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Abstract 

 

Symbolic Heroes: Superhero Films in a Post 9/11 World 

 

Michael Tyler Welsh, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2012 

 

Supervisor:  Barry Brummett 

 

Abstract: This thesis seeks to offer a rhetorical explanation to the sudden 

rise of superhero films in the wake of the 9/11 terrorist attacks. This study draws 

on the theoretical writings of Kenneth Burke and his concepts of equipment for 

living and form. I argue through the rhetorical usage of form these films have 

constructed symbols that respond to the trauma and fears audiences experience 

living in the context of a post 9/11 world. Chapter one outlines a historical 

literature review tracing the origins of superhero films to their literary roots in 

comic books. This literature review outlines the history of comic book characters 

addressing social fear and trauma throughout the United States’ history and 

suggests that superhero movies continue this tradition through the visual 

medium of film. Chapter two constructs a methodology in which to critically 

examine these films. The chapter outlines Burke’s concept of the Symbol and 

Barry Brummett’s notion of the rhetorical homology. With this methodology in 

place, chapter three and four present case studies explicating how form manifests 

itself in specific superhero films and explores the rhetorical influence these 
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movies have on audiences. Chapter three examines the Symbol that is found 

within three films: Batman Begins, The Dark Knight, and Spider-man. Chapter 

four looks critically at the rhetorical homology that exists between the film 300 

and the Bush administrations justification of the Iraq invasion. Furthermore, 

chapter four defines the Mask found in V for Vendetta as a site for political 

protest and a rhetorical source of empowerment for the disenfranchised. The 

concluding chapter investigates the ramifications of these symbols and critiques 

the messages some of them suggest to audiences and also discusses the 

opportunity for further research in the subject area.  
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Chapter 1: From Comic Book to Big Screen: A Historical 
Context of Superhero Films 

The relationship between the tragic events of September 11, 2001, and 

Spider-man (2002) film might, at first, seem incongruent. The terrorist attacks of 

9/11 inflicted pain, shock, and fear on the general population, while Spider-man 

went on to become the cornerstone of one of the highest-grossing film franchises 

of all time. Yet, as dissimilar as these two events might seem, they do share a 

common thread that binds them together. Both the film and that infamous day 

sent shockwaves through popular culture that still reverberate more than ten 

years later.  

The events of 9/11 wounded American culture, leaving many citizens to 

wonder how they could recover from the nightmare they had experienced. How 

would life continue? Could anything ever return to “normal” again? Spider-man 

was one of the first major forms of popular entertainment to respond to the 

dramatic changes the world had experienced in the wake of those events. A 

theatric trailer released a few months before September 11th depicted the 

character Spider-man trapping a helicopter piloted by escaping criminals in a 

massive web that spanned the distance between the World Trade Center (WTC) 

towers. The trailer and other promotional posters featuring the Towers reflecting 

in Spider-man’s lenses were removed from the public immediately, as the world 

began to adjust to a post-9/11 reality. But rather than erase all memories of 9/11 

from the film, Spider-man filmmakers decided to memorialize the tragedy that 
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took place. Additional scenes were written and filmed during post-production to 

emphasize the sense of patriotism and unity many New Yorkers (and Americans) 

felt after the attacks. One scene included a sequence with Spider-man landing 

atop a building with the American flag waving in the wind as a close-up revealed 

the WTC towers reflecting from his lenses. The message was clear: Spider-man 

could be a hero in a time when traditional symbols had fallen or been tarnished.  

Of course, Spider-man was not the first superhero film, but it was the first 

superhero film to rhetorically engage audiences in a post-9/11 world. The film 

also went on to set box office records grossing nearly a billion dollars in ticket 

sales alone. Shortly after Spider-man, other comic book franchises began to 

reboot their films with new takes on old characters. Films such as Superman 

Returns, Batman Begins, and The Fantastic Four aimed to capitalize on the high 

demand for superhero films. The success of these movies ushered in what has 

been termed a superhero film zeitgeist. Today, every major studio in Hollywood 

churns out big name superhero films while simultaneously buying rights to 

lesser-known comic book series in hopes of turning them into box office 

blockbusters. While comic book based films have existed for quite some time, 

Professor Shaun Treat notes, “after 2001, more comics-based superhero movies 

were released than in all the prior years combined, doubling their domestic box-

office average and grossing nearly $3 billion” (105). The explosion of comic book 

films shows no signs of decelerating, as popular culture seems to have not yet 

grown tired of the oft-repeated form of an ordinary human being becoming an 
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extraordinary superhero. The question is: Why the sudden rise of comics based 

superhero films since September 11th, 2001? 

 I argue that one reason for the rise in comics based super hero films is the 

manner in which some (if not all) of these movies engage audiences rhetorically 

in a post-9/11 world. With the fall of the WTC Towers, the attack on the 

Pentagon, the two subsequent ongoing wars, and an economy that has not fully 

recovered since the early 2000s, we have seen traditional symbols of American 

identity tarnished or damaged. With this thesis I intend to explore the idea that 

superhero films give audiences rhetorical symbols to help make sense of life in a 

post-9/11 world, symbols such as military strength and dominance in the 

character Iron Man, justice and capitalism in Batman, and resilience and 

morality within Spider-man, just to name a few. 

Kenneth Burke, outlines his concept of equipment for living in his book 

Philosophy of Literary Form. Burke makes the claim that proverbs, and 

literature as a whole, act as a naming system for “typical, recurrent situations. 

That is, people find a certain social relationship recurring so frequently they must 

have a ‘word for it’” (293). These tactics for life are within a text, such as a film or 

poem, but can be interpreted for utilization in daily life. Barry Brummett extends 

Burke’s concept to include discourse which comes in the form of mass media; 

films, television, music, and even architecture. Drawing from the works of Burke, 

Brummett clearly defines how discourse operates as equipment for living: 
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Insofar as it articulates, explicitly or formally, the concerns, fears, and 

hopes of people… and insofar as the discourse provides explicit or formal 

resolution of situations or experiences similar to those which people 

actually confront, thus providing people with motives to address their 

dilemmas in life. (248) 

 I argue that comic book films since 9/11 give audiences symbols that have been 

tarnished or lost in the form of superheroes. These films and characters resonate 

with audiences because they give audiences something to help guide them 

through difficult times and address the dilemmas in their lives. 

 The opportunity to analyze superhero films as an object of inquiry is vital 

for communication and rhetorical scholars because it allows for an understanding 

of how rhetorical form and symbols communicate and engage today’s audiences. 

Additionally, studying superhero films allows scholars to examine the influence 

form has on audiences and how it can shape popular culture discourse. Scholars 

have long researched comic books and superheroes.1 Many have looked at how 

race, gender, and sexuality issues manifest themselves in comic books or graphic 

novels. Others have looked at how narratives of comics provide social 

commentary during times of war or civil unrest.  

In preparing the research materials for this chapter, I accessed the EBSCO 

Online Databases searching the key terms “superhero,” “film,” and “rhetoric” 

                                                
1 For reference see Robert Jewett and John Lawrence’s The American Monomyth,  Peter Coogan’s 
Superhero: The Secret Origin of a Genre, Richard Reynold’s Super Heroes: A Modern Mythology 
(Studies in Popular Culture), and Matthew Smith and Randy Duncan’s Critical Approaches to 
Comics: Theories and Methods. 
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across all available databases. The results did not yield any previously published 

research or relevant publications to my specific study. It is my understanding that 

most research and scholarly work in this area of popular culture focuses on the 

physical comic books that inspire superhero films. There appears to be a gap 

between comic book and superhero studies and research on the films that are 

adapted from these original creations. Comic studies is a new and emergent 

interdisciplinary field, that is being shaped today by scholars from a variety of 

academic backgrounds. I believe this lack of research leaves room for a study to 

look at these films critically and to analyze how form and symbols are able to 

keep characters and stories relevant. Because of the absence of results in my 

effort to research previous literature on the rhetoric of superhero films much of 

my definitions and concepts in this chapter will come from literature that focuses 

on superhero comic books. 

 With a series of case studies, I will look at how superhero films have 

emerged as a powerful locus for rhetoric in a post-9/11 world. I seek to analyze 

and explicate how form and symbols provide equipment for living for audiences 

today. In chapter one, I will review literature that has focused on comic books 

and comics-based films throughout the years to understand the viewpoints of 

other scholars on what comics have done in popular culture since their inception 

in 1938. I will draw on research from various fields not limited to rhetoric in 

order to have a broad background on how scholars have interpreted comics and 

comics based films over the years.  
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DEFINING THE SUPERHERO GENRE 
 Before reviewing the literature, it is necessary to define certain concepts in 

order to clarify the scope of this study. First, the question must be asked, “What is 

a superhero film?” Hollywood has established the superhero film as a specific 

genre. Genres contain certain expectations, rules, and guidelines that mark or 

identify them. Thomas Schatz elaborates on this idea, explaining that a genre has 

a “specific grammar or system of rules of expression and construction” which 

operates to provide a “range of expression” for its products and “range of 

experience” for its consumers (Schatz 16, 19). Examples of genre include soap 

operas, westerns, or actions films. Superhero films are a genre unto themselves 

because they contain certain unique elements that separate them from other 

closely related categories, such as science fiction, action, and thriller/suspense.  

Because superhero films are adaptations based on a previous history of 

characters and story lines, most of the genre rules of superhero films are derived 

directly from their original comic book format.  Schatz identifies three required 

points of evidence for a genre: naming, parody, and imitation or repetition. 

Schatz suggests identifying when the name of a genre is used allows for scholars 

to research the origin of a genre. Peter Coogan writes that one of the first 

instances of the term superhero in print is found on the cover of Adventure 

Comics #247 in April 1958. The cover features the appearance of the fictional 

group the “Legion of Super-heroes” with their name on the cover. Yet Coogan 

also identifies a guide to writing comics published in 1942 entitled Crash the 
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Comics. The guide uses the term superhero throughout its pages, yet never 

defines superhero for its audience. For Coogan, this suggests that the audience at 

the time already had an implied understanding of what a superhero was. The 

term superhero satisfies the requirement for establishing the naming of a genre 

with evidence showing the name was widely accepted and used. 

Schatz also marks the notion of parody as an establishing element in the 

founding of a genre. Coogan notes that the first superhero parody appeared in 

November of 1940 in All-American Comics. The fictional protagonist in this is 

the female Ma Hunkel. The story mocks most elements of the superhero genre by 

giving Ma Hunkel a secret identity, a costume, and battling various evildoers to 

humorous effect. Coogan writes the fact that it could be parodied so easily 

“suggests that the superhero genre clearly existed and was perceived as a genre 

by 1940” (29). We can see that the parody of the genre is found not only in print 

but also in superhero film parodies. Movies such as Mystery Men (1999) and 

Blankman (1994) take a humorous approach to the tropes of superhero films. For 

example, the superheroes in Mystery Men have super powers, yet most of them 

seem useless and/or are not that super. Such is the case of the character The 

Shoveler, played by William H. Macy, whose ability to expertly use a shovel in a 

variety of ways constitutes his faux superhero status. The notion that the 

superhero genre can be parodied gives evidence that clear rules and guidelines 

are expected in superhero films and can be played upon to humorous effect 

through the use of parody.  
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Finally, in order to define the superhero genre, Schatz suggests that a 

genre must be imitated and repeated in order for it to establish itself (10-11). 

Repetition and imitation prove that a genre has a set form and creates 

expectations for further additions into the genre. Typically, a genre has an origin 

text that sets the mold for further imitations that can either be augmented or 

even broken in future renditions. Once again, since superhero films originate 

from comics, it is logical to look at the original comic book that started all the 

imitations: Action Comics #1. Published in June 1938, the first comic book 

portraying a superhero depicts a very simple and bold image. A man in tights and 

a cape effortlessly holds a car high above his head, slamming it into a boulder 

while “normal” human beings flee from the scene. The cover states only “Action 

Comics,” and there is no mention of the protagonist Superman. But, within a 

mere thirteen pages, the first issue set the template for the superhero and how it 

could be replicated. The first issue introduces Superman and establishes his alter 

ego Clark Kent, and numerous villains are apprehended (including one section 

featuring Superman rooting out corruption politicians in the U.S. Senate).  

The immediate success of Action Comics #1 quickly established the 

formula for superhero comics and was thus repeated in the form of Batman in the 

issue of Detective Comics #27 in May 1939. The appearance of Batman borrowed, 

if not copied, many of the elements that established Superman as a hit success for 

readers. Batman would also go on to attract a huge fan base in a relatively short 

amount of time. As comic book author Grant Morrison writes:  
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Once the formula was established [based on the success of Batman and 

Superman], dozens, hundreds, of variations and combinations of the hero 

type could be run… The rapid growth of superhero titles in the wake of 

Superman and Batman and the devouring demand for fresh material 

encouraged young writers and artists to pursue increasingly surreal pixie 

paths to inspiration. (27) 

The formula was imitated and repeated to varying degrees of success. Similarly, 

the form for superhero comic books was set by Action Comics #1, the form for 

superhero films was also set by Superman in the 1978 Superman film directed by 

Richard Donner. Luca Somigli argues that bringing the character Superman to 

the big screen was accomplished not by adapting the comic book character 

directly from the source of comics, but rather by rearticulating the character. He 

notes that rearticulating was accomplished when screenwriters “take the basic 

elements that over time have come to constitute the construction blocks of a 

Superman narrative and reassemble them in terms of the new medium” (290).  

The rearticulation of Superman to the movies was extremely fruitful; eleven years 

later a rearticulation of Batman was brought to the screen in Tim Burton’s 

Batman. The act of rearticulating superhero characters continues frequently 

today with new superhero films repeating and imitating much of what Donner 

did with Superman in 1978. The common repetition of translating superheroes 

from their comic book origins to Hollywood movies satisfies Schatz’s requirement 

that a genre must be repeated and imitated.  Superhero films are a genre of 
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movies that have a name, can be parodied, and have been imitated or repeated. 

These films have a specific set of rules and audiences hold a certain set of 

expectations when viewing them. Given this definition of the genre, I turn now to 

look at how scholars define the superhero. 

DEFINING THE SUPERHERO 
I have clearly defined that the superhero films are a genre unto 

themselves. The superhero film is a genre because it has a commonly accepted 

and used name, it has been parodied, and because it has been imitated and 

repeated many times over. However, the most important aspect of a superhero 

film is the superhero itself. But what exactly is a superhero? John Lawrence and 

Robert Jewett define the American superhero as: 

The (American) mono mythic superhero is distinguished by disguised 

origins, pure motivations, a redemptive task and extraordinary powers. He 

originates outside of the community he is called to save, and in those 

exceptional instances when he resides therein, the superhero plays the role 

of the idealistic loner. His identity is secret, either by virtue of his 

unknown origins or his alter ego: his motivation is a selfless zeal for 

justice. (47) 

This definition does well in that it provides a certain criteria that must be met in 

order for a character to be considered a superhero. Yet, this definition is too 

broad and perhaps too porous. For example, consider certain fictional characters 

such as Luke Skywalker from Star Wars (1977), The Lone Ranger, or Marty 
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McFly from Back to the Future (1985). These characters, at first glance, seem to 

meet the criteria Lawrence and Jewett put forth for determining a superhero. 

These characters certainly do have pure motivations, disguised origins, and could 

at times be considered loners. However, none of these characters are what can be 

considered a superhero, at least not in the sense that I wish to define here. 

Obviously, superheroes do draw on traditions of the monomyth, but there must 

be a more limited, clear definition to separate them from other heroes who also 

follow in this tradition.  

 Peter Coogan succinctly describes factors that determine the tropes and 

elements of a superhero. While his definition does present certain challenges, it is 

functional than the one presented by Lawrence and Jewett. Coogan defines three 

categories that determine a superhero: the character’s mission, powers, and 

identity and costume. Each of these categories on their own do not differ greatly 

from Lawrence and Jewett’s definition, but combined they reveal crucial factors 

that define a super hero. 

 The first category is the mission. This seems to be the most tenuous of the 

three categories simply because most characters in any fiction have a “mission” of 

some sort. Yet, Coogan derives this category due to a ruling in the case Detective 

Comics v. Bruns Publications. The case was a lawsuit filed by Detective Comics 

(DC) against Bruns Publications claiming that Wonderman (a direct imitation of 

Superman) was an infringement of the Superman copyright. While DC would go 

on to win the case, the more important aspect was the opinion Judge Augustus 
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Noble Hand wrote that defined superheroes in a legal context. Judge Hand cites 

the mission of the characters as a defining element of the two superheroes in 

question, stating both Wonderman and Superman were “champions of the 

oppressed” who combat “evil and injustice.” Thus the mission of a superhero is 

quite clear: he must defend the helpless and fight against the maladies of the 

world. This judicial opinion is central to the template for all superheroes. In order 

to categorize any character as a superhero, he or she must first be a selfless 

protector of the innocent; furthermore, this mission must be a defining element 

of the character. We can easily see how this applies to all superheroes, but it does 

leave space for other characters to fall into this category. This category could 

include Robin Hood, several characters portrayed by actor John Wayne, and even 

RoboCop; however, all of these characters lack the second crucial element of a 

superhero—powers. 

 Powers, especially superpowers, are a crucial aspect of superheroes. 

Without powers, superheroes are not different than any fictional characters that 

aim to protect the innocent. Judge Hand notes several unique features of 

Wonderman and Superman in his ruling, citing: 

Superman is pictured as stopping a bullet with his person and Wonderman 

as arresting and throwing back shells. Each is depicted as shot at by three 

men, yet as wholly impervious to the missiles that strike him. Superman is 

shown as leaping over a twenty story building, and Wonderman as leaping 

from building to building. Superman and Wonderman are each endowed 
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with sufficient strength to rip open a steel door. Each is described as being 

the strongest man in the world. (433)  

Judge Hand’s careful description of these unique powers is what ultimately 

distinguishes a superhero from an ordinary hero. A superhero’s powers do not 

have to originate within the character. The source of their powers can be derived 

from a variety of creative origins. Of course, Superman is an alien whose powers 

are derived from solar energy. The original Green Lantern found a mystical 

lantern that could talk and provided him the means to create a powerful ring that 

gave him a variety of abilities. Barry Allen was transformed into The Flash when a 

lightning bolt struck a vat of chemicals and spilled all over his body; 

subsequently, The Flash can run faster than any human being in the world. 

Regardless of the variety or origin, powers are a defining element of superheroes 

that separate them from ordinary heroes. A mission and powers are both 

important in defining a superhero, but Coogan cites one more element necessary 

for superheroes: a costume. 

 An identity and costume are a central element in defining a superhero. A 

heroic identity—Batman or Captain America, for example—combines a name and 

the concept of the hero with a recognizable costume “externalizes a character’s 

alter ego” (32). A superhero defines his or her identity through a costume often 

emblazoned with an insignia across the chest. This is important in defining 

superheroes, because it delineates them from all other categories of normal 

heroes. Indiana Jones has a requisite costume: a fedora, a leather jacket, and a 
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whip. However, this is his normal attire and his name does not change when he 

wears this outfit. A superhero’s costume proclaims his or her identity and the 

insignia defines who they are as a character. A lightning bolt, a large yellow S, or 

a silhouette of a bat immediately communicate to a viewer who that character is 

and what separates them from other superheroes. Superhero costumes also rely 

heavily on color to evoke identity. Morrison writes that: 

Early comic books used a four-color printing process in which alchemic, 

elemental red, yellow, blue, and black were combined to create a processed 

spectrum. Superman, of course, was the first character to take full 

advantage of the new technology, and these fundamental building blocks 

of the comic-book universe gave superhero comics a luminous, spectral 

radiance that had never been seen before in a democratic, popular form. 

(11) 

In a world without color television and few color films, superheroes’ costumes 

were perhaps the perfect canvas on which to showcase identity through color. 

Colorful costumes increased the iconicity of superheroes and disconnected them 

from the common sight of drab, dull military uniforms. Today, all costumed 

crusaders are typically associated with a few elemental colors that define their 

character and allow audiences to immediately associate the color to the hero. 

Identity and costumes are perhaps the most important element of a superhero 

because they are the most readily recognizable aspects of a superhero and require 

no knowledge of language to understand what they signify. 
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 In summary, three important aspects define a superhero: a mission, 

powers, and identity/costume. As with any definition, there are exceptions to the 

rule and these should be addressed. For example, a character might meet a few of 

these components but may lack a clear mission. Coogan wisely notes that The 

Hulk does not necessarily have an overarching mission, but rather “fights 

primarily for self-preservation but inadvertently does good” (41). Nevertheless, 

The Hulk does have super powers and a costume—albeit a less elaborate one than 

most superheroes. Of course, Batman is most certainly a superhero without 

powers (if one excludes his seemingly endless wealth) as is The Punisher who is 

void of any extraordinary ability (if you exclude his seemingly endless supply of 

guns and ammo). But both have iconic costumes and missions that assuredly fit 

within the categories outlined by Coogan. The mission, powers, identity/costume 

definition for a superhero allows for some flexibility to include characters that 

fulfill most but not all of the requirements. And it is also strict enough to exclude 

other characters that might have been included using Lawrence and Jewett’s 

definition of the American monomythic superhero. With a workable definition of 

what the superhero and a superhero film are, we can look at how superheroes 

have addressed national trauma in the past. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 As I noted previously, there is a dearth of research concerning superhero 

films and their rhetorical function since 9/11. In order to gain an understanding 

of this phenomenon I argue that one must look to the original source of these 
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superheroes—the comic books themselves—in order to comprehend the effects of 

the films today. Fortunately, since the emergence of superhero comic books in the 

late 1930s, much research has concerned itself with the subject of superheroes. 

Specifically, many scholars have focused on the way superheroes within comic 

books have addressed themes of national trauma and fear as time has progressed. 

Most of the literature suggests that superheroes have historically engaged their 

audiences by commenting on and reflecting sociopolitical thoughts and 

sentiments of the given era. By looking at the history of literature on comic books 

and how they addressed national trauma in the past we can gain a perspective on 

how superhero films today are also engaging audiences rhetorically.  

