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 Making Wonder Women: Recursive Tendencies in Feminist Utopias argues that 

reduplications of patriarchal hegemonies exist in William Marston’s Wonder Women. 

Using several close readings of Marston’s original comics as well as three modern (2011, 

2017, 2020) reimaginings by Greg Rucka, Grant Morrison, and Daniel Warren Johnson, 

this thesis highlights how the design of Paradise Island, the Amazons, and Wonder 

Woman serve to reproduce Rockwellian demands of femininity through the guise of 

sexual radicalism and the religious rhetoric of liberation through servitude. This 

culminates in the position that Marston’s feminist ideals calcified into pop -culture a 

confusing and muddled icon of white colonial feminism
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Introduction

Diana Prince aka Wonder Woman entered the comics industry as a disruptive 

force. Wonder Woman was written by psychologist William Moulton Marston—who was 

already a vocal consultant on DC’s editorial board—on DC’s request, to counter what 

Marston viewed as a wave of “blood curdling masculinity” (Wasielewski 65). Wonder 

Woman would come to embody a sensationalized archetype of the superheroine, bound 

to the notions of nurturing and compassionate idealism over brute-strength politics and 

the karmic satisfaction of vengeful justice. In short, she was meant to remediate the 

image of the superhero as an “oppressive, racist impulse of American culture,” who 

justified the mythologizing of vigilante extremism (Gavaler 78). The violent and stalwart 

justice of white men fixing the individual woes of the downtrodden and systemically 

abandoned “little guy” through a resounding punch, a firm stance, and a rousing speech 

was to be replaced with the diplomatic and emotionally concerned justice of a white 

woman…who fixed the individual woes of the downtrodden and systemically abandoned 

“little woman” through a resounding punch, a firm stance, and a  rousing speech.  

The superhero is, as Chris Gavaler attests, a contradictory construction. That the 

superhero was born from the same thematic archetypes that would inspire the rise of the 

Klu Klux Klan clarifies how the symbolic championing of the marginalized and the 

oppressed would always be intrinsically linked to the upholding of systemic inequities 

and supremacist ideals tethered in the idealization of eugenics and the proliferation of 
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xenophobia (Gavaler). Superman is a tale of immigration rooted an assimilation fantasy 

and, for some of his Golden-Age years, rife with the sort of propaganda that bolstered 

capitalist Americana. Batman also relied on the ineptitude of a crumbling and a 

fundamentally corrupt social structure, and both laid the responsibility of these failures 

on individual shortcomings and propagated the notion that the most wounded and tragic 

of victims was the obscenely rich capitalist. Captain America, the last of the 

contemporaries that Wasielewski held Wonder Woman in league with, was heralded as 

the pinnacle of the human/science intersection, and perhaps one of the more iconic 

representations of the American dream. But he also was a clear reflection of Hitler’s 

Aryan nation and a model of the ideologies that eugenicists and supremacists held dear  

 Enter Marston’s Wonder Woman, a character who would be defined by the 

feminism of the age and summarily go on to define feminism for several generations. 

Sparking the imagination of young women and challenging the certainty young men had 

of their place in the world, the character was meticulously ironed out by Marston with the 

key rhetorical objective of becoming psychological propaganda for a new type of woman 

Marston wanted to rule the world (Wasielewski 65). The superhero genre is no stranger 

to contradiction, but Wonder Woman is a distinctly boisterous symphony of conflicting 

ideals and combative uncertainty. Ben Saunders, Noah Berlatsky, Kelli E. Stanley, Bryan 

D. Dietrich and many others have addressed that Wonder Woman’s ideology and her 

narrative do not quite go hand-in-hand. The illustrations of Marston’s feminism become 

unwieldly when faced with the premise that "Sometimes she is a bad-ass warrior; 

sometimes she is an avatar of peace; sometimes she is a feminist icon… [and] sometimes 

she is a fetish symbol” (Berlatsky 3). Critically, however, this inability to homogenize 
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Diana into a singular, concrete archetype has been, if not hailed, at least identified as the 

crux of Diana’s longevity and commercial/cultural success.  

Stanley concludes her walkthrough of Diana’s chimeric and transformative 

history by accepting that like the Amazons of myth, Wonder Woman will likely always 

remain “a conundrum, a contradiction, an antithetical embodiment of wish-fulfillment 

and warning, pugnacity and pacifism, agelessness and antiquity" (166). This sentiment is 

echoed by Dietrich who lays much of Diana’s unresolvable ambiguity at the feet of 

Marston, who was probably too human and full of his own contradictions, including 

perhaps an overzealous proclivity for his own philosophical theories (231). These 

theories of gender superiority and compassionate dominance are the architecture of a 

proposed radicalism, but one that is mired in the influence of Marston’s privileged 

experience. 

Saunders argues, “Marston’s intentions have been misunderstood and 

misrepresented by many commentators” (39), referencing criticisms of Wonder Woman 

as sexually corruptive propaganda and Marston’s own theoretical presumptions as 

predatory (at least as they were paired with “children’s” literature). I agree that such 

criticisms are trapped in second-wave feminist separations of feminism and sexuality 

though it is difficult to ignore the clear desire Marston had to expose his readers to the 

“open-mindedness” of sexual liberation. To consider erotic bondage as incompatible with 

women’s equality is disingenuous (Saunders 57). Marston argues that this physical and 

emotional bondage is the key to women’s equality, but the presentation of that argument 

is confusing, ambiguous, and dangerously mutable (Saunders 57).  Diana’s paradoxical 

construction produces much of this confusion as Marston’s hegemonic anchoring to 
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power and authority speaks to the reduplication of power in the imaginings of his readers 

and successors.   

Saunders is explicit that Diana “is an inherently deconstructive concept” (39) 

articulated by the premise that deconstruction is “shaped, or haunted, by a series of 

powerful binarisms" (37). The binaries of God/human, man/woman, master/slave, and 

spirituality/sexuality remain such antagonistic couplings that neither scholar nor author 

nor reader has ever truly married them in the way that Marston desired. I have my own 

interpretation about the nature of Diana as a deconstructive concept, but the concern here 

is the nature of Marston’s interpretations of his work and the effect of those 

interpretations on our ideas of femininity in terms of power and excellence. Diana is in 

many ways a (re)invention of the feminine ideal. Her debut in 1941 settled her squarely 

between the gender essentialism of the early 20th century (circa 1910’s) and the post-war 

determinism of the 50s which would lead to the second wave feminism of the 60’s and 

70s. Marston’s peaceful, advanced, all-female culture, which presented women’s rights as 

American values (Saunders 45), perceived those rights as based on women’s essential 

difference from men (Donawerth 216). However, where others sought to argue that the 

differences between men and women made them equal parts of a combined whole, 

Marston deliberately developed a radicalized gender hierarchy which placed Diana, her 

Amazons, and by extension all women at the top to reorient our conceptions of power and 

autonomy. 

 

As far as Marston was concerned: 
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There isn’t enough love in the male organism to run this planet peacefully. A 

woman’s body contains twice as many love generating organs and endocrine 

mechanisms as a male. What the woman lacks is dominance or self-assertive 

power to put over and enforce her love desires. I have given Wonder Woman this 

dominant force but have kept her loving, tender, maternal, and feminine in every 

other way. (qtd. in Stanley 147)  

 To Marston it was apparent that women were inherently superior to men and 

deserved to dominate them. But the key to this freedom resided in extreme revisions of 

the housewife persona and Saunders admits Marston’s examples “sometimes reveal that 

he believed stereotypes we now regard as essentialist at best, and sexist and racist at 

worst” (46). Wonder Woman, As Marston intended, remained a gorgeous woman whose 

existence was bound to the preservation and elevation of men, significantly through sex. 

Thus, Marston’s feminism never truly escapes the paradigms with which he takes 

umbrage. But that makes sense as Marston’s reframing of gender roles was meant to 

disrupt the binary, not deconstruct it. The invocation of Marston’s determinist feminine 

idealization is antagonistically radical in that it “remind[s] us that these reified binaries 

are never more than a conceptual shorthand, and that sometimes they do more harm than 

good" (Saunders 38).  This is an examination of that harm and the extent to which the 

binary haunts Wonder Woman from her introduction to now.  

Marston’s cultural ideals develop into an examination of dominance and freedom 

as these are exercised in a relativized world (McKerrow 441). From his position, Wonder 

Woman and the Amazons represent the ideal authoritarian with the intent of developing a 

social utopia whose inhabitants crave submission to their obvious superiors.  Saunders 
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reduces Marston’s thesis as such: "baldly stated…, all human sexual social, and political 

interactions can be explained in terms of the opposition between the ‘"primary 

emotions’" of ‘"dominance’" and ‘submission’” (46). To this extent, Wonder Woman as 

an archetype is a polysemic critique of gender norms attempting to marry feminist 

radicalism to the ideological products of misogyny.  

As opposed to a monosemic reading, which posits that the artifact in question 

only reduplicates the message of the dominant social force, a polysemic reading of 

Wonder Woman suggests “the seeds of subversion or rejection of authority, at the same 

time that the primary reading appears to confirm the power of the dominant cultural 

norms” (McKerrow 458). This is the reading that authors like Saunders and N. Berlatsky 

provide and which is arguably most honest to Marston’s ideals and the character he 

created. But the binary of recursion/subversion is as unsettled as every other binary 

Marston interjects into his icon.  

