop culture becomes part of a study. Also, it accommodates this research in a much closer 

perspective to that of its collaborators, adding authenticity to its future text. Finally, the 

difficulty in finding print materials during the current time makes online materials too 

valuable to be overlooked.   

I also need to address the aridity in which visual anthropology seems to operate 

when it comes to approaching the anthropology of the visual instead of visual 

ethnographies. As a discipline, Anthropology aids in the understanding of alternative 

constructions of narratives and in its visual strand, to offer reflection based on looking 

(Mathias, 2016), it enlightens the relationality of images and the audience, the portion of 

media studies it mostly intersects with (Gray, 2010). There have been important works 

about Hollywood that bring that portion of human exercise to a more universal category. 

In her fundamental ethnography about that community, Hortense Powdermaker explains 

that anthropologists contemplate Hollywood as being an integral part of the US, thus a 

part of the Western Civilization. Because of that framing, whatever issues dealt with in 

the movie industry are not only present there: they are pictorial depictions of the real 

world, sometimes ñgreatly exaggerated in Hollywoodò, while in other times 
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ñunderplayedò in their depictions (Powdermaker, 2013:307), nevertheless, they are 

grounded in reality, and she completes: ñHollywood is therefore not a reflection, but a 

caricature of selected contemporary tendencies, which, in turn, leave their imprint on the 

movies. It is a three-way circular interaction between Hollywood, the USA and moviesò 

(ibid). 

Powdermaker, though a very fundamental anthropologist who studied Hollywood 

in the 1950s, remains relevant for this thesis. It is based on her ethnographical account 

that I find fundament to the placing of Hollywood as a community with an agenda in 

movie production still nowadays. The selection of what to caricaturize, often entirely 

skipping other issues because they do not fit that agenda is a current trend, but one with 

a history in American cinema. In Powdermakerôs confession that political nuances and 

the greed for profit highly influence movie production decisions (Powdermaker, 2013), 

she establishes Hollywood as an artistically commercial institution with its own set of 

rules that greatly influence the public pedagogy of the time a movie is produced. It is 

necessary to clarify, however, that while Powdermakerôs account is of extreme 

importance as an anthropological resource, it lacks the plurilateral take that I utilize in 

this thesis. Hollywood under Powdermakerôs eyes is just a community, and her studies 

do not include the contemplation of movies from any other perspective diverging from 

the direct context of movie production, entirely bypassing the male-centric agenda 

promoted by Hollywood producers (Kaplan, 2000) that greatly influence the movie 

posters that inform my research. 

In those lines, it is not only Hortense Powdermaker that fails to corroborate to the 

portion of visual anthropology that deals with the relationality between movies and 

audiences. In fact, this take on cinema seems to be lacking in Anthropology. Where are 

the ethnographies that feature moviegoers? From my perspective, I find the problem to 

reside in the minimalistic understanding that Visual Anthropology is a synonym to film 

ethnography. It reduces our discipline, losing sight of the inclusion of other ventures from 

the discipline, including, as I mentioned before, the anthropology of the visual (El Guindi, 

2004). In her discussion of Jay Rubyôs work, El Guindi comments on visual anthropology 

as a space for contemplating ñculture, communication and pictures that leads us to the 

place where aspects of culture are visibleò (El Guindi, 2004:187). Naturally, film is one 

of the cultural manifestations of that contemplation, and thus is able to ñconvey those 

elements in a distinctly anthropological mannerò (ibid). In other words, while 
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ethnographical film is a vital part of visual anthropology, it is not its only form. Visual 

anthropology is about everything that ñhumans make for others to seeò (ibid). 

I do not attempt in any way to diminish the importance and relevance of creating 

visual narratives that operate ethnographically. Instead, my attempt in drawing attention 

to the lack of other ways of producing anthropological knowledge versed in visual 

anthropology is to in fact encourage ethnographies about how people relate to visual 

cultural items, since finding materials that relate to cinema and audiences was a 

complicated task. Visual Anthropology is a relevant tool in a world where digital 

technology has cheapened the access to representation, reverberating in the construction 

of identities and belongings (Mathias, 2016), but my experience in writing this thesis is, 

without the intention of sounding proselytist, that it is still maturing.  

Interestingly enough, however, I find nutritious collaborations from Leslie 

Deveraux in her introductory essay in Fields of Vision. She discusses the ways Hollywood 

is capable of creating conventions not only from abstracting normative traits from those 

they aim to represent, but also by contrastively understanding what conventions are not 

welcome in Hollywood, therefore what not to include in what comes to be considered 

good traits (Deveraux, 1995). In other words, there is a reason why there is a stereotypical 

submissive, slender, beautiful, and glamorous woman to be had in Hollywood 

(Powdermaker, 2013). Later on, Deveraux also exploits another theme in her ethnography 

of the visual that is of important contribution to this research: that of that the body in itself 

is, in contemporary cinema, the icon of the construction of self, which will explain the 

identification of the collaborators of the research with the heroines of the movie posters 

to be studies further on. It is important to reiterate the importance of the studies of the 

body in visual ethnography because there resides the key aspect of pictorial identification 

trait that occurs between women heroes in the movie posters and the audience.  

Finally, I add the contribution of Gordon Gray in visual anthropology due to his 

studying audiences and the mechanisms of reception (Gray, 2010). It is crucial in this 

research to acknowledge not only what comes from Hollywood as cultural products, but 

also how the audience is responsible for an ever going dance that metaphorizes the 

symbiotic relationship between people and movies. I explain. For a long time I pondered 

about the dichotomy that is created by considering whether it is Cinema that conditions 

how audiences behave or if Hollywood is on a constant struggle to determine what it is 

that audiences want to see, therefore, allocating the audience with the power of dictating 

by sheer power of choice in buying a movie ticket or not, which movies become relevant, 



40 

 

which movies are validated by a successfully filled room (Griffiths, 2002). In other words, 

upon considering if cinema fashions the behavior or society or audiences shape what 

cinema is ends up being an alternative in which both utterances are somewhat true. 

Finally, since this study is an interdisciplinary endeavor, I made use of multiple 

intersecting texts that aim to abridge this void, texts that aim to understand society, thus 

spreading my reach out into further disciplines33 focusing on the relationship between the 

image cultivated by the mediatic market for the everyday observant (ibid). What subtext 

is written when a woman sees a superheroine in a hypersexualized version versus an 

empowered one in a movie poster during its promotion? What are the portrayals of 

women that can be considered empowered? What layers of representation can be 

uncovered in either one or the other when it is clear that visuality is systematically 

conditioned by culture, social class, gender, ethnicity, sexuality and geography? (Ross in 

Lamoureux et al., 2008). As my supervisor has put it, ñVisuality also is about the power 

to render things visible and others invisible. It is about the power relations that visuals 

represent and createò (Abu Hatoum, 2022). 

This is why this fields needs investigation. It is important to use my group of 

collaborators as protagonists of a fight for representation, for identification because this 

is how it is possible to gauge the impact of superhero cinema in contemporary society. 

Cinema only exists because there are people to watch it. We need to know how it exists 

for these people to make sense of what cinema does and why, because it matters to a lot 

of people. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
33 Such as Media and Cultural Studies, Women and Gender Studies, Cinema, Art History and Pedagogy. 
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Chapter 3: Maladies, methodology, movie theaters 

The Covid-19 pandemic as a catalyst to conducting and writing ethnography in 

diverse ways: creating a website to serve as a field. 

 

ñDaughters of Themyscira, show him your fear!ò 

ñWe have no fear!ò 

Queen Hippolyta and the Amazons in Zack Snyderôs Justice League (2021) 

 

It was not my initial intention to conduct my research as it ended up happening, 

but the Covid-19 pandemic has created different forms of dialogue that would not take 

place in normal circumstances pertaining to this research. While it was a challenge to 

entirely reconfigure how I approached my ethnographic portion of my study, once I 

successfully reorganized and adjusted it, I realized that this would be an opportunity for 

me, as an anthropologist, that would allow my contemplation of the validity of the new 

forms of conducting ethnography (Culhane & Elliott, 2017). For instance, while 

ethnographic writing has traditionally been an in loco activity, safety protocols required 

distancing in order to guarantee research continuation.  

Thus, even though Anthropology has habitually sidestepped studies operated 

through the virtual realm, being able to talk to people online became an important ally 

that enabled the conduction of my research. I also choose to be hopeful for what this 

represents in the field: in loco ethnography remains the most celebrated form of the 

anthropological experience, a term that I use that could easily be substituted by Clifford 

Geertzô concept of deep hanging out34 or Tim Ingoldôs entangled relationships (ibid) and 

though it is unfortunate that a global pandemic was the catalyst for consistently 

accommodating different approaches towards ethnography, I believe it also forced us to 

revisit old prejudices and open doors to new and creative ways the discipline can embrace 

in order to reinvent itself and remain relevant (ibid). Thus, it is important that 

anthropologists have been able to somewhat redesign their studies to ensure healthy 

practices. Whether organic or artificially forced, this development is meaningful to 

ethnography, and it encourages pondering what future significance this may bring to the 

future of our discipline. 

 
34 I have indeed read a few ethnographies that update Geertzôs approach to ethnography, particularly in 

terms of using it in the virtual realm. I however treat deep hanging out here in the most purist form of the 

expression, something that was not easy to do during the pandemic.  
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That said, if initially I would meet participants in movie theaters, in atriums and 

in hallways, the pandemic made me engage in an inventive way to conduct my study. The 

solution was to virtually create an environment that performed as those spaces in a 

website space35. To inform it, a curation of a comprehensive and informing movie poster 

library, with several promotional images that would span over a decade, from 2010 to 

2021. The movie posters would be placed chronologically on the website, with red 

curtains acting as a background to mimic the cinema style room. They would also be 

placed alone, if it was too representative, or together with one or two other movie posters 

in case they communicated a similar message to the audience or if they were part of the 

promotional material of the same movie or character. Thus, while there are pages of the 

website where I placed a Spider-Man, a Thor and an Iron Man poster together, there are 

also pages where one single Wonder Woman poster is seen, but all pages, regardless of 

how they have been designed and how the movie posters are displayed, have a purpose 

for being so, which I will further explore in the next chapter. 

In addition, in order to choose the images that appear on the website, I used 

Lindsay Persohnôs take on curation as methodology. According to her, curation has 

moved from the initial idea of cataloguing, organizing and choosing pieces for a museum 

exhibit to a much more democratic and all-encompassing concept that accommodates 

multiple types of aesthetics (Persohn, 2021). That said, I catalogued over 500 movie 

posters from superhero movies produced over the last 40 years, but ultimately decided to 

use about 60 of those. In brief, they were situated between 2010 and 2021, from the first 

time a major female character is depicted in a solo poster ï in this case, Black Widow in 

Iron Man 2 (2010) ï to the last time the same thing happened prior to the realization of 

the conversation with my collaborators, with Harley Quinnôs poster for The Suicide Squad 

(2021).  