 For some, it may seem incongruent to study superhero comic books and 

superhero films as the same. However, I argue that yesterday’s four-colored 

comics are synonymous with today’s computer-generated, 3D superhero movies. 

The characters and origin stories are often direct translations from the original 

books. The only aspect that changes from books to film is the actual medium in 

which these stories and characters are presented. The idea that superhero films 

address national trauma and fear much like their comic book counterparts is 

something that I will argue throughout the following chapters. 

 I intend to structure this literature review in two parts. The first part will 

look at research on superheroes during Word War II  (WWII) through the Cold 

War. The second will look at how scholars have studied superhero comics and 

films in a post-9/11 era and what work remains to be done. 
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 Shortly after the introduction of Superman in 1938, the United States of 

America entered WWII. Radio and print media were the main sources of news 

and entertainment of that time. Comic books became a common way of spreading 

WWII propaganda to both soldiers overseas and audiences at home. Writers of 

comic books at the time created storylines that depicted superheroes fighting 

villains across the globe as the Allied troops fought against the Axis powers. Mark 

Grunwald, a former editor of Captain America in the 1990s, stated that a ‘‘comic 

book’s primary responsibility is to entertain . . . but to do that, it must be relevant 

to people’s lives . . . the juxtaposition of fantasy and real experience is exciting 

and allows for social themes to emerge’’ (39).  The idea of good versus evil was a 

social theme that Americans during WWII were ensconced in and superheroes 

illustrated the struggle perfectly. 

 Cord Scott argues that superheroes such as Captain America, The Shield, 

Uncle Sam, and Citizen V were created in direct response to the events of WWII. 

Scott’s argument gives credibility to the notion that comics often respond to 

national trauma. He writes that perhaps the best depiction of fantasy and real 

experience was seen in the stories of Captain American who first appeared in 

1941. Scott writes that Captain America embodied the ideals of young readers of 

the time. His origin story focuses on the character Steve Rogers, who is given an 

opportunity to enlist in a special military experiment that aims to create a super 

soldier. Rogers was a normal, albeit undersized, civilian unable to pass the 

physical requirements necessary to fight in WWII. The experiment is successful 
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and Rogers becomes Captain America: a symbol of democracy, strength and 

courage.  Scott writes that Captain America was unique among the WWII-era 

superheroes because of a key factor: his twelve-year-old sidekick Bucky Barnes. 

Scott argues that Bucky Barnes, “gave readers (who were often the same age) a 

chance to insert themselves into the action presented in the comic book” (334). 

This action more often than not featured Captain America exacting justice on 

villains overseas such as “Hitler, various stormtroopers, or some other sort of 

military regime” (334). Captain America represented the moral fight against evil 

and was one of many superheroes depicted fighting Axis forces during WWII. 

Scott writes that both Wonder Woman and Superman’s alter ego Clark Kent were 

often depicted fighting the war on the home front outing international spies and 

encouraging kids to recycle scrap metal. As Jiří G. Růžička notes, superhero 

comics were used to “build consensus and morale during WWII,” but as the war 

ended and the Cold War began, superhero comics started to engage audiences by 

“questioning America’s role as the world’s superpower” (47). 

 Robert Genter writes in his article ‘‘With Great Power Comes Great 

Responsibility’’: Cold War Culture and the Birth of Marvel Comics about how 

the Cold War shifted and shaped the content of comic books, especially Marvel 

Comics. Genter cites that pressures from politicians such as Estes Kefauver, 

Fredric Wertham’s book Seduction of the Innocent, and parental groups’ 

attributions of juvenile delinquency to overexposure of popular culture led to a 

decline in comic sales shortly after WWII. Stories of fighting Nazis and 
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caricatures of Asian armies could no longer satisfy audiences and were under 

scrutiny from various social outlets. As a result, Genter claims comics writer Stan 

Lee began to introduce characters that spoke to an audience troubled by the 

sociopolitical concerns of the Cold War age. As Genter argues, “Marvel heroes 

were laden with typical problems plaguing the 1950s and spoke to the anxieties of 

a culture in an atomic age.” They were “not simply a meaningless product 

directed toward young children”; instead, they “were now consumed by young 

adults and college students” (954). This shift in tone for comics was crucial to the 

survival of the industry, but it also reflected audiences’ growing attitudes of 

unease in a rapidly changing world. 

 Stan Lee captured this sentiment clearly in the creation of the character 

The Incredible Hulk. The character’s human form, Bruce Banner, is a scientist 

who is caught in a gamma radiation experiment gone wrong, turning him into a 

“hulking” monster also known as The Incredible Hulk. Essentially, The Hulk is a 

retelling of Shelley’s Frankenstein joined with elements of Robert Louis 

Stevenson’s Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. But Adam Capitanio 

suggests that The Incredible Hulk was a comic book that addressed sociopolitical 

fears of atomic energy and power in an age that was rife with anxieties of 

impending nuclear holocaust. Capitanio argues: 

By embodying atomic power in the form of the Hulk, [comic books] 

certainly contributed to a decline in concern about its destructive potential 

through a reduction and reassurance that the contestation over nuclear 
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power between the United States and Soviet Union could be resolved 

through individual heroic efforts. (268) 

Genter goes on to say that other Marvel titles such as Iron Man, The Amazing 

Spider-Man, and The Fantastic Four were successful not because the heroes 

within them possessed amazing abilities, but rather because they reflected, “upon 

the ways in which the mundane problems of human existence interfered with 

their crime fighting abilities” (954). The Cold War affected culture in a variety of 

ways and yet comic books found ways to adapt their message to engage 

audiences. And as the Cold War progressed, superheroes were forced to question 

their status once again. 

 The Cold War and the eighties brought comics to an interesting 

crossroads. Mike DuBose argues that the issues of morality, politics, and 

conceptions of justice all came to a head during the presidency of Ronald Reagan. 

He writes that challenging traditional American values caused “many Americans 

(as evident in some elements of the popular culture)… to wonder if such things as 

heroes could even exist” in an era dominated by the Cold War (916). As a result, 

the deconstruction of superheroes became a common trope in comic books to 

accurately represent the sentiments of living under the Reagan administration. 

DuBose notes that this is most clearly seen in Frank Miller’s The Dark Knight 

Returns and Alan Moore’s Watchmen and Captain America. He argues that 

heroes in these stories begin to shed the typical notions of superheroes that fight 

for truth, justice, and the American way and instead become introspective 
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vigilantes trying to understand their role in a postmodern society. DuBose goes 

on to argue that amidst the backdrop of nuclear war with the USSR, these comic 

books redefined how superheroes operated in an era of moral ambiguity.  

 Even Captain America, the iconic symbol of patriotism during WWII, had 

to evaluate his role as a superhero. DuBose explains, “Captain America in the 

eighties [was] a more thoughtful character than he was in the forties, more prone 

to contemplation over the nature of America” (928). Captain America is forced to 

realize his ideas of justice cannot be painted in black and white and the 

traditional systems he once championed perhaps did not address the issues of the 

post-modern world he was in. The concept of the American dream was 

challenged with these stories and reflected the growing sense of unease readers of 

comic books were living under the constant threat of nuclear war.  

 As I mentioned previously, comics during the Cold War-era struggled with 

whether or not superheroes could exist. Jamie Hughes writes that Watchmen 

asks the question, “What would happen to our concept of the superhero if such 

crusaders were a real part of our world?” (548). Moore’s story is set amidst the 

threat of nuclear war with the USSR as the proverbial Doomsday Clock ticks 

closer and closer to midnight. However, Watchmen is also set in an alternate 

reality, one in which superheroes do exist but have been controlled and outlawed 

by government legislation. Hughes argues that Moore’s superheroes reflect the 

idea that superheroes in our world would likely be caught up in ideology. He cites 

that typical caped crusaders were often depicted as being outside the realm of 
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Repressive and Ideological State Apparatuses as defined by Louis Althusser. 

However, Hughes suggests: 

Superman, Batman, Green Lantern, and the rest of the traditional good 

guys become superheroes for some intrinsic responsibility, but the brood 

in Watchmen choose to do it for much more mundane reasons—money, 

power, fame, or to promote their own ideology. (548) 

Moore’s sobering depiction of what a superhero would look like in our Cold War 

era world reflects the cultural unease of living under the constant threat of 

nuclear war and civil unrest. Hughes writes, “in a world like ours, which is built 

on production, power, infrastructures, and superstructures, one in which the 

State is the ultimate authority to which we all answer,” superheroes would 

struggle with ideology just as Americans have done (556).  

   This review of literature has focused on how comic books responded to 

sociopolitical concerns from WWII through the Cold War. The role of 

superheroes adapted and shifted to meet the cultural needs of the time to not 

only entertain audiences but engage them in their reality as well. These comic 

books have laid the form from which the films have been able to continue to 

address cultural issues. The insights provided in this literature help build possible 

explanations for investigating the current zeitgeist of superhero films today. 

However, this literature does not fully provide answers to explain why the sudden 

rise of comic book films since 9/11. Next, I will review how scholars have 
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addressed comic book and superhero films since 9/11 to understand how these 

films have addressed the sociopolitical needs of popular culture.    

SUPERHEROES, COMIC BOOKS AND 9/11 
 The previous section highlighted how superheroes and comic book 

narratives often adapt to the growing sociopolitical concerns of popular culture 

over time. The terrorist attacks of September 11, 2011, are no exception to this 

trend. This section aims to look at how scholars have analyzed superheroes, 

comic books, and superhero films in a post-9/11 world. This part of the chapter 

also begins to look at the transition from comic book to superhero films and the 

effects that has had on superhero scholarship as well.  

 Hillary Chute writes about perhaps the most direct response to 9/11 in 

comic book form: Art Spiegelman’s In the Shadow of No Towers. While this 

comic book does not feature any superheroes within it, it is representative of the 

response comic books authors and artists took post 9/11. Chute argues that No 

Towers reflects the trauma Spiegelman (and others) experienced after the events 

of 9/11. She adds that the narrative of No Towers illustrates the fracture of 

temporality experienced by individuals and Spiegelman, “in which a normative, 

ongoing sense of time stopped or shattered” (230). Chutes further states that No 

Towers is unique in the sense that it provides graphic representation of the 

political and ethical shapes of trauma. Many individuals experienced terror and 

trauma in the wake of 9/11, and as Chute suggests, comics offer a way to 

“organize the fragmented, discursive structure of paranoia and trauma” in a way 
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no other medium can (236). The ability of comics to adapt narratives that relate 

to individuals during times of crisis gives evidence that comics can be viewed as 

equipment for living. 

 Chute is one of many scholars that has looked at how comics interpreted 

the events of 9/11. J. Gavin Paul explores how the comic book Human Target [by 

whom?] memorialized the events of 9/11 by suspending the narrative of the 

attacks of 9/11 across two monthly issues. Paul observes that the comic never 

graphically presents an image of the attacks of 9/11 but rather illustrates a 

character standing in front of the WTC towers immediately before the attack and 

right after. This two-part issue happened over the course of a month, creating 

what Paul terms a temporal “gutter.” He states that the authors: 

Don’t revisit the actual destruction, only its immediate prelude and 

aftermath (which are separated by the month-long interval between 

issues); what is left unrepresented—the carnage itself—leaves an 

interpretive gap that readers must seek to close. At the story’s core is an 

overwhelming act of violence and mass murder, but rather than present 

the shredding of lives, towers, and documents that occurred on 9/11, [the 

authors] concern themselves with a fictional unshredding that facilitates a 

compelling exploration of memory and mourning. (211) 

This temporal gutter activates audiences to engage their memories of 9/11 and 

interpret them individually. Paul argues the ambiguity of the individual’s 

interpretation of this gutter is critically productive because it allows for 
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individuals to mourn and interpret trauma in a way that is inimitable and 

personal. This temporal gutter is facilitated in comics because most are issued 

monthly a unique attribute of the medium. The ability to deal with 9/11 in a 

monthly, serialized manner allowed for reflection, mourning, and grieving.  

 The post-9/11 world allowed writers and artists to tackle other lingering 

issues after the immediate effects of the attacks. In 2006, The 9/11 Report: A 

Graphic Adaptation attempted to recreate the original 9/11 Commission Report 

in “comic book” form. Keith Cormier writes that, while not definitively accurate 

the Graphic Adaptation adds complexities, nuances, and narrative to an 

otherwise bureaucratic document. The combination of text and images allows for 

visual rhetoric to layer meaning onto an event that can be interpreted in a 

multitude of ways. Suzanne Keen contends that Brian K. Vaughn’s Pride of 

Baghdad uses the graphic novel format to evoke empathy in audiences. Vaughn’s 

Pride of Baghdad focuses on a pride of lions that escape from the Baghdad Zoo 

during the second invasion of the Iraq War. Keen argues that Pride of Baghdad 

utilizes anthropomorphism to “reach readers outside the boundaries of the 

depicted social world in an effort to change attitudes and even solicit assistance 

in the real world” (136). She also notes that graphic narratives engage in 

rhetorical strategies that can promote public awareness, civic engagement, and 

tolerance in audiences. These strategies can prove useful in order to make sense 

of wars and national crisis. In the case of Pride of Baghdad, cartoon lions can 

open audiences up to the reality of noncombatant victims in Iraq and abroad.  
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 However, some scholars do not agree that these strategies produce viable 

solutions. Lawrence and Jewett write that the American monomyth [super]hero: 

Gives Americans a fantasy land without ambiguities to cloud the moral 

vision, where the evil empire of enemies is readily discernible, and where 

they can vicariously (through identification with the superhero) smite evil 

before it overtakes them. (48) 

Or in other words, superheroes offer solutions to problems in a “world which no 

humans really live” (48). Their argument is directly opposed to the current study 

I wish to present. There are ramifications to the ways superheroes interpret 

reality, but the fact remains they are still commenting on our world. Of course, 

their suggestions are more guiding principles or strategic answers to approach 

similar situations in our daily lives. With this thesis I aim to show how superhero 

films do in fact comment on a world in which humans actually live and to 

demonstrate the real life application of these strategies. These strategies are not 

beyond criticism, but they do in fact offer audiences equipment for living in 

difficult times.  

 Since 9/11, comic books have been able to address sociopolitical issues in 

novel, unique ways due to their form, serialization and ability to address 

audiences’ fears, concerns and hopes. But, where are the superheroes? How have 

they addressed these same questions? It seems logical that superheroes should be 

able to adapt to a post-9/11 world, much as they have evolved throughout their 

history. But a limited amount of research exists that explores superheroes 
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addressing post-9/11 concerns in comic books. The shift from comic book films 

could be interpreted as just another way of superheroes adapting to meet the 

sociopolitical concerns permeating audiences. The decline of sales of physical 

comic books is in direct opposition to the great increase of box office sales of 

comic book movies. Matthew McAllister writes that since 9/11 the comic book 

industry has shifted to a film-intensive focus. They argue that there are several 

financial reasons for doing this, including huge licensing and merchandise 

potential, a global market appeal, media conglomerate mergers (Disney buying 

Marvel, Warner Bros acquiring DC), and economic predictability. However, 

looking over the research that demonstrates superhero and comics’ affinity for 

addressing sociopolitical concerns of the era, I would suggest these films are now 

filling the role that comics once did in the past. This is not a causal claim and I 

am not suggesting that the rise can be solely attributed to 9/11 and the trauma 

and paranoia that persist today as a result of those events. Rather, I argue that 

audiences are finding rhetorical symbols in these films to confront the issues of a 

post-9/11 world.  

 Shaun Treat writes about this very topic in his article, “How America 

Learned to Stop Worrying and Cynically ENJOY! The Post-9/11 Superhero 

Zeitgeist.” Through a psychoanalytic approach, Treat argues that, “It seems 

hardly coincidental that superheroes flourish during traumatizing wars abroad 

and an economic crisis inherited from Gilded Age corporate corruption at home” 

(105). Treat argues that the 2008 film The Dark Knight elucidates the “fetishistic 
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denial of cynical reason in Late Capitalism theorized by Slavoj Zizek,” and 

activates audiences’ ideas of justice in a post-9/11 world. Treat elaborates on the 

concept of cynical ideology stating: 

Cynical ideology admits social antagonism to then offer the imaginary 

solution of fantasy, which cathartically misdirects anxiety (in this case) 

with superheroic agents using vigilante violence for defending the status 

quo (as reactive champions) or changing it. (106) 

In other words, audiences can see the larger issues that The Dark Knight is 

addressing but due to cynical ideology they prefer to remain passive as a way to 

defer guilt and misdirect culpability, all the while waiting for a superhero to save 

us. Treat’s article provides an interesting insight on why The Dark Knight (the 

highest grossing comic book film of all time) resonates so well with audiences.  

 Anthony Kolenic also investigates the manner in which The Dark Knight 

taps into the tensions and fears of the post-9/11 world. Kolenic argues that the 

narrative of the character the Joker mirrors the way Virginia Tech shooter Seung-

Hui Cho was portrayed in the media. The idea that a single individual can “create 

panic and disrupt social order… with very low-scale technologies” taps into the 

popular culture fear of terror that remains since 9/11. Kolenic heeds that readings 

of post-9/11 anxieties should not always be thrust upon works of popular culture, 

but adds that the narrative of the Joker as a terrorist is not unfounded due to the 

similarity of radical violence found in the tragic Virginia Tech shooting. He cites 

that the narrative of the Joker activates in audiences the same fears and anxieties 
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that they felt in a post-9/11 world with many of these fears created and/or 

perpetuated by media outlets.  

 These two articles take a methodical approach in an attempt to examine 

superhero films, but dozens of more films remain to be analyzed. These articles 

offer an entry point into the study of superhero films and also highlight the need 

for more scholarship. I will argue that a rhetorical critique of why superhero films 

have risen in terms of ubiquity and popularity is necessary in order to gain a 

better understanding of how living in a post-9/11 world is interpreted through 

popular culture. 

 The prevailing idea throughout this review of literature is that superheroes 

have consistently provided equipment for living to audiences to mitigate a variety 

of their sociopolitical fears, concerns, and hopes. From WWII on through the 

War on Terror, superheroes have adapted in order to remain culturally relevant. 

While the context has changed, the form has remained the same. The research 

mentioned here enables us to recognize the past, monthly comic books, and to 

look toward the newest iteration of form: superhero films.  Superheroes are 

symbols, symbols that fascinate our culture, regardless of the era or medium in 

which they are found. The appalling events of September 11, 2001, simply caused 

a shift in context for superheroes and allowed the form to move to an arguably 

more rhetorically powerful medium. This chapter has provided a context in which 

to study superhero films more closely. The proceeding chapter will construct a 

methodology in order to rhetorically critique superhero films. 
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Chapter 2: Formal Framework 

 In order to investigate why superhero films have risen in popularity, a 

methodology must be set in place to systematically understand what discursive 

and rhetorical aspects might be influencing the phenomenon. In the previous 

chapter, I defined the characteristics of a superhero and the requirements of a 

superhero film. With these definitions in mind we can read superhero films as 

texts containing rhetorical meanings below their surface level.  

 The review of literature outlined in the aforementioned chapter also 

examined how superhero comics throughout the twentieth century adapted to 

and addressed the national trauma and fears that were relevant in their given 

context. From WWII, to the Red Scare, and throughout the Cold War, superhero 

narratives within comic books reflected cultural anxieties about national issues. 

Today’s superhero films are synonymous with the comic books of the past; 

however, they are a newer medium to express these fears and trauma. It is my 

contention that superhero films today address and contextualize the national 

trauma suffered as a result of 9/11. A rhetorical critique should be able to reveal 

the rhetorical elements of these films that are engaging audiences and explain 

how they relate to the rise of these superhero movies. I argue that we can see 

these elements if we look at the formal aspects of the texts themselves. 

 To understand what I mean when using the term “form” I will look to the 

work of the theorist Kenneth Burke, one of the most influential rhetorical critics 

of the twentieth century. Burke’s concepts and ideas of form can help explain how 
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elements of superhero films can contain rhetorical meaning to audiences that 

upon first glance are not necessarily evident. According to Burke, form can 

rhetorically influence an audience by framing perceptions, formulating attitudes 

and motivations, and speaking to cultural problems and issues. For these 

reasons, I suggest that form is the most appropriate method to employ while 

looking at superhero films. As noted in the first chapter, superhero films are the 

new medium through which superheroes reach mass audiences. The content and 

characters are nearly identical to the former versions found in the older print 

comic books. This suggests that the form of superheroes has not changed; rather, 

it has shifted to accommodate audiences’ desires. Form falls under Burke’s 

concept of equipment for living, which he defines in Philosophy of Literary Form 

as a naming system for “typical, recurrent situations. That is, people find a 

certain social relationship recurring so frequently they must have a ‘word for it’” 

(293). Superhero films have recurred with such frequency since 9/11 it is 

appropriate to name the situation they come out of and look at how the rhetorical 

elements of these films are influencing and equipping audiences for living in a 

post 9/11 world.  

 In this chapter, I will look at how Burke has defined form and demonstrate 

how it can be used as a methodology to understand the sudden rise in superhero 

films since 9/11. I will also explore and detail Burke’s notion of the Symbol and 

Barry Brummett’s concept of the “rhetorical homology,” and how they will be 

employed in the forthcoming application chapters. The Symbol and rhetorical 
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homologies are more succinct examples of how form can rhetorically influence 

and advise audiences. 

 The tragedy of 9/11 and superhero films such as Spider-man, The Dark 

Knight, and 300 might seem too dissimilar to group together. However, I argue 

that the events of 9/11 and the subsequent superhero films since that day connect 

at the level of form. Form allows the critic to look at recurring experiences that 

span across a variety of texts and identify the formal characteristics that link 

them together. Through form, we can detect whether or not a correlation exists 

between a terrorist attack and movies with superheroes, while gaining insight as 

to what those separate texts signify.   