Marston’s polysemic critique is layered as his conception of gender roles and 

hierarchies remains largely within the hegemonic constructions of the patriarchy even as 

the assertion of the paradigm shift, in its own way, acts as a subversion of explicitly 

masculine authority. A reading of Marston’s original concepts might seem to offer a 

subversive reading as primary and a recursive reading as secondary, but the unfortunate 

concessions to the genre and its commercialism, generates a deference to Marston’s 

confirmatory ideations about authority and dominance, ideas that are well-meaning but 

reproduce the white-savior’s notions of peace through acquiescence and the cosmic right 

to power.  Marston meant to design women who could combine the essentialism of their 
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role as nurturing and caring beings with the deliberate power and force of masculinity. 

By doing so these women could orchestrate a society of willful submission.  

 Instead, Paradise Island; Wonder Woman; and the Amazons, as Marston 

envisioned them, highlight Haraway’s claim that "'Woman' only exists as this kind of 

imaginary being, while women are the product of a social relation of appropriation, 

naturalized as sex” (Wittig and Cixous as qtd. by Haraway 138). Though Marston sees 

himself as “perfecting” women, he is simply worshipping femininity from the 

understanding of the patriarchy. Marston’s utopia, his paradise, is a feminine utopia. It is 

a utopia of feminine ideals, specifically his feminine ideal, which relied upon white, 

Eurocentric colonial and patriarchal idealizations of what women were and how they 

should behave. Paradise Island acts as a critically polysemic artifact highlighting the 

feminine form and the feminine ideal as a fabricated role to be played. The second 

principle of McKerrow’s critical rhetoric claims the discourse of power is material. 

Ideology exists materially in the language that constitutes its beliefs and while ideology is 

social property, social agents may modify the discourse. Analyzing the contemporary 

modifications of Wonder Woman’s discourse in Grant Morrison’s Earth One series 

(2016), Daniel Warren Johnson’s Wonder Woman: Dead Earth (2020), and Greg Rucka’s 

Rebirth: Wonder Woman: Year One (2017) against key moments within the first several 

issues of his original run with Harry G. Peter from All-Star Comics #8 through Wonder 

Woman #1 proves that Marston’s ideological intentions bound Diana to the patriarchy 

repackaged as liberation. Conclusively, the iconic constructions of Wonder Woman 

reproduce a feminized patriarchal paradigm from which she cannot escape so long as the 

aim is to hail Wonder Woman as an icon of feminism.  
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No Boys Allowed: Girls Need Space Too
 

“How does one set out for Paradise? How does one explain it, its presence, its absence?  

Not perhaps, with vision that can make out only this world”  

Dietrich 207 

That Paradise Island (Themyscira) acts as a secure redoubt for powerful avatars of 

femininity is not a graduated or revolutionary act of feminism. Marston’s requirement for 

a geographically contained, and separated, space adheres to the philosophical strategy of 

the utopia from its birth—with islands, specifically, serving as the means to assure 

ideological closure on individual Utopian’s political solutions.  In the case of the feminist 

struggle, Margaret Cavendish’s Blazing World (1666) established a separate dimension at 

the North Pole where a woman could rule absolutely. Likewise, Charlotte Perkins 

Gilman’s Herland (1915) depicted an enclosed society of technologically and 

philosophically advanced women whose existence was improved by the removal of men. 

Paradise Island acts in the vein of these utopias which spoke to the relative notion that 

women might inherently be more prone to the generation of the social utopia, but it also 

admits to the irreconcilable influence of patriarchy and misogyny. In Women, Space and 

Utopia, 1600-1800, Nicole Pohl states that “Feminist and queer theory has identified the 

active construction of space and place as masculinist and heterosexist and thus 

exclusionary to women and dissident sexual identities” (2). Readers of these early 

feminist utopias and readers of Wonder Woman were made to consider if “women really 
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have to live in a community by themselves— a separate country like Paradise Island— in 

order to be both happy and courageous?” (Steinem 207).  

Marston’s production of ideal space and the use of Wonder Woman as an 

experiment in rhetorical propaganda is an explicit yes to this proposition. Because of this, 

Paradise Island impedes any sense of cohesion. The separation of the utopia from a male 

perspective is a separation from bad practices, but from the female perspective it is a 

separation from bad actors.  The male/female binary exists as an irreconcilable proponent 

of the feminist utopia accepting that men lack the foresight to create a paradise for 

women. This idea of location-generated salvation informs what I refer to as the 

marginalized utopia, a space designed specifically for oppressed bodies. The 

marginalized utopia highlights Michel Foucault’s notion of the crisis heterotopia, 

outlined by Foucault as “privileged or sacred or forbidden places reserved for individuals 

who are, in relation to society and to the human environment in which they live, in a state 

of crisis" (“Of Other Spaces” 4). Foucault separates the heterotopic from the utopic by 

way of realism. The heterotopia is a tangible space, and the utopia is a mythological one. 

This is another binary (real/unreal), and it does not fully fit the scope of his 

determinations, but what is crucial is that he views no society as devoid of heterotopias. 

The crisis heterotopia is to him the preamble heterotopia, a product of the “so -called 

primitive” society (4), but then, the production of the feminist utopia highlights a certain 

primitiveness in all masculine, capitalist, colonially driven societies which perpetuate 

class struggle. 

Marston’s separatist fantasy from which the perfect, prodigious, and sanctified 

woman could spring forth is still a masculine fantasy, but it builds explicitly upon the 
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idealizations of feminine euphoria that inspired Cavendish and Gilman. Derived from that 

presumption of intrinsic femininity is not the sense of equality, however. Gloria Steinem 

may be one of the more recognizable voices in Wonder Woman’s ascension to feminist 

icon and she felt the undercurrent of disillusionment in Paradise Island: “the very fact that 

the ideal was an island — insular, isolated, self-contained, cut-off —both pleased and 

bothered me” (207). Marston’s preference was no secret, he predicted a matriarchal 

revolution within a hundred years, and the mass production of Wonder Woman was, for 

him, propaganda meant to unsettle held convictions and leave readers to conclude that 

women were superior. To that end, Paradise Island adopts distinct traits that align with 

Foucault’s heterotopic principles. It “reimagines and/or reframes oppressive dialectics 

and philosophies,” it “originates and develops” its space “from divergent chronologies,” 

it “juxtaposes hyperbolic/mythological settings with realistic and culturally significant 

sites.” 

In his zeal, Marston’s shifted paradigm becomes, inadvertently, a deconstructive 

intervention into the binary of space. At the center of the Western narrative is the 

validation of space and this is all the truer for marginalized bodies which historically 

have been asked to take up less space. From the Foucauldian perspec tive, “our life is still 

governed by a certain number of oppositions that remain inviolable, that our institutions 

and practices have not yet dared to break down” (Foucault 2). How space is defined, 

reified, and enforced means everything in the context of a colonial conception which sees 

that space as limited. While Foucault suggests, “The problem of the human site or living 

space is not simply that of knowing whether there will be enough space for men in the 

world” (2), to marginalized parties vying for space in the utopian consideration this is 
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exactly the problem. As a world does not exist outside of the consequences and 

productions of misogyny and racism and as the systems which exist now benefit chiefly 

from the subjugation of these parties, marginalized utopias exist doubly in paradox. 

From any angle the conundrum of the existing “other” is exasperated by the 

inability and outright refusal to lean into the voices of the proposed “other”. Marston’s 

attempt to lean into the voice of women is more effectively an attempt to speak for 

women, however. Marston rebrands notions of fealty, submission, and female 

“aggression” to angle the oppressive reality of marginalized existence against the fantasy 

of an uncolonized, autonomous, marginalized superpower. But this act of juxtaposition, 

under Marston’s helm, separates the gender positioning in the understood hegemony of 

power; it doesn’t readdress that hegemony which constructs the patriarchal sexism that 

Marston abhors. Paradise Island critiques the hierarchical standard of the gender binary 

by calling into question exactly how feminism works. Separatist fantasies for 

marginalized bodies argue that there is no hope for unified existence. The intersection of 

thirty years of Wonder Woman and the republication of many nineteenth and twentieth-

century feminist utopias led to the rebirth of the feminist utopia and Joanna Russ’s The 

Female Man (1975) (Donawerth 218). Russ’s The Female Man solidifies the argument of 

irreconcilability as the only woman in her text who experiences Utopia does so because 

men have disappeared. The concept of Paradise Island is counter-intuitive to Marston’s 

message of evangelical feminism as it is defined by patriarchy. These utopias are built as 

clear responses to these oppressive structures and so uphold the dominant hegemony to 

speak against it. Marston’s Paradise Island and its “separatist race of technologically 

advanced super-women” is a power fantasy that rejects any real cohesion between the 
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sexes and is otherwise closed to the greater marginalized body of women whom it 

purports to liberate (Morrison as cited by McCabe). 

Marston, in the pursuit of his rhetorical campaign of cultural reformation begins a 

discussion that highlights the challenges of  space through embodiment. Marston aligns 

himself in 1941 as a feminist avant-la-lettre who fights for women as a class and, through 

their sequestering and evolution, for the disappearance of that class (Wittig as qtd. by 

Haraway 138). It is the desire to sequester, to generate unfettered space that reveals the 

misogyny gripping the underbelly of Marston’s progressivism. Marston may have 

envisioned himself as being akin to Gilman’s Jeff in Herland, someone who saw women 

as needing protecting so that they might reach their full potential. But his notions of 

hallowed space do not spare women the shackles of femininity and his essentialist 

approaches make Paradise Island a practical nunnery. Like all feminist utopias, the 

implied crisis that propagates their removal from the world at large (or the fundamental 

changing of the world) is sexual propriety and the belief and understanding that in a 

patriarchal world, women’s control over their bodies is in perpetual danger. Paradise 

Island’s invention declares seclusion as the only method for women to experience an 

earnest sense of liberty. 

