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Popular representations of leadership: heroes and superheroes in times of
Crisis

Abstract

The importance of popular culture in the study of politics—especially in the creation, development and
propagation of political ideas—has scarcely been examined in any depth by students of politics. The cultural
representations of political institutions and processes apparently escape the defined fields of the theoretical
disciplines concerned with political phenomena. Political philosophy, particularly in the Englishspeaking
world, has been largely committed in the last four decades to provide rationally compelling arguments aimed
to justify the principles of political morality, detaching itself from concrete political experience and privileging
instead an abstract, universal and ahistorical normative account of the ideal polity. Political theory has done
no better is it tends to disintegrate itself in political science, becoming increasingly subservient of sociology
and quantitative empirical explanations of political events and processes (Horton and Baumeister, 1996: 3-5).
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POPULAR REPRESENTATIONS OF LEADERSHIP:
HEROES AND SUPERHEROESIN TIMES OF CRISIS
[SUMMARY]

Luis GOMEZ ROMERO
McGill University
Institute for the Public Life of Arts and Ideas

The importance of popular culture in the study ofitcs—especially in the
creation, development and propagation of poliidahs—has scarcely been examined in
any depth by students of politics. The culturalrespntations of political institutions
and processes apparently escape the defined fafldhe theoretical disciplines
concerned with political phenomena. Political pbdphy, particularly in the English-
speaking world, has been largely committed in thst Ifour decades to provide
rationally compelling arguments aimed to justifye thrinciples of political morality,
detaching itself from concrete political experierared privileging instead an abstract,
universal and ahistorical normative account ofitteal polity. Political theory has done
no better is it tends to disintegrate itself inipckl science, becoming increasingly
subservient of sociology and quantitative empiregblanations of political events and
processes (Horton and Baumeister, 1996: 3-5).

Recent sociocultural changes in the realities o§tnod contemporary complex
societies underscore the limitations of these nurlugical approaches. The ‘Arab
Spring’ and the ‘Occupy’ movements that have flshied in the last months, for
example, have demonstrated that democratic andalilvethoric contrasts sharply
against a growing perception of inequality in eday life. ldeological contracts are
progressively losing legitimacy. All over the woriddwide array of emotions—anger,
disenchantment and despair, as well as hopefulaedsexpectation—have seized a
crucial role in contemporary political scenario®itNer the usual decontextualized and
ahistorical perspective of political philosophy ntive customary impersonal and
technocratic stance of political theory, seem toupeto the challenge of our present
political agendas.

The belief that these modes of theoretical refbectn politics are unsatisfactory
has gained several supporters among scholars butdtded yet to a major shift in the
current methodological paradigms. Though frequeallscto the construction of
interdisciplinary scholarship are heard nowadaysoat everywhere in the world of
learning, it seems that there is not an authemterchination to overcome the pervasive

" This is a condensed account of an ongoing woeadd address correspondence concerning the final
version of this paper to Luis Gémez Romero, e-nhait.gomezromero@ mcgill.ca.



division of labor that characterized the twentientury. Interdisciplinary studies
should involve the process of answering a questolving a problem, or addressing a
topic that is too broad or complex to be dealt veittequately by a single discipline or
profession (Klein and Newell, 1998: 3). The realitpfortunately, is quite far from the
ideal. Interdisciplinary scholarship paradoxicaksists combining disciplines in order
to really achieve new insights into real-world issuhat are broader than any single
discipline. On the contrary, interdisciplinary seesl have adapted themselves to the
relentless tendency towards specialization. Typicacholars and researchers have
narrowed their focus to one specific topic withiolasely circumscribed area of enquiry
that falls within the epistemological field of twar more disciplines. Of course, there
are many exceptions to this claim, but it still W®as a generalizatidriThis essay, for
example, addresses the representation of leademshipe superhero comic book
aesthetics. Each of its intercrossed study subjextseen developed in an independent
cognitive field: leadership studies and comic sadi

Though we can hardly deny that academic speciaizahas significantly
contributed to the material progress of the hungeties, it has also produced harmful
effects with respect to the humanities and soci@nges. These forms of enquiry have
as their subject our own self-understanding, i.aekind of knowledge in which the
sense of fragmentation resulting from specializai® extremely troubling. While our
lives have many facets and we may suit many diftereles, we also understand
ourselves as possessing some sort of unity thagégtected—and even undermined—by
cognitive specialization (Horton and BaumeisteQ@&91).

This essay intends to overcome the shortcomingeademic overspecialization
regarding the theoretical discourses on leaders thed political significance by
integrating the so-called ‘narrative turn’ in paél theory (Macintyre, 1985 [2007];
Rorty, 1989; Taylor, 1989) with a cultural studescount of the ‘vernacular theories’
(McLaughlin, 1996) of leadership developed in shper comic book narratives. Just as
the nineteenth century novel has become the sitertdiderable scholarly contention as
to its ideological assumptions and normative ingilans (Aslami, 2012; Bender, 1987;
Miller, 1988; Watt, 1957), so this essay proposesridertake the same analysis for the
connotations, perceptions and attitudes toward$ekship represented in contemporary
comic book superheroes. This way, rather thanniatgteadership to a sphere of drama
and power play whose far-reaching consequencesttemanphasize the personae of
‘celebrity politicians’ (Marshall, 1997), | propose root leaders in the everyday life of
meaning-making and belonging that engages mosvithdils either as producers or
consumers of popular culture.

Methodologically speaking, syntheses between diseip often prove
problematic. In the first part of this essay | slaaldress this difficulty by indicating the
cognitive utility of narrative in political theorwhile spanning it over the theoretical
production of non-academics as expressed in popultarral artefacts. In other words, |
contend that in our world popular culture is noaity way a mereepresentatiorof any
particular political principles, arguments or thesr but actually a two-facesburceof
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normative politics: on the one hand, a record amdnory of traditional practices that
have not lost their power to constitute politicdals, and on the other hand a reified
reign of commodity aimed to pacify its subjects mplacing performance with
consumption and participation with observationtia second part | will situate comic
book superhero narratives as intellectually somatd vernacular theories on
leadership by defining the main traits of a supeytieBrough a comparison between two
character tropes rooted in different stages in gieisre’'s development: Superman and
Spider-Man. Finally, | will discuss the mid-to-lat®80s reevaluation of superheroes as
resonant political signifiers for a world far marefair and far more dangerous than that
one in which Superman was conceived. Specificdllwill analyze Frank Miller’s
graphic novelBatman: The Dark Knight Returnd986) and Alan Moore’s/ for
Vendetta(1982-1985)-whose witty revolutionary dressed iGw@ay Fawkes outfit has
become a worldwide symbol of resistance—as veraacuhkrrative vehicles for
challenging received notions of charismatic autiyand leadership.

! Among many other notable exceptions, see Ran(@®@0, 2004) and Zizek (2008 [1989], 2010)
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