 The following chapters will present two case studies in which form 

connects the events of 9/11 and superhero films in specific ways. The third 

chapter uses Burke’s concept of the Symbol and how it reveals itself through form 

to align audiences’ experiences through disparate texts. The chapter will look at 

films such as Spider-man, Batman Begins, and The Dark Knight and detail how 

the Symbol emerges through these texts when connected to the events of 9/11. 

Burke’s idea of the Symbol is useful for this study because it provides an insight 

into how exactly a text can become equipment for living. In the following chapter, 

I use rhetorical homology theory to explore the formal connections between the 

post-9/11 foreign policy of the George W. Bush administration and the graphic 

novel-based film 300. The chapter will also examine the rhetorical homology 

between government protest and the film V for Vendetta; specifically how the 
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Guy Fawkes mask featured in the film has become a prominent rhetorical 

symbol. Homology theory is appropriate for this case study because it allows the 

critic to discover the formal links between seemingly different experiences. First, 

I will look to the writings of Burke on his concept of the Symbol how it relates to 

the idea of form. 

THE SYMBOL 
 Burke first introduces his theory of the Symbol in his book Counter-

Statement. He defines form in regards to audience expectations citing, “form is 

the creation of an appetite in the mind of the auditor, and the adequate satisfying 

of the appetite” (31). By defining form as such, he situates form in the mind or 

imagination of the audience. Barry Brummett states that, “form is a bridging 

device, using a shared pattern to facilitate the mixing, shifting, and associating of 

content across different dimensions of experience” (4). These two definitions 

suggest that form is something innate within human nature that connects 

experiences together, and creates and satisfies certain expectations of these 

experiences. Burke, for the most part, throughout Counter-Statement, focuses 

specifically on the form within art. He draws on experiences between several 

different mediums of art such as poetry, music and theater and is concerned with 

how these art-forms appeal to audience. Burke’s focus on these art forms allows 

the critic to extend their critiques to modern day experiences of art within 

popular culture, or specifically for this study, superhero films. 
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 Burke argues that people have the ability to experience form because of 

certain structuring devices already within the consciousness, and that certain 

artistic experiences make form present to individuals. Burke writes, “art has 

always appealed by the changing individuations of changing subject-matter, to 

certain potentialities of appreciation which would seem to be inherent in the very 

germ-plasm of man, and which since they are constant, we might call innate 

forms of the mind” (46). This innate sense of form allows audiences to categorize 

or sort experiences of texts, events, or art and group them along with others, 

while also to desire certain expectations. It is something we do on an unconscious 

level as we encounter different texts on a daily basis.  

 However, Burke more precisely cites that the “formulations of symbols… 

rigidify our sense of poise and rhythm” (15). Burke means here that texts can 

present a particular form to an audience, which then makes that form more 

concrete in the consciousness of audiences as a way to manifest art and certain 

experiences. Brummett writes, “Form thus seems to be a property of discourse, or 

more fundamentally a property of symbolizing, that is transferred to 

consciousness in the act of appreciating the text” (15). Therefore, it is possible 

that through symbols or discourse, form can rhetorically influence audiences by 

creating and satisfying appetites or expectations, naming situations, and relating 

experiences that reside innately in the consciousness of individuals.  

 One way rhetorical influence is facilitated, according to Burke, is through 

the Symbol, which he describes in his essay “Lexicon Rhetoricae.” The Symbol is 
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a manifestation of form that can be experienced by both the artist and the 

audience. As Brummett notes, “the symbol2 appears to be a property of a sign 

within a text or of a whole text itself. It is a predicate of the object produced by 

the artist” (15). The symbol here is the translation of the underlying mood of the 

artist put into a text. Burke describes this process saying, “The poet steps forth, 

and his first step is the translation of his original mood into a symbol” (56).  Yet, 

the symbol is also form because Burke cites that, “he (the poet) has attained 

articulacy by linking his emotion to technical form” (56). Converting the symbol 

into a “technical form” allows for the symbol to have wide-reaching implications 

as an instrument of influence. This influence can be viewed in the way that the 

symbol can be a guide for audiences, or as Burke states, “the technical appeal of 

the symbol lies in the fact that it is a principle of logical guidance, and makes for 

the repetition of itself in changing details which preserve as constant the original 

ratio” (60). The technical form of the symbol guides audiences through texts 

allowing them to connect at the level of form.  

 A crucial element of the symbol is how it appropriates itself across 

different contexts and experiences. Brummett argues that, “form may underlie 

and cross many different times and places (‘the repetition of itself in changing 

details’), but the form remains influential upon the audience in more or less ‘the 

same ratio’” (16). The rhetorical power of the symbol lies in its ability to adapt 

and shift to the appropriate form and still connect to the audience. This is due in 

                                                
2 Note that “symbol” is still lowercased here. 
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part, according to Burke, to the fact that form is not simply an artistic expression, 

but it is also analogous with real life experience. Burke argues the symbol, “faces 

two ways, for in addition to the technical form just mentioned it also applies to 

life, serving here as a formula for our experiences” (61). A symbol is at the same 

time the technical form expression in art for an artist and also an individuation of 

real life experience. I argue it is this fact that the Symbol faces both ways that 

texts can become equipment for living through form. A symbol guides audiences 

through a text, imparts understanding for an experience and becomes rhetorical 

in this sense. Therefore, the form art takes does not simply, “‘reflect’ a situation 

[but is] a way of dealing with a situation” (80). And this process is a rhetorical 

one.  

 Burke alleges later in Counter-Statement that there are “universal 

experiences” that “all men, under certain conditions… are capable of 

experiencing” (149). Brummett grounds this assertion by stating that there is no 

“specific ‘attack’ experienced by ‘all men.’ but there are basic forms of attack… 

that all might experience” (18). This idea creates the opportunity for formal 

patterns to link experiences across different contexts, places, and times for all 

individuals. It is here that Burke introduces the now capitalized Symbol, “which 

is the verbal parallel to a pattern of experience” (152). Brummett makes a clear 

distinction on this foundational definition of the symbol arguing: 

Note that the Symbol does not parallel an experience but rather a pattern 

of experience. We must understand that the Symbol not as a particular 
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collection of words or images but as the pattern underlying words or 

images, a pattern that parallels a pattern of experience. (18) 

This delineation allows for the critic to look at texts more closely revealing 

meanings that perhaps are not evident at the surface level. However, it also 

demands that the critic not solely look at repeating verbal elements of visual 

images, but also find a verbal pattern of experience that occurs over and over.   

 Burke explains that a poet “converts his pattern [of experience] into a plot” 

(153), and in doing so, creates the Symbol. Burke describes a few basic plots such 

as “The King and the Peasant” or “A Saint Dying in Neglect,” which provide 

examples of basic forms these patterns of experience manifest themselves in. 

However, it is not the specific plot points that give rise to the Symbol, rather the 

Symbol is “a complex attitude which pervades the setting, plot, and characters” 

(153). This important distinction reveals that the Symbol is not simply the 

specific things that happen in a play or a text that formulate the Symbol. It is the 

underlying discursive messages that reflect a pattern of experience that create the 

form of the Symbol.  

 Superheroes have a long established history of reflecting or commenting 

on patterns of experience. Thomas Andrae writes that Superman was born out of 

an era of popular culture disenchanted by laissez-faire individualism. He cites the 

creation of Superman, “revealed both the attraction and disillusionment 

Americans felt toward the success myth during the Depression” (127). However, 

Superman, according to Andrae, was able to fight for social justice by reflecting 
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the experimental collectivism of the Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal. Superman 

thus suggested that a way to end the injustice of daily life was to work with the 

establishment to rid the nation of these solutions. By WWII, Superman was on 

the front lines fighting Hitler himself. Therefore, the Symbol of Superman gives a 

precedent on how superheroes reflect the complex attitudes that pervade 

audiences. Later on, I will examine how superhero films have updated this long 

standing tradition of addressing patterns of experience by incorporating the 

Symbol into their fictional narratives.  

 Burke asserts that, “The Symbol is a formula” and this formula provides a 

guiding principle for the audience to experience life in certain situations. He also 

argues that the Symbol is, “most overwhelming in its effect when the artist’s and 

the reader’s patterns of experience closely coincide” (153). When the patterns of 

experience in both the text and the audience’s combine, a powerful rhetorical 

effect can provide an audience with equipment for living. Brummett notes that, 

“The creator of the text suggests one form through which an audience may see a 

situation, but the audience may well read a text so as to discover another form” 

(19). He goes on to say that audiences are “active” and typically never choose to 

merely accept the form offered by the artist. This notion allows rhetorical space 

for a critic to examine the underlying rhetorical messages within a text that, upon 

initial inspection, might not reveal themselves.  

 The Symbol provides a methodology for us to look at comics-based 

superhero films from a unique angle. In the first chapter, I reviewed literature 
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that focused on how comic books respond to national traumas and fears over the 

years. It can be argued that those texts and characters provided Symbols for 

audiences that reflected their patterns of experience during that time. In chapter 

three, I will examine how superhero films since 9/11 have provided audiences 

with the Symbol(s) or a verbal parallel to the pattern of experiences they have 

encountered since those events. It is not the superheroes, plot points, or settings 

of the films that audiences connect with. Rather, it is the complex attitude that is 

reflected in the revealing of form within these films.  

 The events of 9/11 changed the reality of the entire world, especially the 

lives of Americans. The loss of symbols such as the World Trade Center towers 

and the destruction of the Pentagon are more than just a result of terrorist 

attacks, they are rhetorically significant events that changed discourse and 

history. Situations such as these have long lasting effects that continue to ripple 

throughout our daily lives. This national trauma creates a pattern of experience 

for form to address and influence rhetorically. In chapter three I will examine 

how three specific films, Spider-man, Batman Begins, and The Dark Knight, 

provide audiences with the Symbol. The Symbol provides an insight on to why we 

have seen a rise in superhero films since 9/11, and allows us to understand how 

form adapts itself to situations to reflect patterns of experience. Out of our 

understanding of the symbol and its rhetorical influence on audiences we can 

also explore another technique, the rhetorical homology, which I will use in 

chapter four. The homology provides the critic another concept, which connects 
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texts to seemingly disparate experiences to understand how they function 

rhetorically within audiences. 

RHETORICAL HOMOLOGY 
 Form and the Symbol provide a technique for examining texts at their 

most basic formal elements. The Symbols offers one explanation as to why we 

have seen a sudden rise in the number of superhero films since 9/11. However, 

the Symbolic approach is not the only manner in which to address our 

overarching research question. Out of our understanding of form and the Symbol, 

we can now explore a concept referred to as homology. The term “homology” is 

used in a variety of academic disciplines including mathematics, biology, 

medicine, and child development. In his book, Rhetorical Homologies: Form, 

Culture, and Experience, Barry Brummett develops and brings the concept of 

homology to the practice of rhetorical criticism. He notes that the term 

“homology” can denote distinctive meanings in different academic contexts, but 

we can start by thinking of “homology as a formal experience” (1). Brummett also 

states, “A homology is a pattern found to be ordering significant particulars of 

different and disparate experiences” (1). This concept can prove useful in 

understanding patterns of experience, especially ones that don’t have any obvious 

or apparent formal connections. 

 Brummett writes, “Homologies may also undergird the kinds of 

experiences that are thought of as primarily textual, and it may bring texts into 

the same pattern as extratextual experience” (Homologies, 2). This allows the 
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critic to look at how traditional texts can connect to and influence experiences 

that are typically not included as texts, but rather real experiences had by 

individuals. Brummett describes a scenario where an individual deals with a 

difficult co-worker and afterwards goes home and unwinds by reading a book or 

watching a television show with a similar pattern of experience. Because the text 

of the book or television show and the experience are similar, they could be 

classified as homologous (2). Furthermore, he argues that because these two 

separate events are homologous they “speak to her and advise her as what to do 

and how to feel. Such a homologous text would have rhetorical power” (2). 

Understanding how homologies function rhetorically will offer another 

methodology in which to examine superhero films critically.  

 A rhetorical homology can explain specifically how ideas, messages, and 

discourses are communicated or influenced across different mediums and 

experiences. Brummett defines a rhetorical homology as a “special case of formal 

resemblance, grounded in discursive properties, that facilitates the work of 

political and social rhetoric, or influence” (3). Building on our understanding of 

form, a rhetorical homology provides a specific example of form, and allows us to 

draw disparate texts and experiences together by exposing their similarities at the 

formal level. Identifying a rhetorical homology is more than merely arguing that a 

certain text is a metaphor for an experience. Rather, it is a much stronger 

assertion; it is two say that the two or more items are the same thing because of 

their formal linkage.  
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 Other scholars have pointed out the unique qualities rhetorical homologies 

offer critical inquiries. John Fiske cites that homologies can identify the 

rhetorical value of texts, stating “making sense of a text is an activity precisely 

parallel to making sense of social experience, and… it is the mutually validating 

fit between textual experience and social experience that accounts for the 

popularity of specific texts” (“Discourses,” 139). Fiske and John Hartley also 

argue that the homological relationship between texts and experiences are 

strongest when texts reflect common experiences held within audience 

perceptions asserting, “the more closely the signifier reproduces our common 

experience, our culturally determined intersubjectivity, the more realistic it 

appears to be” (38). Additionally, Dick Hebdige writes in his intriguing book 

Subculture: The Meaning of Style that texts, style, cultural artifacts, and life 

situations can form homologies that allow individuals to address social issues 

rhetorically (113-114). Hebdige claims that British subcultures such as West 

Indians, punk-rockers, Mods, and Rastafarians used fashion and style to 

rhetorically address significant social concerns of their respective contexts.  

 In his book, The Philosophy of Literary Form, Burke presents a concept 

that resurfaces repeatedly through his works. He states, “Critical and imaginative 

works are answers to questions posed by the situation in which they arose. They 

are not merely answers; they are strategic answers, stylized answers” (1). This 

view allows for the works of popular culture to be examined as strategic 

responses to a given situation for their respective historical context. Burke goes 
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on to explain that situations at a formal level are relevant and “overlap from 

individual to individual, or from one historical period to another” (1). It is 

possible then from this understanding to look at situations from different periods 

of time, literature, or discourse and say they are homologous to one another on 

the level of form. Brummett interprets and explains two approaches to 

discovering homologies, “We can examine the particular attitudes that a given 

discourse suggests to its audience for confronting a type of situation and think 

about what other situations are formally patterned in this same way (26).” 

With this approach we can look at a single text or experience and try to find the 

overarching situation, or strategic answer, it offers to its audience. Conversely, 

Brummett presents a second approach:  

Or we can identify a formal pattern that we believe to be found widely 

across many particular experiences, homologically linking them, and then 

examine the specific texts and situations that participate in that homology. 

(26) 

Both approaches concern themselves with finding similarities at the formal or 

situational level across dissimilar texts or experiences in order to locate and to 

explain the rhetorical homology. A rhetorical homology should order experience 

for individuals and by drawing attention to the homological links that exist. A 

homology can advise audiences (much like the Symbol) by structuring 

experiences and, in doing so, becomes rhetorical.  
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 Brummett suggests that Burke throughout his works provides links “from 

discourse to experience and across disparate kinds of experiences” (27).  Burke 

argues that within a given text there lies certain “equations” or “associational 

clusters.” He continues by noting that by studying these associational clusters we 

can gain insight on the motives of the writer and the interrelationship between 

them and the structure. He writes that, “The interrelationships themselves are his 

motives. For they are his situation, and situation is but another word for motives” 

(20). For Burke, the interrelationships within a text reveal the greater motives of 

the artist, and in naming the situation we are provided with a way to respond to 

these motives. Brummett argues, “The naming of a situation is what artistic, 

political, in fact any sort of discourse does, and it does so with clear social and 

political effect in advising an audience how to live” (28).  

 Hence, by naming and advising we are creating a formal structure that 

encompasses discourse of an experience. It is a symbolic assessment that 

provides equipment for living as it suggests a way to deal with the complex 

experiences and situations encountered in day-to-day life. Brummett argues that, 

“a structure underlying discourse and experience is a homology” and he points to 

the aforementioned ability of a homology to shape reality as a clear example of 

rhetoric (29). A rhetorical homology, therefore, can be a symbolic assessment 

connecting patterns of experience and discourse by understanding the structures 

undergirding the two.  



 45 

 To summarize, the homology comes out of our understanding of form and 

the concept that it is innate within human nature to sort sensations into 

perceptions. Form permits individuals to make sense of abstract perceptions and 

manifest them into socially understood and shared mechanisms through 

language. A homology is a “formal linkage among two or more kinds of 

experience” (39). It allows us to sort experiences in a different way, but at the 

same time still uses the basic principles of form outlined earlier in this chapter. 

Brummett argues a homology, “is a situation in which two or more kinds of 

experience appear or can be shown to be structured according to the same 

pattern in some important particulars of their material manifestations” (40). 

However, what is most theoretically appealing is when two or more disparate 

experiences can be linked together through a homological link. Furthermore, a 

homology can be rhetorical if within its formal link to experience it advises and 

offers strategic responses to situations.  

 Brummett outlines four principles to guide critics in asserting homologies. 

First, he advises that the critic “look for disparate experiences that appear to be  

ordered together by discursive structures” (43). He adds that a homology is an 

“asserted formal structure enrolling both discourse and nondiscursive 

experiences” (43). A rhetorical homology should therefore look for formal links 

between both texts and experiences to reveal resonances between them. Second, 

the critic should look “for significant inclusions or exclusions within the formal 

set defined by the homology” (44). There are rhetorical implications when an 
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inclusion or exclusion begins to take hold formally within a homology. As texts or 

experiences shift due to inclusion or exclusions, the critic must be mindful of 

what rhetorical influence they might incur.  

 These shifts have ramifications, which Brummett heeds in his third 

principle. He writes, “The critic looks for the ways in which the ‘content’ of 

specific experiences ordered by a homology is transferred by the vulnerability 

created through formal linkage to other members of the homology” (44). 

Vulnerability, defined by Brummett, is the rhetorical struggle of constructing and 

linking disparate experiences. With this definition we can look at experiences or 

texts and find that their respective vulnerability will dictate how to make sense of 

them and “which sort of discourses to array them within” (43). A rhetorical 

homology should order experience in a way that it influences how people 

confront situations or experiences. Therefore, ramifications of the content within 

a homology can have rhetorical influence on audiences and it is important to be 

cognizant of the effects they might have. 

 Finally, Brummett notes, “the critic may consider ways in which the 

accretions of history as well as discursive structural changes alter the homology” 

(45). Context and historical setting will always play an important role in 

rhetorical criticism. It is crucial to be mindful of how these new patterns accrue 

over time and can shift or change the vulnerability or influence of experiences 

within a homology. These four principles are by no means dogmatic or 
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exhaustive, but provide enough guidance for applying a homology to superhero 

films and the experiences they formally connect to. 

 With this methodology in mind, I would like to return to my initial 

question: Why the rise of superhero films since 9/11? I argued earlier that 

superhero films are equipment for living for audiences who experienced trauma 

or fears after the events of 9/11. These films connect at the level of form to the 

experiences of audiences and provide a verbal parallel to connect them. Chapter 

three will demonstrate how Burke’s concept of the Symbol has manifested itself 

in these films by articulating the situations audiences find themselves in. I wish 

to take this further and say that certain films are providing more than just 

Symbols. I argue that certain films are homologous to experiences that occurred 

after 9/11 and advise and help audiences make sense of living in a post-9/11 

world.  

 Specifically, I will look at two films V for Vendetta and 300. Zack Snyder’s 

2007 film 300, which depicts an ahistorical fictional account of the 300 Spartan 

warriors who fought King Xerxes at the Battle of Thermopylae. The film was an 

adaptation of Frank Miller’s graphic novel of the same name, which was similarly 

a fantasy retelling of the original battle that took place in 480 BCE. I intend to 

argue that the film 300 is homologous to the Bush Doctrine that was 

implemented by the Bush administration after 9/11. Specifically I will look at the 

formal characteristics of the film 300 and the homologous links to the 

preemptive invasion of Iraq. It is my belief that the film 300 is not merely a 



 48 

metaphor for the events that led to the invasion of Iraq, but that they are innately 

homologous linked. Additionally, I intend to examine how the text and 

experience are a rhetorical homology in that the film advises audiences on how to 

interpret and consequently accept the events that took place. 

 Also, within chapter four I aim to look at another rhetorical homology 

specifically how the 2006 film V for Vendetta is a site for political movements 

and social activists. A constant thread runs between all these disparate texts and 

experiences: the emblematic Guy Fawkes mask. The mask has become 

homologous to protest or subordination of governing bodies and has been 

appropriated to a context far beyond the original incarnation of the mask. The 

film V for Vendetta was adapted from Alan Moore’s 1984 graphic novel that 

warned of the growing sentiment of fascism in the late 1980s and presented 

themes of anarchy and rebellion. The iconic mask worn by the main character V, 

has now become homologous for political protest. While the roots of the mask lie 

in the historical account of Guy Fawke’s failed attempt to blow up the House of 

Lords in London, England in 1605, the mask has now been appropriated as a sign 

of rebellion and anonymity, much of this due to the film V for Vendetta.  

 The national trauma of the 2008 economic crisis and subsequent bailout 

has spawned a movement that calls itself the Occupy Wall Street movement. 

Although the mask is not an official symbol of the movement, a large number of 

protesters have been photographed and interviewed wearing the Guy Fawkes 

mask. What was originally a symbol of treason has now become homologous with 
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political protest, and it is all facilitated via the image of the mask. It can be argued 

that the mask is homologous with protest and rhetorically suggests that the 

artifact has influence in large social movements. I will explore the rhetorical 

homological links between the experience of disenfranchisement of the Occupy 

Wall Street movement and the Guy Fawkes mask featured in the movie and 

graphic novel, V for Vendetta. 

 In this chapter, I have put in place two methodologies which I will use to 

examine and understand possible answers for why the rise of super hero films 

since 9/11. The following application chapters will adopt a formal approach to 

explore possible answers to this original question. Chapter three will employ 

Burke’s concept of the Symbol will allow me to explain how texts can provide 

equipment for living by naming a situation and offering a guiding principle for 

audiences to live by. I will look at the three Symbols that encapsulate the context 

of the post-9/11 world and will look at three films in which these Symbols 

manifest themselves. Chapter four will utilize Brummett’s theory of the rhetorical 

homology, which will allow us to look at seemingly disparate experiences and 

homologically link them at the level of form.  