 Donna Haraway remarks, "feminists have argued against 'biological determinism' 

and for 'sociological constructionism' and in the process have been less powerful in 

deconstructing how bodies, including sexualized and radicalized bodies, appear as objects 

of knowledge and sites of intervention in 'biology'" (134). How many of these feminists 

started their journey digesting the discourse of Wonder Woman? It is this discussion of 

feminine embodiment, and the insinuation of how space propagates our encoded 
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perceptions, that Marston’s Wonder Woman and the marginalized utopia of Paradise 

Island have grappled with— and forced other writers and artists to wrestle and contend 

with—for the better part of eight decades. Judith Butler argues “gender identity is 

intrinsic to the fictions of heterosexual coherence and that feminists need to learn to 

produce narrative legitimacy for a whole array of non-coherent genders” (qtd. by 

Haraway 135). Marston’s Paradise Island with its problematic amalgamation of women 

in the “Greek” life would challenge our understanding of the gendered matrix by  

segregating feminine prosperity and thus creating a class of women worthy of utopia: the 

Amazons.  
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A Garden for Eve; A Grid for Adam

 

The unmarriable elements of Wonder Woman and Diana are distinct reflections of 

Foucauldian theorizing on the elements of space. As Foucault claims, “[the] present 

epoch will perhaps be above all the epoch of space. We are in an epoch of simultaneity: 

we are in the epoch of juxtaposition, the epoch of near and far, of the side-by-side, of the 

dispersed” (Foucault 1). The thread of simultaneity and juxtaposition are the nature of the 

vigilante and the superhero, but for Diana the juxtaposition bears the weight of 

justification. The superheroine was not foreign ground when Marston arrived, but her 

ascent to the forefront was essentially stalled.  Marston’s sexual radicalism and the effect 

of his theories, which relied on wildly speculative leaps “freely mixing neuroscience with 

anthropology, sociology, psychoanalysis, [and] unsourced anecdotes,” meant that 

Wonder Woman would be unlike any other woman to exist in pop-culture (Saunders 45-

46).  For Marston, this would mean crafting a space that defined her ascension righteous 

authoritarian as well.  

Foucault envisioned the heterotopia as a space in which all spaces existed at once, 

a single real place capable of juxtaposing several sites that were otherwise incompatible 

(Foucault 6).  Marston understood that a Wonder Woman could not exist within the 

confines of sexism but needed to confront and respond directly to the reality that sexism 

existed.  Marston’s position on gender supremacy meant Diana had to be set in another 

world from another time. Pohl argues that when “utopian thinkers portray an ideal 
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community or society, they design a physical setting to establish and strengthen its 

existence” (2). In the case of the superhero, this ideal community is linked to masculine  

conceptions of justice and service tethered to the implication of hope embedded in the 

“city of tomorrow” motif popularized by the World’s Trade Fair in 1939. The superhero 

became a burgeoning champion of the industrial capitalist regime and its promise of 

social mobility and utopia for the masses.  

Superman, Batman, and Captain America, represented on the page a stalwart 

commitment to science, technology, and American ingenuity, creating the perfect body 

and the perfect citizen. This ideology was propagated to promote a “veneration of speed 

and [a] glorification of industrialized violence” (Wasielewski 66), and the origins of these 

overwrought masculine powerhouses emerged from what Wasielewski refers to as a 

“masculine birth” as Superman is rocketed to earth in the “steel womb of his father’s 

rocket ship” (67); Batman transforms himself into the model of righteous vengeance 

through the practice of physical culture and acts of alchemy (64); and Captain America is 

the product of defected German scientist, Professor Reinstein, who injects Steve Rogers 

with the super soldier serum through which he gains the power and muscles to fight 

Nazis having been “purified by military-industrial technology” (65). In each case, power 

and strength are forged into violence meant to negate the feminine and thus, “The Golden 

Age super-body seems to be grounded in misogyny” (67). 

The superhero is an avatar of law and order, and he is an urban dweller “because 

that’s where the criminals are” (Bukatman 171). It’s an oversimplification, but not 

incorrect and the presumption of these characters as moral metaphors is dubious as the 

society’s problems are sporadically acknowledged and never really addressed (171). Still 
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the contrast of freedom and order that the city provided was defined by the city as 

foundry of fantasy. Comic-books incurred a great deal of moral panic as early Golden 

Age heroes’ overt violence and authoritarianism generated a fear of a corrupted youth 

that might bind their ideas of justice to the comic’s aggressive approach to crime control 

(Wasielewski 69), but they also embraced this idealization of the city as a “space 

thoroughly imbued with quantities and perhaps thoroughly fantasmatic as well”  (Foucault 

2). The failure of the city, however, is it remains oppressive through rigid physical and 

social construction. The city, despite the assurances made on its behalf, offered no 

freedom the castes of racism, sexism, and classism.  

Superheroes engendered the force to make the city what it advertised itself as and 

this in turn set the cities as opposing archetypes. The heroes of the Golden Age are not 

reflections of their cities but rather articulated responses to these cities. Superman does 

not come from Metropolis and the motifs of Metropolis represent not a second but a third 

home, as his lore will encapsulate his character as having been generated within the 

bounds of the Heartland in Smallville, Kansas. Metropolis acts as a reflection of 

Superman’s ideals, but it is also clear that while Superman is a paragon, Metropolis is not 

although the city is ultimately meant to live up to the example of its hero. Batman is from 

Gotham, but he is meant to be antithetical to the thematic structure of Gotham City. The 

crime, corruption and moral malfeasance that results in an inept and compromised system 

is meant to justify his existence and though he is a product of the city, he is an acting 

agent towards its dissolution rather than its proliferation. Captain America represents the 

nation as a whole, thus his hometown of Brooklyn represents a microcosm of his persona, 
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but neither Brooklyn nor the greater New York City can genuinely claim Captain 

America, nor are they supposed to.  

Marston, for his part, understood this and he also understood “we do not live in a 

homogenous and empty space” (Foucault 2). Marston saw an esteemed potential in the 

way that comics reached their audiences, the stories they could earnestly tell, and the 

impact of the way in which they told these stories:   

This phenomenal development of a national comics addiction puzzles 

professional educators and leaves the literary critics gasping. Comics scorn 

finesse, thereby incurring the wrath of linguistic adepts. They defy the limits of 

accepted fact and convention, thus amortizing to apoplexy the ossified arteries of 

routine thought. But by these very tokens the picture-story fantasy cuts loose the 

hampering debris of art and artifice and touches the tender spots of universal 

human desires and aspirations, hidden customarily beneath long accumulated 

protective coverings of indirection and disguise. Comics speak, without qualm or 

sophistication, to the innermost ears of the wishful self . (qtd. by Saunders 43-44) 

Despite his passion for comics and the superhero, he castigated the industry-wide 

tendency to depict women as “‘jealous, mercenary, and moronic," (Saunders 43) and 

understood that the confines of the city were counter-intuitive to his desire to pull away 

from the destructive tendencies of blood-curdling masculine violence common in Diana’s 

superpowered contemporaries.  

Marston’s feminist experience led to the realization "[women] needed a home, 

someplace [they] were from, somewhence [they] could commence from, return to…that 
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other place where life once went on without [their] internal conflictedness" (Dietrich 

208). At the same time, the Golden Age of the superhero was by its own metrics a wildly 

contradictory narrative space. Similar to the pulps, the arcane, mythological, and mystical 

worked side-by-side with the technological and the industrial. As Stanley states, “Many 

comic-book creators drew on the inspiration of classical mythology and the 

sensationalized romance of ‘popular archeology ,” and such a style was well attuned for 

an America that was “hungry for homegrown heroes who could link contemporary 

American ideals to the prestige and potency associated with the past” (144). As a space, 

Paradise Island plays with the binaries of God/human and real/mythological. Marston’s 

conceptualization of women as a community center largely around his “research” on the 

sorority life of college women. This would of course lead to a very rigid and narrow view 

of the feminine experience which Marston would use to paint broadly the nature of 

women when sequestered together.   

But he also aimed to set women apart from men, to esteem them as something that 

was greater than men and necessary to their survival. Marston’s utopia contextualized 

history through a divergent lens meant to reshape history in an attempt to reckon with and 

resolve the erasure of the marginalized consciousness’ search for paradise. Saunders 

notes that Marston’s submission- as-liberation bore a striking resemblance to the 

religious rhetoric of submission to a loving divinity (64), and though Marston is a 

materialist, his utopia was conscripted as a celestial space aided and abetted by the 

existence and/or interference of metaphysical bodies and planes. Paradise Island existed 

because its inhabitants had been violently displaced, rationalizing the rebranding of 

oppressive philosophies and tactics with an explicitly exclusionary nature and hybridizing 
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everything about the genre, enfolding its privileged toxicity and rebirthing its problematic 

underpinnings.  

Combining the real and the mythological, Marston liberated his superwomen from 

the physical city and transplanted them into an Eden of the feminine and did so in a 

blatant homage to the Biblical exodus. Marston imagines a mystical land granted to 

Hippolyta by the divine providence, pity, and sympathy of Aphrodite. Within Paradise 

Island, Hippolyta and her sister Amazons remain unmolested by the passings of Man’s 

World and its patriarchal oppression. Rather they are free to live an immortal life training 

their minds and bodies for sport and pleasure as they conceive of a society built upon 

willful submission to one another and to their forever queen, Hippolyta. Paradise Island’s 

return to the Pan-Hellenic mythology of the Amazons and their divine deliverance by 

Aphrodite juxtaposes within that single “space” the contingent sites of the sorority and 

the classic feminine utopia of the convent (Foucault 6).  Marston’s original storytelling 

has the archaic nostalgia of classical myth-telling meant to position the Amazons as 

inhabiting the idealized covenant or nunnery, a space of both religious devotion and 

sexualized libertinage (Pohl 95).  