To choose the movie posters, however, I concentrated on common features 

amongst the vast pool of images I collected. I first separated all posters featuring women 

from those that displayed only male characters, eliminating the latter. Then I separated 

posters between those that portrayed women and men together from those that exclusively 

portrayed female superheroes. Finally, I looked for characters that could be seen 

throughout the past decade consistently, often being promoted in individual poster 

characters and also in ensemble posters. Naturally, more emphasis was given to individual 

 
35 The website I created to function as a ñfieldò so that I could conduct the ethnographic part of the research 

is this one: https://tinyurl.com/2p8brb56   

https://tinyurl.com/2p8brb56
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posters, while ensemble ones were chosen to contrast how women are promoted in 

opposition to how men are sold. Also, a few images with couples were chosen to show 

the contrast in how women were promoted whenever her male romantic interest was 

present in the poster prior to the release of Wonder Woman (2017), and how they were 

promoted with their male counterparts after the release of Wonder Woman. In the end, the 

female superheroes that best attended all these aspects were Black Widow, Gamora, 

Nebula, Captain Marvel and the Wasp ï from Marvel ï and Wonder Woman, Harley 

Quinn, the Birds of Prey and Mera ï from DC. However, I punctually chose to make use 

of posters featuring other female characters ï such as Mystique, Pepper Potts, Jane Foster 

and Gwen Stacy ï because while they do not attend the parameters established for the 

main characters I had previously chosen (the ones I mentioned above), they still initiate 

dialogues that are specific to the time they were released and that are fundamental to the 

conversation I engage within the thesis. 

It is also worth mentioning that after the entire website had been completed, I felt 

the need to create a video to act as a sort of introduction to it, basically because simply 

starting the conversations with collaborators from an image did not quite act as an 

efficient way to set the mood and the beginning of the conversation could feel misplaced 

or oddly artificial. The video, thus, features all the women superheroes that are presented 

in the movie posters I chose to compose the library of images on the website, and the 

music I used while editing the video came from the trailer of Zack Snyderôs Justice League 

(2021), since its beat is uplifting and promotes a certain feeling of action and 

empowerment. It compiles women superheroes in action sequences from the several 

movies of the genre produced in the last decade or so and ends dramatically with a logo I 

created for the website with the words Hollywood Wonder, an abridged title of a tentative 

title I initially used for my research36, prior to changing it to how it is today. The fonts 

used in the title act as a juxtaposition of the font used in the famous Hollywood sign in 

Los Angeles, where most movie studios are situated, and the iconic Wonder Woman logo 

used in her cinematic debut film from 2017.  The video worked perfectly, and in most of 

the conversations with collaborators, having it right before our interactions very much 

directed our attention to the theme of the research and the interviews started smoothly 

and organically right after the video.   

 
36 Later I decided to change the title of this research, so the name ñHollywood Wonderò was dropped. I still 

like that title, and I think it worked well with the website at the time I was conducting interviews.  
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As for the conversations themselves, the idea was to have collaborators schedule 

a visit to the virtual hallway and spend some time visualizing the posters as in a guided 

tour of an exhibit, though operated by a virtual platform37. Their reactions would be 

recorded and used for the study as a means to mimic the observational attribute of 

ethnography.  The images would be disposed in order according to the release date of 

each movie that the poster was made to promote. I found it interesting that Persohnôs 

research about Alice in Wonderland worked similarly, having her curating images from a 

pool of over five thousand images, and disposing them in multiple fashions, including in 

a timeline as I did for my study. After completed the exhibit visit, an interview would 

immediately follow. Changes had to be made however, because on a ótest runô of that 

idea with a peer, her reactions were not very meaningful: either there was no reaction to 

the posters whatsoever, or whenever a reaction did exist, it felt artificial and forced. The 

correction to that problem was simple. Instead of having the exhibit first and interview 

second, therefore a two-step process, what if I simplified it and just engaged participants 

in a conversation while the posters were shown in the exhibit? Another ótest runô and I 

decided to follow that formula as not only I collected a lot of input, but because I could 

ask questions while the posters were displayed, my peerôs opinions were more accurate 

and profound, her expressions towards the movie posters more vivid, communicating a 

lot in her facial expressions. In the end, Iôm glad I approached the interviews that way. 

During the interview moment, contributors were asked questions that 

substantiated the anthropological portion of the study, as well as addressed issues that 

came up from the borrowed concepts of the intersecting disciplines and that I had 

previously selected to give basis to the thesis. The focus of the questions regarded the 

aspects of positionality, representation and identification between the movie posters and 

the study collaborators. The interviewôs main purpose of optimizing the time and 

abridging the physical limitations that a virtual ethnography naturally imposes were very 

efficient and the conversations occurred in a natural and friendly way. And I had indeed 

thought about the necessity of engaging more than once with each participant, which was 

not necessary. Each participant was able to generously converse with me for around two 

hours, discussing their sentiments and thoughts about the selection of movie posters, 

while I took notes, asked for clarification whenever necessary and directed them towards 

what I needed to be discussed for the purposes of the research. I also made sure that my 

 
37 Which ended up exclusively happening through Zoom.  
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coordination was not creating a bias nor influencing their responses in a way that could 

render my ethnographical experience inauthentic, thus I operated as to encourage them to 

come to their own conclusions (Freire & Macedo, 1997). 

Besides, as a means to streamline the writing process, I made sure that all 

interviews took place within two weeks instead of just one week, as I had previously 

scheduled, since it was not feasible given the time limitations of some participants. Yet, 

I am happy to attest the eagerness that my collaborators demonstrated in participating in 

the interviews. As soon as the ethics committee at Concordia gave me permission to start 

discussing the interviews with prospective collaborators in the summer of 2021, I 

immediately followed suit, approaching them with the request. Of the ten people that I 

asked for help, nine of them ended up participating in the interviews. The one person who 

decided to decline my invitation, however, did so very politely, explaining their lack of 

free time due to their duties at work and their momentary commitments of a personal 

nature. She also made herself available for future projects, if I ever needed to reach out 

to her.  However, the other nine participants, thankfully, have demonstrated readiness to 

contribute to the research in the entire process they were needed. From signing the 

documents authorizing me to use their invaluable opinions to promptly responding 

whenever I questioned them about their availability, the entire portion of the research 

consisting of their participation was fast and efficient.  

I should also mention that my criteria to choose the participants was very simple, 

and still conformed to the period when I thought I would be meeting collaborators in 

person. I come from a city called Fortaleza, in Brazil, and there, for many years I 

collaborated with a group called óA Ordem38ô. The mission of the group, which started as 

a Harry Potter fan-club, grew over the years, and as a natural evolution, embraced the 

love its participants had for many other cultural products such as Star Wars, Jurassic Park, 

Game of Thrones, The Lord of The Rings and several others, including, of course, DC 

Comics and Marvel Comics and their respective superhero cinematic productions. Thus, 

after a few years, their mission became to always be available whenever pop culture 

elements needed diffusion, joining forces with bookstores in book launches, movie 

studios in promotional events prior to movie releases, movie theaters in premiere events, 

schools in creating debates about the importance of reading and literature and etc. Since 

2012, the group has been known all over the city, garnering media coverage for crafting 

 
38 Which, in English can be translated as óThe Orderô.  
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masterful event-experiences that celebrate the dominance of pop culture in everyday 

lives, with conversations with the fandom about relevant subjects such as race, gender, 

sexuality and representation in pop culture39.  

A Ordem has also been known for embracing people with multiple backgrounds 

in their small community, so the participants of the group are equally different: some are 

straight, others are gay. Some identified as women, others as men and some are non-

binary individuals. Some are light-skinned, and others identify as black. Some have 

tattoos, others do not. Some are religious, others do not believe in any sort of divinity and 

most importantly ï since Brazil is a country of profound class contrasts ï some come 

from wealthy families while others come from struggling communities. The group, thus, 

was in itself a microcosmos of diversity. That said, when I approached the group and 

requested individuals who identified as women in order to participate in anthropological 

research that sought to investigate the changes in the representation of women in 

superhero movie posters in the past 13 years, I was lucky that they took such good interest 

in the activity and promptly agreed to be part of the project. 

It is worth mentioning that being this research about Brazilian people, the context 

in which they exist and their relationality with the cultural reality of the country matters. 

That said, Brazil is considered one of the countries with a very large number of the 

population whose ideals of beauty very much inform part of our culture: it is a Brazilian 

cultural universal that one must always keep good appearances because the way you 

physically present yourself in the world is a symbolic representation of who one actually 

is (Jarrín, 2017). Thus, Brazil is a country whose people automatically consider how one 

looks as indicative of who they are, which means that identification with appropriately 

representative superhero imagery very much dialogues with the Brazilian audience.  

That said, when questioned about the way the Brazilian culture contributes to their 

ability to pay attention to the way women are portrayed in movie posters, I had a lot of 

conflicting answers. Some of the collaborators did agree that the importance on how one 

looks in Brazil informs their ability to pay attention in how women are represented in 

media. However, that is only one of the aspects that contributes to their understanding of 

how women are represented, and that goes with their own interest in the subject, how the 

#MeToo movement influenced Hollywood and the fact that they all had been exposed to 

 
39 The group can be found online in multiple platforms. Facebook and Instagram are the ones they have 

been more active with. On facebook they can be found at facebook.com/somosaordem. On Instagram, they 

are under the domain instagram.com/somosaordem.  
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good education. Other collaborators, however, disagreed, claiming that the way beauty is 

treated in Brazil is so subconscious that they cannot tease out how much of that could 

have informed the way they see and understand media.  

Nevertheless, it is imperative to point out that the way Brazil treats the body and 

its expectations of beauty is troublesome in contemporary society where people tends to 

be more politically vocal about positive reinforcement of different body types in society 

and in media (De SantôAnna, 2014). Yet, regardless of the difference of bodies, beauty is 

inevitably a part of Brazilian society, and physical appearance has seeped into publicity, 

television, advertising and, of course, cinema (ibid) because those are also spaces tied to 

financial possibilities of gain and ñugliness doesnôt sell wellò (De SantôAnna, 2014:13). 

All that considered, because of the number of ideas and commentary, I made sure 

of being responsible about being truthful in my accounts with the collaborators. Thus, 

subsequent to the interviews I decided to transcribe all audios in order to have them in 

textual format. Though a laborious endeavor, I wanted to have the visual elements in 

order to be able to organize my writing process, to tease out what was needed for this 

thesis and most importantly, to check if what I thought before the interviews had validity. 

The process also eased the fact that I was working with two different languages: even 

though all participants could speak English, some of them more fluently than others, I 

made the decision of asking them to speak in our native language which is Brazilian 

Portuguese. That proved to be a wise decision because, given the fluency in our mother 

tongue, collaborators had no linguistic limitations that speaking a foreign language could 

present while giving an account of their experiences with the posters.  
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Chapter 4: They belong to no one 

 An exercise to introduce my collaborators through their favorite movie posters 

 

 

ñIn a given space, only the witch who cast the runes can use their magic. 

