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Abstract

This paper studies how contemporary American ideology is
portrayed through popular superhero comics. The first half focuses on the
similarities and differences between Greek mythical heroes and American
superheroes. One major difference is that American superheroes wear
masked costumes whereas Greek heroes do not. The split personality
signifies a significant ideology; Americans believe that they should be held
responsible for both the greater good of society and their own well-being.
The second part of this paper examines the development of American
superheroes, starting from Superman, Batman, Spider-Man, to Iron Man.
This is to suggest that the concept of heroism in American culture has
gradually changed between the mid-twentieth and early twenty-first centuries.
Specific attention is given to reasons why Iron Man becomes a public
favorite nowadays, which clearly signifies the emergence of capitalism in

contemporary American society.

Keywords: superhero comics; popular culture; American studies
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The difference between Superman and earlier figures
such as the Shadow or Doc Savage lies in the element
of identity central to the superhero, the costume.
Although Superman was not the first costumed hero, his
costume marks a clear and striking departure from those

of the pulp heroes. (Coogan, 2009: 79)
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America faces an economic calamity. Trouble brews in faraway
lands. More than 70 years ago, the very first superheroes debuted
in the dire times of the Great Depression and the early years of
World War Il. Their names became legend — Superman, Batman
(or, as he was then known, the Bat-Man), Wonder Woman, Captain

America — and they’re still with us today. (CNN, 2009)
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Many of us make use of the products of our technological
civilization without understanding how they operate.
Superhero comics offer this kind of ‘scientific magic’ at
every turn — rockets, robots, mutants — but they are also
adept at offering more traditional kind of magic based on

myth and religion. (Reynolds, 1992: 54)
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Thor: Do not touch me again!

Tony Stark: Then don’t touch my stuff.

Thor: You have no idea what you're dealing with.

Tony Stark: Shakespeare in the Park? Doth mother know you
weareth her drapes?

Thor: Loki will face Asgardian justice!

Tony Stark: He gives up the Cube, he’s all yours. Until then, stay
out of my way. (Iron Man, 2008)
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