In three images (See Figure 1) Marston outlines the journey from bondage to 

liberation. Harry G. Peter’s illustrations with their art nouveau style highlight the power 

and sensuality of Hippolyta in a way that seems almost tame to us but served as decently 

salacious for the time (Robbins 56). The story of the island’s origins is told in pure 

exposition by Hippolyta herself as she finally confesses to Diana where her home came 

from and how the Amazons came to be. The retelling in Wonder Woman # 1, however, 

leans into the comic structure, reflecting contemporary narrative outlines of the time (a 
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clear representation of both Marston’s and Peter’s comfortability with the genre and one 

another).  

 

Figure 1 All-Star #8 Origins 

Here (See Figure 2), Marston’s narrative is turned into captions and dialogue and 

Peter shows the Amazons’ liberation in detail. These eight panels show us Hippolyta 

pleading to Aphrodite for salvation and receiving at the end a proper scolding that binds 

her to the artifact of her oppression (the bracers). In these panels, the Amazons are 

covered in stark contrast to the naked, musclebound, and debased Hercules, who is 

defeated by the very chains he used to subdue them. The last panels see the Amazons led 

to Paradise the way Moses led the Hebrews to Israel. 
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Figure 2 Wonder Woman #1 Origin 

Paradise Island operated under the telos of women’s utopianism, a space where 

the self’s evolution was based on relationships rather than individual quests and society 

recognized dependance over autonomy as the nourishment for integrity (Pohl 10). The 

exodus modeled in Marston’s origin stories established Hercules as the archetype of 

conquest. Hippolyta’s salvation is an ascension to space beyond the material and thusly 

unconcerned with the material. Paradise Island reflected the removal from worldly desire 

present in the convent and blended it with the interconnections of the materially bound 

sorority. Within this juxtaposition of the sorority and convent was the production of space 

that presupposed a system of opening and closing, and which transformed the individual 

into the communal (Foucault 7). Likewise, both spaces transformed their inhabitants. 

They were no longer merely women; they were “sisters.” Perhaps Marston recognized 



 

22 

Eve as more important than Adam, as he was not complete without her, and envisioned 

her as the ultimate gift of divinity, since Paradise Island not only reflects Eden but the 

perception of Eve’s contribution to the garden (to improve man).  

Consider the contrast between Marston’s exodus and Grant Morrison’s exodus 

scenes in Earth One Vol. One which actively replicated elements of both classic origins. 

Morrison opens Earth One Vol. One with a long-detailed narrative depiction of the flight 

to Paradise Island. Wonder Woman’s original origin in All-Star Comics #8 spans two 

pages of sprawling narrative with seven illustrations to punctuate key moments. The 

retelling in Wonder Woman #1 is thirty-three panels spanning five pages which act like 

snapshots more than fluid experience. Morrison’s retelling in Earth One: Vol.1 is ten 

pages of seamless illustration by Yannick Paquette which drops straight into the exodus 

with Hercules subjugating Hippolyta in the mud and filth (See Figure 3). The art of 

Yannick Paquette (See Figures 4 and 5) is deeply sexually charged alluding to the 

overtones of rape and objectification. Figure 4 shows a humbled Hippolyta praying and 

thanking Aphrodite for the intervention that allowed her to retrieve her girdle before 

being pulled back into a pose with Hercules reminiscent of romance novels.  
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Figure 3 Earth One: Hippolyta’s Submission 

Figure 4 Earth One: Hippolyta’s Prayer 
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In 5, she is killing Hercules in a position which grossly mirrors straddling and just 

barely covers her privates, accentuating her form in what is both a deeply violent and 

aggressively sexual position. Morrison chose to mirror much of volume one after Wonder 

Woman #1, explaining in an interview on his Earth One series that he wanted to explore 

what might become of the character if Marston’s ideas were taken seriously (qtd. by 

Diaz). Indeed, while it has similar story-telling beats to Marston’s reworked origins of 

paradise, the images are more in line with the aesthetic Peter earmarked in All-Star 

comics.  In each rendition, Hippolyta’s dress and positioning exemplify a reclamation of 

sexuality. Marston’s Amazons were still defined by masculine comprehensions of 

feminine sexuality and the complex and loaded cultural attachment to feminine 

embodiment. Despite his disdain for violence, Marston still saw power in physical terms 

and Peter’s illustrations marked a tentative mixture of sex and athleticism to create 

“believable” feminine warriors.  
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Figure 5 Earth One: Hippolyta’s Liberation 

Paquette’s art is an exaggeration of this objectification meant to elicit our lust and 

yet convey a volatile sense of power, autonomy, and agency: the classic femme fatale 

whose body is a weapon (in all of the metaphorical layers), and that agency is 

demonstrated through violence and divine invocation. These exodus stories, which harbor 

the oscillating perspective of lust and fear of feminine autonomy, end with “women, 

marginalized by their sex, [exploiting] the advantage of their religious enclosure and 

economic privilege to articulate a new and bold identity for themselves” (Pohl 97).  

That the narrative exists beyond the founded boundaries of our time and space 

speaks to the intention to read Marston’s work as myth (Reid-Pharr 924), but the 

intersection of Marston and Morrison’s exodus tales is in the presentation of that myth, in 

the way that that necessity is framed. As the previous section outlined, the nature of the 

seclusion is to protect the feminine body, and we see this reproduced in the artwork and 
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storytelling of Morrison’s Wonder Woman. In Daniel Warren Johnson’s Wonder 

Woman: Dead Earth, there is a critical scene between Hippolyta and a young Diana in 

which she explains how she, Hippolyta, found and founded Themyscira (Paradise Island) 

as a safe haven from Gods and men who betrayed her (See Figure 6).  The last panel 

juxtaposes the endless ocean against a sprawling Themsyciran temple which frames the 

dire warning that ends Hippolyta’s monologue, “Never leave, Diana. This place is a 

refuge for those who cannot afford to trust the world of men” (Johnson). Johnson’s Dead 

Earth wreaks a particular havoc on Martson’s mythology, but it represents the 

undercurrent of his ideologies well. 

 

Figure 6 Dead Earth: Hippolyta’s Warning 

 

While Paradise Island may act as a site of protection it is also a site of 

imprisonment and rehabilitation. Like the covenant, Marston envisioned Paradise Island 

as an idealized place of devotion and (heterosexual) chastity harboring a certain sense of 

libertinage towards female sexuality that remained anchored to the male fantasy (Pohl 
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95). The Island not only “affirms the female community as a v iable alternative to 

marriage”; it glorifies that community setting above every other community (Pohl 97). 

But the binary of freedom and imprisonment oscillates. Paradise Island’s culture and 

community is exclusionary and subject to specific rules which define the permanence and 

permeance of its members. Paradise Island did not simply offer immortality and secluded 

protection, it based these gifts on the refusal to remove the artif acts of prior servitude, the 

refusal to leave the convent, and the refusal to submit to men. Marston employed the 

social conscription of the convent and the physical hazing of the sorority and developed a 

paradise which not only secured its inhabitants’ right to femininity but defined that 

femininity and enforced it.  

Paradise Island is made an intrinsic element to Diana’s design in both the literal 

and the divine sense. Wonder Woman was devised with a clear emphasis on the 

“possibility of possibilities” that came from the explicit stratification of femininity 

engendered by the Amazons resulting in a space which operated outside both our space 

and time (reaching back into the pinnacle of a forgone pillar of western society) (Reid -

Pharr 924). Marston engages with the epoch of simultaneity and juxtaposition in regard to 

the “purity” of women, arguing for the submission of men, but the earnest actualization 

of such a concept seems as mythological as the island of the Amazons themselves. The 

Island, like Eden, represents a confine protection from a corruptive world.  That Paradise 

Island is the second home of the Amazons and a home determined by divine intervention 

projects the ideal that women are objects that lack the innate power to generate their 

liberation and the impossibility of that liberation while in contact with men. In other 

words, the convent becomes a forced measure: one that is liberating solely because it acts 
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as sanctuary from a different confining and threatening environment (Pohl 97). Yet, 

Marston’s choice to people his paradise with Amazons exacts from readers and artistic 

participants a philosophical engagement peace-preserving warrior women “too volatile, 

too sexually ambiguous, and too politically charged” (Saunders 41) to be constrained  

even by Marston. 
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A Nunnery for Olympians 

 

Marston’s return to Eden is marked by a return to cosmological design. As 

discussed, the narrative ideology that surrounded the superhero was a haphazard and 

experimental mix of science and magic, a blending of the antique and the futuristic. The 

city is a responding reflection of the need to order industrial society. The metropolitan 

hero is a made man, a designed being, but designed by men. Marston saw something 

different in women and in Wonder Woman. Marston’s Eden was not populated by 

women of “Man’s World” but rather by living mythology. Marston’s ideas began with 

the separation of men and women through the enlistment of the Amazon’s. There’s a 

certain consensus among academics that Marston’s choice to make Diana and her 

“sisters” Amazons is the crux of the discord that defines Wonder Woman. Paradise Island 

and its inhabitants are meant to represent an unbridled sexual, social, and cultural 

liberation “appropriately” modeled by equals, but Amazons and men aren’t equal. 