Thanks for the lesson, but I donôt need you to tell me who I amò 

Wanda Maximoff, a.k.a. the Scarlett Witch in Wandavision (2021) 

 

It was a challenge on how to introduce my collaborators in this thesis primarily 

because I visualize my research participants in positions of protagonism. The idea of ñan 

ethnographer (who) seeks out ordinary people with ordinary knowledge and builds on 

their common experienceò (Spradley, 2016:25) sounded both disingenuous and arrogant 

because I do not believe anthropologists to be solo leading figures of the texts they write, 

as the semantics of that concept assumes: that ethnography only exists because of an 

organic interaction between the ethnographer, the collaborators and the issue being 

observed. When coming about the concept of ñslowly, through a series of interviews by 

repeated explanations and through the use of special questions, ordinary people become 

excellent informantsò (ibid), I pondered about the discomfort that the word ñinformantò 

conveyed. I reject the term informants to signify my collaborators, given the passive 

nature contained in that word. On a personal level, I also do not care for the word 

interlocutors, because based on the meaning of the word, I do not believe the 

ethnographic process to be conceptualized as a straight line where subjects a and b engage 

in pure dialogue.  

Instead, while ethnographic observation is composed of cognition, it also exists 

beyond the spoken word, taking into account nuances and subtleties ahead of what is 

uttered. Thus, in my research, I chose to use the words participant ï which informs a 

more active role in the ethnographic process ï and collaborator ï which contains an idea 

beyond participation in the process, but also of contribution to it.40 Sometimes, I also 

found myself referring to my collaborators as ñthe girlsò or ñmy groupò, simply because 

the conversations were such positive experiences that after they were concluded a sense 

 
40 I understand that this word carries a historical significance referent to governments that had civilians act 

as informants of acts of insubordination from their fellow equals, acting against their own communities. 

Bringing the subject to my own roots, ñcollaboratorò was the exact term used by the Brazilian military 

dictatorship of 1964 to refer to community spies. This, however, is not my intention in choosing this term, 

and I advocate that it is still the most appropriate term to refer to the participants of the research.  



49 

 

of true camaraderie was cultivated. It might be an innocent word choice, but I feel 

confident with it in this first full ethnographic endeavor on my behalf. That said, as an 

introduction to both my collaborators and to the subject of movie posters, I asked them to 

engage in the task of introducing themselves, but attuned to the purpose of the thesis, this 

introduction would be performed through movie posters. They would decide which movie 

posters they liked best, thus picking one favorite movie poster that they find to be dear to 

them and explain why that is. In addition to a first poster, they should also choose a second 

movie poster, this time from a superhero movie that they identify with. In some cases, 

they decided to send me more than one choice. It is a simple way of at least minimally 

establishing my collaboratorsô personalities and cinematic interests before our discussion 

about movie posters begins.  

Nine have been the collaborators to this project. Rebeca, a journalist; Wanessa, an 

architect, Tee, Karla, Debora and Maria, all English Teachers; Gleycie, a Portuguese 

teacher; Thais, a veterinarian; and Stephanie, a computer engineer. 

I start by displaying Rebecaôs poster choices. A 

journalist who has participated in several events of pop 

culture promotion, Rebeca is smart, a collector of pop 

culture memorabilia and an avid reader. Having visited 

her house, I imagined that she would choose the poster 

from Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban (2004) 

given that she has it hanging from her living room wall. It 

is her favorite movie poster in the Harry Potter saga, a 

poster that displays the maturity reached in the Harry 

Potter films after the two first installments. Harry Potter 

seems to have found its footing on the third movie, and 

it shows in this poster.  

Gleycie seems to agree with Rebeca, given that one 

of her favorite posters is from the same movie, but the 

solo version of Hermione Granger, the character who 

plays the role of Harry Potterôs favorite friend. Gleycie 

mentions how the image exalts her figure, what she 

represented in the film, and her protagonism as a central 

and indispensable figure in the development of the 

movieôs plot. It agrees with my previous statement that 
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Wonder Woman was only possible in 2017 because of the female characters ï such as 

Emma Watsonôs Hermione ï that paved the way for women to be portrayed in different 

ways in Hollywood. It was her representation as a teenager, the girl from previous movies 

becoming a young woman, her resourcefulness and her outstanding presence that catch 

Gleycieôs attention. She is also looking from above, as if she were on a pedestal, as if she 

were bigger than those who were looking at her. And she is also given her space as a 

teenager, and while Emma Watson was sexualized early by the press, Gleycie does not 

visualize that in this poster.  

Rebeca also finds 

common ground in her 

second poster, this time with 

Karla: both their favorite 

superhero movie posters 

come from the promotional 

campaign of Wonder Woman 

(2017). It reminds them that 

Wonder Woman was the first 

female superhero solo movie 

of our times, an important moment of self-identification after having watched so many 

movies about men with superpowers. Though they both agree in choosing Wonder 

Woman posters, however, they deviate in which poster they find the best. For Rebeca, the 

best one displays the superheroine yielding a sword and looking to the spectator, the word 

óWonderô displayed in the bottom. For Karla, the one where Wonder Woman kneels on a 

beach, vertically holding her sword. It incites the spectator to watch ï or re-watch ï the 

movie, and though it is a quite simple movie poster, it is very powerful, bringing 

excitement to DC fans. Karla adds that though this poster is her favorite, she felt very 

emotional when WB released the one Rebeca prefers, even using them as wallpapers for 

her cellphone background, which brought her anticipation for the movieôs release. 

When it comes to Tee, she expressed difficulty in choosing just one poster given her 

background as a fashion designer and an artist ï Tee works as an English teacher but has 

an illustration business on the side ï so her take was somewhat more professional, talking 

about color grading, color structuring and movie genres expressed in illustrated posters. 

All posters chosen by Tee, in fact, are illustrated ones ï even the BoP poster has been 

transformed to make the characters look like they have been painted on canvas. To decide 
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what to pick, Tee argues that whatever comes to her 

mind first must be something that she holds dear, so 

that ended up working as her logic. 

Her interest in Japanese movie production 

led her to alternative versions of celebrated movies 

designed for a Japanese audience. Those pieces, 

according to her experience, express an unexpected 

dynamic, vividly conveying the message of the 

movie and promoting it successfully, though with 

elements that seem to transcend western standards 

given their artistic Avant-guard traits. To illustrate 

her choices, one poster from the Japanese animated 

movie Howl's Moving Castle (2004) and another, a 

poster made specifically for the horror film by 

studio A24 of New York, Midsommar (2019).  

Adding to her list, Tee mentions that she 

also adores the poster for Mulan (1998), which conveys the duality of how present in the 

story: a princess who must become a warrior to defend her family. It is unconventional 

that such a story has been released in the 90s, yet, the Japanese poster delivers an image 

of a faceless heroine with a mission, her features barely visible in the darkness and a 

source of light coming from above, a reminder of her love for the movie since childhood.  

Finally, Teeô choice for her favorite superhero movie is also the choice of two 

other collaborators: Wanessa and Thais. According to them, the poster for ñBirds of Prey 
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and the Fantabulous Emancipation of One Harley Quinnò (2020), a satire of Botticelliôs 

painting ñThe Birth of Venusò displays vibrancy in its colors, and despite it being a still 

image, it presents movement in the placing of the secondary characters of the story in an 

organic way, instead of just placing the overlapping each other ï ñsuch as in Marvel 

movie postersò, adds Thais. It is a fun poster without being overpowering, and though 

based on a beautiful image, it is campy and crazy, visually and conceptually amazing. 

Also, though referential of Botticelliôs painting, the texture, the colors and the chosen 

elements are well balanced and represent the film well, 

with the obvious idea of the heroine being born, of 

Harley Quinnôs emancipation from the Joker. Tee also 

adds to the emancipation idea by retelling the legend of 

the birth of Venus, a story about how the testicles of a 

god fell into the foam of the sea after his castration, and 

from there came the most beautiful goddess of love. 

ñThis would be a great choice for a graphic designer to 

give us a lesson on the creative process of movie poster 

productionò, finalizes Wanessa.  

She is an architect who has just finished a 

masterôs in art history, so her engagement is very welcome. On her turn to discuss the 

other movie posters she chose, Thais argues in favor of the movie poster from The Lion 

King (2019), the live action movie. According to her, although many did not like the 

movie, The Lion King always gave her the feeling of nostalgia, mainly because it was the 

first movie she watched in the theaters. ñIt is almost as if I am back to that roomò, she 

adds. To reference Manguel, images have the power to transport us to spaces, moments 

in time. That is the reason why we take photographs of 

important and celebratory moments in our lives: to 

remember (Manguel, 2000). And in addition to being 

transported in memory, the simplicity of the movie posters 

ï especially the one where Simba is sitting with his father, 

watching the sunset ï together with the color palette in 

yellow, orange and earthy tones, are details that Thais 

claims to give her a feeling of hope and plenitude. She 

finalizes by explaining her fondness of movie posters that 

are simple, with little details and powerful color 
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compositions that can convey emotion, feeling, and thought, ñlike the first poster for 

Joker (2019)ò, she concludes.  

Wanessa very enthusiastically reveals that her 

favorite movie poster ï in addition to the Birds of Prey 

poster being her favorite superhero one ï is the one from 

Grand Budapest Hotel (2014). Her distaste for character 

montages, a feeling that is overall generalized by my 

collaborators, leads her to enjoy images with more 

artistic tones, with cleaner approaches. A good example 

of that is the work of Wes Anderson. His care about the 

filmôs color palette in each work scores in his favor. In 

the case of The Grand Budapest Hotel, Wanessa points 

out the color harmonization, transmitting a peaceful 

feeling through the poster. The complete framing of the hotel in the poster also makes 

sure that the audience has the opportunity to use the imageôs details to capture the essence 

of the filmôs plot. ñPerhaps because of my experience with architecture, I love the image 

of the buildingò, confesses Wanessa. It is a poster that tells a story through subtlety, 

without overwhelming the audience with too much information, too many characters or 

too much color: its simplicity invites the audience themselves to create stories of those 

who stay at the hotel.  

A complete turnaround from Wanessaôs choices, Stephanieôs bold choices start 

with the movie poster for Christopher Nolanôs Inception (2016). The impressive 

strangeness in the scenery promotes the spectatorôs curiosity. It seems to twist reality, 

offering sci-fi 

provocations while the 

cast of the movie is 

positioned looking at the 

spectator, casually 

inviting them in. The 

word mind present in the 

image also contributes to 

a somewhat scientific 

view of the story. The 

break in the cooler color 
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scheme with the title in bright red and strong fonts are also deliberate decisions from the 

studio to capture the audienceôs attention. Stephanie also indicates her likeness for 

unusual movie posters ï the Moonlight (2016) poster is an example of that ï mixing the 

portraits of three different actors in one person, she confesses only to realize they were 

not the same person, but the same character upon watching the film. These poster 

compositions, such as in Moonlight and Inception, are curious, yet exactly convey the 

vision of both filmsô plots. 

