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Abstract 
The representational art of comics is culturally reflective. Ever since the emergence of 

comics, people sought accurate representation in the cheap coloured papers which seemingly 
told unmediated stories. However, no media form is impartial, and just like all art forms, the 
allegory of comics tends to be socially and politically driven. People of different cultural 
backgrounds have always struggled with media misrepresentation. Marvel is an empire of 
artistic vessels; comics, films, and TV shows, all of which are known for their relatable 
characters of different cultural backgrounds, stories, special abilities and disabilities which 
enhance Marvel’s inclusive philosophy to welcome and cherish the diversity among its large 
fan base. Marvel superhero comics offer entertaining artistic fabrics while exploring different 
concepts such as acculturation in multicultural environments. Marvel studios recent 
productions continue to challenge non-western stereotypes and misrepresentation trusted by 
those who overlook the substantial impact and power of the media in generating realities and 
falsifying history through allegedly authentic representations. Although Marvel has not always 
delivered accurate representations, it continues to serve as a myth-busting tool to challenge 
what has been disseminated by the media for multiple reasons, offering a multicultural tapestry 
for comic fans and film-goers to enjoy, and to question! 

Résumé 

L’art figuratif de la bande dessinée reflète la culture. Depuis l’émergence de la bande 
dessinée, les gens recherchaient une représentation précise dans les papiers colorés bon 
marché qui racontaient apparemment des histoires directes. Cependant, aucune forme 
médiatique n’est impartiale et, comme toutes les formes d’art, l’allégorie de la bande dessinée 
a tendance à être socialement et politiquement motivée. Les personnes d’origines culturelles 
différentes ont toujours été aux prises avec les fausses déclarations médiatiques. Marvel est un 
empire de vaisseaux artistiques ; des bandes dessinées, des films et des émissions de télévision, 
tous connus pour leurs personnages d'origines culturelles différentes, leurs histoires, leurs 
capacités spéciales et leurs handicaps qui renforcent la philosophie inclusive de Marvel visant 
à accueillir et à chérir la diversité parmi sa large base de fans. Les bandes dessinées de super-
héros Marvel proposent des tissus artistiques divertissants tout en explorant différents 
concepts tels que l'acculturation dans des environnements multiculturels. Les productions 
récentes des studios Marvel continuent de remettre en question les stéréotypes non occidentaux 
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et les fausses déclarations auxquelles font confiance ceux qui négligent l'impact et le pouvoir 
substantiels des médias dans la génération de réalités et la falsification de l'histoire à travers 
des représentations prétendument authentiques. Bien que Marvel n'ait pas toujours fourni des 
représentations précises, il continue de servir d'outil de démystification pour remettre en 
question ce qui a été diffusé par les médias pour de multiples raisons, offrant une tapisserie 
multiculturelle que les fans de bandes dessinées et les cinéphiles peuvent apprécier et remettre 
en question! 
 
Rezumat 

Arta reprezentativă a benzilor desenate reflectă cultural. Încă de la apariția benzilor 
desenate, oamenii au căutat o reprezentare corectă în hârtiile ieftine colorate care aparent 
spuneau povești nemediate. Cu toate acestea, nicio formă media nu este imparțială și, la fel ca 
toate formele de artă, alegoria benzilor desenate tinde să fie condusă social și politic. Oameni 
din medii culturale diferite s-au luptat întotdeauna cu denaturarea mass-media. Marvel este 
un imperiu al vaselor artistice; benzi desenate, filme și emisiuni TV, toate fiind cunoscute 
pentru personajele lor, identificabile din medii culturale diferite, povești, abilități speciale și 
dizabilități care îmbunătățesc filozofia incluzivă a Marvel de a saluta și prețui diversitatea în 
rândul bazei sale mari de fani. Benzile desenate cu supereroi Marvel oferă materiale artistice 
distractive în timp ce explorează diferite concepte, cum ar fi aculturația în medii 
multiculturale. Producțiile recente ale studiourilor Marvel continuă să conteste stereotipurile 
non-occidentale și denaturarea în care au încredere cei care trec cu vederea impactul 
substanțial și puterea mass-media în a genera realități și a falsifica istoria prin reprezentări 
presupuse autentice. Deși Marvel nu a oferit întotdeauna reprezentări precise, continuă să 
servească drept un instrument de distrugere a miturilor pentru a contesta ceea ce a fost 
diseminat de mass-media din mai multe motive, oferind o tapiserie multiculturală pentru fanii 
benzilor desenate și cinefilii să se bucure și să pună întrebări! 