Amazons and women aren’t equal, for that matter. The Amazons the argument that 

"[t]here is nothing about being 'female' that naturally binds women. There is not even 

such a state as 'being' female, itself a highly complex category constructed in contested 

sexual scientific discourses and other social practices" (Haraway 155). This is Marxist 

Feminism at its peak considering the particular space, the Amazons have taken largely in 

the realm of cultural perception.   
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Saunders reminds readers that stories of the Amazons “were [likely] male-

authored, and probably tell us more about the fantasies, wishes, and fears of those authors 

than they do about any historical reality" (39), but these fears and wishes are what 

Marston is capitalizing on and he is not ignorant of this realization. Marston’s theories 

rested on men willingly subjecting themselves to the rule of women and he believed that 

what women lacked was the dominant force to demand such subservience, to earn it. His 

solution: Amazons. In a patriarchal world the idea of a female warrior is a taboo, but the 

Greeks consistently had their heroes (Achilles, Theseus) fall in love with Amazons and 

they were adopted as Greek cultural symbols to legitimize Athenian rule and Greek 

superiority (Stanley 145). “[The] paradigmatic ‘"other,’" Amazons and other strong 

women of myth” possessed exactly the kind of force that Marston needed (Stanley 145).  

Marston’s fascination with sorority culture, particularly the hazing rituals is 

essential to many of his ideologies about primary passions and the pleasures of 

subjugation, a pleasure he thought men incapable of submitting to without help from 

women acting as “Love Leaders.” (Saunders 48). Marston believed in “pure passion 

emotion” which men, from his perspective, did not elicit. For this reason, he considers 

women emotionally transcendent because of their ability to access the primary passion 

and divine pleasure of helpless subjugation and dominative power (Saunders 50). What is 

interesting is that despite his lack of interest in fraternity hazing, one such ritual, which 

involved embarrassing hopeful members by putting them on display for the ogling and 

entertainment of the women on campus, set the basis for a conclusion that would lead 

him to his “love leader” concept: “strong passion emotion could be evoked from a 

majority of the boys studied, by girls who made the boys captive in the same way they 
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treated the freshman girls, provided that girls could be found of sufficient strength 

emotional or physical to impress themselves upon the male subjects” (Saunders 48).  

 The sorority played a major role in Wonder Woman’s narrative and ideological 

make-up. Diana’s sidekick was Etta Candy, the president of the Beta Lamda Sorority and 

her “Holiday Girls” repeatedly appeared as Diana’s reserve army  and dutiful assistants. 

But he doesn’t employ the sorority as the locus of his arc of feminine power, and he 

doesn’t employ the sorority “sisters” as the avatars of feminine empowerment. Why? 

Marston’s idea of the perfect society had already settled itself in the microcosm of the 

sorority, so why not have Diana hail from some city and act as a hapless den mother beset 

by the woes of the patriarchy and her inability to fight for a better tomorrow for women 

and America? Why not have her discover some ancient mystic artifact, perhaps ducking 

in on some sort of archeology lecture or history presentation on her way back to the 

sorority house and be endowed with the magical and mystical powers of the Amazons of 

old? She could even have been divinely tasked by Aphrodite, Hera, and/or Athena to 

spread the truth of love and compassion and the superiority of feminine resolutions to 

conflict. Emblazoned with a costume that represented the better future her homeland 

could offer; the world would be forever changed by Wonder Woman!  

For those initiated into the culture of superpowers and spandex, my hypothetical 

origin is likely to evoke Captain Marvel (now known as Shazam). For the uninitiated, 

Captain Marvel (renamed Shazam during DC’s New 52 reboot), is Billy Batson, a young, 

orphaned boy who became the herald and champion of an ancient wizard, seeking a 

disciple that was pure of heart to harbor his mystic powers and take on the mantle of hero 

and protector of Fawcett City and the world. Captain Marvel debuted in 1939, a year after 
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Superman, as a direct response/competitor to the Man of Steel. This worked, as Captain 

Marvel became the best-selling superhero of the 1940’s. The two were separated on the 

binary of the mystical and the technological. Where Superman was an alien hailing from 

parts unknown whose extraterrestrial biology made him stronger than any human being 

on the planet, Billy was a young person chosen for his strength of character and gifted the 

abilities of some of mythology’s greatest gods and heroes.  

As Wonder Woman wouldn’t appear for another three years, a fear of repetition 

and litigation may have moved Marston away from the hypothetical origin for Wonder 

Woman I proposed above. But Marston was always playing with the idea of a secluded 

woman of the wilds. Marston and Peter were batting around several ideas including a 

female Tarzan who would have also been named Diana (Robbins 54). No, Captain 

Marvel offered Marston a look into what caging the arcane in the metropolis might be. 

"Marston’s revision of his first revision of ancient myth---the ninth labor of Hercules---

shows us how Aphrodite shaped a ‘"race of super women, stronger than men’” (Dietrich 

216). It is meaningful that Captain Marvel, like his counterparts, is an example of 

Wasielewski’s “masculine birth.” He’s a literal child remade by a man outside the binds 

of time. His heroic form is comprised of the wisdom of Solomon, the strength of 

Hercules, the stamina of Atlas, the power of Zeus, the courage of Achilles, and the speed 

of Mercury thus binding him to a series of “immortal elders” who were also encased in 

mythology as philanderers and sexists of their own rights. To transform he must call out 

the name Shazam, which invokes a subservience to a male master and the need to borrow 

the strengths of greater men. 
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To that point, Captain Marvel, like other superheroes, is an avatar of justice. Billy 

was enlisted to be a weapon and a deterrent to evil within the city. He, too, was a return 

to antiquity: that such antiquity could liberate one from industrial oppression and 

conformity.  But Diana isn’t a crime fighter and never was; her ideas of justice were 

rooted in the philosophy of rehabilitating character not punishing choice. What Marston 

sought to embody in the Amazons was the notion that the chosen marginalized bodies are 

chosen because they are inherently great. Like Billy, the Amazons are chosen because 

they possess character and fortitude that sets them above all others. The confines of their 

otherness or perhaps the tenacity of its excellence draws divinity to them and protects 

their slice of hegemony from the growing taint of its oppressive mirror.  

For Marston, it was imperative that his superwomen owe their greatness to 

nothing but their sex. In the case of his Amazons, their exodus and liberation might be 

owed to the gods, but the excellence that demanded it is purely theirs. It is important to 

note that these are Marston’s Amazons. This reinvokes the principle of cosmological 

design as Diana and the Amazons, much like Superman, are simply built different. Here , 

the Amazons and Eve find their intersection as Hippolyta is often considered to have 

been crafted from clay by Aphrodite herself, and Diana’s origins make her the product of 

an immaculate conception between Hippolyta and the very soil of Paradise Island. In this 

way, mother and daughter become both Adam and Eve from Marston’s perspective. They 

are given the preeminent authority of the progenitor. Hippolyta is not a sentient by 

product of man. She is uniquely divine creation of the avatar of womanliness and blessed 

with the countenance of Athena. She and her other Amazons are warriors at their core 

and meant to problematize the boundary between men and women. Classic tales of the 
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Amazons pitted them as antagonists to the righteous masculinity of Greek heroes which 

ended in the glory and veneration of men conquering uppity women. Marston saw this, 

too, and also sought to move beyond violence as the pillar of heroism. Marston’s 

feminism saw women as essentially moral and maternal (Donawerth 214), and his 

Amazons were chosen for their innate power and soundly rewritten to embody the loving, 

tender, maternal femininity that he venerated. And with that Marston’s Amazon’s 

become a paradise of Eve’s meant to complete the men they abandoned through 

rehabilitation.  

Consistently, Diana tells readers how the Amazons are better, usually in a 

response to womanly duties. When she impersonates a secretary and attempts to re-

do/type some notes, Wonder Woman laments that the woman’s notes are out of order 

because she doesn't have and/or was not taught to have perfect recall like her Amazon 

sisters (See Figure 7). Almost always, in whatever situation she's in, the skill that she will 

develop, or highlight is one that is taught to all Amazons and so Marston shows their 

advancement in a way that highlights femininity or mothering or nurturing. Wonder 

Woman doesn't reach out for spaces that are not her own. She is a woman who has not 

been around man and does not understand the man's world and yet clearly recognizes not 

to step in the way of the men and is regarded highly by men for her work ethic and her 

femininity.  
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Figure 7 Sensation Comics #3 Diana and Her Amazonian Skills  

That sense of maternity and femininity is compounded by the righteous and divine 

connections engendered into Marston’s Amazons who receive immortality and eternal 

youth because of it but are summarily tasked, once Steve Trevor crashes onto the island 

to utilize said powers and femininity to save the world of men. In Marson’s original 

origin story, Hippolyta is visited by divine visions of Aphrodite and Athena (See Figure 

8), who demand her to send one of her wonder women to go back with Steve and defend 

liberty and women’s rights (Marston). Biopolitics argues that the physical body can be 

viewed as an inhabitable, colonizable, and transactional space, and though Marston’s 

Amazons possess power, the lack of autonomy proves they are as beholden to the needs 

and failures of men as any other women. Marston’s design functions as gender 

determinist propaganda masked by a paradigm shift. His overt rewriting of the 

Amazonian mythology in many ways neuters that aspect of the Amazons that codified 

them as revolutionary. Wonder Woman’s Amazonian roots are a return the Hellenic 

idealization of the Western Polis, to a democracy which saw itself as non-violent by 
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ignoring its violence. The hyper-mythos and reflexive elitism serve to compensate for the 

erasure and presupposed inferiority that constitutes the patriarchal/colonial mindset. This 

culminates then into heterotopic bodies that act as living sites of juxtaposition by existing 

as a bridge between the incompatible homogenies and contradictions of the marginalized 

utopia and/as the outside plane.   