 Two different methods will allow for a broader understanding of rhetorical 

reasons for the rise in super hero films since 9/11. Both approaches are subsumed 

by the theoretical concept of form and provide a new insight on equipment for 

living. The Symbol and rhetorical homologies may not provide all the answers to 

the question at hand, but they will provide some comprehension of why we 
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appear to experiencing a super hero film zeitgeist. Some limitations to this study 

include the ambiguous definition of “audience.” What are the demographics of 

the said audiences experiencing these films, and could that play a role in how 

they are interpreting these texts? Does gender or sexuality play a role in these 

interpretations or experiences as well? Form does not adequately address these 

questions, but neither is it particularly concerned with them. Burke argues that 

form is “universal” regardless of an individual’s precise past experiences he or she 

has had. As noted earlier, Brummett reminds us that there are no “specific” 

attacks that “all men” experience, but rather there are basic forms of attack that 

all might experience (18). We can take this further by suggesting everyone did not 

have the exact same experience during or following 9/11, but those of us who 

survived did have an experience, which we can sort and use as a basic form to 

relate our experience to others. Form allows us to take these experiences and look 

at verbal parallels or homologous links to gain further understanding how these 

events influence us and guide us to engage in day-to-day life. Now, I will begin 

with the first of two application chapters to explore this very notion. 
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Chapter 3: Burke and The Symbol: Superheroes in a Post-9/11 World 

On September 11, 2001, the actions of nineteen individuals changed 

everything. The acts of terror that they inflicted upon our nation created 

shockwaves that shook the foundation of our country and many others abroad. 

Our world shifted to one where there was an apparent enemy that did not want 

our way of life to continue. And with that came the realization that several aspects 

of our daily lives were now going to change. Immediately after the event, as a 

culture we felt helpless and fearful, but it wasn’t long before those feelings 

evolved into anger, vengeance, and even guilt for not having done more to 

prevent the events from ever happening (White et. al, Current Affairs). From that 

day forward, we viewed every facet of our American lives was viewed through a 

different lens; even our popular culture was transformed.      

Our culture responded in a variety of ways: songs that mentioned certain 

key words were banned from the radio, cinematic scenes containing shots of the 

World Trade Center (WTC) towers were removed from movies and television, 

and even French fries were deemed offensive and were promptly dubbed 

“freedom fries” (End of the World). Of course, most of these cultural responses 

were conducted out of respect for the families of the victims and, as time went on, 

most of these responses slowly faded away as we tried to return to normality. But 

there were still lasting sentiments in the general American culture that hadn’t 

been fully exorcized.     
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Interestingly enough, around the same time, a rise in comics-based 

superhero films occurred in nationwide box offices. While comic book–based 

films had existed for quite some time, “after 2001, more comics-based superhero 

movies were released than in all the prior years combined, doubling their 

domestic box-office average and grossing nearly $3 billion” (“How America 

Learned,” 105). A question presents itself: why has there been a sudden rise in 

certain comics-based superhero films since September 11, 2011?  

A variety of reasons could posit a theory for this query. First, great 

advances in computer animation technology allow filmmakers to create visual 

spectacles that previously were impossible or incredulous to depict in movies. An 

article in the magazine Popular Mechanics notes that current digital technology 

“makes it possible to revise everything from the color of the sky to an actor's 

facial expressions,” and that virtually anything can be depicted via computer 

animation (Lucas Effect, 124).  But, not all of these films rely solely on computer 

technology to tell their stories; some try to use as little as possible, to enhance 

credibility.  

One could also attribute the rise in super hero films to the Hollywood 

system itself. With built-in fan bases, years of source material to work with, and 

endless opportunities for merchandising, comics-based superhero films are 

simply a smart investment. It is less risky for a studio executive to approve a 

script that features characters that have been in the popular culture for decades 

than to invest in a high-budget original screenplay.  However, several other types 
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of stories and characters (fairy tales, Biblical stories, Greek mythology) have been 

around even longer and perhaps may be even better known in popular culture. 

So, the question remains: why and what does it mean that we now see a 

staggering rise in comics-based superhero films?  

I argue that, while there may be several reasons for this peculiarity, a 

significant reason is that certain comic book films give audiences symbols to 

vicariously live through that help them make sense of the lingering emotions in a 

post-9/11 world. Of course, not all comics-based superhero films are the same, 

and not all of them are attempting to connect with audiences in the same 

manner. But, some of these films give us superheroes and characters that we can 

watch directly confront evil and exact justice in ways we can only fantasize about. 

In a world of “Us vs. Them” these heroes become vicars or Symbols that 

audiences can relate to. Kenneth Burke wrote extensively about the Symbol in his 

book Counter-Statement and how the Symbol connects to audiences. These 

heroes become “the verbal parallel to a pattern of experience” that the audience 

has lived through (152). Burke goes on to detail many different ways that The 

Symbol appeals to these patterns of experience held within audiences.  

With this essay, I argue three ways in which the films Spider-man, 

Batman Begins, and The Dark Knight have appealed to audiences as a Symbol 

for a pattern of experience they have encountered living in a post-9/11 world.3 I 

                                                
3 This chapter will be citing frequently from various scenes of these three films, therefore for 
citation purposes I will cite them all here to cover the entire chapter: Spider-man, directed by 
Sam Raimi (2002; Sony Pictures, 2002), DVD; Batman Begins, directed by Christopher Nolan 
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will examine three Burkeian concepts of how a Symbol appeals: as the 

interpretation of a situation, by favoring the acceptance of a situation, and as the 

“exerciser” of submerged experience. Within this process, I will establish that 

these particular films are more than simple summer-blockbuster-popcorn 

entertainment. They are Symbols audiences use as equipment for living in their 

ordinary non-superhero lives. 

THE POETIC PROCESS 
Before proceeding it is important to examine what Burke calls “The Poetic 

Process” in order to fully comprehend what a Symbol is and how it operates.  In a 

section of Counter-Statement entitled “The Poetic Process,” Burke explains how a 

symbol is created. He states, “We have the original emotion, which is channelized 

into a symbol. This symbol becomes a generative force, a relationship to be 

repeated in varying details” (61). Working within the confines of our comics-

based superhero films, we could see this emotion characterized as justice, or 

vengeance, or salvation from evil. Thus, the idea of a superhero can be seen as a 

channelized symbol of justice, as is the case with Batman. Yet, there are many 

characters similar to Batman in varying degrees, who could also be seen as anti-

heroes, such as Ironman, Wolverine, or Deadpool). Burke goes on to say that, 

“the originating emotion makes for emotional consistency within in the parts,” 

but also that; “the symbol demands a logical consistency within this emotional 

                                                                                                                                            
(2005, Warner Home Video, 2005), DVD; The Dark Knight, directed by Christopher Nolan 
(2008, Warner Home Video, 2008), DVD. 
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consistency” (61). So, a superhero film focused on the emotion of justice must 

then use details associated with that emotion. There must be a villain and the 

villain must be punished for his wrongdoing. But employing the symbol of a 

superhero would require that the story limit itself to consistent logical details 

associated with a superhero. The superhero is not going to take the villain to 

court in a legal battle; rather, it is more appropriate to see the hero use force or 

violence to bring about said justice. 

The Poetic Process explains how a symbol might be constructed and how it 

must retain emotional and logical consistency in order to be effective. Burke then 

goes on to define how symbols work in an audience: 

The symbol faces two ways, for in addition to the technical form just 

mentioned, it also applies to life, serving here as a formula for our 

experiences, charming us by finding some more or less simple 

principle underlying our emotional complexities. For the symbol 

here affects us like a work of science, like the magic formula of the 

savage, like the medicine for an ill. (61) 

This poetic and poignant definition gives grounds for comics-based superhero 

films to be viewed as Symbols. But, also, it asserts that these Symbols must look 

into our lives and create a unique connection or attraction with an audience. 

Barry Brummett writes, “Burke argues that people find the symbolic resources 

they need to confront life by turning to discourse,” and, in this case the discourse 

is comics-based superhero films (Electric Literature, 248). The films I will 
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examine bring a subtle clarity to the vast emotional complexity that persists after 

9/11. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF A SITUATION 
 To investigate these emotional complexities we will first look at Burke’s 

explanation of the Symbol appeals to the audience as the interpretation of a 

situation. Burke expands on this notion by saying, 

[The Symbol] can by its function as name and definition, give simplicity 

and order to an otherwise unclarified complexity. It provides a 

terminology of thoughts, actions, emotions, [and] attitudes for codifying a 

pattern of experience. (154)  

September 11, 2001, was and is very much an unclarified complexity. The 

traumatic effect the events had on Americans was daunting. A national survey 

found in the New England Journal of Medicine cited, “Forty-four percent of the 

U.S. adults we surveyed reported at least one of five substantial [post-traumatic] 

stress symptoms. . . . Sixty-eight percent experienced at least one symptom 

‘moderately’” (1509). The images witnessed in person and transmitted live on 

television were disturbing and horrific. A feeling of vulnerability and helplessness 

was palpable as we watched the WTC towers fall, the smoke rise from the crater 

in Pennsylvania, and the walls of the Pentagon burn. A nationwide longitudinal 

study in the Journal of the American Medical Association reported that even six 

months after the initial attacks, “individuals continued to have substantial 

anxiety about future terrorist attacks personally affecting themselves or those 
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close to them” (1242). Such an attack was surreal in the sense that, as Linda 

Kaufman writes, “9/11 was utterly singular; nothing like it had happened on 

American soil” (649). This horrendous trauma and vulnerability ultimately led to 

questions: Could we have done anything to prevent this? Why didn’t we see this 

coming? This great emotional complexity became a pattern of experience for 

those who lived through it, or as one study by John Updengraff, et al., states, 

“Clearly, the attacks constituted both a collective cultural upheaval for the 

American people at large and a directly experienced, individual trauma for 

others” (709). 

 If, then, these films are meant to be a symbol to interpret the situation of 

the deep loss, traumatic stress, and vulnerability felt in the wake of the terrorists’ 

attacks, we must be able to find verbal parallels of experiences within them. In 

both films Batman Begins and Spider-man, we find origin stories of the 

respective superheroes. These narratives and characters codify the experiences, 

actions, and emotions that resulted from living through 9/11 to become Symbols 

to which the audience can relate.  

 Batman Begins echoes this experience with the character Bruce Wayne. 

The film focuses mainly on the origin of Batman and how Bruce Wayne grew to 

become the Dark Knight. The scene that most exemplifies the verbal parallel of 

9/11 is found in the death of Bruce Wayne’s parents. This moment in the film is 

perhaps the most important in all Batman origin stories. This is the memory that 

never escapes Bruce Wayne throughout his entire life. It is the catalyst that 
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causes him to change who he is as a person and his outlook on the world. It is 

also the most traumatic, vulnerable moment Wayne ever experiences. 

The scene begins with what should have been an uneventful night at the 

opera. The fictitious Gotham Opera House that night was presenting a 

production of Johann Strauss II’s Die Fledermaus (“The Bat” in German) and a 

young Bruce Wayne becomes overwhelmed with fear and anxiety due to the 

production. The performers dressed as bats cause Wayne to flash back to a 

memory of being trapped in a dry well full of bats. Wayne asks his father if they 

can leave and his father, seeing the distress in his son’s face, leads Wayne and his 

mother promptly out the back door.  

The scene cuts to a dark, smoky alley with an ominous shadow waiting in 

the distance. As the family walks down the dimly lit passage, the silhouette 

reveals itself to be a gun-wielding mugger that demands “wallet and jewelry.” 

With a gun pointed directly at his chest, Wayne’s father calmly reaches into his 

pocket and hands the assailant his wallet, reassuring him to “take it easy.” The 

criminal fumbles the receipt of the wallet and drops it to the ground; as he stands 

back up he reaches for Wayne’s mother exclaiming, “I said jewelry too.” In a 

series of motions Wayne’s father steps in front of his wife, and the mugger shoots 

him in the chest. As Wayne’s mother tries to help her husband the thug rips the 

pearl necklace from her neck and shoots her as well.  

This is the defining moment in all Batman lore; this is the moment that 

changes everything for Wayne. It is also the one he never fully forgives himself 
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for. A defenseless and distressed child, Bruce Wayne stands as he watches his two 

parents fall to the ground, much like we as a nation stood and watched the two 

WTC towers fall down one after the other. In this moment, Wayne becomes the 

vicar through which the audience can parallel their experience of loss. The 

trauma and stress Wayne experienced haunts him throughout his life and echoes 

the sentiment of bewilderment and sorrow many people felt in our nation after 

9/11, a moment many people have never forgiven themselves for. 

We find a similar verbal parallel in the film Spider-man. This film, much 

like Batman Begins, is essentially an origin story of Peter Parker’s transformation 

into the superhero known as Spider-man. Yet, unlike Bruce Wayne’s voluntary 

conversion, Parker’s change is due to a radioactive spider bite that bestows 

extraordinary abilities to him. But Parker’s symbolic moment comes after his 

physical transformation, at a time when he could have prevented the most 

disastrous event in his life.  

The protagonist, Parker, decides he wants to earn some money by 

exploiting his newly found powers in an amateur wrestling match, the winner of 

which receives $3,000. The competitor is no match for Parker, and Parker 

quickly wins the match with acrobatic flair. The scene shifts to the match 

promoter’s office who counts a pile of money in front of Peter Parker. A single 

one hundred dollar bill is placed in front of Parker. Puzzled, Parker asserts that 

“the [newspaper] ad said $3,000.” The promoter replies, “Check it again 

webhead. It said three grand for three minutes and you pinned him in two. For 
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that I give you a hundred and you’re lucky to get that.” Parker boldly stresses, “I 

need that money.” With a thick New York accent and a smug look on his face the 

promoter counters snidely, “I missed the part where that’s my problem.” 

Shocked, Parker walks out of the office and immediately walks in a man of 

obvious ill repute. He promptly points a gun into the face of the promoter and 

demands all the cash be handed over. Far down the hallway, Parker watches 

through frosted glass as the robber mugs the promoter and sprints toward Parker 

who is standing next to an elevator. The elevator doors swing open as the 

criminal draws near and Parker stands idle while the thief slides in, shuts the 

door, and escapes. The promoter rushes to Parker and declares, “You coulda took 

that guy apart. Now he’s going to get away with my money.” A calm Parker replies 

with the freshly familiar statement, “I missed the part where that’s my problem.”  

Parker exits onto the streets to where his Uncle Ben, a father figure to 

Parker, said he would pick him up. Parker notices a large number of police 

officers and flashing lights and finds his uncle lying on the ground with gunshots 

in his abdomen. He kneels next to Uncle Ben as tears stream down both of their 

faces. Within moments, Uncle Ben is dead. Parker overhears on the police radio 

that the suspected shooter has taken off in his uncle’s car. He tracks him down 

using his spider-like web-spinning abilities until he is face to face with the 

murderer. As luck, or misfortune, would have it, the murderer is the same man 

who mugged the promoter and whom Parker allowed to escape. The sudden 
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realization that he himself could have prevented the murder of his uncle sets into 

Parker’s mind as the situation had, in fact, become his problem.  

The guilt and trauma of this night forever change Parker, just as the events 

on the night of the opera changed Wayne, and much like the events of 9/11 

forever changed our nation. In Spider-man we see Parker become the Symbol 

and codify the emotions of apathy, guilt, and remorse felt by many people 

following 9/11. Many people thought that the events that occurred that day could 

have been prevented and that we should have done more to stop them from 

happening. For years we had known of the terrorist organization Al-Qaida and its 

capacity for cruelty, but we did not try to curb their efforts. In June 2004, Al-

Qaida blew up the Shrine of Reza in Iran. Robert Winderem, a journalist for 

MSNBC, reported, “the explosion took out the entire wall of a mausoleum, killing 

26 pilgrims, mostly women.” But, at the time, it was not our problem. In August 

1998, suicide bombers were sent into U.S. embassies in Kenya and Tanzania, 

killing more than 240 people, including twelve Americans. But, due to the 

distance of the attacks, it was still not our problem (Windrem). A bomb 

detonated near the USS Cole stationed in Yemen killed seventeen U.S. sailors; 

still, it was not our problem (Windrem). No, it wasn’t until the bloodshed hit 

home that we realized, like Parker did after watching his uncle die, that this was 

most certainly our problem. We, once again much like Parker, stood idly even 

though we had the knowledge and power to potentially prevent what happened. 

According to an article written by Lee Strickland: 
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It [the government] knew of the 1994 hijacking and attempt to crash an 

Air France jet into the Eiffel Tower. It knew of Ramzi Yousef's 1995 foiled 

conspiracy in the Philippines to use multiple U.S. airliners against explicit 

domestic targets; it applied this threat scenario in the 1996 

counterterrorism planning for the Atlanta Olympics. It saw a widely 

circulated 1999 report from the Central Intelligence Agency's (CIA) 

National Intelligence Council that highlighted the potential for terrorists 

to crash explosives-laden civilian aircraft into critical national targets… 

Yet, despite these many warnings, over a seven-year period, the U.S. 

government had not responded with an effective plan that might have 

prevented the 9/11 attacks. (35) 

 The ramifications of Parker’s choice to not act, codify the pattern of 

experience we as a nation faced by not deciding to act on the information we had 

available. And like Parker, we ultimately paid the price for our apathy. Parker 

transforms into a symbol for audiences that share the feeling of guilt and remorse 

for this inaction. We see ourselves in Parker, and, through him create order for 

our emotions from that time of deep loss and suffering.  

Both of these symbols, Wayne and Parker, act as interpretations of a 

situation, in this instance, the pattern of experience of loss, vulnerability, and 

guilt shared as a culture in the shadow of the fallen towers. These symbols 

provide a terminology of thoughts, actions, and attitudes from the events that 
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took place that audiences are able to vicariously live through, giving clarity to 

complicated situations.    

FAVORING THE ACCEPTANCE OF A SITUATION 
 However, it is possible that a Symbol that interprets a situation might not 

appeal enough for an audience to fully connect. Burke outlines another way for 

the Symbol to appeal to an audience’s pattern of experience: by favoring the 

acceptance of a situation. He writes, “The Symbol can enable us to admit, for 

instance, the existence of a certain danger which we had emotionally denied,” and 

he goes on to say that, subsequently, “the comic Symbol enables us to admit the 

situation by making us feel our power to surmount it” (154-155).  

 In essence, the Symbol can be viewed as the response to a given situation, 

how one accepts his or her situation in order to overcome it. We saw a verbal 

parallel experience of this in the days after 9/11, when President George W. Bush 

admitted the situation of a post-9/11 world. As stated earlier, we had denied the 

reality of the situation that terrorists were attacking our way of life until they hit 

home. Fakhreddin Soltani and Jayum A. Jawan write that before 9/11, Bush 

labeled himself a “‘compassionate conservative’ because his priority was domestic 

problems, especially poor people in American society” (57). The focus of many of 

his speeches pre-9/11 had emphasized “education standards, social security, 

Medicare and taxes,” all with the aim of eliminating poverty. While these ideals 

seemed appropriate at the time, there was still clear evidence and danger of the 
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looming threat of attacks on American soil, but this vulnerability seemed to be 

denied and ignored.  

 But, like most citizens of the U.S., September 11, 2001, changed everything 

for President Bush. In a speech given mere days after the attacks, Bush 

interpreted the situation, stating, 

Americans have known wars—but for the past 136 years, they have been 

wars on foreign soil, except for one Sunday in 1941. Americans have 

known the casualties of war—but not at the center of a great city on a 

peaceful morning. Americans have known surprise attacks—but never 

before on thousands of civilians. All of this was brought upon us in a single 

day -- and night fell on a different world, a world where freedom itself is 

under attack. (Bush, Address Before a Joint Session) 

The emotional denial of the fact that we were living in a country besieged by the 

danger of terrorist attacks was no longer valid. As a result, President Bush and his 

administration developed an ideology and created the comic Symbol we would 

use to surmount this threat. Bush wanted the American people to admit the 

situation we were in by recognizing we had the power to overcome the evil we 

faced. This was evident in his speech, as he said our response would include 

…dramatic strikes, visible on TV, and covert operations, secret even in 

success. We will starve terrorists of funding, turn them one against 

another, drive them from place to place, until there is no refuge or no rest. 

And we will pursue nations that provide aid or safe haven to terrorism. 
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Every nation, in every region, now has a decision to make. Either you are 

with us, or you are with the terrorists. From this day forward, any nation 

that continues to harbor or support terrorism will be regarded by the 

United States as a hostile regime. (Bush, Address before a Joint Session) 

The message was clear to the entire world. It was now Us vs. Them and the line in 

the sand had been drawn. America would become a comic Symbol of freedom by 

showing its power to the certain danger that we could no longer ignore or deny. 

The Symbol came with it’s own ideology -- the Bush Doctrine. The aim of the 

Bush Doctrine was an inspiring one, as Andrew Fiala describes it, the ultimate 

“end of tyranny and the creation of peace” (28). But with this goal came the 

implementation of pre-emptive war, the invasion of foreign nations, and military 

force to accomplish its ends. The Symbol became the United States as the 

superhero of the civilized world, hunting the evildoers across the globe, wherever 

they may hide. We can see how superheroes similarly adopt an ideology that 

transforms them into a comic Symbol to surmount certain dangers they had 

emotionally ignored. 

 Spider-man is most famous for the mantra: “With great power comes great 

responsibility.” This ideology is the motivating force behind his actions and 

represents a never-ending quest for justice in his life. After a radioactive spider 

bites Parker he returns home and passes out due to an overwhelming sense of 

dizziness. He awakens several hours later realizing he is not the normal human 

being he was when he last closed his eyes. His muscles are larger, he no longer 
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requires glasses to correct his vision, and he can now release spiderlike webs 

from his wrists. Due to an unforeseeable series of events, he had overnight 

physically transformed into a superhero, but he had not yet become a comic 

Symbol.  