 
Keywords: Representation, Acculturation, Multiculturalism, Misrepresentation, Marvel 
comics, Marvel Studios, Diversity, Inclusion 

 
Mots-clés: représentation, acculturation, multiculturalisme, fausse représentation, Marvel 
comics, Marvel Studios, diversité, inclusion 
 

Cuvinte-cheie: reprezentare, aculturație, multiculturalism, denaturare, benzi desenate 
Marvel, Studiourile Marvel, diversitate, incluziune 
 
 
 
Introduction 

 

What would the world be like if authentic representation in media was a goal not a 

threat? if the “info” in the infotainment was more appealing and important than entertainment? 

British media scholar David Buckingham believes that “the media do not offer us a transparent 

window on the world [that] the media intervene; providing us with selective versions of the 

world, rather than direct access to it.” (Buckingham 3). This intervention bred certain cultural 

stereotypes for so many years that many people lost hope in the “serious” and the “factual” 

media forms which insisted for many years on shaping, commercializing, and immortalizing 

the stereotype. That is why most people seek authentic cultural representation in different 

media art forms. 
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To represent is to communicate through signs and symbols. Cultural theorist Stuart Hall 

argues that: 
 

Representation connects meaning and language to culture… [representation] means using 

language to say something meaningful about, or to represent, the world meaningfully, to 

other people…[representation] is an essential part of the process by which meaning is 

produced and exchanged between members of a culture. It does involve the use of language, 

of signs, and images which stand for or represent things’ (1). 
 

Hollywood created artistic representation conventions, commonly adapted, and 

unquestionably consumed by many among the audience. Such conventions are inclusive of the 

outlaw in the western film genre, the hostile alien in science fiction, and the uncivilized Arab 

in historical films.  

 

1. Marvel-ous Characters: Diversity and Inclusion 

In the 1930’s, comic strips proved to be the most popular section in the newspapers, 

offering an escape from reality and the news about wars and depression. This popularity 

inspired the reprints of those strips sparking the people’s demand for more original material in 

the new format. However, the art of comics has been previously perceived as simplistic and 

juvenile, Angela Ndalianis argues: 
 

Perhaps the negative attitude toward comics has historical roots tied specifically to the comic 

book form. In Western culture, the comic book's early association with the superhero genre 

(with the introduction of Superman in Action Comics in 1938) brought with it a large, youth-

oriented audience. Despite its immense popularity, the public perception for a long time was 
that comics were a kid's medium-or, more specifically, a young boy's medium. (p. 113) 

 

Nevertheless, like all art forms, comics became part of the cultural continuum. From 

supporting American troops and enunciating patriotic messages, to commercializing civic 

efforts, offering escapist tales for children and adults, comics were integrated in American 

culture (Jeremy Dauber). The American superhero genre thrived mainly after the depression; 

offering the perfect form of entertainment; cheap, available, and open to endless possibilities 

that still make sense in a world that does not always make sense. 

Comics grew more popular and sophisticated with time, introducing heroes such as 

Aquaman, Shazam, The Flash, and notorious villains like Harley Quinn, and the Joker by 

Detective Comics, known today as DC comics. In addition to the Timely line, today known as 

Marvel comics, which brought new super characters to life such as the Human Torch, The 

Submariner a.k.a Namor, Captain America, and the Fantastic Four. The representational art of 

Marvel comics has offered multiple representations over the years, some more impartial than 

others, for the narrative is almost always biased mainly because Marvel comics have always 

been reflective of their times; a product of their times, canalizing the ideas of an era; adapting 

and evolving, creating characters, and redefining others for a different audience and a different 

generation. 

What Marvel Superhero comics do differently is the humanised characterisation of their 

superheroes and their stories which interlace heroic and non-heroic features offering relatable 

adventures packed with everyday life struggles. This helped turning Marvel comics into a home 

for many comic books’ enthusiasts who identified with the X-Men’s sense of otherness, and 

the Hulk’s sense of alienation, to those who embody the American rhetoric like Captain 

America, and the vigilantes who question the feasibility of the legal system like the Punisher, 

to the tormented such as Moon Knight and the disabled like Daredevil, Echo, that many readers 

resonated with, to the culturally driven like Black Panther, Namor, and Ms Marvel. Marvel 
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welcomed the diversity of America, an inclusion that embroidered a multicultural fabric, 

present in Marvel’s multicultural multiverse, where different modes of acculturation such as 

assimilation, integration, separation, and marginalization are present. 