 

Figure 8 All-Star Comics: Athena and Aphrodite Call the Amazons to America 

At the center is Diana who exists as the sole missionary of evangelical femininity. 

She is built to be the greatest of all Amazons and embody their ideologies without falter. 

Yet like Eve, she is the only inhabitant of Paradise Island unmolested by the corruptive 

outside world. Unfamiliar with the patriarchy, she can never truly fit in with her immortal 

mother and sisters who use the island to process their trauma: “all of you remember 

before…I’ve never seen what lies beyond our shores” (Rucka) (See Figure 9). The panel 

sees Diana looking wistfully beyond the shores of Paradise Island towards the horizon 

and a seemingly endless ocean. The imagery is reminiscent of Johnson’s scene in figure 

4.  But where the sea seems foreboding in Johnson’s narrative. Rucka means to showcase 

the sea as inviting and tempting. The work that Marston is doing rhetorically is best 

exemplified, however, in light of the responses of Morrison and Johnson.  
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Figure 9 Rebirth: Year One: Diana Yearns for the Shores Beyond Paradise  

Morrison Earth One trilogy fully embraces the colonial aspects of Marston’s 

ideology and culminates in Diana pushing an ultimatum which would force all 

governments to submit to Amazonian rule and ideology. What’s notable is that in the 

major reveal of the first volume, Diana is not the pure feminine archetype she is 

purported to be. When the narrative starts, Hippolyta claims “You are my daughter! I 

made you” to which Diana replies “For what purpose? To be an eternal, unchanging 

princess on your fantasy island” (Morrison Earth One: Vol.1) (See Figure 10). Diana is 

intrinsically a being of design, and that design is revealed towards the end of the narrative 

(See Figure 11) when Hippolyta is forced to admit that Diana was born of Hippolyta’s 

egg and Hercules’s seed with the intent that she would “conquer and subdue man’s 
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world” (Morrison Earth One: Vol.1). The revelation that she is the product of IVF rather 

than immaculate conception, and that Hercules’s blood is the reason for her innate 

strength and battle prowess, restricts her sense of masculinity and femininity by tethering 

her to masculinity. That she conquers man’s world through Amazonian ideology and 

strategy seems to purport the superiority of the feminine approach, but it only serves to 

achieve a colonized existence justified by the same rhetoric as any other colonial utopia.  

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 10 Earth One: Hippolyta and Diana Argue over Diana’s Role and Duties  
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Figure 11 Earth One: Hippolyta Reveals the True Nature of Diana’s Conception 

Johnson’s depiction of the Amazons and Diana is something else entirely. Like 

Morrison, Johnson sets Diana wildly apart from her fellow Amazons. She possesses a 

power and a wealth of emotions which she cannot control, which lends itself to the 

archetype of the hysteric. It is also of note that only three Amazons are shown with 

specific character arcs: Hippolyta, Phillipus, and Diana. The critical change is that 

Johnson separates the Amazons and Diana from the confines of humanity. Where 

Morrison strikes a discourse with Marston’s social radicalism and gender colonialism, 

Johnson responds to the spiritual nature of Marston’s ideals. Morrison’s Amazons are 

human, just the pinnacle of humanity, and Diana is the pinnacle of perfection.  

In Dead Earth, the roots of Diana’s immaculate conception remain the same. The 

opening scene shows Hippolyta with Diana in the room of her shaping (See Figure 12). 
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There she tells Diana to put her hands in the clay that formed her. The scene works to 

make the experience intimate and reminiscent of the womb. In the last panel, Hippolyta 

leans in close to whisper in Diana’s ear that she breathed life into her like God did Adam. 

This first introduction establishes Diana as progenitor and messiah. When her powers 

manifest, Hippolyta is then made to admit to her trusted advisor, Nubia, that she made 

Diana with the blood of every God including Zeus. This power makes her nearly 

invincible, but it also makes her more than mortal, more than human and beyond the 

binary of masculine and feminine.  Unlike the Amazons of Marston and other 

contemporaries, Johnson’s Amazons are fully independent. It is suggested that both gods 

and men betrayed Hippolyta; she retains a deep-seated mistrust for them all including 

Aphrodite, Hera, and Athena, and she created Paradise Island for her people to be free 

from them all.  

Figure 12 Dead Earth: Hippolyta Tells Diana the Story 

of Her Conception 
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These two examples form a snapshot of the conflicted response towards marrying 

the violence/pacifism and sexuality/chastity binaries that defined Marston’s Amazons. 

Through the lens Marston offers, the Amazons are chosen for greatness but bound to gift 

that greatness to others. As Dietrich suggests, "She may be just as bound to the thing 

against which she rages…she may be tied to the descent of Man by her own rope" (212).  

The unstoppable nature of the Marston’s Amazons is tempered by their lack of desire to 

commit acts of outright force as a nation and in many ways become bound to their sex 

and the threat of masculine encroachment. The inescapable influence of Marston’s own 

biases meant the Amazons arguably engaged in a dialectic of “hierarchal domination, 

incorporation of 'parts' into 'wholes', [and] antagonistic opposition” (Haraway 3). The 

sections that follow break down Marston’s revisions of the dominating oppressive 

positions on femininity and his attempts to convert them into net positives, which leads to 

confusion rather than revelation.  
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Kung-Fu Barbies

 

For all of Marston’s aspirations, his utopia is feminine not feminist. As a 

comparison, Joanna Russ’ The Female Man presents a marginalized voice exploring the 

fantasy of worlds she might deem safe; it is an ideological consideration of how men 

corrupt her ideal existence. Marston isn’t, and cannot be, divorced from his position in 

the misogynistic social structure, and his response to that sexism and misogyny still 

preferred Western conceptions of gender. Marston’s Amazons still acted and performed 

their sexual identities in accordance with heteronormative standards. For Marston, sex is 

power, and that power is necessary to cajole and entice men away from their violent 

tendencies. But this only sexualizes the matriarch and does nothing to absolve her of the 

role of caring for men who cannot be made responsible for their own improvement. At 

best, under Marston’s direction, Wonder Woman was bogged down under the limitations 

of first and second-wave feminism and their “predominantly white heterosexual 

standpoint” (Cocca 98). Arguably, the Amazons conformed to traditional articulations of 

gender performance denoting attractive, female, white, heterosexual, middle-to upper 

class women” (Cocca 98). Their physical and mental prowess was aspirational but 

tethered to the responsibility of rehabilitating men through sexual labor. 

The sexual agency that Wonder Woman and the Amazons are built upon is thus 

not autonomous and the liberation of their womanhood is bound to the obligations of 

their femininity. Marston did not simply disdain the blood-curdling violence and might-
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makes-right morals of masculine superbeings; he also lamented their inability to value 

being tender, loving, affectionate, and alluring (Robbins 55). To Marston, a fundamental 

element of the feminine superbeing was the power to be alluring, enchanting, and sexy 

and it shows. This unfortunately reified the objectification of the body, and though 

Marston meant it to be liberating, it centered conventional white beauty standards as 

necessary to heroism, which forced the authors that followed him to confront this 

standardized stigma. Despite feminist like Steinem being struck by the strength of 

Marston’s feminist message, in truth it was all too easy  for a young white woman to cling 

to the idea of an infinitely beautiful and extraordinarily powerful (white) super-woman 

from an island of infinitely beautiful and extraordinarily powerful (white) super-women, 

who still wore make-up and wanted for the trappings of “girly” affectations (Steinem 

204).  

 The fact that this feminist utopia was all-white in a way that presented the idea of 

a Greco-Roman body of people as white all-Americans invariably troubled the perception 

of the Amazons as deeply radical rather than Stepford Fembots with Kung-Fu-action 

grip. Regardless, Marston’s vision didn’t embrace the messiness and complexities of 

lived experience tied to race, gender, and sexuality and though his intention was a 

reclamation of signs of femininity as empowering, those signs were aggressively 

narrowed (Cocca 98). George Pérez, under the stance that no one else wanted the 

character, was able to introduce a more ethnic, non-American Diana who hailed from a 

racially diverse island of Amazonians, even introducing Philippus a prominent black 

Amazon who would serve as Hipployta’s confidant and subtle (and at times not so subtle) 

lover (Cocca 98). Phil Jimenez made Diana explicitly feminist and queer and cemented 
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her as a modern feminist icon by drawing her as a strong woman but not sexualizing her 

gratuitously (Cocca 100). This didn’t change however that beauty and the power of 

feminine sexuality are core identifiers of Wonder Woman and her people. Critically, 

"Marston's appropriation and revision of Greek myth subsequently defined the character 

for each successive generation of consumers and chroniclers" (Stanley 144). The 

sexuality and objectification of Wonder Woman and the Amazons has always acted as a 

long-form dialogue which has struggled to find any consensus within feminist 

philosophy.  

Morrison’s Earth One seems to embrace this dialectical dance in all its 

discomfort. Morrison’s Amazons are all gorgeous pin-ups continuously modeled as such 

and the first view of Paradise Island after the liberation solidifies this (See Figure 13). 