 Until the death of Uncle Ben, Parker does not understand the purpose of 

his newfound abilities. He is focused more on his domestic duties: graduating 

from high school, getting a job, and helping his aunt and uncle out around the 

house. But on the night of his high school graduation Parker is shown sitting on 

the edge of his bed with tears streaming down his cheeks. His Aunt Mae walks in 

to comfort him as he softly murmurs his sorrow that Uncle Ben wasn’t there to 

see him graduate. The sense of regret and guilt is perceptible in Parker’s tone and 

cadence as Aunt Mae placates him by saying, “He never doubted the man you 

would grown into, how you were meant for great things. You won’t disappoint 

him.” She exits the bedroom and Parker reaches underneath his dresser to reveal 

a sketch of an idealized Spider-man costume drawn by Parker himself. As the 

camera zooms into Parkers fixated face, Uncle Ben’s voice is heard stating the 

famous phrase, “With great power comes great responsibility.” The movie 

launches itself into a fast paced montage featuring shots of Spider-man saving 

innocent people from criminals all across the city. These shots are intermixed 

with newspaper headlines lauding Spider-man for his heroic efforts and video 

interviews with citizens praising Spider-man for protecting them.  
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 But the final scene of the montage features a moment that lasts no more 

than a second and is often missed without slowing down the film. As Spider-man 

is perched upon a building the camera zooms directly into the reflective lenses of 

his mask. In the right lens there is a reflection of the North and South WTC 

towers standing safely and intact. In this moment, Spider-man’s transformation 

into a comic Symbol is complete. This shows the audience that yes, while there 

may be certain danger in the world, there are heroes that have the power to 

surmount it, to even save and preserve symbols that have fallen. By favoring the 

acceptance of his situation and displaying his power to triumph over it, Parker is 

able to show the audience that they too are capable of overcoming a world of Us 

vs. Them. America as a comic Symbol in the fight for freedom parallels precisely 

Spider-man’s fight against evil. 

 One can find a similar occurrence in an important moment in the film 

Batman Begins. Following the death of his parents, Wayne lives much of his life 

in search of vengeance. Feeling lost and without purpose Wayne decides to travel 

the world learning the ways of criminals before ending up training with a group 

of assassins. He learns how to harness the fears of his childhood, becomes a 

skilled martial artist, and recognizes that the world he left behind is still run by 

criminals who have no worry of repercussions for the unlawful acts. He decides to 

return home after seven years where he meets his butler and confidant Alfred. 

They have the following conversation on the airplane home: 

Alfred: Are you coming back to Gotham for long, sir? 
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Wayne: As long as it takes. I’m going to show the people of Gotham their 

city doesn’t belong to the criminals and the corrupt.  

Alfred: In the Depression, your father nearly bankrupted Wayne 

Enterprises combating poverty. He believed his example could 

inspire the wealthy of Gotham to save their city. 

Wayne: Did it? 

Alfred: In a way. Their murder shocked the wealthy and powerful into 

action. 

Wayne: People need dramatic examples to shake them out of apathy. I 

can’t do that as Bruce Wayne. As a man—I’m flesh and blood; I can 

be ignored, destroyed. But as a symbol—as a symbol I can be 

incorruptible. I can be everlasting. 

Wayne transformed into a Symbol by becoming a symbol of justice and by 

giving people dramatic examples to make them feel powerful. He wanted to 

awaken them from their current situation and from their state of apathy. Beyond 

that though, Wayne wants to inspire people and to show them that they have the 

ability to surmount their situation. This is similar in the manner that Bush hoped 

his doctrine would allow citizens to feel empowered and hopeful for the future. 

Burke writes in Counter-Statement that “at times the situation revealed by the 

Symbol may not be particularly complex, but our minds have been closed to the 

situation through the exigencies of practical life” (154). In the case of Gotham, the 

situation revealed was that citizens had grown accustomed to living in fear and 
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with crime. In our country’s case, the situation revealed was that we had ignored 

and denied the certain danger of terrorism, mainly because we did not want to 

open our minds to the reality that our daily lives needed to change in order to be 

safe. It is possible to see how our campaign of “Shock and Awe” was used as a 

dramatic example to reinforce our military superiority and power in the world. 

Wayne’s acceptance of the situation revealed that he had the power to overcome 

the problems that existed in his world. Our country, like Wayne, paralleled that 

acceptance by finally acknowledging that we now had to use our power to become 

a Symbol of democracy and freedom in a world plagued by evil.  

These scenes in these films allow the characters to become comic Symbols 

by favoring the acceptance of a situation. Both Parker and Wayne realized that in 

order to overcome the situation they were in they had to become a Symbol that 

would inspire people with a feeling of power. Audiences can connect and 

vicariously feel represented by the Symbols in the film because they experience 

the same emotions of the implementation of the Bush Doctrine. The Bush 

Doctrine (misguided or not) aimed to inspire a nation under attack by accepting 

the situation, but focusing on the idea that the relentless pursuit of villains would 

allow America to prosper in a world without tyranny.  

THE “EXERCISER” OF SUBMERGED EXPERIENCE 
 The final appeal I will be looking at is what Burke refers to as an 

“exerciser” of submerged experience. He argues that the Symbol can appeal to the 

emotions or experiences we have deep within us. Burke writes, “even those 
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‘universal experiences’ which the reader’s particular patterns of experience 

happen to slight are in a sense ‘candidates’; they await with some aggression their 

chance of being brought into play. . . .the Symbol by touching on submerged 

patterns in the reader may ‘stir remote depths’”(155).  Burke qualifies universal 

experiences as: 

Hatred, hopefulness, bashfulness, relief, boredom, dislike… we call 

them universal because all men, under certain conditions, and 

when not in mental or physical collapse, are capable of experiencing 

them. (155) 

But Burke is not talking about exercising universal experiences that are common, 

much like the universal experiences audiences might have. Instead, he is saying a 

Symbol can stir up those darker, more malicious, malignant experiences that we 

have a capacity for. He goes on to say that, “Symbols of cruelty, horror, and incest 

may often owe their appeal to such causes” (155). I argue that the experience of 

vengeance is one that also falls into this category. The Symbols found in comics-

based superhero films can serve as a vicar for the lingering sentiment of revenge 

that was present post-9/11. 

 After 9/11, when the initial shock and depression had worn off, the feeling 

of vengeance crept into popular public opinion. Toby Keith’s popular song, 

Courtesy Of The Red, White And Blue (The Angry American), included the lyrics, 

“We’ll put a boot in your ass/ It’s the American way.” President George W. Bush 

stood on top of the rubble that was Ground Zero and gave an impromptu speech 
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to an enlivened bunch of firefighters and construction workers digging through 

the disaster area for potential survivors. Midway through the speech, members of 

the audience yelled, “we can’t hear you!” Bush replied, “I can hear you! I can hear 

you! The rest of the world hears you! And the people -- and the people who 

knocked these buildings down will hear all of us soon!”4 The initial feeling of 

helpless and vulnerability had slowly ebbed away to cries for retribution. 

Students from a New Jersey middle school were interviewed by a team of 

psychiatrists one year after 9/11 to document what the recovery process was like 

for many of the students who were directly and indirectly affected by the attacks. 

Psychologist Lucy Holmes studied and interviewed several adolescents in the 

New Jersey area shortly after the 9/11 attacks. In one interview a young, female 

student stated, “I’ve never thought of myself as a killer, but I would like to kill 

Osama bin Laden. I realize I would enjoy killing him” (435).  

 With all these submerged experiences slowly coming to the surface in the 

popular opinion, there is rhetorical space for Symbols to touch on these buried 

patterns in audiences. These films can serve as vicarious Symbols to experience 

revenge in some manner. In all superhero films, the hero gets at least one 

moment to face the evildoer and exact some sort of revenge. These Symbols 

represent the collective fantasy of many audience members, who much like the 

aforementioned student, want to satisfy that hunger that stirs in their depths.  

                                                
4http://www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/gwbush911groundzerobullhorn.htm (accessed 
November 30,2010). 
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 The film The Dark Knight, the sequel to Batman Begins, illustrates a 

scene where Batman reveals himself as a Symbol that is appealing to an audience 

by exercising submerged experiences. Nearly three-quarters of the way through 

the film, the villain Joker has been captured and sequestered for interrogation on 

the whereabouts of the missing district attorney, Harvey Dent. The setting is 

gritty and disturbing. There is a small lamp lighting the room, illuminating only 

the Joker’s makeup smeared face. Police Commissioner Gordon tries to 

interrogate the Joker first, but he is not interested in answering any questions. 

Gordon quickly tires of playing verbal games with the Joker, removes the 

handcuffs from the Joker and leaves the room.  

The camera cuts to a close-up of the Joker’s face and, immediately, the 

overhead fluorescent lights switch on, revealing Batman standing directly behind 

him. Batman without delay slams the Joker’s head into the table and punches the 

Joker’s outstretched hand. The Joker proceeds to taunt Batman, refusing to 

answer any question in the slightest. At this point in the film Batman’s desire for 

revenge is at an all-time high. Several innocent people in Gotham have been 

murdered, his love interest has been kidnapped, and the city is in a state of near 

chaos. The Joker prods and goads Batman until he can take it no longer, this time 

lifting the Joker completely out of his chair and slamming him into the tiled wall. 

The Joker tells Batman that tonight he, Batman, will have to break his only rule: 

to never murder. Batman, seething with vengeance for his kidnapped girlfriend, 

body slams the Joker onto the metal table. Meanwhile, Gordon and his staff 
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watch behind two-way glass, wondering if the interrogation has gone too far. 

Batman puts a chair underneath the door handle, preventing anyone from 

intervening, and then crashes the Joker’s forehead into the glass.  

As they witness Batman deliver blow after blow into the softened flesh of 

the Joker’s head, audiences can feel the remote depths of their experience 

bubbling with satisfaction. They see themselves in the interrogation room, face to 

face with evil. Each strike is a cathartic release of pent-up retaliation they have 

long wished to exact upon the individuals who harmed this nation. The audience 

can vicariously experience their desire for revenge through Batman, because we 

have still not caught the villain responsible for the attacks of 9/11. He is the 

Symbol of vengeance that the audience so wishes it could be. It is violent and 

disturbing, but it is the Symbol exercising the submerged experiences that have 

waited to be brought into play. 

 In Spider-man we see a similar occurrence. In the final moments of the 

film, Spider-man is fighting the villain, the Green Goblin, on a bridge. The Goblin 

has created a situation in which Spider-man must either save his girlfriend, Mary 

Jane, or save a cable car full of children from falling into the water below. In a 

flurry of acrobatics, Spider-man manages to save Mary Jane and hold onto the 

cable car while dangling from the bridge. An oncoming barge is moving in the 

water towards the bridge so that Spider-man can lower the car onto it. As he 

hangs suspended by his web, desperately holding onto Mary Jane and the cable 

car, the Goblin persists in attacking him. But a peculiar moment occurs at this 
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time when the spectators on the bridge in the film come to the aid of Spider-man. 

Just as the Goblin is about to fatally strike Spider-man, a flying brick thrown by 

an ordinary citizen hits the Goblin in the head. A slew of random objects begin to 

rain down upon the Goblin as the bystanders band together in an unplanned 

attack to save Spider-man. The mob yells things like, “You mess with Spidey, you 

mess with New York!” and “You mess with one of us, you mess with all of us!” 

The valiant effort of the people spares Spider-man enough time to lower the 

children and Mary Jane to safety. 

 This scene is unique because audiences are able to vicariously see 

themselves in that crowd on the bridge, doing whatever they can to help in the 

fight. Audiences might feel they do not have the capacity to physically, directly 

fight the enemy, but they might respond to an image of helping in the conflict, 

whether that contribution is large or small. And even if it is only a rock striking 

the enemy, it satisfies that longing to inflict damage upon him. We can recognize 

the similarities to the valiant efforts of the passengers aboard the hijacked flight 

United 93. The spontaneous efforts of the passengers aboard that flight were able 

to storm the cabin of the hijackers and divert the plane from its intended target, 

the U.S. capitol. Their brave sacrifice was a Symbol of courage in ordinary 

citizens. I am not purporting that the efforts of this fictitious crowd were in any 

way on the same level. However, it should be noted that that scene was added 
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into the film after 9/11 by the filmmakers.5 It would not be too presumptuous to 

consider that the filmmakers thought this scene would be a verbal parallel to the 

experiences of the audience. 

Flight United 93 notwithstanding, this scene once again shows the Symbol 

exercising the submerged experience of the audience wanting to exact vengeance 

upon an evil villain[redundant?]. While the characters in the film may have been 

simply throwing trash and random objects, an audience could vicariously live 

through that moment and feel the aggression of actually being able to inflict 

damage and pain (no matter what amount) against an enemy. The palpable 

desire for revenge after 9/11 allowed Symbols in comic book films to exercise 

submerged experiences resting in the remote depths of audiences. The appeal of 

these Symbols allowed audiences to experience by proxy what it might be like to 

go one on one in the face of evil: That’s us in the interrogation room beating the 

Joker to a pulp, that’s us throwing stones at the Green Goblin.  

CONCLUSION 
 In this chapter, I have asked the question why certain comic book based 

films have risen to unmatched popularity. I have explicated three specific comic 

book films that give audiences Symbols to vicariously live through, which in turn 

help audiences to make sense of the lingering emotions that remain in a post-9/11 

world. These Symbols appeal to us by interpreting our situations, by allowing us 

to accept our situations and surmount them, and by exercising the submerged 
                                                
5 “Trivia for Spider-man,” IMDB, http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0145487/trivia (accessed 30 
November 2010). 
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experiences we carry within. Symbols in turn give insight into why superhero 

films have risen in terms of popularity, frequency, and profitability. 

Burke states, the Symbols face two ways: these films are talking about us, 

they are looking at our lives. Superhero films are more important now to our 

popular culture than arguably any other genre of film. They must not be 

dismissed due to their subject matter or style. They represent more than mere 

entertainment and merchandising opportunities. By looking closely at our heroes 

we can see the cracks in their faces, the calluses on their hands. We can see the 

human in them; we can see the heroes in us. 

 In the next chapter I will use a different critical approach to examine 

superhero films. I will employ the concept of the rhetorical homology to 

understand the formal linkages between texts and disparate experiences. I will 

look at the films 300 and V for Vendetta to understand how they make sense of 

experiences and rhetorically influences audiences in different ways. The 

rhetorical homology will be an appropriate tool to uncover how form functions 

differently from the Symbol, and will give greater understanding to how texts can 

be understood as equipment for living. 
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Chapter 4: Rhetorical Homology: Justification of an 
Invasion and the Mask 

 In the opening minutes of Zach Snyder’s 2004 film 300, a certain scene 

sets a definitive tone for the 212-minute, “gore” de force. A Persian envoy gallops 

on horseback to the capital city of ancient Sparta. The main emissary requests an 

audience with King Leonidas and, when face to face with the king, he delivers a 

simple message, “Earth and Water.”6 The Persian ambassador continues, stating 

that if King Leonidas offers a gift of land and water to the Persian God-King 

Xerxes, his vast army will spare the country of Sparta from annihilation.  

 Leonidas considers the offer briefly, noting that Athens refused a similar 

offer. A city council member attempts to interrupt Leonidas in mid sentence, 

urging him to be diplomatic. Leonidas quickly draws his sword from the scabbard 

and points it directly at the throat of the courier. The emissary pleads that no 

man ever threatens a messenger, that it is madness to do so. Leonidas looks into 

the eyes of the Persian and screams, “This is Sparta!” kicking the entire Persian 

envoy into a seemingly bottomless well to their deaths. The message returned is 

clear; there would be no diplomacy.  

 Shortly after the release some critics cited that the movie was a “pro-war” 

movie with John Miller writing in National Review, the film is “about martial 

honor, unflinching courage, and the oft-ignored truth that freedom isn’t free.” 

                                                
6 All 300 quotes come from the following source: 300, directed by Zack Snyder (2006; Burbank, 
CA: Warner Home Video, 2007), Blu-ray Disc. 
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The connection between the film’s release and the Iraq War that ensued at the 

same time is a tenuous one, but one that exists nonetheless.  

 Shortly after the release of 300, a film adaptation of the Alan Moore 

graphic novel, V for Vendetta7, was released in U.S. theatres. It famously depicted 

main character, V, who always wore a Guy Fawkes mask, and went on to gross 

over $132 million dollars worldwide. The mask is a powerful symbol within the 

film and this influence is most notably seen in the build-up of the final scene of 

the movie. Throughout the film, V has campaigned to blow up Parliament in 

order to restore freedom in a fictitious police-state Great Britain, ruled by a 

dictator. In the closing minutes, thousands of citizens who join V’s cause march 

into the square in front of Great Britain’s parliament building, wearing costumes 

identical to that of V. The massive movement of Guy Fawkes–masked protesters 

peacefully march through the military blockade set up to deter any rebellious 

actions. The anonymity of the masks unites the group as the soldiers lower their 

guns and allow the mob to pass through unscathed. The importance and 

significance of the mask is apparent. Anyone who wears the mask is united with 

others in political protest. Correspondingly, today we see several political 

movements have appropriated the same mask, including the Occupy Wall Street 

Movement, and Internet “hacktivist” group Anonymous.  

 This chapter aims to understand and explore the formal connections that 

exist between texts and disparate experiences. Specifically, I will investigate these 

                                                
7 V for Vendetta, directed by James McTeigue (2006; Burbank, CA: Warner Home Video, 2008), 
Blu-ray Disc. 
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relationships using the concept of the rhetorical homology. Rhetorical 

homologies can explain how ideas, messages, and discourses are communicated 

or influenced across different mediums and experiences. In the first half of the 

chapter I will look at how the film 300 and the invasion of Iraq are homologically 

linked by the idea of “The Articulation of a Just War.” I will define The 

Articulation of a Just War8 in greater detail later, but it can be viewed as a form 

that dictates decisions of governments in diplomatic situations to justify war. I 

will look at how the rhetoric of the Bush administration, leading up to and after 

the invasion, justified military action through rhetorical persuasion and how the 

film 300 paralleled the experience for audiences dealing with militarized, cultural 

trauma.  

 In the second half of the chapter, I will explore a separate rhetorical 

homology that explains the rhetorical influence of the mask from V for Vendetta. 

In the film, the main character V sports a unique, iconic outfit. Because of his 

disfigured body and scarred skin, he completes his cape, hat, and leather gloves 

with a Guy Fawkes mask. The mask is a stylized representation of the Englishman 

Guy Fawkes, the most widely recognized member of the Plot, an attempt to 

destroy the House of Lords in London, England in 1605. Since his execution, Guy 

Fawkes has become a folk hero for many in England and his mask is seen at 

protests and activist gatherings across the globe, including the Occupy Wall 

                                                
8 I do understand and recognize that scholars have long studied the doctrine of Just War Theory, 
however; for this study I am not referring or commenting on the scholarship in that field. Rather, 
I am using “Just War” in a different context. 
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Street Movement, various countries throughout the Arab Spring, and even 

protests by Polish lawmakers against the passing of the Anti-Counterfeiting 

Trade Agreement.  

 The Mask is now rhetorically homologous with social activism and has 

become a site for political protest that is used by individuals across the world. 

The Mask as a site for political protest links the original Gunpowder Plot, the V 

for Vendetta film, and the social movements the Mask has appeared in together. I 

will look to understand how the anonymity of the Mask allows individuals to 

confront issues in their lives. But, simultaneously emboldens them to socially 

engage in protests that are all connected under the form of the mask. However, 

before diving into the analysis of these aforementioned rhetorical homologies, I 

must first clarify my categories of these films and how they fit in to the scope of 

this present study. It is my intention to argue that V for Vendetta and 300 are not 

merely comics-based films, but in fact, superhero films, which this thesis focuses 

on. 

DEFINITION OF SUPERHEROES REVISITED 
 An important aspect of the present study is the inquiry of the rise of 

superhero films since 9/11. It should be clearly noted that, unlike the other films 

discussed in previous chapters, both 300 and V for Vendetta do not draw from 

decades of backstory in old comic book issues. V for Vendetta was originally 

released as a one time, 10-issue run of individual comics. It has since been 

collected in graphic novel form, but it has never spawned any sequels or any 
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other versions featuring the same characters. Similarly, 300 was originally 

released as a limited five-month run in 1998. The main characters are not staples 

of comic book giants DC or Marvel. These are not traditional interpretations of 

what a superhero is. Therefore, it is appropriate to ask if these films categorically 

fit within in the scope of this study.  

 If we look at the Peter Coogan’s definition of the superhero from chapter 

one we can delineate whether or not the films in question qualify as superhero 

films. To do this we must look at the main protagonists of the respective films. In 

the case of 300, the main hero is King Leonidas who leads his army of 300 

Spartan soldiers into war. The film focuses on his family and the decisions he 

makes to protect his kingdom. With Vendetta, there are a few heroes throughout 

the movie, but the main plot focuses around the enigmatic anarchist V. The entire 

premise of the film follows V’s quest for revenge and freedom and his plot to 

resurrect a disenfranchised, dystopic England. The female lead character Evey 

(portrayed by Natalie Portman) is integral to the plot, but it is V who orchestrates 

the entire operation. I argue these two characters, V and King Leonidas, can be 

viewed as superheroes even though at first glance they do not appear to have 

been cast from the same mold as archetypal heroes such as Batman or Superman. 

With this in mind, I will look at the first requirement Coogan outlines: a 

superhero must have a mission. 

 The mission is an important, defining aspect of a superhero. As I noted in 

the first chapter, a superhero must first be a selfless protector of the innocent and 
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his or her mission must be a defining element of that character. Often the mission 

is tied into the origin of the character; a significant moment early in the 

character’s life usually proves to be the motivation and impetus for their future 

role in life. If we look at our two main characters in question here we see they 

both satisfy this category. King Leonidas is the ruler of Sparta, and from the 

depiction in the film, he appears to be a benevolent one. His main mission is to 

protect the citizens of Sparta at whatever cost. He shows no fear or hesitation in 

immediately setting off to march into battle with only 300 soldiers. He leaves 

behind everything, knowing very well he could never return to his family, or to 

the land he loves. Leonidas’ selfless determination to protect innocent civilians of 

Sparta is a defining cornerstone of his character.  