Acculturation is defined by Baker and Jane as ‘a set of social process by which we learn 

how to ‘go on’ in a culture through the acquisition of the language, values, norms and maps of 

meanings that constitute a way of life’ (632). It is a social process resulting from intercultural 

contact. Assimilation, or the melting pot, shows high maintenance of cultural heritage and 

identity, whereas integration is the essence of multiculturalism that cultural diversity is not 

only accepted but also a goal to be reached both politically and socially. When separation can 

be either voluntary or imposed by the dominant culture or group it fuels segregation on multiple 

levels, unlike marginalization which is imposed by the dominant culture or group resulting in 

total exclusion. All of which affect, shape, nurture or erase cultural identity. Such modes were 

incorporated in Marvel comics via compelling content, through different characters and 

superheroes like King T’Challa, the first black African superhero in mainstream American 

comics Black Panther, and Miles Morales, the African American Spider-Man, in addition to 

Kamala Khan, the Muslim Pakistani Ms Marvel to name a few. 

 

2. The Marvel Universe: Adaptability and Representation 

Stan Lee’s funhouse has always been burdened by the weight of representation in a 

forever changing world. Like any literary fabric, the visual storytelling of comics proved to be 

adaptable on screen, for both cinema goers and television viewers to enjoy. English comic artist 

David Gibbons, the artist behind the well-acclaimed Watchmen comics, defines comics as a 

medium that “is founded on the evocative glimpse…the very fabric, the mechanism, of comics 

is essentially a series of static snapshot panels magically given continuity by the reader’s 

attention” (Moore 7) hence, comics can be viewed as naturally adaptable storyboards.  

As graphic mediums, comics, similar to films, use images to tell stories. Emerging in 

the same era as mass culture phenomena, both hybrid with visual origins, the cinematic 

adaptability of the graphic narrative i.e. comics, was both evident and inevitable. Nevertheless, 

the Marvel Cinematic Universe was never the mere focus of Marvel Studios: 
 

The transmedia logic that drives the economic structure of the entertainment industry 

definitely plays a key role in these media crossovers, and though such crossovers have 

occurred throughout comic book history, since the 1980’s comic book characters and stories 

have migrated with increased velocity into films, television, and video games. 

(NDALIANIS, p. 114). 

 

Hence, tv shows, series, and miniseries have been a target artistic form that the studios have 

excessively invested in allowing Marvel artists to rebuild some characters like the Falcon as 

the new Captain America, resurrect others like Daredevil, and introduce new ones such as 

Moon Knight and Ms Marvel, media studies professor Michael Graves states that: 
 

Transmedia franchises are largely characterized by a serialized narrative approach…the 
privileging of serialization is part of a larger shift within the television industry toward 

increased serialized storytelling transmedia storytelling franchises augment such 

serialization by expanding the narrative across multiple platforms producing a rubbished 

mythology or complex serialized narrative’ (YOCKEY, p. 235).  
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Accentuating the significance of seriality as a transmedia principle1 that American scholar 

Henry Jenkins distinguished in his book convergence culture where old and new media collide. 

 

3.  Moon Knight: Cultural Reference Through Graphic Cues     
 

First introduced in the Werewolf by Night Marvel comic book series, Moon Knight, 

originally named Mark Spector, is a mercenary who is granted superpowers by the Egyptian 

anthropomorphic moon god Khonshu. Marvel street level hero Moon Knight displays 

dissociative identity disorder, a psychological point of view that Moon Knight (2022) 

miniseries, mostly directed by Egyptian Mohamed Diab, adopted in order to explore the non-

mythical plausible explanation for Marc Spector’s phantasmagorical journey.   

The production design in Moon Knight miniseries adaptation entails visual narrative.  

is inclusive of all solid and abstract elements i.e. sets, props, costumes, mood, and tone. Diab 

provided multiple visual references from props such as Egyptian mythology books and  

ushabtis2, in addition to costumes such as Mr Knight’s suit which displays allusions to 

Egyptology from the Pharoah coffin print, to Khonshu’s inspired buttons and mummy wraps 

shoe laces (figure 1), most importantly Moon Knight’s costume which has been altered, turning 

the comics Moon Knight in a spandex outfit into a true Egyptian hero displaying hieroglyphics, 

Egyptian shendyt3, and mummy references (figure 2).    

Figure 1. Mr Knight’s suit. 