In terms of 

Stephanieôs favorite 

superhero movie poster, I 

found interesting that she 

picked one that is yet to 

come out: as soon as the 

trailer and images of 

Doctor Strange and the 

Multiverse of Madness 

(2022) were released, she 

claims to have been 

ñblown awayò by the beauty and the art of the poster. An attestation to the afterlife of 

movies is the fact that she ñstarted using it as a phone's background imageò ï though in 

this case is a life prior to the movieôs release. She also points out to how divergent the 

poster looks from previous movie posters, exploring a pattern inconsistent with the classic 

heroic poses, positioned in a triangle in order of depict character relevance. As a more 

horror-oriented hero movie, the dark tone of the poster conveyed a message that the movie 

will be something different, and even though the image only 

features two actors, a closer look reveals that they are all 

different characters ï which is evidenced by the keyword 

Multiverse in the film's title ïan intriguing choice. In the same 

lines, Stephanie reveals that her second favorite superhero 

movie poster also breaks the pattern mentioned before: the 

poster for Guardians of the Galaxy Vol. 2 (2017) could be used 

as promotional image for a rock band tour, and though it is used 

for a superhero movie, upon watching it, it becomes evident 
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how the image choice fits the narrative, since the film is very much directed by its musical 

score and soundtrack.  

Following the importance of music in a movie, Dirty Dancing (1987) is both 

Deboraôs favorite movie and movie poster. ñI would have it framed in a wall in my 

houseò, she claims. According to her, the movie reminds her of her teenage years, and 

though she acknowledged that some movies do age badly, the feature film has had a 

strong impact on her life, making her ever more connected to cinema. Still, Dirty Dancing 

brings out important messages, communicating the freedom people should experience 

whenever considering how to behave, and that they should feel free to choose how to be. 

A classic movie today, this is the standard poster used for the movie. It features the final 

dance of the story, and is representative of the absolute liberation of the protagonists: 

Babyôs coming to terms with the fear she felt towards her fatherôs overprotective behavior 

and Johnnyôs acceptance of his life choices.  

As for Deboraôs favorite superhero movie poster, she 

chose it from yet another film that has not aged very well. The 

incredibly sexist and Islamophobic Iron Man (2008), the entry 

that started the MCU. From its early depictions to this day, the 

character has suffered an incredible update, and grown from 

earlier depictions. I find it curious that Debora would choose 

this movie poster as a favorite, but she explains the sense of 

excitement from the fans who were not sure who was behind 

the iron armor ï later they discovered it to be the infamous 

Robert Downey Jr after his return to Hollywood ï and the 

simplicity of the image, by simply showing the armor 

design and the title, very little could be expected from 

the movie, a carte blanche, for the plot to develop. She 

also defends her choice: ñI know it is a problematic 

movie, but it brings a sense of nostalgia from when we 

did not have many superhero movies in cinemasò.  

It is interesting, however, to realize that though 

Debora is an incredibly well spoken and smart woman, 

someone who can successfully defend her ground and 

talk convincingly about the benefits of living under a 

more feminist society, her choices for movie posters are 
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rather traditional and conservative. Iron Man (2008) is considered a rather sexist movie, 

which fails to pass the Bechdel test and rather reinforces bad stereotypes of objectification 

of women. Dirty Dancing (1987) is also a product of its times, and deeply reinforces 

binarism and the gender roles that men and women traditionally have had in contemporary 

society. When questioned about the choices, she laughs heartily and explains: ñthe heart 

likes what it likesò. But that is a powerful answer. There are indeed several movies that I 

love and yet I admit they are not very good. Deboraôs answer, for a moment, made me 

wonder with some confusion as to where it would fit in my research. But if anything, it 

reinforces that cinema transcends many of the problems it deals with, and one may 

criticize a movie and still be able to be fascinated by the magic it provides.  

Nostalgia is also what Karla claims to feel for her second poster choice. While her 

favorite superhero poster is the one from Wonder Woman (2017), her favorite poster of 

all time is the first-ever released movie poster for a Harry Potter movie. A memory that 

remains fresh, she remembers the first time she ever saw this image, because it was also 

the first time she heard about Harry Potter. During a class break with some friends ï she 

explains that there was a movie theater close to her school ï she passed by the image and 

felt a curious emotion: curiosity. After all, an owl holding a letter for someone living 

ñunder the stairsò was very strange. Her friend, recognizing what the poster was about 

recommended that she read the book prior to watching the movie, which she did in a day. 

After the reading experience, her emotions grew, and curiosity turned into anticipation, 

something that would happen again and again, prior to every Harry Potter movie released 

after the first one. ñIt invites us. It is such a smart idea to have the owl delivering a letter 

because you feel like it is addressed to you, and you are being asked to join in a magical 

adventureò, she finalizes.  

On Mariaôs turn to speak about her favorites, she 

also claims to use the tactic of thinking about which movie 

poster she would hang on her wall and given her love for 

travelling and discovering about new cultures and 

experiences, she decided on the poster of Eat Pray Love 

(2010), featuring Julia Roberts having a gelato while sitt 

ing on a bench in front of a church in Piazza Navona, in 

Rome. Not only is that Mariaôs favorite movie, but the 

story itself and the book that inspired its adaptation speak 

to her on a personal level. More than that, the movie 
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inspires her, comforts her in moments of happiness and 

difficulty. ñThe poster offers me a glimpse of the 

possibilities that lie in the futureò. In the movie, Liz 

Gilbert decides to travel to three places and live fully for a 

year in order to give her perspective on the beauty of her 

life. This adventure of dropping everything and going to 

see amazing places is compelling and remind Maria of the 

many beautiful places she would like to see, and while 

there are other movies that are dear to her heart, such as 

Mamma Mia! (2008) and even some from Disney, Eat 

Pray Love is her favorite one due largely to the 

relationship with the story.  

As for the superhero poster, two of them catch her 

attention. Maria confesses to detest Marvel posters 

because they are chaotic and ugly, such as the ones used 

for the Avengers movies. Still, the one from Captain 

Marvel (2019) in which she is far away standing in the 

entrance to a hangar really catches her attention due to its 

beauty and composition. The second one is the poster for 

Black Panther (2018), with the hero posing on top of a 

rock shaped like a panther. The view from above makes 

him look imposing, and it is aesthetically gorgeous, and while her connection to these 

movies is not like her love for Eat Pray Love, the minimalism in these superhero posters 

place them on the top for her, differentiating them for the ensemble looking posters which, 

in her words look ñrottenò.  

Finally, my last collaborator is Gleycie, who 

narrates that in the year 2001 she came about the movie 

poster for Legally Blonde (2001). Though the synopsis was 

interesting, a story about a freshman in law school who 

dressed differently, everything else about the movie could 

have gone wrong, yet, for Gleycie it worked. The movie 

basically used the stereotypical trope of the ñdumb blondeò 

ï a profoundly sexist one ï to build on the image that the 

way people look do not condition the way they are. It is a 
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silly movie, but it confronts the assumption that blonde women cannot be lawyers and 

wear pink at the same time. To this date, the assumption that good professionals need to 

abide by a certain dress code still exists, so while it is very evident that the poster has 

been edited to enhance Reese Whiterspoonôs bodily features, augmenting her breasts and 

making her waist look minimal, the poster reflects a period of time when these strategies 

in cinema were normalized. Yet, the story still works in its 

favor.   

On the other hand, while Captain Marvel is not 

Gleycieôs favorite hero, this is the poster that captures her 

attention the most. She indeed has put Harry Potterôs 

Hermione Grangerôs poster as one of her favorite ones. Yet, 

while Hermione has contributed to the popularization of 

beloved female characters in the new millennia, she is not 

a hero per se. Still, Captain Marvel captures Gleycieôs 

attention for similar reasons: her attitude is fierce, and she 

is photographed from an angle that confers her power. It is a profoundly different 

depiction from Scarlett Johanssonôs ones in the beginning of the franchise, which heavily 

relied on selling her body. Here, the clenched fists, representing strength and 

determination, the serious face akin to the kind of work she does, the light on her hair, 

conferring a supernatural curiosity to the story. It is a beautiful poster and in the same 

light, Black Widow, Gleycieôs favorite superhero, also received a series of posters like 

that as well.  

As in Captain Marvel, Black Widow is represented in a haughty posture. Since her 

debut in the MCU she has been 

depicted with her chin up, a 

petulant attitude and a fierce 

walk. Black Widow is a 

complex character, who has 

gone through redemption prior 

to becoming an avenger without 

having any superpowers. Yet, 

there is no indication of her 

body features being modified. 

She is wearing her traditional 
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black uniform, her golden sash on her wrists and belt. There is no exaggeration of her 

breasts or her waist. Finally, the second poster reminds Gleycie of the first posters from 

Captain Marvel, with the character proportionally occupying a much smaller space in the 

poster, her hero symbol much more prominent.  

It is interesting that this portion of the conversation ends with Black Widow. While 

beloved and respected, the neglect that the character has suffered at the beginning of the 

MCU is appalling, and though her solo movie makes amends to that situation, it also 

contributes to initiating the whole conversation that very much informs this thesis: that of 

the absurd sexism that female superheroes have suffered throughout the years, until 

Wonder Woman showed up to change Hollywood and its public pedagogy.  
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Chapter 5: The walk of shame 

The very problematic depictions of women superheroes in movie posters and the 

collaboratorôs resistance in self identifying with those characters 

 

ñI wasnôt the only dame in Gotham looking for emancipationò 

Harley Quinn in Birds of Preys and the Fantabulous Emancipation of one Harley Quinn 

(2020) 

 

It is the summer of 2012 and have arrived in São Luís, Brazil, to present a paper 

at a conference at the Federal University of 

Maranhao. I am waiting for a couple of hours 

when I see one of my professors from the 

Federal University of Ceara, Dr Lola 

Aronovich, coming my way, surprised to see 

me there. We exchange a couple of words, and 

she invites me to her talk. She is there to discuss 

how women are represented in cinema and I 

take interest in what she has to say.  

After my presentation and a quick lunch, 

I head towards the conference room where she would be giving her talk and sit. She 

discusses women in cinema from a very broad perspective ï from the early talkies to 

Bond girls ï emphasizing how sexualizing women has always been a constant in the evil 

industrialist Hollywood (Gray, 2010). She finally shows an image of a recently released 

movie, The Avengers (2012) and contrasts it by showing a parody of the same picture. In 

the second one, all roles have been reversed, and the single female superhero in the picture 

looks confused observing the five other male superheroes in the poster now posing 

touching their behinds and standing in absurd and comedic sexualized poses.  

I chose a version of the image Dr Aronovich showed in her talk to start the 

conversation with my collaborators. In the image, a concept art picture of the Avengers 

as a group depicts the first formation of the team-up. There are different spaces in it. In 

the front space, Thor hits his divine hammer ï Mjölnir , from Norse legends ï on the floor 

causing lightning to form. On his side, Hulk clenches his fists ready for battle. In an 

Dr Aronovich and I after her talk about women in 

pop culture in Sao Luis, Brazil. 
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intermediate space, Hawkeye aims at the 

enemy with his bow and arrow. Behind 

him, Iron Man shoots blasts of energy from 

his hands, Captain America shouts to the 

skies holding his shield up and Black 

Widow, the only woman on the team, poses 

while pointing some sort of weapon 

attached to her fists to the enemy.  