 Similarly, V in Vendetta shows a continual desire to liberate the helpless 

and free innocent individuals from tyranny. Overall, V works relentlessly to 

expose the corruption of the governing body that is in power.  At the same time, a 

strong component of his mission focuses on vengeance upon the individuals who 

imprisoned and tortured him early in life, but this revenge is inextricably tied 

into his greater hope of freeing Britain of its totalitarian government. V 

champions the cause of allowing individuals to be allowed to live free, regardless 

of sexual orientation, religious preference, or political leaning. In the final 

moments of the film, V sacrifices his life in order to bring down the government, 

so that innocent civilians might have the opportunity to regain control of their 

government. Ultimately, both characters’ mission is to protect innocent civilians, 
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no matter the cost. For this reason, I argue that both categorically satisfy 

Coogan’s first aspect of defining a superhero. 

 The next important element Coogan sets out for superheroes is powers. A 

superhero must display some extraordinary ability that normal human beings do 

not possess. This is typically viewed as the element that makes a superhero 

“super.” The powers are sometimes a result of an accident or science experiment 

gone wrong, other times characters are born with their abilities naturally. In the 

case of the character V, the former proves to be the case. V contracts his abilities 

through a government experiment that mirrors the real life events of the 

Tuskegee experiment. A group of corrupt politicians aim to develop a bio-weapon 

that they plan to use on the general population of Great Britain. Several dozen 

human beings are imprisoned and used as case studies to perfect the chemical 

compound and also develop a subsequent cure. The experiments kill every 

individual except for one, V. In fact, the compound accomplished quite the 

opposite of death. It accelerated his cell growth giving him superior strength, 

superhuman reflexes, and an abnormal tolerance to pain. V hones his anomalous 

abilities and trains to be a skilled swordsman, knife thrower, and hand to hand 

combat. Throughout the film he displays skills and powers not possible for 

average human beings and uses these powers to defend against tyranny and evil. 

Without a doubt, V exemplifies Coogan’s necessary element of powers.  

 Leonidas also is depicted throughout the film to have extraordinary 

powers that supersede a normal human being’s capabilities. The prologue to the 
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film depicts how Spartan babies were inspected immediately after birth for any 

signs of defects or weaknesses. The unfortunate, flawed infants were left on a 

hillside, while the strong specimens were immediately placed into training to 

become super soldiers. Leonidas exhibited an extreme acumen for combat and 

uncanny strength at a young age. Throughout the film Leonidas exhibits his 

immense power and vigor. He is able to wield a sword and shield better than the 

other superlative soldiers in his squad. Leonidas is also capable of throwing a 

spear several hundred yards with pinpoint accuracy. Within the film, he is shown 

as the perfect soldier, demonstrating no fear in the face of certain death. One 

could counter by saying that Leonidas is nothing more than a normal soldier, I 

argue that the strength and abilities portrayed in the film denote super human 

powers not normally found within other characters. Both characters demonstrate 

physical powers that go beyond what we would expect from an average human, 

therefore satisfying Coogan’s crucial element of powers. 

 Finally, Coogan argues that the costume is a vital aspect in defining a 

superhero. Coogan writes that the costume becomes the identity of the 

superhero, the element that makes the character instantly recognizable to 

anyone. In the case of Leonidas, his costume is the Spartan military uniform. 

Initially this may seem too common to be a defining element of Leonidas. 

However, I argue that when Leonidas is in his uniform he takes on his true 

superhero persona. The flowing scarlet cape, the golden shield, and the distinct 

bronze helmet all define Leonidas’ identity as a warrior king on the mission to 
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protect his people. Although, there are 300 other soldiers in a similar uniform, 

Leonidas embodies the Spartan spirit and becomes a different creature when 

suited up and engaged in battle. Without the uniform Leonidas is a mortal 

human, bound by the same constraints as other characters. But, in his costume 

he is able to exhibit superhuman abilities.  

 V’s costume in Vendetta is also a defining element of his identity. 

Throughout the entire film, we never see V without his costume. Due to the 

experiments and his escape from prison, V’s body is extremely disfigured and 

scarred. The viewer only catches a glimpse of this briefly in one scene where V 

cooks breakfast without his gloves on. Therefore, V’s costume is his identity. 

There is no V outside of the costume, or if there is, the audience is never privy to 

view it. V dresses in all black, with a long, flowing cape, leather boots, gloves, and, 

of course, the iconic Guy Fawkes mask. In essence, the mask serves as V’s 

insignia, a defining avatar used to represent not only his persona, but also his 

mission. The mask signifies rebellion, anarchy, and terrorism; certainly, these are 

important characteristics of V’s identity. But, the mask preserves his identity 

while, at the same time, presents an instantly identifiable image that is easily 

recognized by foe and friend alike. His costume represents his identity to the 

point that the viewer is never privy to find out if there is a V outside of the 

costume.  

 With these examples in mind, I argue that these non-traditional characters 

are in fact superheroes featured in superhero films. Both characters have clear, 
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defined missions that order their lives and inform their actions. Leonidas and V 

demonstrate powers that are beyond what we expect or see in everyday humans 

or even most fictional characters. Their abilities qualify as superhuman skills that 

are in line with what we expect from superheroes. And last, both characters wear 

costumes that define and communicate their identity to viewers instantly. Each 

respective costume further represents the character’s identity as more than just a 

hero, but a superhero. With this in mind, we can accept that these films can be 

placed in the category of superhero films since 9/11. In doing so, we can begin to 

investigate how these films connect to audiences using the concept of rhetorical 

homologies, and also possible reasons why their popularity has increased 

dramatically since that event. I will now first look at how the film 300 is 

homologously linked with the Bush administration’s foreign policy at the level of 

form. 

ARTICULATION OF A JUST WAR 
 On September 12, 2002, President George W. Bush stood before the 

United Nations Security Council in an effort to plead for their approval and 

support of what would eventually become known as the Bush Doctrine. Bush 

defiantly stated that a resolution must be passed in order to make sure Iraq was 

not harboring terrorists or withholding evidence of weapons of mass destruction. 

The speech called for a new, joint U.N. resolution on the country of Iraq but it 

also came with a caveat. Bush declared:  
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The purposes of the United States should not be doubted. The Security 

Council resolutions will be enforced—the just demands of peace and 

security will be met—or action will be unavoidable. And a regime that has 

lost its legitimacy will also lose its power. 

This declaration clearly defined the world of “Us Vs. Them.” The Bush 

administration would no longer adhere to a foreign policy based on containment 

or diplomacy. Moving forward, it would be pre-emptive invasions of countries 

that would not comply with our demands.  

 The Bush administration’s focus at the time of the speech was most 

certainly Iraq, but other countries such as North Korea and Iran posed the same, 

if not larger, threats to the overall wellbeing of national security. Why was the 

Bush administration able to convince the American public that a pre-emptive 

Iraq invasion was justified? I argue they accomplished this through the 

Articulation of a Just War. This Articulation substantiates military action as the 

most viable option of diplomacy. It builds rationalizations for an audience by 

focusing attention on certain questions of national security and presenting war, 

or invasion, as the answer to these issues. It eschews peaceful paths of diplomacy 

to solving these concerns and presents war as a virtue. I argue the Bush 

administration Articulated a Just War through public address and speeches to 

the American public. I intend to show three rhetorical techniques the Bush 

administration used to justify the invasion of Iraq: appealing to a council, the 

“Othering” of the enemy, and the cost of freedom. 
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 Validating a war as just to the American public is typically a tremendous 

rhetorical struggle. Bush’s address to the U.N. Security Council came little more 

than a year after the horrendous attacks of 9/11. With a war already taking place 

in Afghanistan, many were still weary and traumatized by the violence and 

aggression that had taken place at home and was happening abroad. Earlier in 

this study, I argued that certain texts can offer equipment for living for certain 

audiences, that they can inform and advise audiences to interpret their situations 

in order to make life easier. When these texts are linked or connected to disparate 

experiences they participate in or form a rhetorical homology.  

 Of course, it is somewhat preposterous to assert that a fictionalized film 

about 300 Spartan soldiers is homologous to the events and actions caused by a 

presidential administration. Yet, while the film and the invasion of Iraq might 

seem disparate, former President Bill Clinton recently compared the actions of 

the brave civilians on United Flight 93 to the soldiers in the story of 300 during 

his speech to commemorate the ten year anniversary of the tragedy. Kathleen 

Hennessy and Steve Padilla write in an article that Clinton stated, “2,500 years 

from now I hope and pray to God people will still remember this” (LA Times, 

September 10, 2011). His connection of those events to the story of 300 reveals a 

homology that can be developed and explored by examining the formal links. 

 I suggest the film 300 partakes in the rhetorical homology of The 

Articulation of Just War, in that it assuages audiences traumatized by war. 

Furthermore, it rhetorically suggests that warfare is a virtuous and appropriate 
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response to national security threats. While the film and the invasion of Iraq 

might seem disparate, former President Bill Clinton recently compared the 

actions of the brave civilians on Flight 93 to the soldiers in the story of 300 

during his speech to commemorate the ten year anniversary of the tragedy. I will 

now show how this homology is constructed and linked between the experience 

of the build up to the Iraq War and the text of 300. 

APPEAL TO HIGHER COUNCIL 
 The appeal to a higher council is a formal link that is seen in the film 300 

and in the months leading up to the Iraq War. Both the fictional King Leonidas 

and the Bush administration appeal to governing councils in order to Articulate a 

Just War. While the official approval in both instances was rejected, the denial 

became a validation that the governing councils were not concerned about the 

security of our nation, or the Kingdom of Sparta. Consequently, war becomes the 

only option available to protect the safety of the country or kingdom in the case of 

Sparta. I will now detail how the text and the experience linked formally through 

the appeal process.  

 Bush’s appeal to the Security Council in September of 2002 was granted 

and sanctions were imposed to allow U.N. inspectors to search Iraq for weapons 

of mass destruction. Research analyst Peter Crail detailed in an article for the 

non-partisan organization Arms Control Association the timeline of events that 

eventually led to the formal invasion of Iraq. Crail writes that Iraqi officials 

complied with the resolution allowing U.N. inspectors to conduct “more than 900 
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inspections at more than 500 sites;” but no evidence of weapons of mass 

destruction was found. But, in February 2003, Crail notes the Bush 

administration appealed to the Security Council once more asking them to adopt 

stricter inspection requirements and claimed the Iraqi government was hiding 

weapons of mass destruction. The resolution stated that if stricter regulations 

were not adopted by March 17, 2003, a coalition of American, British, and 

Spanish forces would take military action against Iraq. The Security Council did 

not pass the resolution despite the efforts of the Bush administration to get it 

passed. After a few weeks of debate and dissent from many members of the U.N., 

the Bush administration disregarded the lack of approval of the U.N. Security 

Council and invaded the free country of Iraq. 

 Similarly, King Leonidas seeks the approval of a council after hearing of 

the impending invasion of the Persian army. Leonidas scales a mountainside to 

reach a temple that hosts the ephors, a governing council of priests. The narrator 

of the film states, “… no Spartan king has gone to war without the ephors’ 

blessing.” Leonidas appeals to the ancient priests and begs them to grant 

approval to go to war in order to defend Sparta. The ephors reply is not positive 

and they mention that Sparta should never go to war during a religious festival 

that is soon approaching. They agree to consult the oracle, a young female said to 

channel the word of the gods. Leonidas does not wish to pay any heed to the 

oracle, but it is tradition, and as the narrator notes it is a “Tradition even 

Leonidas cannot defy for he must respect the word of the ephors. That is the law.” 
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The oracle concludes that Leonidas should honor the gods and not go to war, and 

instead celebrate the religious festival. Leonidas does not receive the approval he 

desired. In defiance of this order, Leonidas gathers 300 of his best soldier and 

plans to go to war regardless of the laws he is breaking. Just before his departure, 

city council members meet with him, once again urging him not to march, 

reminding him that the council has spoken. Leonidas coyly replies he is not 

marching to war; rather he is, “…just taking a stroll. These 300 men are my 

personal bodyguard.” King Leonidas directly defies the law and both councils in 

order to go to war. The scene justifies his breaking of the law by pointing to the 

corruption of the councils and depicts Leonidas as a superhero for doing the 

“right thing.”  

 The rhetorical homology of the Just War manifests itself in the experience 

of the Bush administration’s disregard of the U.N. Security Council’s ruling. This 

experience is homologically linked to the text 300 and King Leonidas’ similar 

actions in his march to war. In both instances, diplomacy is ignored in order to 

bring about war. Both experience and text share the formal linkage of the appeal 

to a council, in an effort to seem diplomatic. When the Bush administration and 

Leonidas receive an answer that goes against their wishes, they refuse to accept it 

and act in a heroic manner. They position themselves as superheroes protecting 

the innocent civilians of their countries. Audiences watching 300, who had 

experienced the actions of the Bush administration, are able to formally connect 

the text and the extratextual experience together. Earlier I noted that, 
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“Homologies may also undergird the kinds of experiences that are thought of as 

primarily textual, and it may bring texts into the same pattern as extratextual 

experience” (Brummett, Homologies). Articulating a Just War starts to undergird 

itself around King Leonidas’ breaking of council law and the Bush 

administration’s disregard of the Security Council. However this is not the only 

formal link that connects these together homologously. I will now look at the 

“Othering” of the enemy present in The Articulation of a Just War. 

THE ENEMY AS OTHER 
 I argue that an important component of Articulating a Just War is defining 

the enemy. The less this enemy appears to resemble you and your beliefs, and the 

further you can distance yourself from them, the more justified you are in 

engaging in war. This enemy as other provides audiences with the assurance that 

whom they are fighting is inherently bad or evil and therefore must be 

eliminated. To convince audiences of this notion, I argue that the enemy as Other 

is displayed in the visual portrayal of the Persian army of 300 and in the rhetoric 

of the Bush administration. The text of the enemy in the film and the experience 

of several of Bush’s speeches reveal an enemy that is distinctly Other and justifies 

not only the actions of King Leonidas’s battle, but also the Iraq War. 

 One aspect immediately noticed when watching 300 is the depiction of 

race. Primarily, the interesting portrayal of the Spartans, whose typical Grecian, 

olive-toned skin, is noticeably white. Accents seem to skew British or Scottish; 

some have blonde hair, layered with highlights for good measure, and most facial 
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hair is impeccably groomed. In fact, the only visual aspect remotely Spartan or 

Greek of any of the characters is the prerequisite Spartan military uniform 

donned by the 300. Otherwise, these characters could be any other white males 

found at your neighborhood gym. The Spartans appear to reflect a Western 

aesthetic in their skin color and speech.  

 In contrast, the Persians are cast in a completely different light throughout 

the film. The first image of the Persian messengers riding into the kingdom of 

Sparta reads stereotypical Middle Eastern Arab. The men’s heads are wrapped in 

linen turbans; they have unkempt beards and various piercings; they wear exotic 

gold jewelry and chains, and have extremely dark brown skin. While it is 

historically probable that Persians at this time did dress and look this way, it is 

the juxtaposition of the two on-screen that create a pronounced visual distance of 

what is normal and what is Other. The enemy is distinctly different, mysterious, 

not like “us”, and consequently Othered. Regardless of the actions of the 

individuals within the film, it is easy to understand based on this presentation 

that the Persians are immoral or bad, simply by how they look.  

 But the enemy as Other does not end with the messengers. The entire 

Persian army is depicted as barbarous, murderous, monstrous, and at times 

inhuman. In fact, as the battle scenes progress and the warriors descend upon the 

Spartan soldiers, they become increasingly outlandish and strange. Seemingly 

every new wave of enemy is less and less human with faces hidden by veils, and 

animal limbs or weapons as human appendages. Perhaps, the enemy as Other is 
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most clearly seen with the main antagonist of the story, King Xerxes. Xerxes is 

depicted as an androgynous, ebony-skinned, giant. The questionable portrayal of 

Xerxes’ gender also creates rhetorical space for queering of the enemy. Because 

his gender is ambiguous his sexuality also becomes unclear and this is depicted in 

a negative light. They His voice booms with subwoofer bass frequencies that 

contradict his painted on eyebrows, his eyes adorned in liner and shadow, his lip-

gloss tinted mouth, and mascaraed eyelashes. When placed on screen next to 

King Leonidas, the contrast is staggering.  

 The blurring of gender (and subsequent Othering) in Xerxes continues as 

we enter his temple. Within it contains half-animal, half human bongo players, 

women in various states of undress, paraplegic hermaphrodites, and individuals 

engaged in what appears to be an endless buffet of patchouli-scented orgies. 

Meanwhile, Xerxes sits on his throne looking upon all of this approvingly. He 

states to the traitorous Spartan Ephialtes, “Everything you could ever desire, 

every happiness you can imagine, every pleasure your fellow Greeks and your 

false gods have denied you, I will grant you.” Xerxes is the Devil tempting Christ 

in the wilderness. Xerxes is the antithesis of the Spartan ethic. Where Leonidas is 

portrayed as disciplined, honorable, virtuous, and moral. Xerxes is perverted, 

evil, decadent, and depraved. The two represent mirrored opposites of each 

other, and the Spartan’s enemy is clearly the Other.  

 The portrayal of the Persian king and army can be viewed as homologous 

to the rhetoric of the war on Islamic extremists during the Iraq War. The visual 
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aesthetic is strikingly similar in terms of appearance, dress, and values. Xerxes 

temple is homologous to the harem of virgins often described when discussing 

Jihadist terrorists. A sexual paradise rewarded to those who sacrifice their life for 

an “unholy war.” The Persian army as Other symbolizes a clash of Western and 

Middle-Eastern values, and is formally linked to the struggle between Western 

Judeo-Christian beliefs and Islamic fundamentalists. Audiences recognize this 

conflict as a Just War in defending traditional beliefs against Others who want to 

destroy our way of life. They root and cheer for the Spartans in their war against 

evil.  

 This depiction of the Persian army as other parallels the experience of 

Bush administration’s rhetoric when discussing the enemy leading up to and 

during the Iraq War and the War on Terror. Bush’s description of the enemy as 

other began shortly after the original attacks of 9/11. In his address only nine 

days after the towers fell, Bush described our enemies, stating:  

We have seen their kind before. They are the heirs of all the murderous 

ideologies of the twentieth century. By sacrificing human life to serve their 

radical visions—by abandoning every value except the will to power—they 

follow in the path of fascism, and Nazism, and totalitarianism. [source] 

Linking terrorists to fascists, Nazis, and totalitarians immediately distances the 

enemy as ideological opposites of the American citizen. It is a clear delineation 

that leaves zero room for ambiguity. In addition to this linkage is a powerful 

rhetorical homology to suggest to audiences who had just recently experienced 
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the worst attack on American soil since Pearl Harbor. For the Bush 

administration, terrorists and Hitler occupy the same grouping, and this category 

is the Other.   

 Several scholars have researched the Bush administration’s construction 

of the Other since the attacks of 9/11. The Phil Graham et al., analysis of Bush 

discourse found that Bush’s Other early on was: 

A very elastic definition of an evil Other: evil-doers, terrorists, suicide 

bombers; barbaric, evil people who burrow their way into society and lurk 

in order to kill innocent people. They do so because they can’t stand 

freedom and hate what America stands for. (213) 

Annita and Michelle Lazar argue that after the fall of Soviet Union, Osama Bin 

Laden and Saddam Hussein became the embodiment of the Other because of 

their radical beliefs. They argue Bush’s rhetoric labeled these two as “tyrants” and 

“terrorists” they which placed outside of our established moral order (229). This 

“out-casting” justifies actions to destroy or get rid of these individuals, as well as 

characterizes them as “deviant” or “morally-repugnant” (229).   

 Mark Featherstone et al., write that Bush categorized the Other as 

radically Islamic. They point to a speech by Bush in 2001: 

The terrorists practice a fringe form of Islamic extremism that has been 

rejected by Muslim scholars and the vast majority of Muslim clerics—a 

fringe movement that perverts the peaceful teachings of Islam. The 

terrorists’ directive commands them to kill Christians and Jews, to kill all 
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Americans, and make no distinction among military and civilians, 

including women and children. 

Bush seeks to differentiate Muslims from Islamic extremists, but Featherstone et 

al. argue, in doing so, Bush develops a connection between Muslims and 

extremist violence. The Other is very clear now, they are radical, malevolent 

Muslims from the Middle East that wish to end our way of life. Featherstone et 

al., write that this construction of the Other justifies the Bush administration’s 

cause: 

The construction of [this] discourse… presents their cause as ‘beyond 

discourse’, driven by right, goodness, justice and the care for humanity. By 

contrast, the [O]thers’ cause is not legitimate. They are evil. They want 

wickedness and injustice and have no interest in the lives of other humans. 

(181) 

 Debra Merskin writes that Bush was able to construct the Other by relying 

on stereotypical imagery of Arabs and a general misunderstanding of Islam in his 

rhetoric. Merskin states by the State of the Union address in 2002 that: 

The enemy was fully constructed, infused by more than 20 years of media 

and popular culture images equating Muslims and Arabs as terrorists. The 

United States was firmly positioned, at least in the minds of the Bush 

administration, as global caretaker supported by faith in God. The enemy 

was a dirty, dehumanized animal that scurried to “caves” and dark places. 

(171) 
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It is clear to see that an important formal element of Articulating a Just War is 

the construction of the enemy as Other. This rhetorical homology argues that the 

depiction of the Persian Army in the film 300 and the Bush administration’s 

rhetorical messages of Islamic terrorists are commensurate. An invasion of Iraq 

to bring down an evil tyrant is as valid as marching to war against King Xerxes’ 

barbaric army; in fact, they are homologous.  