 
1 Henry Jenkins highlights seven principles of transmedia storytelling: seriality, world-building, subjectivity, 

performance, continuity and multiplicity, spreadability versus drillability, and immersion versus extractability. 
2 Ancient Egyptian funerary figurines.  
3 Egyptian kilt-like garment that is worn around the waist. 
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Figure 2. Moon Knight’s outfit from the miniseries. 

Portrayed by Palestinian-Egyptian actress May El Calamawy, the Scarlet Scarab/Layla 

Abdallah El-Faouly is another character that was introduced in the Moon knight miniseries, a 

female version of the Protector of Egypt from the Marvel comic books challenging Afrocentric 

historical misconceptions. In the series, Layla embarks on a self -discovery journey before 

standing out as a representative of Egyptian women, and Arabs defending good. Mohamed 

Diab has challenged the Arab misinterpretations in the media proving that art can be a myth 

busting tool.  

 

4.  Ms. Marvel Miniseries as Cultural Artefact   
 

In a stereotypical immigrant narrative, Marvel introduced its new Muslim teen 

superheroine, a Muslim Pakistani American teenager, Kamala Khan comes from a conservative 

Pakistani home, with aspirations to make a difference while maintaining her individuality and 

cultural identity. Kamala’s polymorphous superpower is used to rescue the helpless as she 

stands for a Muslim female Pakistani American superheroine who can lead, win, and inspire. 

Kamala resonates with most comic books enthusiasts who seek recognition in the panels, those 
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who, just like Kamala, feel trapped in between worlds, seeking a sense of belonging, and 

wondering whether to integrate or assimilate. 

In his article “Holy Islamophobia, Batman! Demonization of Muslims and Arabs in 

Mainstream American Comic Books”, Jehanzeb Dar argues that: 
 

Superheroes and superheroines are meant to embody the values of truth, justice, liberty, and 

equality, and yet the comic book industry suffers from the same injustice that plagues 

American cinema: negative representations of Muslims and Arabs… [Persians as well] are 

linked with the same stereotypes that are attributed to Muslims: violent, oppressive, and 
grabbed in typical oriental fashion’ (101).  

 

However, Kamala challenges those misconceptions. She comes as a multi-identified character, 

a representation of the young, the Muslim, the female, the unconventional, the Marvel fandom, 

and the conservative, all of which has made her the counterstereotype. 

While Marvel comics try to resonate the diversity in the world, transmedia adaptation 

commercialises the relatable nature of marvel multiculturalism to a wider audience, giving 

characters such as Nakia Bahadir more space in the narrative. In Ms Marvel, Nakia is a hijabi 

Muslim Turkish American teen who defies the hijabi stereotype disseminated by the media. 

Nakia does more than just represent, for she provides social, cultural, and political 

commentaries (figure 3).  

Figure 3. Nakia’s comment on the curriculum from Ms Marvel, episode 2 ‘Crushed’. 

Ms Marvel comes as a significant cultural artefact, for it incorporates different Desi 

inspired cultural references which are manifested through colours, props, and score, in addition 

to historical references such as the Partition in 1947. Directed by Arab, Berber, Pakistani and 

Indian American directors, the Ms Marvel miniseries welcomed artists whose cultural 

experiences resembled those of the cultural representatives in the story being told, fuelling 

veracity into both the adaptation and the representation. 
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Conclusion 

 
Art is meant to be a cultural myth busting medium, not a cultural myth making one. 

Marvel comics have not always delivered authentic representations, in fact, they have, like 

most American propaganda tools, bred certain stereotypes over the years. However, the comics 

and their transmedia adaptations seem to have evolved offering more plausible and authentic 

representations, or have they?  

Right after their most recent representation of the Arab and the Muslim superheroines, 

Marvel studios introduced their new superheroine Sabra to star in the new Captain America 

film Brave New World (2025). Associated with one of Marvel’s most racist storylines against 

Arabs and Muslims, Sabra, an israeli government agent seems to be Marvel’s new attempt to 

reimagine the character’s narrative, depict and promote another American political stance. In 

his book Mass Communication and Media Studies: An Introduction, Peyton Paxon states that 

“many people believe that the mass media have no impact on our lives, but are merely forms 

of entertainment…When we tell ourselves that the mass media are “only entertainment” we 

consume media carelessly.” (12) hence, one must question Marvel’s inclusive ideology, for 

both artistic representations and misrepresentations can serve as vessels to promote ideas and 

canalise opinions…and if it is recurrent, then it is intended. 
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