It is a classic image; a common superhero ensemble pose that could very well be 

drawn in a monthly issue of a Marvel comic book. But there is an issue with this image, 

however, that must be addressed. If we visualize all superheroes in their poses, only Black 

Widow is displaying her back rather than her front, and prominence is given to her butt 

while her breasts are accentuated. Though the reactions to this first image were different 

from each of my collaborators, they have unanimously agreed that this is a problematic 

image: ñsexualization starts at the concept of a movieò, as Wanessa states, even though it 

is impossible for a woman to stand in the position the image suggests, both showing off 

breasts and butt. Change, indeed, makes itself necessary, yet if we aim to change, we must 

first recognize what causes the current trend (Freire & Macedo, 1997). This is a constant 

in this chapter. Even though the image that starts the exhibit is not a movie poster, as the 

rest of the images are, it puts in perspective the reason why we are here, talking about 

this. I have not gone into specifics when I invited my collaborators to have a conversation 

about these posters. They know we are meeting to discuss superhero movie posters, 

specifically the ones featuring women. But they do not know the purpose of the activity. 

The first image, however, reveals my intentions.  

I explain to them that it is not my intention to put Marvel and DC against each 

other. The feud between the fans of the two publishing houses has existed for decades, 

one claiming to love the company with the best superhero roster instead of the other. What 

I aim to do it to contribute to an exercise in which I discuss what my contributors see in 

the images and how they make them feel on a representational level, I continue. But 

clearly, it is Marvel the one that seems more problematic of the two companies: ñmaybe 

because they have had a more consistent offering in the past few yearsò, adds Gleycie. I 

know what she means by that. DC has had multiple movies, but they have almost 

exclusively explored only Batman and Superman. Marvel, by producing movies with 

different heroes, has indeed created opportunities for better exploring female characters.  
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 Moving on to the next page on the website, where 

Black Widow shows up again. It is the concrete realization 

of what had previously happened in the concept art 

created for the Avengers film. The posters41 I chose to 

compose that section of the website are two posters from 

Iron Man 2 (2010) and one poster from The Avengers 

(2012). As it is noted in the first image of the website, 

Scarlett Johanssonôs curves are ñhighly accentuated, with 

the character posing in order to look very sexyò, points out 

Wanessa.  

But in our conversation, we wonder if that 

decision came from the actor or the studios. How much of 

how characters are portrayed in a movieôs promotional 

material is in fact their decision? We cannot be 

disingenuous: ñit is the studiosô decisionò, they agree. It 

is consensus amongst the collaborators that they do not 

believe Johanssonôs poses to be relevant to the characterôs 

development in the movie, and even though Black Widow 

is indeed a sexy character, a trait that is even present in 

her own codename, her sensuality playing an important 

role in her characterôs development. There is, yet a big 

difference in sensualizing versus sexualizing. Rebeca 

explains it in a simple manner: ñsensualizing is the 

product of the characterôs choice. It is the writer who uses 

those attributes to give the character her voice. 

Sexualizing, however, is a marketing strategy, exterior to 

the character, and it follows an agenda despite the 

characterò.  

We may question ourselves the reasoning behind 

the studios decision in sexualizing the character, there is 

 
41 I would like to take the opportunity and disclaim that all posters used in this thesis have been publicly 

released by the movies respective studios in order to promote them as commercial products. They are, 

therefore, property of the studios from which each movie has been released and no copyright has been 

infringed during the writing of this thesis.  
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agreement amongst us that the final conclusion will always be the same: studios come up 

with that point of view in order to conform to male expectations. There is an old adage in 

Hollywood: ñGive the audience what they wantò (Goetz et al., 2021:07). Black Widow is 

indeed sexualized both in the movie she first appears by her male peers, but also outside 

of the narrativeôs sphere, in this stead by Disney ï in the form of their male producers, 

given that they ñactivateò the gaze (Kaplan, 2000)42, that is, creating the context for it to 

appear as if it was natural ï and then inviting the audience in, mirroring the male-gaze 

from within the narrative (ibid). There are clear practice modes towards achieving an 

active male-gaze: Laura Mulvey explains that a bilateral stance comes from it, first in the 

form of objectification, a ñdirect scopophilic contact with the female form displayed for 

(the male audienceôs)43 enjoyment and the spectatorôs look here is active and feels 

powerfulò (Mulvey, 1989). Secondly, there is a matter of identification with the male 

protagonist, in a sense that is ñstructured by the narrative. It offers the spectator the 

pleasurable identification with the main male protagonist, and through him the power to 

indirectly possess the female character displayed as sexual object for his pleasureò (ibid). 

 This actually reminds me of a video I watched multiple times called ñBring on 

the female superheroesò. It is a TedEd video on YouTube, with Professor Christopher 

Bell44 explaining the theory of public pedagogy and the reasoning behind The Walt 

Disney Companyôs refusal to advertise and produce products with female superheroes. In 

the video, Bell signalizes that this does not happen because by exploring superhero girls, 

they would essentially mess up the public pedagogy of the Disney princesses (Bell, 2015).  

I explain. As a commercial enterprise, Disney has the agenda of pushing the 

idealized ï though very outdated ï concept of girls as princess-like, with dainty features, 

highly feminized attitudes and gender-binary oriented. Yet, Disney is very efficient in 

creating exclusionary narratives. There are in fact only a handful of Disney movies that 

deviate from narratives that are not sexually based, romantically driven, and as a 

consequence of that ideology, girls end up being perceived as sexual objects, conforming 

to the trope of óhotô and opposing the male tropes, which place man as predators 

(Richardson in Trier-Bieniek & Leavy, 2014).  Disney abuses of that formula, with 

heteronormative stories ñimplicitly  based on sexualityò, and because they work so well 

 
42 See also Anne Ross Muirôs text ñThe Status of women working in film and televisionò in Jackson et al., 

1993, for more on male-gaze and industry hierarchy of power.  
43 The insertion is mine. 
44 The highly informative video with Dr Christopher Bells can be accessed in https://tinyurl.com/bddsh7as  

https://tinyurl.com/bddsh7as
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and are so commercially successful, there is no need to diversify their narratives, so their 

movies end up being variations of the same rhetoric (ibid).  In other words, Disney has 

already tested over the years the efficacy of their public pedagogy. It is formulaic and 

exclusionary, but it also offers financial assurance in their constant commercial success. 

From a different perspective, we must also question ourselves the reasoning behind 

allowing our children to consume products that are clearly not age appropriate, such as 

love stories: Disneyôs tales have become so popularized that we consider normal the 

exposition of young children to ideas that should only start being explored in adolescence, 

when individuals start questioning matters of sexuality, instead of permitting young 

children to watch movies that in their vast majority end in weddings or the expectation of 

kissing (Richardson in Trier-Bieniek & 

Leavy, 2014). 

Superheroes were, in their stead, 

advertised for boys, with products that either 

hide, minimize or entirely erase and substitute 

women superheroes with men superheroes. In 

other words, the logic is that there is no reason 

to sell women superheroes to boys since they 

only identify with the male ones. It is not 

difficult to find evidence of this erasure: 

while walking in Montreal on December 

2021, I visualize the display behind the 

customer service area of the store MiniSo, 

where Marvel products are sold.  Thor, 

Captain America, Iron Man and Hulk are 

clearly depicted in the advertising poster, and 

though several products with female 

superheroes are available at the store, no 

female superhero is present in the poster. 

Though distressing, this is a policy that makes 

sense, given that prior to the acquisition of 

The Marvel display at MiniSo 
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Marvel45 in 2009 and Lucasfilm46 in 2012, Disneyôs primary products were either 

merchandised to girls ï with the Disney princesses and their respective movies ï or to 

families ï with Pixar products and a few of the Disney classics such as Aladdin (1992) or 

The Lion King (1994) ï but not exclusively to boys. Tee explains: ñMarvel ended that by 

giving Disney the tool to profit on superheroes, therefore a commercial product destined 

to boys, and later on, consolidated their market with Lucasfilm, thus having access to 

adventures such as Indiana Jones and, of course, the highly popular space opera Star Wars 

franchise, which could also be source of revenue to male audiencesò.  

But this narrative ties with how women are seen in movie posters because it 

necessarily excludes any other type of female portrayals from the conversation, 

systematically validating the performance of one type of woman in order to normalize 

gendered patterns (Butler, 1988). According to Bell, campaigns initiated by fans to have 

merchandise produced with Princess Leia were entirely dismissed by Disney47 because 

the public pedagogy of Leia messes up with the public pedagogy of the Disney princess 

(Bell, 2015). So, commodifying a sexualized version of a female character such as Black 

Widow necessarily translates into Disneyôs attempt to capitalize on the male gaze, and in 

a deeper version of the analysis, it also proves that if men are the ones who pay to see 

these depictions of women, women, in their stead, do not happily and acquiescingly 

engage in the same activity. When I ask my collaborators the reasoning for that, the 

answer is simple: ñwhile still consumers of superhero cinema, there is no possibility for 

the average female spectator to fully identify with such twisted and reductive versions of 

femininity used in the beginning of the MCU because it is unrealistic, distorted and 

incredibly sexistò, they say. Maria explains in simpler words: ñwe are not like thatò.   

Moreover, whenever we place the Disney princess as a product for women versus 

the superhero as a product for boys, there is a simplistic message that opposes men against 

women, as if they were occupying the same level of opposing side of representation, 

However, women and men are not in equal terms of representation, and though the past 

few years have indeed seen the rise of women ï even in the context that we discuss in 

here ï the subtext of this affirmation is deceitful because by default it leads us to believe 

that some sort of gender equality exists. Disturbing this public pedagogy is then 

 
45 The details of The Walt Disneyôs Companyôs purchase of Marvel Entertainment can be read here: 

https://tinyurl.com/42vxzxdv  
46 As for the Lucasfilm acquisition, the details can be read here: https://tinyurl.com/2p8s2xxm  
47 This News article can shed some light on the #WeWantLeia campaign: https://tinyurl.com/5yn3uk68  

https://tinyurl.com/42vxzxdv
https://tinyurl.com/2p8s2xxm
https://tinyurl.com/5yn3uk68
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imperative not only because of the perpetuation of inappropriate and sexist depictions of 

women (Fedorak, 2009), but also because it challenges the idea that for women to thrive, 

men have to go under (Gay, 2014), which is a lie.  

We continue the exhibit by moving on to the next 

page. In it, three are more posters. One from Iron Man 3 

(2012), one from Thor: The Dark World (2013) and one 

from The Amazing Spider Man 2 (2014). Differently 

from the Black Widow posters, however, these ones do 

not show only women, but male superheroes close to 

their romantic interests. There is here a clear exploitation 

of yet another trope, which my collaborators call ñthe 

damsel in distressò. According to them, it sells the idea 

of female vulnerability, women who need saving, 

conforming to the myth of the hero (Butler & Smith, 

1979). Their hands carefully rest on the heroôs torso, or 

fully embrace them as to seek assurance in their 

protection. They look flustered while the heroes look 

ready for battle, and while the Spider-Man poster is 

presented a bit differently, the ones from Thor and Iron 

Man look exactly the same. There is the focus on the 

couple while the secondary cast revolves around them. 