 Recall that a rhetorical homology is a symbolic assessment connecting 

patterns of experience and discourse by understanding the structures 

undergirding the two. The structure of the enemy as the Other is present in the 

film 300 and in the discourse of the Bush administration. Both work 

homologously to suggest that both representations of the enemies articulate a 

just war, a war that is correct in destroying those who are dissimilar to “us.” Next 

I will look at the final formal aspect that completes the rhetorical homology of 

Articulating a Just War, the idea that freedom must come at a price. 

THE COST OF FREEDOM 
 The rhetorical homology of Articulating a Just War features a third 

component: cost of freedom. Both 300 and Bush administration rhetoric 

constantly remind audiences that freedom requires sacrifice, and that the cost of 

freedom is high. In doing so, it gives credence to and places value on conflicts in 

which individuals pay the ultimate cost in the furthering of freedom. For 

example, many today would argue that the cost of freedom was well worth the 

price in the case of World War II; whereas, if one were to assert the same for the 
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Vietnam War, one might receive more complicated responses. Two days before 

the ground invasion of Iraq, Bush addressed the public stating, “Americans 

understand the costs of conflict because we have paid them in the past. War has 

no certainty, except the certainty of sacrifice.” Correspondingly, Leonidas’ wife, 

Queen Gorgo, in her address to the governing council declares, “Freedom isn’t 

free at all… it comes with the highest of costs. The cost of blood.”  

 The cost of freedom is expected, and revered in the rhetorical homology of 

Articulating a Just War, and that cost is most certainly human lives. But this 

sacrifice is elevated and seen as virtuous which can assuage the fears of non-

military civilians. Anticipating and elevating the cost of freedom creates a 

rhetoric where sacrifice is required and mandatory in order to achieve liberty. 

Because of this, the cost of freedom becomes a nominal expenditure in a Just 

War. A conflict without a high cost would simply not be a Just War. 

Communicating this virtue to audiences mitigates the trauma associated with loss 

of life that comes with war. I will now look to specific examples of how the cost of 

freedom is communicated in both 300 and the Bush administration’s rhetoric. 

 The naming of combat operations in Iraq is a telling rhetorical device. On 

March 19, 2003 Bush announced the launch of “Operation Iraqi Freedom.” 

Earlier I argued that in the naming of a situation we are creating a formal 

structure that encompasses discourse of an experience. By calling the Iraq War 

and Operation of Freedom, Bush named a specific situation that contains within 

built in responses, one of those being the understanding we as a public know and 
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understand the cost of freedom. As noted previously, Brummett cites that, ““The 

naming of a situation is what artistic, political, in fact any sort of discourse does, 

and it does so with clear social and political effect in advising an audience how to 

live” (28). Naming the situation of an invasion of Iraq as an operation of freedom 

advises the public to anticipate a high cost of freedom, but to also know that this 

cost is necessary and worthy.  

 Anthony Burke suggests that freedom is a word Bush often evoked in a 

specific narrative. Burke contends Bush’s narrative developed the notion, “that 

freedom is self-evident and pure, that it has an acceptable ‘price’, that we must 

bring it to others as we defend it for ourselves, that freedom must be waged” 

(316). Freedom then becomes a violent act, one that implicitly involves combat 

and death, including death of our own soldiers. Bush’s 2002 State of the Union 

address introduced another facet of sacrifice, “My budget includes the largest 

increase in defense spending in two decades, because while the price of freedom 

and security is high, it is never too high. Whatever it costs to defend our country, 

we will pay.” In this sense, the cost of freedom is not merely a cost to be paid with 

lives, but is also a monetary, fiscal cost. 

 Bush also makes sure audiences understand there is a cost of freedom 

because we owe a debt to it. He often evokes the sacrifices of others in his 

speeches to remind us that freedom is never free, therefore we must pay the cost 

others have already paid before us. In his second Inaugural address, Bush 

reminded the nation of the cost Americans have paid throughout their history:  
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When our Founders declared a new order of the ages; when soldiers died 

in wave upon wave for a union based on liberty; when citizens marched in 

peaceful outrage under the banner “Freedom Now”— they were acting on 

an ancient hope that is meant to be fulfilled. 

In this speech Bush connects the cost of freedom to the original revolutionary 

soldiers who died for their independence to the modern day war in Iraq. The 

causes are equally just, because they both require the sacrifice of life for freedom. 

 Timothy Cole writes that in his speeches Bush routinely invoked the 

memory “selfless heroism at ‘ground zero,’ of the airline passengers who defied 

the hijackers, and of the members of the armed forces who ha[d] given their 

lives” (149). This remembrance serves as more than a simple homage to bravery 

and loss. Cole argues this invocation “leads directly to the question of what the 

surviving public owes to their sacrifice and memory” (149). Bush answers this 

question in a 2002 address stating, “We resolved a year ago to honor every last 

person lost. We owe them remembrance and more. We owe them, and their 

children, and our own the most enduring monument we can build: a world of 

liberty and security.” Here the cost of freedom is made explicitly clear. In order to 

honor those who paid the ultimate cost of freedom, we must continue to pay 

more in order to secure a world where freedom exists everywhere. To not pay the 

debt would be an insult to the cost already paid by others. This debt reinforces 

Bush’s concept that freedom comes at a high cost, but it is a cost worthy of being 

paid because it is a Just War. Bush reassures us of this again in a 2005 speech: 
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“Amid all this violence, I know Americans ask the question: Is the sacrifice worth 

it? It is worth it. And it is vital to the future security of our country.” 

 Congruently, we see a high emphasis placed on the cost of freedom in the 

film 300. Sacrifice or death in battle is almost relished by the soldiers who are 

excited at the idea of “a beautiful death.” Sacrifice on the battlefield is glorified 

and the cost of freedom is depicted as something one should proudly pay. King 

Leonidas and his men emphatically suggest that there is no better sacrifice to give 

that one’s life for his country. As the narrator regales, Spartans were “taught 

never to retreat, never to surrender. Taught that death on the battlefield in 

service to Sparta was the greatest glory he could achieve in his life.” The cost of 

freedom for the 300 is a price they are eager to pay. Marching to war, they know 

they are outnumbered, yet they remain undeterred. The cost of freedom is a price 

the Spartan soldiers give willingly, because they believe the fight for freedom is 

the most Just War that can be fought, at any cost. A Just War is worth dying for. 

 This belief is challenged when the character Captain’s son is beheaded in 

the midst of battle. Earlier in the film, King Leonidas urges Captain not to bring 

his son into battle, but the boy and his father are eager to rush into war. As the 

boy’s head is decapitated by a Persian’s swinging sword, the camera zooms close 

onto the eyes of Captain: they are filled with sorrow and hatred. He unleashes a 

violent fit of rage, slaying several dozen enemy soldiers. Afterwards, he falls to his 

knees next to his son’s body and wails in despair; three fellow soldiers are 

required to drag him back to the camp. Later that night, an embattled Captain 
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walks before King Leonidas and remarks; “I have lived my entire life without 

regret until now. It’s not that my son gave up his life for his country. It’s just that 

I never told him that I loved him the most.” This scene is important because it 

justifies the cost of freedom perfectly. A man recounts he regrets nothing, even 

though he encouraged his son to march into a war that cost him his life. The cost 

his son paid is seen as a positive act, an honorable cost worth paying. King 

Leonidas attempts to console him by saying that his heart breaks for the 

Captain’s loss. The Captain succinctly replies, “I have filled my heart with hate,” 

to which Leonidas calmly responds,“Good.”  

 The audience recognizes that the price of freedom has cost the Captain 

everything, not only his son, but his own heart and humanity. But this is “good.” 

It is good because the cause is just; the fight is worth the sacrifice of everything. 

The sacrifice is what the Spartan soldiers desire to be remembered by, and in this 

remembrance the cost of freedom is worth it. Halfway through the film King 

Xerxes offers Leonidas clemency if he will just submit to Xerxes and bow his 

knee. Leonidas defiantly refuses and Xerxes exclaims: 

There will be no glory in your sacrifice. I will erase even the memory of 

Sparta from the histories! Every piece of Greek parchment shall be burned. 

Every Greek historian, and every scribe shall have their eyes pulled out, 

and their tongues cut from their mouths. Why, uttering the very name of 

Sparta, or Leonidas, will be punishable by death! The world will never 

know you existed at all!  
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This warning is profound as it threatens the very essence of Leonidas. If the 

purpose of life is to die in a Just War defending freedom, then the all one can ask 

for is to be remembered, but to be denied this would put into question the price 

freedom demands. But in distinct superheroic fashion, Leonidas triumphantly 

retorts, “The world will know that free men stood against a tyrant, that few stood 

against many.” Once again, Leonidas is assured that the cost of freedom is 

commensurate to the reward, the legacy he will leave behind. 

 Much like how Bush continually invoked the concept of owing a debt to 

those who had paid the ultimate sacrifice, the audience is reminded in 300 that 

the debt must always be remembered. One soldier is sent back to the kingdom of 

Sparta with King Leonidas’ final request: “Remember why we died.” The message 

reveals that the cost of freedom is a price Leonidas gladly paid, and all that he 

asked was to be remembered. It also implies that a debt is owed to the 300 who 

sacrificed everything for the cause of a Just War, and that others in the future 

should repay the debt.  

 The text of 300 reinforces the concept of the worthy cost of freedom that 

the Bush administration’s discourse puts forth. Both text and experience 

emphasize that the sacrifice of human life is necessary and valued in a Just War. 

They both connect at the level of form by providing clear examples of the 

glorification of sacrifice for the cause of war. Bush’s speeches time and time again 

repeat the notion that sacrifice is a necessary and honorable component of 
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fighting a Just War, while 300 suggests that not only is the cost of freedom a 

worthy price, but it is the highest gift an individual can offer in a Just War.  

 Central to the homology of Articulating a Just War is the requirement of a 

superhero to guide the audience through their experience. One can see that the 

superhero in 300 is clearly King Leonidas. For the Bush administration the 

choice of superhero was also very clear, President George W. Bush would be the 

superhero audiences could rely on to vanquish the evildoers. Shaun Treat writes 

that since 9/11, “Politicians, historically cast as bystanders, are… increasingly 

portrayed as superheroes,” pointing to magazine covers, action figure toys, and 

illustrated depictions of politicians such as George W. Bush, Barack Obama, and 

John McCain (105). Bush created a paradigm where only he and his 

administration super-team could save the innocent people of the United States 

from the dangers of the evil villains of the world. The Just War homology works 

best when a superhero can identify and guide audiences to victory. The film 300 

and the invasion of Iraq distinctly put two figures into a prominent role, hoping 

that the superhero would save the day. The text and disparate experience are 

linked by the presence of the superhero in each of them, which gives audiences a 

basic understanding of how to interpret their respective situations. 

 Articulating a Just War is a rhetorical homology that proposes a certain 

response to national security issues. Within this rhetorical homology both text 

and disparate experience work homologously to advise audiences that war and 

violence are appropriate responses to threats of freedom. Rhetorical homologies 
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should order experience in a way that influences how people confront situations 

or experiences. The experience of the invasion of Iraq was a situation that was 

traumatic and difficult. I argue the text of 300 is homologous to this experience 

because of the formal linkages of appealing to a council, defining the enemy as 

Other, and by validating the cost of freedom. We can surmise that part of the 

reason 300 was such a successful box office smash was due to its homological 

links to a traumatic event that was hard to order for many individuals.  

 Rhetorical homologies are strategic answers to questions and situations 

posed by experiences and texts. By connecting 300 to the Bush administration’s 

invasion of Iraq we see the strategic answers offered by a homology such as 

Articulating a Just War. A war is just if the correct appeals to the governing 

bodies are made. Regardless of the answers, true leaders take the initiative to 

protect their citizens. A war is just when the enemy is the Other, distanced far 

from our culture and values. A war is virtuous when it appropriately recognizes 

and pays the cost of freedom. Articulating a Just War posits an interesting 

rhetorical homology that certainly has many ramifications and is open to critique. 

I will address these issues in my concluding chapter following this one. Now, I 

would like to explore a final rhetorical homology that is found in the superhero 

film V for Vendetta. 

REMEMBER, REMEMBER THE FIFTH OF NOVEMBER 
 A scene early on in the film V for Vendetta blends an odd mixture of 

romance and terrorism. The main character, V, brings the female protagonist, 
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Evey, atop a roof for a spectacle of destruction and classical music. V takes a 

conductor’s baton and begins to motion through the Tchaikovsky’s 1812 Overture 

as it begins to blare through the government controlled public address system 

throughout the entire city. The music crescendos with increasing fervor until it 

reaches the apex and the historic Old Bailey courthouse explodes into a fiery 

display of spectacle. The music swells as eruptions of fireworks and sparks spew 

stone and mortar across the city and lights up the evening sky. V and Evey watch 

as the building is decimated in a matter of minutes with V remarking, “How 

beautiful, is it not?” It is possibly the most aesthetic display of terrorism ever 

portrayed on film. But, it carries with it strong rhetorical influence in the 

messages it translates to audiences. This section of the chapter will now focus on 

the powerful rhetorical homology found within the mask of V and how it formally 

connects discourse and experiences.  

 The old-worn cliché states, “One man’s terrorist is another man’s freedom 

fighter.” The character V is a perfect example of the blurring of that definition. On 

one hand, V represents a virtuous individual bent on raising the consciousness of 

mass proletariat via displays of extreme activism and protest. On the other hand, 

he is a dangerous vigilante who uses violence to justify and realize his cause for 

freedom. As mentioned previously in this chapter, V’s costume is also a defining 

element of his character, with his mask being the most crucial element. V’s mask 

is an avatar used to represent not only his persona, but also his mission. The 
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mask signifies rebellion, freedom, anarchy, and terrorism, all of which are 

important characteristics of V’s identity. But why does V pick this mask?  

  The opening scenes of Vendetta reenact the arrest and execution of the 

historical figure Guy Fawkes. Fawkes was a key participant in the Gunpowder 

Treason Plot, a failed attempt to assassinate King James I of England by a group 

of English Catholics. The Plot hinged on blowing up the House of Lords, which 

Fawkes was put in charge of. The plot failed, and Fawkes was found with several 

dozen barrels of gunpowder. Subsequently he was arrested, hung, and drawn and 

quartered. Since that time, Fawkes has been celebrated as somewhat of a folk 

hero, a symbol of rebellion in the face of oppression or persecution. History and 

folklore have often tried to paint the conspirators as religious fanatics, but Mark 

Nicholls argues in his article, Strategy and Motivation in the Gunpowder Plot, 

that most of the conspirators (and specifically Fawkes) were driven by “hatred, 

contempt” of the government and “by contempt for the king” (797). Therefore, 

the Plot and its conspirators were focused on a political act of protest, and as 

some might say, an act of terrorism. It is understandable to see how V found 

inspiration in the Fawkes mask when selecting a face for his mission. 

 Shortly after the release of the 2006 film, the Fawkes mask began to show 

up in a variety of political and social protests. Repeatedly, individuals began to 

don the mask of V, as author Alan Moore notes, at “anti-globalisation 

demonstrations, anti-capitalist protests, concerted hacker-attacks upon those 

perceived as enabling state oppression.” To this day the mask is worn by 
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individuals all over the world in demonstrations including the Occupy Wall Street 

Movement, several countries in the Arab Spring protests, and even social 

movements against the Church of Scientology. It appears then that the mask 

itself acts as form. The repeated appearances of the mask in several different 

contexts suggest that the mask represents something rhetorically powerful.  

 Brummett reminds us that we are drawn to form and find it “attractive and 

compelling” (Homologies, 114). I have argued in this chapter when a text and 

some dimension of experience connect at a formal level, they can create a 

rhetorical homology. I argue that the homology studied in this chapter is 

grounded in the recurring sign of the Mask. The Mask is now homologous with 

political protest and activism. The text of Vendetta and the experience of 

participating in political demonstrations connect formally and suggest how 

audiences should act in a post 9-11 world.  

 The Mask is a site for political dissent or social activism. It creates a formal 

linkage between Guy Fawkes himself and the protests outside the London Stock 

Exchange. The Gunpowder Plot, the anarchist superhero film V for Vendetta, and 

political protests today all connect at the level of form and they are united under 

the sign of the Mask. Participants who wear the Mask and audiences who view it 

understand the significance of the recurring sign as a symbol against an 

established order. The specific contexts of different protests do not need to be 

similar in detail as long as they articulate the same situation the Mask represents.  
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 The Mask’s adaptability creates a powerful rhetorical homology that allows 

it to be worn in protests and social movements across time and space. The 

rhetorical influence of the Mask guides audiences as to how they should respond 

to similar situations found within the film. As discussed earlier, rhetorical 

homologies are strategic answers to questions and situations posed by 

experiences and texts. The homology advises that if a political or social institution 

oppresses an individual(s), rebellion or protest is necessary, and these actions are 

facilitated and strengthened by wearing the Mask. Those wearing the mask are 

homologously linked to the text of V for Vendetta and to the experience of 

opposing tyranny, they take on the symbolic role of a superhero. Superheroes are 

often the characters audiences look to in order deal with issues normal human 

beings cannot or will not address. In times of great need, we look to the skies to 

find superheroes saving the day. Audiences can vicariously live through the 

wearers of the Mask who are actively engaging in protest recognizing them as 

superheroes fighting the battles they do not engage in. I will now provide 

examples of how the Mask as a site for political protest and social activism 

functions in recent and present-day situations. 

IDENTITY IN ANONYMITY  
 Evey first meets V in an ominous alleyway, where male policemen accost 

her while on patrol. V comes to her aid before she is nearly sexually assaulted, 

beating the henchmen up with stylistic skill. Evey asks who he is, to which V 

replies, “Who is but the form following the function of what and what I am is a 
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man in a mask.” The pedantic answer is actually quite succinct. V is not the 

human being under the mask, his identity is the mask and what it represents. V’s 

name is merely a roman numeral, the number of the prison cell he was held in 

during the government’s experiments on human beings. His identity is entwined 

within his anonymity, which allows for him to be more than just a man; he is an 

idea, a symbol, a homology.  

 The anonymity the Mask offers allows for unity in the form of facelessness. 

The Mask obscures the identity of the wearer and rhetorically transforms the 

individual into something much larger than a single human being. The Mask is 

formally connected to a family of rhetorical meanings that the wearer engages in 

when wearing the Mask. And others that participate in the act of wearing the 

Mask also take part in this transformation. When these individuals are gathered, 

the rhetorical influence of the Mask is reinforced by the homological links to 

other texts and experiences. And when audiences view the Mask engaged in 

protests they see a symbolic representative addressing the fears and issues they 

do not engage, they see superheroes championing their cause. Perhaps this is 

most clearly seen in the case of the decentralized, online community, 

Anonymous.  

 Anonymous is an internet-based group that consists of a variety of 

unidentified individuals. The demographics of the actual group are impossible to 

know, because, as their name implies, everyone is completely anonymous. There 

is no head figure, no governing council, no ultimate mission, but the group 
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identify themselves as individuals united under a common creed: “We are 

Anonymous. We are Legion. We do not forgive. We do not forget. Expect us.” 

Anonymous started as a subset of Internet image website 4chan. Initially, 

Anonymous started simply as a group of Internet users who would use their web 

prowess for practical jokes and pranks. But in February of 2008, Anonymous 

made a bold move to become more than just an online group of jesters.  

 Anonymous discovered Church of Scientology videos that featured actor 

Tom Cruise that were originally meant for in-church purposes only. They posted 

across the Internet these videos that showed the actor over-enthusiastically (and 

somewhat embarrassingly) singing the praises of the ideology and teachings of 

the Church. The Church of Scientology moved quickly to censor these videos and 

have them removed from sites such as YouTube. A virtual war was declared on 

the Church by Anonymous and a movement was born. The logo they selected to 

represent the movement was, of course, the Mask. 

 Initially, the ultimate goal was only to disrupt and antagonize the Church. 

But, after a significant push back for censorship of the videos from the Internet, 

Anonymous coordinated online efforts to investigate the Church’s practices 

accusing them of a variety of misdeeds. Their accusations included: free speech 

violations; human rights violations; illegal actions such as harassment, slander, 

libel, and extortion; fraudulent activities including questionable tax exemptions, 

dubious charitable status in various countries including the U.S., unsafe drug 
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rehabilitation practices, irregular business practices, and bogus educational and 

charitable organizations.9  

 On February 10, 2008, Anonymous became more than a secret online 

community. It organized a worldwide protest against the Church and encouraged 

members to congregate in front of Scientology buildings in protest. NYU 

anthropology professor Gabriella Coleman studies Anonymous and other online 

“hacktivist” communities and writes that on that day, “over six thousand people 

protested across North America, Europe, New Zealand, and Australia, many in 

front of Scientology Churches.” The key to the movement was the images of 

protesters clad in Guy Fawkes masks united in solidarity. The Mask has become 

the official logo of the group and is used in all protests and online images 

associated with the group. What began as a long-running Internet inside joke 

became a mobilized social movement capable of real political and social action. 

 Coleman writes, since then, Anonymous helped coordinate attacks on 

government websites in support of internet censorship, supported and protested 

corporations against the WikiLeaks campaign, and aided in the Arab Spring 

protests by sending care packages and information packets on how to get around 

internet blocks set up by Middle-Eastern governments. There have been many 

offshoots of the original Anonymous group (LulzSec, AnonOps) but the unifying 

symbol of the entire movement has remained the Mask. Coleman writes the Mask 

                                                
9 This information was found on a forum entitled Anonymous vs. Scientology which provides 
internet users a background of the battle against Scientology and ways to get involved in the 
efforts against it. More information can be found at: https://whyweprotest.net/anonymous-
scientology/scientology/scientology-dangers/ 



 114 

is an appropriate symbol because its historic past it is “everything and nothing at 

once.” The Mask’s ability to create identity through anonymity allows individuals 

to connect through the rhetorical power of the homology. Wearers of the Mask 

are connected to Guy Fawkes, Scientology protesters, and Arab Spring activists 

and all of these experiences connect at the level of form. But, the Mask not only 

unites individuals through anonymity it emboldens them to take action.  

