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The figure of the comic book superhero, now as familiar on screen as on the 
page, rests upon the notion of exceptionality. More specifically, the superhero 
figure is one of white superiority, whiteness being the greatest superpower. 
This is the recurring thesis in Sean Guynes and Martin Lund’s edited 
collection, Unstable Masks: Whiteness and American Superhero Comics. Across 
the volume’s fourteen chapters, the authors explore the concept of race in 
superhero comic books with remarkable consistency. They discuss mainstream 
figures like Superman and Captain America, as well as less iconic characters 
such as Cloak and Dagger and Iron Fist, but in all cases the authors identify 
and persuasively analyze the racial politics both of the production period and 
of subsequent consumption.

The central thesis of white superiority is aided by recurring theoretical 
references throughout the book, especially Toni Morrison’s argument in 
Playing in the Dark that “America means white” (47) and Richard Dyer’s 
demonstration in White that “White people are not racially seen and 
named” (1). The repeated references are unsurprising, as Morrison and White 
are part of the legacy upon which the volume’s analyses build. Yet despite 
the consistency and overlap of the theoretical context, the various chapters 
are distinct and offer many valuable insights into Guynes and Lund’s central 
thesis, which is explicated in their introduction.

The insights are structured by the book’s overall critical thesis that 
Caucasian features inevitably afford entry into the privileged world of 
whiteness, and consequently into the superheroic. Discussion of the 
prerequisite features of such entry begins with Part I’s “Outlining Superheroic 
Whiteness,” comprising six chapters. Osvaldo Oyola’s “Marked For Failure” 
discusses the narrative arc of Marvel’s attempt at a black Captain America, 
while Eric Berlatsky and Sika Dagbovie-Mullins discuss the influence of “The 
Africanist Presence in Superhero Comics.” In “The Original Enchantment,” 
Jeremy M. Carnes discusses “Whiteness, Indigeneity, and Representational 
Logics in The New Mutants,” paying particular attention to racial shifting and 
erasure, while the power (im)balance of racial politics forms the argument of 
Olivia Hicks’s “Fearfully and Wonderfully Made: The Racial Politics of Cloak 
and Dagger.” Shamika Ann Mitchell interrogates the meta-narrative of black 
consciousness’s dependency on white acknowledgement in “Worlds Collide: 
Whiteness, Integration, and Diversity in the DC/Milestone Crossover,” 
while José Alaniz brings the section to a close with his remarkable analysis of 
“Whiteness and Superheroes in the Comix/Codices of Enrique Chagoya.” 

Vol. 32, No. 3, Journal of the Fantastic in the Arts
Copyright © 2021, International Association for the Fantastic in the Arts.



436 · Reviews

journal of the fantastic in the arts

With superhero whiteness established and critiqued across these six 
chapters, Part II then brings together four discussions of “Reaching Toward 
Whiteness.” Two of these, Martin Lund’s “‘Beware the Fanatic!’: Jewishness, 
Whiteness, and Civil Rights in X-Men (1963–1970)” and Neil Shyminsky’s 
“Mutation, Racialization, Decimation: The X-Men as White Men,” unpack 
and critique an established reading of Marvel’s X-Men as representations 
of diversity and prejudice. Esther De Dauw analyzes the ironic assertion of 
superhero status through everydayness with “Seeing White: Normalization 
and Domesticity in Vision’s Cyborg Identity,” and Sean Guynes closes the 
section with “White Plasticity and Black Possibility in Darwyn Cooke’s DC: 
The New Frontier,” a critical appraisal of a critical appraisal within DC’s own 
comic history. 

Part III explores racial politics further across four chapters that discuss 
“Whiteness by a Different Color.” With their respective studies “‘A True Son 
of K’un-Lun’: The Awkward Racial Politics of White Martial Arts Superheroes 
in the 1970s” and “The Whitest There Is at What I Do: Japanese Identity 
and the Unmarked Hero in Wolverine (1982),” Matthew Pustz and Eric Sobel 
identify the appropriation and domination of Asian culture by white superhero 
figures, while Yvonne Chireau discusses the distinctly problematic subgenre 
of the “White Indians Comics Superhero” with reference to such figures as 
“Tomahawk: The Frontier Superman” that erase Native Americans from the 
superhero canon. In the final chapter, Jeffrey A. Brown marries parochialism 
with globalization in his “The Dark Knight: Whiteness, Appropriation, 
Colonization, and Batman in the New 52 Era.” Noah Berlatsky’s “Afterword” 
adds some thoughts for further discussion. 

Taken as a whole, the volume presents some excellent analyses. Berlatsky 
and Dagbovie-Mullins skillfully highlight the enduring racial inscribing of 
“superheroing while black” in Black Lightning and Moon Girl (46), and their 
discussion of the Killer Folk demonstrates especially the use of stereotypical 
blackness and primitivism. Guynes persuasively links his study of DC: The New 
Frontier to the New Frontier of President Jack Kennedy’s rhetoric, especially 
by highlighting Darwyn Cooke’s use of the comic book device of retroactive 
continuity (retcon) to reappraise DC’s racial history. Guynes places the comic 
book production not only in its historical and industrial context but also within 
the contextual discourse of both Cooke and Guynes himself. Perhaps the most 
stellar contribution belongs to José Alaniz, as his detailed analysis of the work 
of Enrique Chagoya is not only an intelligent discussion of work related to 
yet distinct from comic books but also a brilliant dissection of the “reverse 
anthropology” Chaogya performs through his appropriation of superhero 
imagery into various art forms including paintings, prints, and codices (106). 
Alaniz points out errors in previous analyses, and his combination of comic 
book and codex case studies makes for a pleasingly holistic study. 
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The strongest chapters link their specific analyses to broad contextualization, 
while the weaker pieces are often less persuasive because of their lack of context. 
The serial nature of comic book narratives and the industry’s dependence on 
regular ongoing consumption make social and industrial context crucial to 
the analysis of style and content. For example, Lund’s chapter features an 
overreliance on the biographies of the writers, with the writers’ background 
simply assumed to be an influence on the material. Without wider political 
and industrial context, Lund’s argument feels simplistic. Shyminsky, on the 
other hand, incorporates commodity culture and appropriation as well as 
“epistemic exploitation” and racial fetishism to establish his recognition of the 
complexities of challenging white hegemony (163). 

The focus of the chapters is impressive, but perhaps the collection as a 
whole relies too much on the comic books themselves. Comic book superhero 
figures have become mainstream entertainment thanks to film adaptations, 
but the collection mentions such adaptations only in passing. Some discussion 
of merchandising as well as audience study could have made the overall 
thesis—comic books’ reiteration that white=super—even stronger. On that 
note, one could argue that the multiple chapters discussing whiteness as a 
superpower become reiterative, but this would be a churlish position to take 
since these varied analyses are highlighting what comic book publishers have 
themselves highlighted for nearly a century. Indeed, Berlatsky summarizes 
the collection concisely in the afterword: “A superhero, to be super, requires 
nonsuper people to serve as a foil, just as white people require nonwhite people 
to assure them of their eugenic superiority and status” (260). 

As a volume that explores this concept through multiple case studies, 
Unstable Masks will be useful for comic book scholars as well as those engaged 
in superhero studies, or indeed scholars of racial representation and identity 
politics more broadly. For any interested reader, the collection is an important 
and sobering study. 

vincent m. gaine 
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