But what is most interesting is that there are several men 

in the image, yet only the female companions look 

vulnerable, their hair disheveled, looking back at the 

movieôs threats. The conversation evolves and I wonder 

if there is any issue in being saved. The girlsô answer is 

clear: there is no problem in being saved as much as 

there is no issue in asking for help. ñThe problem 

remains in choosing to advertise the movies in this 

specific way because it reinforces a lie, the stereotypical 

assumption that all women need saving by their menò, 

states Stephanie. But Hollywood thrives on stereotypical 

depictions. McCabe (2004) argues that female 

representations in film are generally favorable to male 
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domination, and women are offered versions of femininity which either to identify with 

or entirely adopt. The issue, however, lies in the fact that stereotypes rely on cultural 

prejudices, thus rendering recognition inauthentic. They instead offer women the 

promotion of an untrue consciousness (McCabe 2004) heavily based on fantasy. Thus, 

identification with such representations is never honest, and act as escapism more than as 

recognition (ibid).  

McCabe also puts in perspective the reality of the characters represented in the 

posters. In Iron Man, Gwyneth Paltrow plays the role of Pepper Potts, a highly 

accomplished businesswoman, responsible for managing Stark Industries ï the company 

owned by the protagonist Tony Stark, the civilian name of Iron Man ï yet the character 

is reduced to a romantic interest in the productionôs movie poster. The exact same 

scenario is present in the poster that promotes Thor: Natalie Portman plays the role of Dr 

Jane Foster, an astrophysicist who investigates alien interventions on Earth. Again, her 

character is reduced to a romantic interest. And while it might be very difficult to convey 

the idea and the scope of these characters accomplishments in a movie poster, my 

collaborators agree that such a task is rendered even more difficult if the studioôs choice 

involves their images sold as ñdamsels in distressò. All other characters in the poster, for 

example, do not look like they need help in protecting themselves from danger. Neither 

should the women.  

We move along to the next page on the website, 

where Scarlet Johanssonôs Black Widow once again is 

portrayed in an individual poster. This time, a bit of 

dissonance is found by my collaborators. Some of them 

claim that this is a better depiction of the character, 

portraying her as fierce, empowered, and menacing. Others, 

disagree, pointing out that her body has clearly been edited, 

acknowledging that the actressô bodily features fit into the 

cultural impositions of Hollywood, yet the image is still 

worked to make her features exaggerated. This poster, 

however, has been very polemic at the time it was released. Not only the body editing is 

indeed very clear, but also the way the character walks in order to enhance her sexual 

appeal, clearly caters to a more male-gaze conforming audience. According to Kelsey 

Stahler (2014), who writes for Bustle, the sexualization in the poster is evident, and 

instead of a pose of empowerment, she looks ñsoftened and coy, almost blowing in the 
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wind along with her hairò, and while holding her guns to make sure we see her as the 

action hero she is supposed to be in the movie, she is depicted in a ñflirtatious pose while 

listlessly holding her two weapons at her sidesò, thus appearing less like a superhero 

(Stahler, 2014). She finalizes her argument by stating that while Black Widow has the 

power to ñtake down an army with her tactical skillsò, she looks more interested in ñtrying 

to hypnotize audiences with her hipsò (ibid). I mention the piece by Stahler to my 

collaborators, to which they agree: it is simply not natural for a person to walk the way 

she does in the poster, being in the middle of a battle.  

Another poster used for the website ï and 

the last one featuring Black Widow in this chapter 

ï is her promotional image for Avengers: Age of 

Ultron (2015) in partnership with Skype. It is still 

difficult for my collaborators to identify with the 

image, and though she is holding a more 

menacing looking weapon, different from her 

previous pistols from the Avengers movie, she is 

still considered ñunprotectedò, given that her 

clothes do not necessarily confer her with much 

guard. Indeed, when in comparison to male 

superheroes, it feels disproportionate that Thor 

would yield a magic hammer, Captain America 

would rely on his super strength and his shield, and Hulk on his transformation. Yet, 

Natasha Romanoff, Black Widowôs civilian name, is normally depicted with the least 

powerful weapons, so against an alien invasion, her protection being solely managed by 

pistols feels very out of place. Nevertheless, despite all the problems with this image, the 

characterôs look can still be considered an improvement from the past appearances since 

she indeed is wearing something that seems to give her more security and her weapons ï 

batons that discharge electricity ï look more intimidating. In fact, during our 

conversation, Maria remarked how that image could be used to promote self-defense 

classes for women since ñthose sticks seem like they could be used in cases of 

harassmentò. She explains that she is against any violence, yet women need sources of 

defense.  

But I understand what she means. One of the issues I find interesting in superhero 

movies is that they allow audiences to wonder about the possibility of defending 
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themselves. The very nature of this research has to do with self-identification, the idea 

that you see yourself in that more powerful person portrayed in a giant piece of colored 

paper. I have wondered about protecting myself after watching a movie like that, because 

being a scrawny homosexual man growing up in Brazil as I have been means enduring 

homophobic attacks. Coming out of a movie theater, the feeling of empowerment was 

always real. I remember in 2006 when I watched X-Men: The Last Stand with my friends 

and left the movies wanting to have superpowers, to be able to retribute the attacks I 

suffered in a vulnerable moment in my life, right when I was coming to terms with my 

own sexuality. When I wonder if participants felt minimally represented in that Black 

Widow poster, even though they can criticize it and recognize the difference between 

their own bodies and the body of the superhero, they are still able to identify with it. Not 

only that, but they were also able to root for the character, choosing to have hope for 

better representations and for means of combat that would be more equally intimidating 

as much as the weapons used by male heroes. 

Since I also remembered a personal moment when I felt legitimated and 

empowered by a superhero, I ask my collaborators if they ever felt like they wanted to 

have superpowers as well, if they had ever left the movie theater after watching a 

superhero movie feeling like they wanted that universe was real. Naturally, as I expected 

their answer was a unanimous yes, and though some of them had to reflect on the subject 

for a little while, one of the reasons why superpowers were desirable lies on the fact that 

the idea of being able to stand tall whenever facing gender inequality would be somewhat 

easier. Tee, for instance, retells a story from her childhood: because she was considered 

fat, besides being ña strange kidò given her curiosity and her ability in using a vast 

vocabulary from an early age, she was always left out or criticized by her peers. One day, 

she tells me, her frustration level was so high that she interrupted her mother on a phone 

call and requested permission to break a glass to ease her frustration. She smirks while 

confessing that her mother took a little while to answer, placing her hand on the phone, 

yet silently thinking about what to say to her daughter while also feeling a sense of pride 

in the fact that her child was so attuned to her emotions, understanding them well and 

finding a solution in order to be rid of an unpleasant feeling. The story ended in a 

compromise: Tee could break a glass, but in the backyard and making sure she threw it 

at a distance in order to avoid injuries. She also had to choose a strawberry jam jar, not a 

good water glass.  
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Teeôs story can be seen as disconnected from the conversation that we are having 

on this thesis. Yet, it ties with it perfectly if we consider the fact that superheroes are 

individuals who are by nature different from everyone else. It ties with the idea that 

audiences see themselves in movie posters, and though there are images such as the Black 

Widow ones that are criticized by my collaborators, that person represented is still a 

woman, and still a minority, so at some level, two 

contrasting ideas exist in grey area of paradox. It is possible 

to dislike the poster, to visualize the intention of the studio 

in selling sex. Nevertheless, the poster portrays a girl, who 

may not be ñthe clever-with-wordsò child such as Tee, but 

a female character, nonetheless. In some level, there still is 

representation, and because of that Tee argues in favor of 

women at any moment against the male-gaze in posters.  

The next panel on the website shows three posters 

from Guardians of the Galaxy (2014) featuring two 

characters: the sisters Gamora and Nebula. The main 

complaint about these ones is simple: the images do not 

coordinate with whom these characters actually are, fierce 

warriors, not sexual symbols. The Guardians of the Galaxy 

are a very obscure group of superheroes, and while general 

audiences may not have known who they were at the time 

the movie was released, which could be used as an 

explanation as to why the studio decided to portray the 

characters in images such as these, upon watching the 

movie it is very evident that Marvel immediately appealed 

to sex. In fact, Gamoraôs breasts in the first poster not only 

denounce a very amateurish quality to the image editing 

itself, but also a profound inability to grasp the characterôs 

personality: Gamora is not a happy and smiling character. 

Furthermore, Nebula, Gamoraôs sister in the narrative, is an 

even more aggressive character, yet she is portrayed in a 

submissive and coy pose that could not be further from the 

truth of the character. My collaborators also notice the fact 

that it looks incredibly uncomfortable and inaccurate to 
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yield a sword in the manner Gamora is wielding hers, claiming that such a pose does not 

truthfully reflect a battle position. And though Black Widow is a sensual character, 

therefore is it easier to argue in favor of more sensualized positions in the movie posters, 

it is unacceptable that Gamora and Nebula are portrayed sensually since neither one of 

them is sexy nor submissive.  

Moving along in the exhibit, I introduce a poster from a Marvel movie outside the 

MCU, a product of Marvelôs selling the X-Men characters to 20th Century Fox48. Like the 

Captain America: Winter Soldier (2014) poster featuring Black Widow, I wondered how 

my collaborators would receive the image, and equally so, reactions were very mixed. 

While some immediately saw a man hurting a woman, others attributed the studioôs 

decision in having Mystique being choked by the villain Apocalypse to the fact that her 

interpreter, Jennifer Lawrence, was the most famous person on the cast of the movie.  

The argument did little to convince me, however, and it actually reminded me of 

an exchange that happened with a couple of people I knew back in Fortaleza. On that 

occasion, we casually met in the entrance of the movie theater and started talking about 

the latest movies we had watched, discussing what was to come and little curious details 

about the productions of franchises that were of interest to us. We finally reached a point 

in the conversation where this same poster, which was polemic at the time of its release, 

was discussed. The couple defended the studioôs decision in choosing this moment in the 

movie to promote it, to which I intervened the reinforcement of a very current social issue, 

that of domestic abuse. Being that a real problem, the poster could end up catering to a 

 
48 Upon the purchase of 20th Century Fox, The Walt Disney Company decided to change the studios name, 

given that the word óFoxô remitted the company to the infamous Fox News Channel, considered ultra-

conservative and pro-Trump, an image that the Disney friendly agenda did not agree with. In that stead, the 

company was rebranded 20th Century Studios, with a simple adjustment to the companyôs logo ï which 

remained the same ï and the famous fanfare. More can be accessed here: https://tinyurl.com/2p8b3rh7   

 

https://tinyurl.com/2p8b3rh7
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predominantly masculine audience. They vehemently disagreed. Their claim was exactly 

what I had considered it would be, the one that the studio had decided on the release of 

the image due to Jennifer Lawrenceôs fame, and since no one in the cast was as 

recognizable as her, that was indeed the image with the strongest impact in promoting the 

movie since she was the only awarded with an Oscar. I disagreed, pointing out that James 

McAvoy was a very famous actor and so was Michael Fassbender, the latter having been 

nominated for Oscars twice as well. ñBut he never wonò, the woman in the couple 

concluded triumphantly as if she had won the argument. I end the conversation by stating 

that Fox had even apologized for releasing the poster, which indicated that they had 

realized how troublesome it was, to which they just rolled their eyes in disagreement.  