The Amazons are drawn to be sexually appealing, and Yannick highlights their queerness 

with the two Amazons holding hands against the backdrop of smooth and vibrant 

architecture. When Diana explains where she comes from to Etta in a hotel bar, Etta 

replies, “So let me get this straight. You’re from a Paradise Island of science fiction 

lesbians? With a side of bondage” (See Figure 14).  
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Figure 13 Earth One: Paradise Island 

 

Figure 14 Earth One: Diana and Etta Discuss Paradise Island 

Morrison’s Paradise Island is made peripherally diverse. We see brief shades of 

other complexions beyond white, but Nubia is the only BIPOC Amazon to be featured 

prominently and have dialogue. It is not friendly to the multiplicity and amorphous nature 

of femininity. Morrison’s Etta is addressed by three Amazons besides Diana: Hippolyta, 

Mala, and Althea. During Diana’s trial for crimes against the island , Etta is summoned as 
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a character witness. When she excitedly addresses the Amazons, embodiments of her 

wildest fantasies, Hippolyta commands, “Disgrace not your sex with vulgar exhibition” 

(See Figure 15). Althea interrupts Etta’s testimony claiming, “This girl is sick – her body 

mass grotesquely distorted” (See Figure 16), and when Mala sees Etta upon retrieving 

Diana from the hotel she and the other holiday girls are staying in, she says with derision, 

“These are women of Man’s World? Deformed, shrunken, bloated—domesticated cattle” 

(See Figure 17). Morrison’s Amazons do not see “mortal” women as their equals. 

Paradise Island is a haven for Amazons—sexy, powerful, super Amazons. This seems 

counterintuitive, and yet it is a response far more in line with Marston’s original 

intentions. Paradise Island might be aspirational to the women reading Wonder Woman, 

but they weren’t invited.   

 

Figure 15 Earth One: Hippolyta Chastises Etta  
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Figure 16 Earth One: Althea insults Etta  

 

Figure 17 Earth One: Mala insults the Holiday Girls  

Conceptually, Greg Rucka’s Rebirth: Year One is a spiritual successor to Pérez 

and Jimenez and, unlike Dead Earth and Earth One, an actual canonical successor to 

Marston’s original narrative. Still, while Morrison explores the narrative fringes of 

Marston’s ideology from a modern perspective, Rucka turns the mantle towards a 

progressivist response. Diana’s features are made soft, warm, and somewhat akin to that 

of a Disney princess. The Amazons are visibly diverse in color and size and shape. Still, 

the artwork makes it clear that to be an Amazon is to be beautiful, and beauty and sexual 

appeal are made synergetic if not synonymous. Thus, if being Amazon means being a 
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woman then the definition of woman is made increasingly narrow. Morrison and Rucka 

are trapped in the paradox of a fourth-wave feminism which grapples with treating 

feminine sexuality as both liberatory and confining.  
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A Sexy Kind of Mind Control 

 

Marston’s Wonder Woman is an active dialogue towards the reduplication of 

power. That Paradise Island is a physically exclusive utopia, even to the class it is 

inscribed to, extends his connection to the underpinning of the gender binary. Marston 

was willing to ask why femininity went undervalued, but he failed to ask why the traits 

and iconography he chose were feminine. This created the paradox that Marston bound 

himself to by offering the superwoman as a paradigmatic shift anchored in the misplaced 

production of dominance and submission and the glorification of willful surrender to a 

kind of benign domination (Saunders 48).   

Marston believed in loving authority and claimed that women’s ability to engage 

in both sexual submission and dominance gave them a specific power and duty to lead 

men. The difficulty is Marston’s “loving authority” was simply glorified mind control. 

One of Marston’s chief detractions of the superhero genre was its entanglement with the 

fundamentality of violence as justice. It deeply troubled Marston that “[s]uperheroes, 

after all, don’t usually resolve conflict through negotiation or passive resistance” (N. 

Berlatsky 75). But Marston never actually advocated for negotiation or diplomacy; he 

advocated for authority. Hannah Arendt argues that the concept of authority precluded 

the use of external means of coercion and where force was used authority had failed (93). 

This seems in line with Diana being more than a swinging fist. However, while Marston 

was angling for an authority-earned obedience through character, he created an authority 
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that forced obedience through indoctrination. This, of course, simply reframed women’s 

passivity and willingness to submit as a net positive and reinforced the value of that trait 

as feminine.  

 The desire to divorce Diana from violence was crippled by Marston’s ideological 

devotion to power and authority. Wasielewski and Berlatsky highlight the conflation of 

masculinity and physical dominance as heroism and the permeance this ideology had 

upon superheroes. Diana’s attachment to violence had much to do with her connection 

and involvement in World War II. Berlatsky argues that ‘the balancing of war and peace 

fits easily enough into conventional gendered narratives of goodness, heroism, and 

power” ("Castration in Paradise" 85) but Marston meant to be anything but conventional.  

The reproduction of the Amazons—warriors famed at one point in time for mutilating 

themselves to be better archers, suggests an inability to separate violence from power in 

Marston’s own mind.  

 Marston was adamant to separate the implications of coercion from his concept of 

“loving submission,” which he branded as a catchphrase for his Amazons and enfolded 

into rhetorical conversations of consent. Marston claims that “Wonder Woman binds 

victims again in love chains — that is, she makes them submit to a loving superior, a 

beneficent mistress or master, who in every case represents ‘“God,’” or ‘Goodness”; he 

ends with the assertion that “[f]reedom usually goes through a stage, as in progressive 

education, where it becomes detrimental through lack of discipline” (qtd. in Saunders 

64). Saunders connects these positions to Christian theology and apologetics which ask 

members to view themselves as eternal servants to their holy deity, but conversation 

ought to be levied towards the heroic logic behind Wonder Woman sharing its identity 
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with the ideological justifications of slavery . In Marston’s eyes “bondage is Paradise” 

(Dietrich 209). But this reapplication of passivity and submission as heroic is confused by 

Marston’s unwillingness and commercial incapability of removing violence as totality.  

That Wonder Woman is physically violent is inescapable, but the perceptions and 

discussions of this violence are curious. Steinem, as an example, attested that “Wonder 

Woman and her sisters were allowed to use violence, but only in self -defense and only if 

it stopped short of actually killing someone” (207), which is a gendered caveat. Berlatsky 

uses Spider-Man/ Peter Parker to make a somewhat similar comparison and draw the line 

between masculine violence and feminine coercion—but Peter—who across the issues of 

his original run, uses his wits in equal parts with his outright brawn—seems to abhor real 

violence and death and like Diana his “weapon” of choice is meant to subdue before it is 

meant to harm (After all he’s a friendly neighborhood Spider-Man). For Steinem, 

Marston’s run contained the truisms “that women are full human beings; that we cannot 

love others until we love ourselves; that love, and respect can only exist between equals” 

(205), and Saunders defends Marston’s feminism from statements that implied the sexual 

domination separated the text from its feminism (57). The difficulty is while these 

statements are true in varying degrees, they avoid Marston’s aversion towards consent. 

To be sure, he mentions consent and decrees it integral to the kind of domination to 

which he is referring but Wonder Woman doesn’t ask her opponents for consent to 

overwrite their minds and replace their ideals with her own.  

Marston intended for Wonder Woman and the Amazons to represent the kind of 

women that would command men and transform the world (Berlatsky 88), but as is true 

in comics and in life, men would resist, and Marston’s ingenious non-violent response to 
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this resistance was mind control.  Morrison, discussing the second volume of Earth One, 

says deliberately, “I wanted to show the Amazons the way [Marston] showed them, 

which was a separatist race of technologically advanced super women, who were quite 

happy to use mind control on their enemies” (Diaz). Eric Diaz who wrote up the cover of 

the interview acknowledged that Morrison had revived an element that had been long 

overlooked-the idea that the Amazons gained victory by using forced rehabilitation and 

reeducation (Diaz). It’s, of course, deeply problematic that Marston fetishized the 

relationship between authority, sex, and gender and though his feminism, queerness and 

pacifism were all inextricably intertwined; as Berlatsky notes, these concepts were lensed 

and perceived through the scope of bondage, violence, and heterosexuality (6).  

Saunders suggests Marston never granted the most conservative implications of 

his premise (46), Steinem admits her doubts fell to the sweet vengeance of seeing her 

gender fully realized in the panels (208), and Berlatsky would surmises that Marston’s 

ideas were disquieting but distinctly different from the brutal violence that demanded 

masculinity from superheroes. What’s troubling is Marston’s ideas of reeducation are 

violence— a kind of violence Indigenous people across the globe and the descendants of 

African slaves are quite familiar with as Morrison expresses in a scene between Diana 

and Steve Trevor, who Morrison makes Black in his rendition (See Figure 18).  
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Figure 18 Earth One: Diana Demands/Asks Steve for His “Submission” 

The way in which Morrison’s Diana presents Steve with the collar and makes not 

the request but the demand for his submission is staged against a cultural understanding 

of how deeply troubling such a request is. You can see in the panel the way that Steve’s 

face takes on the expressions of shock and dismay. That he cannot convey to her what 

that suggestion means to him on an individual level is a direct response to Marston’s 

oversight. On the next page, Etta Candy sorts out why Steve would be offended though 

it’s never explicitly stated. Etta, a white woman, doesn’t explain the racial severity of 

Diana’s mistake, and Diana remains oblivious and childishly frustrated that our cultural 

independence keeps Steve from seeing the benefit of having her as his loving master (See 

Figure 19). The scene acts as a window into the issues prevalent in the way that many 

authors and commentators see this idea and its rhetorical implications. Etta and Diana sit 
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as two white women improperly prepared to discuss the weight of the ideals in front of 

them in the full context of the culture that pervades, predicates, and complicates such 

ideals. This is made all the more perplexing and uncomfortable in Earth One: Vol. 3 

when it’s revealed that Steve has become a willing submissive to the Amazonian 

colonization. Marston and Morrison play and explore with these ideals, but the 

perspective that this is a form of non-violence is one flatly rejected by those authors privy 

to the harm of overtly colonialist ideology.  