THE MASK AS EMPOWERMENT  
 A pivotal scene in Vendetta occurs when V invades a television station and 

broadcasts across every TV in the United Kingdom his plan to blow up 

Parliament. V’s impassioned, recorded speech declares: 

And the truth is, there is something terribly wrong with this country, isn’t 

there? Cruelty and injustice, intolerance and oppression. And where once 

you had the freedom to object, to think and speak as you saw fit, you now 

have censors and systems of surveillance coercing your conformity and 

soliciting your submission. How did this happen? Who’s to blame? Well 

certainly there are those more responsible than others, and they will be 

held accountable, but again truth be told, if you’re looking for the guilty, 

you need only look into a mirror. 

The message is shocking and abrupt, it ends as quickly as it begins, with V 

inviting everyone who seeks change in the government to join him in one year to 

destroy the Parliament building. It is a call for activism that encourages the 

average citizen to boldly protest against the totalitarian government in place. 
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 On November 5, 2010, in a true example of life imitating art, an 

unidentified student hacked into the Washington State University broadcast 

system. The video featured a person dressed completely as V, mask and all, and 

contained a near verbatim copy of the Vendetta speech, with the exception of 

certain parts adapted to reflect a concern about the quality of education and 

student involvement at the university.10 According to an article in the Chronicle 

of Higher Education, the activist “programmed motorized screens to unfurl 

themselves and scheduled projectors to broadcast the five-minute-long video 

once every hour… and sparked discussion about university governance, course 

cuts, and tuition hikes.” Here we see the Mask act as an emboldening agent, 

giving individuals agency and confidence to participate in social activism. The 

Mask and the experience of hacking into a broadcast system to promote social 

change is a repetition of form that connects a fictional superhero to a state 

university student.  

 But the Mask has been used to even greater effect in recent widespread 

social movements. The Occupy Wall Street Movement (OWS) erupted in late 2011 

in an effort to protest the economic practices by governments worldwide that 

have placed countries and individuals in serious financial concern. Articles by 

CNN, USA Today, and BBC News have reported on the fact that the Fawkes mask 

has become the unofficial symbol of the OWS movement. The media outlets all 

comment on how the Mask has become a vital element of the protests and 

                                                
10 To see the video go to: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gnF8FvXNozc&feature=player_embedded#! 
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inspires individuals to take action. Thousands of photos online show masked 

protesters holding signs that reflect rebellion, civil agency, and political dissent. 

The Mask has become a homology that promotes empowerment in individuals to 

take political and social stands that may not have the courage or temerity to have 

done so otherwise.  

 Likewise, photos from the Middle East reveal protesters across the Arab 

Spring movement wearing the Mask connecting themselves to other social 

movements of protest while also dissenting against dictatorship governments. 

Wael Khairy, a Chicago Sun-Times Egyptian correspondent reported:  

During the [Egyptian] revolution Egyptians referenced V for Vendetta 

more frequently than any other work of art. Protestors held up signs that 

read ‘Remember, remember the 25 of January.’ On the Internet, 

Photoshop was used to alter Pharaoh Tout Ankh Amoun’s face into a 

Fawkes smile.11 

The Mask is a rhetorical homology that can transcend culture and context 

because it connects to experiences at the level of form. The Mask empowers 

individuals to have the capacity to rebel and protest, regardless of the specific 

nationality of the individual. Wearers of the Mask understand that it represents a 

struggle for freedom against tyranny against any regime in any given historical 

period. And when the riots in the Arab Spring movements became violent, the 

Mask continued to empower individuals to remain vigilant until freedom was 

                                                
11 http://blogs.suntimes.com/foreignc/2011/06/v-for-vendetta.html 
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actualized. But what about those who do no participate in these protests, yet still 

feel passionately about the causes they see the Mask present in? 

 Many individuals might resonate with the messages of the OWS 

movement. Others might also agree that the Arab Spring is a positive political 

movement opposing tyrannical governments across the Middle East. But the vast 

majority of these people will never actually engage in political activism or social 

protest. Audiences will watch these events from their televisions at home or 

connect to these causes through the Internet. But, the homology of the Mask can 

connect these experiences they view to the text of Vendetta. Audiences associate 

the Mask as the defining feature of the superhero V when viewing Vendetta. They 

see V sacrifice his life in the name of freedom and recognize that superheroes 

protect the disempowered on their behalf.  

 Congruently, when audiences see the Mask in the OWS movement or the 

Arab Spring they recognize there are “superheroes” fighting for them in the real 

world. The Mask rhetorically assuages audience’s fear that they are powerless in 

an increasingly complex and confusing world. The Mask suggests to audiences 

that despite whatever their reasons for inaction may be, there are superheroes 

willing to put on the Mask and fight for freedom and liberty. Those who wear the 

Mask are symbolic representatives for those unable or unwilling to engage in 

activism. The Mask is homologically linked to the superhero V, therefore text and 

experience suggest those who wear the Mask are commensurate with his 

superhero identity. 



 118 

 In the final scene of Vendetta, a crowd of thousands marches upon the 

square in front of Parliament. All the participants in the social protest are dressed 

in the Mask as they stand united and empowered. Exactly one year from the day 

of his announcement, V follows through on his mission to destroy Parliament in 

order to rebuild the government. The crowd watches as the symbolic building is 

reduced to rubble and ashes and explosive charges light the sky. As Evey looks 

upon the powerful display someone asks who V was she replies, “He was Edmond 

Dantés... and he was my father. And my mother... my brother... my friend. He 

was you... and me. He was all of us.”  

 Her response reveals the rhetorical homology of the Mask itself. It is a site 

of political protest and social activism. It provides identity through anonymity 

and empowers the individuals who wear it. But, the Mask formally connects 

anyone who practices in social movements across all contexts. It also mitigates 

the fears or uncertainties of audiences who cannot participate in political protests 

by suggesting they can vicariously live through the superheroes fighting for their 

cause. It gives audiences superheroes to cheer for and to believe in. The Mask is 

homologous with Guy Fawkes, OWS protesters, state college students, and 

Anonymous online hackers.  It connects texts and disparate experiences and 

grounds them in the symbol of the mustachioed, smiling grin of Guy Fawkes. The 

Mask is literally equipment for living in that it rhetorically suggests how 

individuals should deal with real life situations. The Mask provides a probable 

answer to the question of the rise in superhero films since 9/11. While these social 
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movements may not have any ostensible ties to that specific day, they most 

certainly are a reflection of the changed world that resulted from those disastrous 

events. The world shifted in dramatic ways after 9/11, and it is not impossible to 

see how these revolutions were borne out of the collective trauma and fear that 

still floats in the cultural ether of our society. 

CONCLUSION 
 This chapter attempts to amplify and reveal the formal connections that 

exist between superhero films and experiences since 9/11. I argue that rhetorical 

homologies manifest themselves in the formal linkages between the texts and 

disparate experiences. I explored the rhetorical homology of the Just War that is 

present in the film 300 and the Bush administration’s justification of the invasion 

of Iraq. Several key formal elements corresponded with each other to help 

translate the idea that the invasion was a justified cause, much like the 

fictionalized war depicted in 300. The homology of Just War acts in a way to 

assuage fears of audiences traumatized by war or hesitant of military action. I 

looked at how the Mask in the film V for Vendetta has become a site for political 

protest and social activism. The Mask has been translated from its original 

context as a historical figure in Guy Fawkes, to an anarchist superhero, to social 

movements across the planet. The Mask functions as homology that unites 

individuals through anonymity and empowers people to act in situations of civil 

engagement. This rhetorical homology is able to adapt itself and link together 

seemingly dissimilar groups all under the umbrella of form. The Mask also 
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informs audiences on how to address their situations with social protest and 

political demonstrations.  

 These rhetorical homologies obviously offer “strategic and stylized” 

answers to situations of individuals living in a post-9/11 world, but they are not 

beyond critique. There are apparent and somewhat disturbing ramifications that 

should be recognized and addressed. In my concluding chapter, I look to 

summarize the present study and also critique the equipment for living offered by 

these texts and experiences.  
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Chapter 5: Ramifications and Future Implications of Superhero Film 
Research 

 I was sitting in a theater in Detroit, Michigan, with several of my close 

friends for the midnight premiere of The Dark Knight. The atmosphere in the 

theater was electric, unlike anything I had ever experienced. The movie was 

showing on ten different screens at midnight, each one of them sold out and 

packed with eager audiences dressed in full Batman regalia. As the beginning 

sequence flashed on the screen people applauded the opening credits. The 

audience cheered at the entrance of the Batman, booed and heckled the villains, 

laughed hysterically at each line the Joker mumbled out, and stood on their feet 

clapping at the visual exhibition before them. This was not another big summer 

blockbuster film; this was a phenomenon. But, there were themes in the film that 

were disturbing to me, things with which I could not reconcile. I was curious as to 

how most people overlooked them. There were elements of terrorism, torture, 

surveillance, and vigilante justice that seemed odd in the context of a superhero 

film. I knew at that moment I wanted to understand why these films right now, 

more than any other genre, affect audiences so deeply. 

 I noted in an earlier chapter a particular quote by Kenneth Burke: 

Art has always appealed by the changing individuations of changing 

subject-matter, to certain potentialities of appreciation which would seem 

to be inherent in the very germ-plasm of man, and which since they are 

constant, we might call innate forms of the mind” (Counter-Statement, 46) 
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Upon reading this for the first time in my Burke graduate seminar, I was 

immediately fascinated by two key words, “germ-plasm” and “innate.” Burke’s 

suggestion that we are born with templates in our infant minds that will 

determine our proclivities for music, oil paintings, and any other art form is bold, 

polemic and profound. I have struggled with this assertion ever since. Is our 

appreciation of art and other works of culture innate? Do we have a choice, or is it 

merely within our germ-plasm to find forms appealing? 

 After brooding over these questions I realized that the answer to this 

question is irrelevant. The proverbial “chicken and the egg” question has a 

multitude of answers. What is apparent and more important is the fact that we 

are drawn to form. It is why the best pop songs hit the big hook before the :30 

second mark and finish verse, chorus, bridge, chorus. It’s why the best trilogies 

leave our beloved characters in a seemingly impossible situation in the second 

installment, only to see them figure it all out by the end of the third. Brummett 

reminds us form is “attractive” we are “compelled” toward it. This study has 

attempted to take a formal approach to understand why a certain subject matter 

has skyrocketed in popularity since a very important date. It has been an area of 

inquiry that I have wanted to understand since that movie theater experience in 

the summer of 2008. 

 My principal argument throughout this thesis has been that superhero 

films provide audiences with equipment for living in a post 9/11 world through 

formal appeals. Audiences are drawn to them because of the formal elements that 
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compose these films. The films mentioned in this present study address fears and 

national trauma in audiences that still persist today ever since the shocking 

events of 9/11. They rhetorically suggest how to interpret and act in these 

situations. These texts provide a verbal parallel to patterns of experience 

audiences have faced since those events. One reason these films have risen in 

popularity is because they speak to these traumas via form and guide audiences 

as to how they should be interpreted in daily life. They connect texts and 

disparate experiences grounded them in discursive properties, and facilitate the 

work of rhetorical influence. These films provide audiences with symbols that 

create and satisfy appetites or expectations that exist inherently in the 

consciousness of individuals. 

 In chapter one I reviewed a history of literature concerning superheroes 

and comic books and how they have addressed national fears and trauma 

throughout the past eighty years. Finding very little research on the rhetorical 

influence of superhero films, I detailed how literature on comics of the past is 

relevant to the comics based superhero films of today. I argue that comics of 

yesterday are homologous with current modern superhero film adaptations. I 

defined the superhero and the superhero genre relying on Peter Coogan’s 

definition of both. The long history of comic scholarship addressing national 

trauma opened the possibility of doing a rhetorical critique on how superhero 

films are doing the same thing for audiences now. 



 124 

 In the second chapter I developed a methodology to critically analyze these 

films. I explored Burke’s concept of form and looked specifically at how the 

Symbol rhetorically influences audiences by creating and satisfying appetites or 

expectations, names situations, and relates to experiences that reside innately in 

the consciousness of individuals.  

 I used this approach to look at the films Batman Begins, Spider-man, and 

The Dark Knight in my case study found in chapter three. I expanded on three 

Burkeian concepts to demonstrate how the Symbol appeals to audiences in these 

films: as the interpretation of a situation, by favoring the acceptance of a 

situation, and as the “exerciser” of submerged experience. These appeals manifest 

themselves in different ways in each of the films and give evidence to how 

superhero films can rhetorically influence audiences through form.  

 Also in the second chapter I explored Brummett’s idea of the rhetorical 

homology. I detailed how rhetorical homologies allow the critic to look at the 

attitudes a discourse suggests and to see how texts and experiences formally 

resemble that. I explained how rhetorical homologies undergird texts and 

disparate experiences and connect them at the level of form.  

 In chapter four, I investigated how the rhetoric of the Bush administration 

and the text of the superhero film 300 partake in the rhetorical homology of 

Articulating a Just War. Both the text and discourse of this homology use certain 

formal elements to sell a war to a public that was wary of entering another 

overseas conflict by: appealing to a council, creating the enemy as “Other,” and 
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validating the cost of freedom. This rhetorical homology contains a powerful 

rhetorical influence that rationalizes the invasion of Iraq as a just and 

appropriate measure for diplomacy.  

 In the same chapter, I looked at another rhetorical homology found in the 

film V for Vendetta. I clarified how The Mask featured in the film is a site for 

political protest and social activism. The homological implications of the Mask 

have been translated into real world situations as a symbol that is used by 

individuals in the real world. Social movements and political groups have drafted 

the Mask as a crucial symbol in their fight for social justice. I detailed how the 

Mask unites individuals through anonymity and empowers them to be social 

activists. The rhetorical homology is a powerful rhetorical concept that influences 

and advises individuals on how to act in situations. It provides a possible solution 

as to why superhero films that feature homologies are widely popular since 9/11.  

 But these films should not be beyond critique and some of the answers 

these films provide are disturbing. Burke cautions that Symbols are not fixed in 

their meanings. He writes that, “as the Symbol is ramified, Symbols within 

Symbols will arise,” and this “brings up problems extrinsic to the pattern of 

experience behind it” (Counter-statement, 157). In other words, there are 

ramifications to finding Symbols in films about fictional characters. Some of the 

stylized answers these films provide to audiences have troubling implications in a 

real-world setting. In other words, yes, these films provide equipment for living, 

but is this the right equipment? 
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We find a verbal parallel experience in the vicarious release of vengeance 

as Batman beats the Joker while in custody. Do we not see a similar connection to 

the authorized use of torture in the War on Terror? How, in turn, do we look at 

the disgusting human rights violations on those who suffered in prisons such 

Guantanamo Bay and Abu Ghraib? If in the movie the audience can feel that the 

Joker is getting what he deserves, do audiences then translate that vindictive idea 

of torture into everyday life? In the film, Batman uses a special surveillance 

system that taps into every cell phone in the city of Gotham without a warrant 

from a judge. This type of invasion of privacy justifies something like the Patriot 

Act, in that civil liberties are disregarded in order to catch the “bad guy.” These 

ramifications do ripple out into the consciousness of audiences.  

By the end of Spider-man, Peter Parker realizes that by fighting evil he 

must push away the ones he loves most in order to protect them. As he walks 

away from Mary Jane in the final scene, the voiceover states, “With great power 

comes great responsibility. This is my gift, my curse.” Must we, like our Symbols, 

dehumanize ourselves in order to win the War on Terror? Should we accept that 

legislation like the Patriot Act is necessary, that post-traumatic stress disorder in 

soldiers is something we will just learn to cope with? Is our role in this war a gift 

or a curse? 

 Perhaps the most troubling answer provided by these films is the 

justification of war found in the rhetorical homology of 300 and the rhetoric of 

the Bush administration. This text and experience assuage fears of audiences by 
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suggesting war is not only a necessary response to diplomatic problems, but the 

most honorable and desired one as well. The glorification of war in the Bush 

rhetoric and in the film continues to create a society where cultural differences 

are highlighted rather than looked over. It encourages a country to pursue violent 

action against its enemies. It justifies war as a sustainable and righteous means to 

our end. The real world implications of this homology have left us with thousands 

of dead soldiers and civilians across two wars in two separate countries. It has 

resulted in the decimation of cities and cultures in Afghanistan and Iraq. And, it 

has only increased the already high sentiments of xenophobia of Muslim culture 

that persists in our country today.  

 The Mask in V for Vendetta seems to, at the moment, offer a peaceful site 

for protest and social activism. However, it should be noted that the protagonist 

in Vendetta often uses violence and terrorist acts in order to accomplish his 

mission. He blows up two buildings, murders several individuals, and justifies 

further acts of terror in the name of freedom. How long is it before individuals 

begin to interpret the Mask as a site for violent protest, or as a symbol to justify 

any violent act as long as it is in the name of freedom? 

 When audiences look to texts for equipment for living there is never a 

solitary answer offered. Brummett notes in his book Rhetoric in Popular Culture 

that texts are sites of struggle over meaning. Audiences constantly interpret 

meanings and significance from texts in an attempt to make sense of their daily 

lives. Superhero films are no exception. The constant struggle to understand 
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these films often alters discourse and shapes audience’s perceptions. For 

example, The Dark Knight, started a large discussion in several media outlets on 

whether or not it was a pro-Bush film.12 Several argued that Batman’s over 

zealous attempt for justice ignored many civil liberties in order to preserve the 

safety of many, a complaint lodged by many regarding the Bush administration. 

This debate shows one real life example of how fictional narratives of symbolic 

heroes can comment on and offers equipment for living by altering discourse 

surrounding issues and problems in society.  

 Superhero stories and films are sites of meaning that contain the potential 

for more than mere entertainment. Superheroes are symbols and these symbols 

can offer guiding principles and strategic answers to complex socio-cultural 

situations. I argue it is important that we do not look too literally at these films 

and characters because they have the rhetorical potential within their narratives 

to function as rhetorical homologies for engaged public deliberation. And unlike 

other mythic fantasies in popular culture, superheroes are grounded in our reality 

because their stories are more often than not situated in a world not that different 

from ours. Others might argue that these films offer a world that is too black and 

white, answers that are too simplistic and too far detached from reality. However, 

I suggest that the superhero’s unique ability and tradition of adapting to the 

changing historical and cultural contexts offers the potential for future 

                                                
12 For context read Andrew Klavan’s article in the Wall Street Journal, 
http://online.wsj.com/article_email/SB121694247343482821-
lMyQjAxMDI4MTI2NTkyNDUyWj.html 
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incarnations of these films to continually offer equipment for living to audiences 

who are struggling to grasp for meaning in their daily lives.  

 Of course, this thesis contains several limitations and should not be the 

final say in academic scholarship on the rhetorical influence of superhero films 

today. The term audience is used repeatedly through this study but remains 

loosely defined. It is hard to understand who exactly the audience is because 

demographics would be near impossible to measure in people that are exposed to 

superhero films in one way or another. Furthermore, this study only looks at five 

films that were releases since 9/11. There have been a multitude of films since 

that point that have reached the theater and home screens. Do all of these films 

engage and connect with audiences through form? Or, do only the more 

successful films attempt and succeed at this? Of course, at the time of writing 

this, I see more and more advertisements for future superhero films coming this 

summer to a theater near you. Will these future films continue to participate in 

addressing cultural fears and trauma, or will they shift to a whole different type of 

appeal? These limitations provide an opportunity for future rhetoricians to 

continue exploring the vast multitude of superhero films in existence today and 

the host that will surely continue coming. And since the current research is 

sparse, I encourage others to go further than this thesis. 

 9/11 is undoubtedly the most important historical moment that has 

happened in my lifetime. I was too young at the time to understand what that day 

meant, but here I write nearly eleven years later and I still do not fully 
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understand the magnitude of that fateful day. Rhetoricians are fortunate to have 

a rich and diverse understanding of scholarly concepts and methodologies that 

can be used to explore the discursive, formal, and rhetorical influences that frame 

and shape our history and current existence. These ideas and concepts in their 

own right are equipment for living in trying to understand a world that is 

enigmatic and sometimes inexplicably complex. This thesis is but a small attempt 

to make sense of a day that haunts this country even now.  

 In the superhero world, when the world is falling apart all one must do is 

look to the skies to see hope come flying in. Unfortunately, in our reality, the 

answers to our issues and questions are not so easily solved. But, as this present 

study shows, superhero films can offer guiding principles and advise us on how to 

confront the situations we face today. They can give us strategic and stylized 

answers to interpret the discursive and symbolic influences we deal with on a 

daily basis. But, the answers they offer, are like us: flawed and far from perfect. 

After all, what should we expect? We created them in our own image.  

 Comic book writer Grant Morrison writes about growing up in the Nuclear 

Age and constantly being reminded of and worrying about the Bomb. It seemed 

inevitable that one day he would be wiped out in the wake of a mushroom cloud. 

But, these fears began to subside after the first comics shop opened in his 

hometown of Glasgow. Superheroes, and the ideas that came with them, offered a 

different narrative. He writes: 
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It’s not that I needed Superman to be “real,” I just needed him to be more 

real than the Idea of the Bomb that ravaged my dreams. I needn’t have 

worried; Superman is so indefatigable a product of the human 

imagination, such a perfectly designed emblem of our highest, kindest, 

wisest, toughest selves, that my Idea of the Bomb had no defense against 

him. In Superman and his fellow superheroes, modern human beings had 

brought into being ideas that were invulnerable to all harm, immune to 

destruction, built to outsmart diabolical masterminds, made to confront 

pure Evil and, somehow, against the odds, to always win.  

It is my hope that comics, superheroes, and superhero films will continue to 

address the issues and concerns of audiences for years to come, that they 

continue to be a verbal parallel to a pattern of our experiences. That they suggest 

answers and provide equipment for living, albeit with fewer negative 

ramifications. That they continue to offer narratives of who are and who we can 

become. And perhaps, by understanding what a superhero is, somehow, against 

the odds, we can begin to understand what it means to be human. 
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