Even though there is a chance that my collaborators will be slightly influenced by 

my opinion of this poster, I tell them about the Jennifer Lawrence poster episode, given 

that the woman in the couple was once part of the Order, the group from where all 

collaborators come from. They immediately recognize who I am talking about, though I 

was careful not to reveal anybodyôs name, and remind me that she left the group due to 

her controversial political opinions. Still, some of my collaborators remain impassive, 

reading the situation as a mix of both Lawrenceôs fame, yet acknowledging how 

troublesome the image indeed is, reinforcing gender abuse. In the end, the general 

assumption is, however, that while it might have been an irresponsible attitude from the 

studio, and Jennifer Lawrenceôs fame could have played a role in their decision ï given 

that her Mystique is very recognizable and powerful, attesting to the level of threat of the 

villain ï the poster was still released. Finally, it has to be addressed that the problem with 

the poster also communicates a long overdue conversation about the normalization of the 

rape culture, the idea that women have to acquiesce into the idea of being ópreyô (De 

Beauvoir, 2011). Even though there is no sexual innuendo in the poster, promoting a 

movie by means of utilizing images of a seminude woman 

being choked by a man falls precisely on that category, 

sexual intention or not, because it reinforces raping 

stereotypes. A red flag is raised in my mind whenever such 

an image appears in the media because it is not acceptable 

to acquiesce to such depictions (Gay, 2014).   

The next three posters in the exhibit are the first time 

we see a DC character: Harley Quinn is a famous character, 

but her creation, which comes from the Batman animated 
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series from the 1990ôs, a direct response to the Tim Burton movies I already mentioned 

previously, is controversial in its essence. Harley came to be primarily as a romantic 

interest of the Joker, to act as a supporting character to the iconic villain. Her depiction 

here takes a step further in conforming to very misogynistic ideals, since instead of 

dressing the character with her famous harlequin outfit, which would have the character 

covered from head to toe, with only her face visible in the outfit, production opted for an 

updated version of her clothes, though her shorts are so minuscule they could pass as a 

piece of underwear. In other words, it is a common agreement amongst my collaborators 

that there is no reason for Harley to wear this uniform other than to cater to the male-

gaze.  

In the movie posters, Harley looks like DCôs 

version of Black Widow, walking sensually, placing her 

bat on the back of her neck in a way that the size of her 

breasts is enhanced. Her t-shirt is ripped in order to show 

her navel, and it reads ñDaddyôs lilô monsterò, attributing 

possession to a male figure. And though at the time of 

the movie I indeed have witnessed men defending her 

clothes and blaming the issue on the fact that the 

character is deranged, this is an argument that offers little 

in support of its defenders.  

Yet, while my collaborators have mentioned how 

problematic Harley looks in the poster, they surprise me 

once again by having Gamoraôs poster as the image that 

has bothered them the most: while this is the sequel to 

the first Guardians of the Galaxy movie, the promotion 

of the characters remains very similar to the first 

installment, relying on selling a warrior character like 

Gamora as a sexual symbol. Indeed, my collaborators go 

further in the analysis and point out the absurdity of 

placing a sword on the shoulder. Besides, there is no 

reason to photograph Gamora from her back other than to suggest a look in her butt. 

But these posters are the last ones that will feature women in highly sexualized 

ways, with heavily edited images and poses that do not agree with the characterôs 

personality. As the next chapter will show, Wonder Woman is arriving.  



74 

 

Chapter 6: The Wonder Woman effect 

The turning point in the depiction of female superheroes in Hollywood 

 

ñStay here, Iôll go ahead!ò 

Diana Prince commands her team in Wonder Woman (2017) 

 

It is December 2019, and a loud roar49 can be heard all over the pavilion of the 

SPExpo, where almost 300.000 people have gathered in the biggest pop culture event in 

the world. This is the CCXP19, an abbreviation of Comic-Con Experience, the Brazilian 

version in Sao Paulo of the American event that every year assembles fans from all over 

the globe in San Diego to celebrate pop culture. Two years prior, however, on CCXP17, 

Brazil surpassed the audience of its American counterpart, claiming the first position in 

the ranking of largest audiences in a pop culture event50. The roar is justified: the trailer 

for Wonder Woman 1984 is being released globally, with a virtual screening to the fans 

who could not attend it in person. Gal Gadot, the actor who portrays Wonder Woman and 

Patty Jenkins, the director of the first film and its sequel, are main attractions on the panel 

that promotes the movie.  

Brazilian fans are passionate, so while they show the movie trailer in the Cinemark 

Auditorium, a theater like space with a capacity of 5000 people, the fans who could not 

grab a seat gather outside it in the pavilion waiting for the trailer as well. They will not 

see the panel with Gadot and Jenkins, but they will still be able to watch the trailer. The 

roar of both audiences, inside and outside the Cinemark Auditorium is deafening. My 

collaborator Rebeca remembers being there, citing the insanity of the moment, the 

excitement palpable for her too. As a fan of popular culture, these are very special 

moments, and to Rebeca, Wonder Woman, even from a distance, was one of those. It is 

these moments that can contribute to effects after the movie has been released: many of 

 
49 A video made from the eventôs production shows the excitement from the fans upon Gal Gadotôs entrance 

in the Cinemark Auditorium. The video can be seen here https://tinyurl.com/z3zwfc8u. Other videos made 

from attendees can be seen here https://tinyurl.com/2a8cdvtk, here https://tinyurl.com/367hcy8p and here 

https://tinyurl.com/2p8t2bas. The roar of the audience is constant in the videos. The last scene in the trailer 

prior to the movieôs logo, debuting the character wearing her golden suit, however, broke records. 

According to the event coordinators, who measure the audience response by noise record in decibel 

counting, the panel to this date is the biggest success of all editions of the CCXP, followed by Henry Cavill, 

who plays Superman, surprise appearance to promote the Netflix show The Witcher in 2nd and Margot 

Robbie and the cast of Birds of Prey in 3rd. More about it can be read here https://tinyurl.com/ycxt5dxf.  
50 For more details about the Comic-Con Experience, the CCXP, check out https://tinyurl.com/2p8tjx4u   

https://tinyurl.com/z3zwfc8u
https://tinyurl.com/2a8cdvtk
https://tinyurl.com/367hcy8p
https://tinyurl.com/2p8t2bas
https://tinyurl.com/ycxt5dxf
https://tinyurl.com/2p8tjx4u
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my collaborators claim to have started reading comics because of Wonder Woman in the 

recent DC movies. In many ways, Wonder Woman is a turning point. 

The reason for this thesis to exist is to gauge how much women have felt the 

change Wonder Woman (2017) caused after its release in how women are treated in 

superhero movies, particularly in movie posters. I have high expectations for this 

particular point in the conversation with my collaborators, primarily because it is in it that 

lies the truth to my argument, where I will assess if my theory was right or wrong. The 

fact that the conversation always starts with a visible cheer in the expressions of the 

women I am talking to is a very positive indication that I am in the right track. And they 

continue the conversation by stating that Wonder Woman indeed has changed the 

industry, that they felt respected and immediately identified with her. More than that, they 

claim to have the hero as someone to aspire to. ñHave you seen my Funkos?ò, asks Karla 

pointing to the several Wonder Woman figures organized in her wall. The movie posters 

for Wonder Woman have the capacity of promoting that feeling, more than just promoting 

a movie. They are fundamental in the sense that they do not cater to misogynistic 

audiences.   

But right before Wonder Woman was 

released, the character had already been introduced 

in the DCEU in Batman v Superman: Dawn of 

Justice (2016). A quick search on YouTube, and 

several reaction videos are available, a trend that 

aims to record audiences watching movies or trailers 

for the first time. The moment Wonder Woman 

shows up, either in the movie or in the trailer, 

already indicated that the character would be a 

success among fans. Stephanie claims that ñthe 

acceptance and excitement of the audience comes 

from a stellar castingò, already visible in the first 

poster she appears in, the solo poster for Batman v Superman. In the middle of a battle, 

ñDiana remains a sensual character, but she is not sexualizedò, she continues. There is no 

enhancing of her features. In the movie, for instance, the character is seen several times 

before showing up fully dressed as the amazon warrior: ñher sensuality resides on her 

presence, her elegance is astonishing and she clearly is a very well cultured womanò, 

explains Stephanie. In the movie poster, she is walking amidst debris, something that 
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denotes action, and photographed from the side instead of the previous shots from the 

back. She is also wielding her shield. This is warrior Wonder Woman, and her fist is 

clenched, so she can punch the enemy at any moment.  I wonder about their reactions 

when she showed up as Wonder Woman in BvS for the first time. According to them, it 

was a commotion: ñpeople actually screamed in the movies given the excitement, 

applauses were heard. The scene in question happens when Batman is about to die, so the 

first entrance of Wonder Woman in a movie is saving a male figure. People jumped from 

their seatsò, remembers Wanessa. As a comic book fan myself, I remember the moment 

as well. This was the first time the Trinity ï the name DC gives to the trio of protagonists 

and most important heroes: Superman, Wonder Woman and Batman ï is seen together in 

a live action movie. Batman and Superman even exchange a couple of lines investigating 

with whom lies Wonder Womanôs allegiance, yet she is there on her own, a truly amazing 

way to introduce the character to the DC movie universe.  

I continue by asking if the excitement is 

translated in the movie posters, redirecting the 

question back to the point of interest of the research. 

The general answer is yes. Being the only woman in 

the trio, it is clearly a studio choice to place her in 

the middle of the image. But in his favor, Superman 

is the leader of the group. On his stead, Batman is 

the most commercial character of the three, thus, 

putting Wonder Woman in the middle is not only 

aesthetically pleasing, but it also attests to the power 

of the character. The studio wanted to profit on that. 

And yes, her body is somewhat more exposed than 

her male counterparts, but little seems to be done in terms of photo editing her curves, 

and while her face is heavily edited, so are the faces of Superman and Batman. Still, by 

wearing a Greek looking armor that seems to have jumped from the pages of comic books 

ï many of those written by women who also chose to dress the character in accurate Greek 

looking clothes ï it is natural that some skin will be shown.  

One of my collaborators very pertinently points out, however, that Wonder 

Woman shows more skin than Black Widow, yet it is the latter that is sexualized 

somehow. That said, sexualization has little to do with how much skin is shown per se, 

but why it is shown and how it is decided to be shown, what is expected from their 



77 

 

performance. McCabeôs discussion on body performativity, primarily when it comes to 

the choice women have in dressing as they seem fit, creates a space for a discussion during 

the conversations, when the collaborators mention episodes when men choose to harass 

women, but blame their clothing choices in a serious yet common practice nowadays. 

