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In this essay I will research and talk about the historiography of comic books as well as themes of diversity and gatekeeping. I plan to go into how much comic books have changed and developed over the years since they were first popularised in the 1930’s. The main topics I want to include are how diverse the comic book world has become in terms of race and gender, and also about the topic of some men as “gatekeepers” who think that girls and women who show genuine interest in the comic book universe, only pretend to like comics and the fantasy world so that they can appeal to their male counterparts and appeal to the ‘quirky’ and ‘nerdy’ hobby dominated by men.

My first key word is historiography, specifically looking at the change in the historiography of comic books from the 20th century to the 21st. Comic books in this day and age, according to The Washington Post (2016) have seen a ‘42 percent increase from five years ago this month, and a 56 percent increase from 15 years ago this month’ being more popular than ever thanks to the Marvel and DC cinematic universes. We are known to be in the modern age comics right now. Between the late 1930’s to 1950 was the Golden Age of Comic Books. They were published quickly and increased their popularity when the superhero archetype was introduced i.e. Superman, Captain America, Wonder Woman etc. Richard A. Lupoff was the first to use this term in his article “Re-Birth” in 1960. Following the Golden Age was the Silver Age of comic books in the 1950s. After World War II, comic book sales went down because they were blamed for a rise in juvenile crimes. Greg Beato (2010) wrote in an article talking about how Fredric Wertham’s bestselling manifesto from 1954 “Seduction of The Innocent” , accused comic books of "mass conditioning" the nation's children to a life of illiterate, criminal, sexually abnormal delinquency (pg. 76-77). He made it seem like there was a correlation between juveniles reading comic books and committing juvenile crimes causing parents to stop children reading them. Fredric Wertham banded with other citizens who were concerned about comics and led a campaign against them. This lead to the comic book industry creating The Comics Code Authority (CCA) which was formed in 1954 as an alternative to having to government control how they operated. This code lasted until the 21st century. After Marvel was denied permission to publish special issues involving real life problems, Stan Lee, the most well known and loved comic book content creator defied this law and with Marvel, struck a blow to the CCA by writing the Spiderman storyline involving drug abuse (May 1971 Amazing Spider-Man issues 96). It proved effective and triggered a review of the code and publishers agreed the new revised code would go into effect February 1st 1971. The biggest influencer in comic books is Stan Lee. I agree with Carrie Cummings (2015 pg. 30-31) when she wrote in an article for Adweek saying “If there were ever a person who shaped and moulded the childhoods of millions, it would be Stan Lee...Lee’s characters have become household names and the stars of countless blockbusters”. With the rise of non-fantasy comics, superhero archetypes did emerge again with new revised heroes that were popular during the 40’s. People were relating to the flaws they possessed in comparison with the golden age heroes. Towards the end of the era, science fiction became popular again as many creators were science fiction fans and this was the topic of inspiration. Compared to these eras, comic books today have changed massively. The themes have gotten more hard hitting and close to home with characters starting to represent everyday struggles as said by Riley Golden (2017) ‘More than anything, comics are a reflection of the culture, but their impact on society is also apparent. “It doesn’t really matter that comics are still kind of a niche audience, as opposed to the ‘40s when they sold by the millions,” said Weiner. “The stories are with us… The impact and influence of comics is everywhere… Whether its graphic novels, films, video games, toys, memes, YouTube mash ups, or political cartoons, their impact is everywhere.’ Art style is one of the biggest changes, with it now being more three dimensional instead of colour block. For example, these three Wonder Woman covers are from different eras, The Golden Age, The Silver Age and from this year (2019).
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For my second keyword I have chosen diversity. For too long comic book publishers were catering to a white, straight, male audience, Walt Hickey (2014) reported “Tim Hanley, a comic’s historian and researcher, analyses whose behind each month’s batch of releases, counting up writers, artists, editors, pencils and more. In August, Hanley found that men outnumbered women nine-to-one behind the scenes at both DC and Marvel. He also estimated that 79 percent of people working on comics this year were white.” Recently, comics have been making changes for the better. I chose this word because comic books have been branching out to everyone in a much more effective way, they’ve been creating characters from different types of ethnicities and characters that have everyday human problems instead of being all around amazing superheroes with no flaws. Marvel have been creating powerful characters portrayed by people of colour such as Black Panther and Jubilee. An important character that was introduced in 2013 by Marvel is Kamala Khan, a Pakistani-American muslim teenager who, in an article written by Jia Tolentino for the New Yorker (2017) ‘sold more copies digitally than it did in print—a company first. Marvel doesn’t release digital-sales numbers, but piecemeal statistics have shown female characters performing especially well in digital formats’. Representation matters. It is so important that everyone is able to enjoy the narrative and see themselves as the hero. In 2017 a Marvel executive had made a claim that making these changes was bringing down sales, this was false. In a video by (Marvel Entertainment, 2017) Stan Lee himself had released this message “Those stories have room for everyone, regardless of their race, gender, religion, or colour of their skin … The only things we don’t have room for are hatred, intolerance, and bigotry.” Having the top Marvel creators stand up for diverse groups can influence older people as well as younger people to change the way they see these characters and that we all have to be represented as a hero no matter skin colour, sexuality or race. This new wave of diverse characters has opened a doorway for people that are not white, straight, men to becoming the content creators as well. Garrick Webster stated in an article (2017, pg 21-23) ‘you can see the audience changing, and the books are changing, too. And I've seen so many hopeful young artists at shows, and they're not the usual faces anymore. I have no doubt that the industry will look very different in 20 years, but it's mostly a question of how quickly companies embrace real diversity, which will speed up that timeline.’ This is an amazing  turnaround for creators of colour/race that get to express part of themselves in their work and for the audience, most importantly those who have not been represented well who can enjoy the different story lines, cultures and unique characters. Another breakthrough in the comic book industry is the new portrayal of women. The best example is the way that the heroine’s costumes have developed into a more fitting suit for a hero, that doesn’t look sexualised. The heroines are hypersexualised in the industry with their skin tight clothes and slim figures. For girls this can give them low body confidence which shouldn’t be the effect it has on them. Comic book creators should want to empower girls and women with their characters, but that’s not to say that Wonder Woman’s costume can’t be empowering because many women can feel happy in the skin tight wardrobe. It’s up to each person to decide what makes them feel powerful, it’s about choice. I am arguing that Comic creators need to include different types of armour and battle gear to appeal to the entire female audience, those who have a taste for the more battle ready character and not just those who admire the more slim fitted costumes. It is easy to tell that they are trying to cater to the male audience with the minimalist outfits which should not be the case. It is true that comic books from the 40’s had more of a tendency to draw a more bikini-like costume than today's creators but it still occurs. This is a comparison between the very first concept drawing for Wonder Woman from 1941 by H.G.Peter and the new comic book hero Hit Girl with art by Ricardo Lopez Ortiz. Both have different portrayals of the female hero and shows how powerful both costumes can be despite being so different.
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The last keyword that I have chosen to research is Gatekeeping. Gatekeeping according to the Oxford Dictionary of Media and Communication (2011) is ‘A concept in sociology and social psychology based on functions regulating access to information, resources...It can refer either to the limitation and control of access to goods and services or to filtered downward communication. Regarding comic books, I have found that some people, mostly white, straight, men, act as gatekeepers to the comic book universe. This means that they think they own everything to do with the comic book world and think of themselves as all knowing beings who can control who is allowed to enjoy comic books and who is just trying to fit in with the comic book crowd. Noah Berlatsky (2013) wrote, ‘I am suggesting that the mean-spiritedness of geek culture—a mean-spiritedness that is often, but by no means always, directed at women—is not an accident. A culture that values knowledge and access above all things is going to be a culture dedicated to hierarchy and to power—to defining who is in and who is out.’ This happens more often with women being the ones quizzed on their knowledge just for the sake of being a girl and into comic books. This happens in many topics such as music, sports etc. I speak from personal experience because on one occasion I had been asked obscene questions by a boy about Captain America once he had found out I enjoyed the comic books and movies. He then acted in disbelief and asked me every question he could think of about Captain America, the most obscure questions with answers that hardly anybody would know, to try and catch me out. In an article written by Rachel Edidin (2012) she summed the situation up well ‘And all of this is happening in a community primed to respond aggressively to newcomers, and particularly to female newcomers. Some of that comes out as direct aggression. Some of it comes more subtly, in the form of perpetually challenging or dismissing credentials. Thus, the new stratification of "real" vs. "fake" geeks, where "real" is conveniently identified as the more traditionally male dominated modes of engagement.’ The official term the comic book gatekeepers use for girls and women who are interested in the fandom and fantasy world, but don’t seem like they should, is ‘Fake Geek Girl’. It is a term used across the internet to embarrass women who write fanfiction and work extremely hard on cosplay in a fandom dominated by men. It’s used to label those who feign interest in comics or video games just to receive attention from men. Girls get accused of ‘Trying too hard’ when working for hours on a cosplay outfit for a con as if their whole reason for spending all that time creating it is just for a ‘nerd guy’ to notice them. It is a topic discussed about so often it has even become a meme online. One man, Anthony Gramuglia (2018) said in an essay, ‘I believe it has to do with really insecure people needing to feel a sense of validation… In other words, they become bullies after being bullied.’ This explains a lot about the type of person the gatekeeper is. Most memes being made about this topic back when they first started were degrading towards women interested in comic books. But now almost all of them are made by the ‘fake geek girls’ as satire at the gatekeeper’s expense. The whole act of gatekeeping isn’t as big an issue as it was four or five years ago thanks to women and men supporting each other with their creative streaks and wanting the comic book community to be a positive place for all fans. This here is an example of a meme and comic created for the fake geek girl craze which is a satirical one made by a woman.
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                                                     Art by Joan Kovalic
In conclusion, researching the keywords historiography, diversity and gatekeeping in regards to the comic book universe has led me to my dissertation question. These have deepened my knowledge on the subject and given me a wide range of topics to discuss and research about. I am glad I chose to do diversity as it is a huge theme that has many possible themes I can research and talk about in my dissertation. Historiography can allow me to discuss any era of comic books and gatekeeping will allow me to discuss the fanbase linked to the area of study I chose.

My chosen Question: 

‘To what extent has the historiography, diversity and gatekeeping within the Marvel comics focusing on ‘Captain Marvel’ written by Stan Lee, changed from the 20th to the 21st century?’
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H. G. Peter - Original lllustration of Wonder Woman (ca. 1941).
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