 

Figure 19 Earth One: Diana and Etta Discuss Steve’s Offense  

But such an offense and the subsequent defense act two-dimensionally. The 

architecture of Marston’s ideologies is that of forced measure. Marston could not escape, 

any more than his contemporaries, that fundamentally cruel, greedy, selfish people (as the 

Nazis had to be) would never willingly choose not to be so and that action would need to 

be taken to ensure the safety of the innocent. Thus, Marston came up with items like 

“Venus Girdles” forced upon enemies against their will which would make them 

“receptive to the joys of service” (Saunders 57). Berlatsky highlights how, in Wonder 

Woman #4, Diana’s reformed scientist-ally, Paula, abducts a group of greedy tycoons and 

brainwashes them into becoming obsessed lackeys to Wonder Woman. While Diana 
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refuses her brainwashed army, it isn’t because their will has been stripped from them but 

because she finds the responsibility daunting and boring. Marston normalizes that striking 

one’s enemy is morally reprehensible but you’re well within your rights to overwrite their 

consciousness to suit your moral and social needs.  
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My Safe Word Is

 

From Marston’s rhetoric surrounding freedom and discipline it’s apparent 

Wonder Woman and Paradise Island are effectively a critique of freedom—what Marston 

at least visualizes as unchecked selfishness and individualism. The Amazons are a 

monolithic, homogenized articulation of femininity to affect the sense of solidarity that 

was especially attractive to young women readers conditioned to grapple with the idea 

that they were meant to compete with the fellow members of their sex (a concept that 

Marston felt was particularly toxic, though he used it fairly often).  Paradise Island as a 

concept is responsive to the notion that oppression as a theme occurs when rights are over 

extended, contracts are broken, or obligations are left unfulfilled (McKerrow 447). In one 

motion, it is response to the crisis of faith and persons that women as a marginalized 

body are subjected to within the confines of the patriarchy; in the next motion, it is an 

instructional ground meant to perfect the model of femininity by any means. How 

Paradise Island interprets power across its social practices is a manifestation of repression 

and oppression which are glorified as the route towards the extraordinary and the 

superhuman.  

 Robbins argues that Diana doesn’t possess any superpowers (which isn’t 

necessarily the case and certainly doesn’t remain so), but rather her “incredible strength, 

speed, and agility are the results of superior Amazon training, and with comparable 

training, any woman or girl could become a wonder woman” (57), which to some degree 
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is justified as Marston did not develop Paradise Island or the Amazons beyond the role of 

expositional justification for Diana’s abilities as was the case in Sensation Comics #3 

where in the process of her interview for the role of Steve’s secretary, she warns herself 

“I must be careful not to give myself away. They don’t train  girls here to have perfect 

memories like ours on Paradise Island” (Marston). What this doesn’t express is the nature 

of the training and discipline, which Berlatsky explores in his breakdown of the academy 

scene from Wonder Woman # 7. Marston offers us a version of school in which the 

children (all young girls of course) are made to sit a rigid attention and only permitted to 

move a single a hand to turn pages, and Bertlatsky rightly assesses that Marston is 

fetishizing discipline, creating an “unnecessarily elaborate and arguably cruel school 

regime” (98). But it’s that fetishizing of discipline and authority which acts as 

reformative of oppression. Berlatsky follows up the consequences of Diana’s refusal to 

take on the literal slaves that her once enemy Paula developed for her by showcasing the 

admonishment Diana receives from Aphrodite herself. In the panel presented Aphrodite 

is quoted, “Twice thou failed to take command of people who need reforming. First thy 

reformandos — Paula made thee commandress against thy will! Today thou refused to 

send Paula’s slave to Reform Island” (Marston): for this, Diana apologizes profusely, but 

Berlatsky explains this scene, with this rhetoric, as Diana being hauled in front of the 

founding Goddess to be “chastised for failing to shoulder her responsibilities” (97). Her 

responsibilities to what? To serving as master of her slave horde. It’s a verbiage which 

seems bonded to the ideology surmised in Kipling’s “The White Man’s Burden.”  

 Marston’s argument for the necessity of rigid, sexual, mind-controlling mother-

figures serves three errant reduplications: 1). Women are meant to be aesthetically sexual 
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rehabilitators who owe their sex to men in their duty to save the world. 2). Women must 

apply this rehabilitation through coercion and manipulation as these are non-violent 

abilities best practiced by women which achieve results. 3). Women are made superior by 

their ability to submit to rigid discipline which they crave, and which is inherently 

instilled within them. All of these coalesce into a colonialist and authoritarian model of 

femininity which is no more liberating than it is gender disruptive (in the way of 

reframing the conception of femininity outside the limits of Rockwellian propaganda). 

This would last until Marston’s tenure ended and the series began zigzagging between the 

past and the present with an inconsistency that challenged the space between Diana’s 

symbolism and her textual presence (Stanley 156). 

Mind control would slip out of her textual space after George Pérez took over. As 

a proclaimed feminist, it would be Pérez who would struggle to align the monthly 

narratives with the iconography and feminist mantle Wonder Woman had been given 

(Stanley 157). Pérez started generating a character centered around social responsibility 

and a respect for the perspective of women over Marston’s coed perceptions (156). Greg 

Rucka’s Rebirth run exemplifies this style, and it is apparent in the cover (See Figure 20). 

Diana is drawn strong but softly curved in a way that suggests exploration and discussion 

are more pivotal to her then violence and justice. This is in stark contrast to Morrison’s 

Diana (See Figure 21), who evokes a not-so-subtle pin-up motif. Rucka remains pigeon-

holed to a desirable Diana which he exhibits in an early panel as her fellow sisters pine 

over her body and affections (See Figure 22). Rucka’s work centers Diana’s sensitivity 

over action. This flight from Marston’s rules, which Pérez started, freed the Amazons to 
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be explored as individuals rather than framing devices for the “perfect woman” (Stanley 

156) 

 Figure 20 Rebirth: Year One: Cover 
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Figure 21 Earth One: Cover  
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Figure 22 Rebirth: Year One: Diana’s Sister Gossip and Lust over Her  

 Morrison established Earth One as a speculative reimagining of Marston’s 

ideologies replete with the framed devices and disquieting resolutions that pushed authors 

like Rucka, Jimenez, and Pérez towards more “progressive” ideations. Morrison looked 

to explore the willingness the Amazons possessed to utilize coercion and mind control. In 

the opening scenes of volume 2, Morrison reintroduces Paula, the Nazi Superwoman, 

plotting a siege of Paradise Island. It is thwarted by Hippolyta who uses pleasure guns on 
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the Nazi men and then after capturing them informs Paula that the men will be 

transported through space to Aphrodite’s World where Queen Desira and her Venus Girls 

(the Amazons of that world) will purge them of their violence and teach them to submit 

to loving authority and to embrace peace and obedience (See Figure 23). Save the fact 

that these men are Nazis, Morrison does little to present this as something other than 

kidnapping and enslavement. Hippolyta never suggests that these men will be brought 

back to improve the world they’re leaving with their knowledge and expresses no 

concern for the families that they’ll be leaving behind. On the same page she expresses 

that Paula has potential—which seems to imply use as a slave but not a desire to liberate 

her from toxic and harmful ideals because they are toxic and harmful. Hippolyta doesn’t 

see a woman in need as much as she sees a potential servant, and this is cemented in the 

panels in which she forces the Venus Girdle onto Paula and, upon its activation, assures 

Paula that a mistress can be found to satiate her desire to be a slave (See Figure 24). In 

these panels we see the extremity of Marston’s ideology with few pulled punches , and at 

the end of the volume when Diana punishes Dr. Psycho—the secondary villain who uses 

pick-up artistry and manipulation to abuse women, she does so with the karmic justice of 

subjecting him to the same treatment as he is transported to Aphrodite world: but Psycho, 

unlike the Nazis who met a similar fate, points out as he is being dragged away with no 

due process that he has rights (See Figure 25).  



 

63 

 

Figure 24 Earth One: The Amazons Take the Nazi Invaders to be Reformed/Enslaved  

 

Figure 23 Earth One: Hippolyta “Reforms” Paula   
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Figure 25 Earth One: The Amazons Take Dr. Psycho to be Reformed/Enslaved 

 Morrison’s decision to confront this conceptualization head on leads him to the 

singular conclusion that Diana’s story could only end in a gender conflict that leads to 

outright colonialization. Diana is first confronted with this option early into volume 2 

when a young woman challenges her at her own lecture about the level of direct action 

she is willing to put towards the liberation of women (See Figure 26). Morrison has 

Diana conflict her own autonomy (I chose to leave. I can’t compel my mother and the 

Amazons) with the coercion she employs. As the young woman points out that she can 

control minds with her lasso, and the panel breaks to show the effectiveness of her direct 

action and the application of coercive force in-between the young woman’s responses. 

When the panel ends with the young woman asking directly why Diana can’t put a lasso 

around the world, it is both a foreshadowing and a challenge. Marston’s Diana was also 

meant to change the world—to thwart Ares and liberate men through her power of 

compulsion—and yet she hosts a secret identity and actively works not to reveal the 