This corroborates the idea that while Wonder Womanôs body is more exposed, the movie 

also shows her choosing to wear that outfit and given that the movieôs script has been 

written by a woman, we can infer that partially, at least, the choice for the bodyôs 

performance is a female choice as well. An analogy can be traced to Judith Butlerôs idea 

that ñthe body does not simply embody social norms but is produced by discourses that 

give it meaningò (Butler in McCabe, 2004:27). In the island where Wonder Woman 

comes from, therefore, the discourses that give meaning to the amazonsô bodies is ancient, 

focusing on perfecting muscles and mind, being able to fight and defend their land. In 

other words, they chose how to bodily perform based on their own logic and systematics.  

In the same lines, I wonder if the director has a say in how the characters are going 

to be dressed. Suicide Squad is immediately brought to the discussion, with Karla pointing 

out that ñthe decision to portray Harley Quinn in minuscule clothing was a sexist oneò. 

Margot Robbie was, indeed, embraced by audiences given her great performance as 

Harley. It is the same idea about Scarlet Witch. Gleycie points out that the Marvel 

character also becomes a hero and is somewhat important for her since she has been 

introduced in the MCU in Avengers: Age of Ultron (2015). ñShe was never sexualized in 

the movie posters of the movie, primarily because she is a villain first and an Avenger 

afterò. Indeed, Scarlet Witch itself is a name that audiences knew only because of their 

affinity with the comic books that inspire superhero movies. In them, Scarlet Witch is the 

superhero persona of Wanda Maximoff, a character who is portrayed sometimes as a hero, 

other as a powerful villain.  

Only in 2021, however, was Wanda Maximoff called Scarlet Witch, which 

happened at the end of Wandavision (2020), seven years after her introduction in the 

universe. That said, a character who acts within the constraints of such duality, who is not 

centered as a feminine interest to the public and whose development happens over so 

many years, is sold differently to audiences, and instead of sexy, she is sold within te 

stereotype of the crazy woman. In this case, Wanda Maximoffôs protagonism in the 

liberation of the womanôs figure in superhero posters is weak.  

However, the clear decision from the director and studio in the costume design is 

always deliberate. For instance, Zack Snyderôs choice to sell Wonder Woman as a highly 
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refined, educated Anthropologist, with an elegant wardrobe is a phenomenal example of 

how to express femininity without appealing to vulgarity. A very crowd-pleasing scene 

in the movie for the hardcore fans shows Diana Prince ï the civilian name of Wonder 

Woman ï as a guest to Lex Luthorôs dinner party. In the scene in question, while Lex tells 

a story about Zeus, Diana she rolls her eyes because that is her father, and she knows that 

the image of contemporary mythology and reality about Zeus are two different things. 

That said, it is clear that Diana is a demigod. Naturally, 

her many years living among humanity have given her 

the opportunity of refining her taste. That is very well 

coordinated in the movie, but it is also a directorial 

choice, although, as Karla adds ñSnyder is well known 

for being an incredible supporter of feminist 

tendenciesò.  

But the directorôs influence on a movie is even 

further felt when Wonder Woman has her debut in her 

own solo movie. In Wonder Woman (2017), director 

Patty Jenkins renewed the icon by making right choices 

in how to depict this iconic character. Comparatively, for instance, there is not much 

difference in how Wonder Woman is portrayed in superhero movie posters per se, 

especially because the idea of sexualizing characters such as Batman or Iron Man is not 

mainstream at all, and instead of facing the camara from the back or resting a sword in 

her shoulder, she wields her sword, runs and deflects bullets and lift s a tank above her 

head, images that were not very common for women in movie posters.   
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The participants then mention the state of hope that followed the release of the 

first poster and the first trailer of the movie. Indeed, they cite how odd it is that Gal 

Gadotôs face is not visible in it but prefer to interpret the situation as an attempt not to 

rely on the actorôs beauty. Still, her silhouette, the colors 

and the uniform make up for an impressive poster. There 

is virtually nothing in it other than the shadow of a 

woman with a sword in one hand and with the other in a 

closed fist, ready for battle, but so much is 

communicated, nevertheless. Interesting, however, that 

some of the participants did mention that while there 

was a general sense of hope for the movie, previous 

depictions of female characters made them imagine a 

scenario in which Wonder Woman would go through the 

same narrative, and become a lost opportunity, working 

in consonance to male superhero movies and thus 

sexualizing female characters, something that never 

happened. In the other two posters, for instance, they 

mention how her face is not the imageôs selling point: it 

is either partially visible or seen from a distance because 

Wonder Woman is supposed to be an identifiable 

character. ñThe images are actually an invitation for 

women all over the world to see themselves in that 

womanò, says Debora. ñHer strength and courage 

visible in each piece chosen to promote the movie, thus 

seeing commanding words in the posters such as ñcourageò, ñpowerò and ñwisdomò was 

a liberating experience. ócourageô, ópowerô, ówisdomô in those posters was truly 

liberatingò. 

I divert the conversation to her outfit, trying to grasp a bit more of that concept 

before movie along and showing other posters, but they had seemingly given their take 

on it. In fact, I noticed a hint of irritation from some participants almost as if I was daring 

them to say something negative about Wonder Womanôs clothes. But there was nothing 

wrong with her outfit, after all, and many of the collaborators reiterated how historically 

and comic book accurate the outfit was, especially considering the number of artists 

responsible for the production of Wonder Woman comic books at DC, as I previously 
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mentioned. Thus, as a resulting idea, it all depends on womenôs choice ï either from the 

character, the actor, the director, the artist ï and there is where its legitimacy lies.  

I intervene by questioning my collaborators if 

there was a movie poster that they did not like, and while 

most of them deny having that, Karla reminds me of a 

poster from the movie she did not enjoy, an image with 

Diana Princeôs romantic partner, Steve Trevor (played 

by Chris Pine) on the back. According to her, there was 

a certain fear that this would be chosen as the final poster 

or that it would eventually be used as a cover image for 

any type of physical media such as DVDs or Blu-Rays. 

ñThere was disappointment in the possibility because 

from a pool of choices, going for the one where you can 

see the male protagonist seemed a marketing choice, and since this was the first solo 

movie of a female superhero, it would be significantly more impactful if she were aloneò, 

she explains. For instance, the start of the DCEU was Man of Steel (2013), a Superman 

movie whose first poster consisted of just his symbol, an updated version of his famous 

ñSò. It pleased everyone given how iconic the symbol is. Thus, in a Wonder Woman 

movie, it would be equally empowering to have her alone on her poster. Karla is happy 

to say that the image with the character running and deflecting bullets was chosen as the 

movieôs her final poster. The movie poster in question ï on the side ï was, however, not 

included in the exhibit precisely for the reason Karla mentioned: ñit is not particularly 

beautiful, it is not particularly famous and while most of the other posters have been used 

to promote the movie somehow, either in movie theaters, 

in gigantic displays or even as covers for physical media 

of the movie, this one was not particularly relevant at the 

time, nor it is memorable in any way, so the best decision 

about it was to simply avoid itò.  

I continue the conversation by introducing Justice 

League (2017), already knowing that this is a delicate topic 

of discussion. There is a general consensus about Justice 

League being a very forgettable entry compared to the 

much superior directorôs cut of the movie that came out in 

March 2021. Still, they did follow trend with Wonder 
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Woman because she nonetheless received very nice 

posters. Particularly the character ones, it is interesting 

that they went on a different route from the first Wonder 

Woman poster: ñwhile in that one Gal Gadotôs face was 

not visible at all, here all we see is her faceò, comments 

Maria. My collaborators agree that it is a striking image, 

even a poetic one, mainly because in black and white one 

is looking at Diana Prince, a civilian, and in color, within 

the boundaries of her symbol is Wonder Woman, the 

superhero persona. 

Compare it to Black 

Widow whose bodily 

feature s were always enhanced, this is a huge 

improvement. Yet, Justice League was a profoundly 

problematic movie. An abridged version of that story is 

that Zack Snyder was fired from the Justice League 

movie right before its completion, given that WB was 

not satisfied with the performance of his two previous 

movies. As a result, they hired the director of the two 

first Avengers movies, Joss Whedon, who reportedly 

was a nightmare on set51. Once famous for creating the 

Buffy television series and for advocating in favor of 

feminist trends in Hollywood, Whedon came out as 

accused of misogyny and of having threatened careers 

of those who did not comply to his demands, including 

Gal Gadot during the shooting of Justice League. 

Recently, Gadot commented on the situation, clarifying 

that upon refusal on shooting a particularly sexist 

scene, Whedon replied by saying that her career in Hollywood would be over if she did 

 
51 At the moment I am revising the thesis prior to submission, the New Yorker magazine has published an 

infamous interview with Joss Whedon, in which he addresses the accusations of abuse that have surfaced 

after Ray Fisher ï who plays Cyborg in the movie ï published several problems with the director on set. 

Gal Gadot, Jason Momoa and Ben Affleck followed trend. Joss Whedon has suffered tremendous backlash 

after the publication of the interview, and experts point out that his career in Hollywood is now over. The 

interview can be read here https://tinyurl.com/yckz6tne and more on the backlash that followed can be seen 

here https://tinyurl.com/yeypsr89  

https://tinyurl.com/yckz6tne
https://tinyurl.com/yeypsr89
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not comply52. Consequentially, after the movie was 

released and failed both critically and 

commercially, fans started campaigning for a Zack 

Snyder version of the movie, called the óSnydercutô 

in a massive online Twitter campaign that 

demanded WB to #ReleaseTheSnyderCut. On 

November 2019, the fans petition had reached over 

1,2 million tweets, and joined by the majority of the 

films cast and crew in the movement, WB finally 

gave in and requested Zack Snyder to finish his take 

on the movie, which came out in March 2021 

entitled Zack Snyderôs Justice League exclusively 

on HBO Max, WBôs streaming platform, to both 

commercial and critical acclaim. 

I shift the conversation towards comparing the posters from Justice League (2017) 

and Zack Snyderôs Justice League (2021) posters, which are recycled versions of the 

Justice League campaign materia l. My participants 

agree that there is not much to discuss because the 

posters promote a much better movie, yet they are 

still images from 2017. In fact, the general 

consensus is that Gadot looks menacing, yet 

beautiful in her individual entries for both movies. 

They also enjoy the fact that she is front and center 

in most versions of the posters. During the 

conversation, there is a sense of missed opportunity, 

however, for Zack Snyderôs Justice League did not 

get to be released in theaters: ñIt would have been 

awesome to watch it in a movie theaterò, comments 

Stephanie, adding that the experience of watching 

the movie at home is not the same. Still, there is an 

added bonus to the fans: Snyder released a black and white version of the movie 

concomitantly to the colored one, a nice aesthetic touch: during the years that preceded 

 
52 Gal Gadotôs addressing of Joss Whedonôs behavior on the sets of Justice League can be read about here: 

https://tinyurl.com/3tf9kthf  

https://tinyurl.com/3tf9kthf

