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Abstract : This paper synthesizes the established critical landscape surrounding the representation of
masculinity in the Marvel Cinematic Universe (MCU), one of the most influential cultural phenomena of the
twenty-first century. Drawing on a wide range of scholarly perspectives, it traces the dominant critical
paradigms that have emerged in the study of MCU masculinities, revealing a field both rich and circumscribed.
Existing scholarship, shaped primarily around the analysis of the franchise’s foundational white male
heroes—Tony Stark, Steve Rogers, and Thor—has coalesced around four major thematic pillars: the
deconstruction of hegemonic masculinity, the centrality of the male body as a marker of control and power,
the depiction of trauma and mental health through masculine frameworks, and the interpretation of MCU
narratives as modern mythological and archetypal structures. These studies collectively underscore the
MCU’s negotiation between traditional and evolving ideals of manhood, charting the heroes’ movement from
dominance and emotional repression toward vulnerability and self-awareness. However, this paper identifies
a critical imbalance within the existing discourse: the persistent focus on the “Big Three” has resulted in the
marginalization of other masculinities represented across the franchise—particularly those of supporting
characters, characters of colour, villains, and newer protagonists. By mapping this concentration of
scholarship, the study establishes the necessity for broader and more inclusive analyses that attend to the
diverse, intersectional, and subversive performances of masculinity that continue to redefine the MCU’s
narrative and cultural significance.

IndexTerms - Marvel Cinema , Masculinity & Popular culture.

The Established Critical Landscape: A Synthesis of Current Scholarship

The Marvel Cinematic Universe (MCU) has, since its inception, become one of the most significant and far-
reaching cultural producers of the 21st century (Maxim). Its narratives, characters, and ideologies have
permeated the global consciousness, making the franchise a critical site for the analysis of contemporary
cultural values. Within this vast narrative landscape, the representation of masculinity has emerged as a
particularly fertile ground for academic inquiry. The superhero genre, historically rooted in the assertion of
white male superiority and patriarchal norms, relies heavily on specific constructions of manhood to drive its
stories (Hefner 197; Garcia). Consequently, a robust body of scholarly work has developed to interrogate how
the MCU constructs, reinforces, and occasionally challenges dominant masculine ideals. However, a
comprehensive review of this literature reveals a critical landscape that, while rich, is also highly concentrated.
The academic conversation has been overwhelmingly shaped by the analysis of the franchise's foundational
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white male protagonists from its initial phases, creating a scholarly consensus that, while valuable, leaves vast
areas of this cinematic universe underexplored. This section will synthesize the primary pillars of existing
MCU masculinity studies to map this established terrain, thereby identifying the critical lacunae that
necessitate new avenues of research.

The Hegemonic Hero: Deconstructing the "'Big Three"

The most dominant and well-established thread within the academic discourse on masculinity in the MCU is
the critical deconstruction of its three foundational heroes: Tony Stark (Iron Man), Steve Rogers (Captain
America), and Thor. These characters, who form the narrative and ideological core of the "Infinity Saga,”
have been extensively analysed through the theoretical lens of hegemonic masculinity, a concept that
describes the culturally dominant and idealized form of manhood that subordinates other masculinities and
femininity (Walsh 102; Korencik 10). Scholars argue that these heroes embody, struggle with, and in some
cases, transcend the problematic tenets of this ideal, often termed "toxic masculinity” (Sari et al. 2; Else).
Their individual and collective journeys are frequently framed as a process of overcoming internal masculine
"borders"—such as arrogance, emotional suppression, and impulsive violence—in order to achieve a more
complete and emotionally mature form of heroism (Walsh 101).

Tony Stark is consistently identified as the franchise's most explicit embodiment of a flawed, toxic masculinity
(Korencik 7; Her Campus). His initial characterization as a self-proclaimed "genius, billionaire, playboy,
philanthropist™ is marked by extreme arrogance, unchecked narcissism, and a pattern of womanizing that
objectifies female characters (Her Campus; Else). This behavior is not merely a personality quirk but the
direct catalyst for major conflicts, most notably the creation of the genocidal artificial intelligence, Ultron
(Else; Her Campus). His character arc across nine films is thus read as a long and arduous process of
redemption, wherein he must dismantle this toxic public image and confront the insecurities that fuel it (Walsh
101). Some analyses, however, offer a more complex reading, suggesting that Stark also exhibits traits of
gender nonconformity by expressing his emotions, asking for help, and ultimately ceding control of his
company and leadership of the Avengers, thereby challenging the masculine norms of dominance and
restrictive emotionality (Else).

Thor's narrative follows a similar, if more mythic, trajectory. Introduced as an impulsive and arrogant prince,
his primary motivation is the desire to be seen as a fierce warrior and worthy king, leading him to acts of
reckless violence that endanger his entire kingdom (Walsh 101). His journey is one of being humbled, stripped
of his power, and forced to learn a masculinity based not on dominance and birth right but on sacrifice and
service. His arc is presented as a clear struggle against the hypermasculine tendencies of needing to assert
dominance and resorting to impulsive violence (Walsh 101). Even in his later appearances, his character
continues to be a site for exploring masculine crisis, as seen in his struggle with failure, grief, and depression
following the events of Avengers: Infinity War (Walsh 101).

Captain America presents a more nuanced case. While not an obvious depiction of toxic masculinity, Steve
Rogers is nonetheless a product of a specific, traditional masculine ideal rooted in the World War Il era
(Hefner 197; Farmer). His character is defined by a relentless drive to fulfill the hero role, a desperation that
stems from his pre-serum life as the "little guy” (Walsh 101). This manifests as a constant need to prove
himself by starting fights he cannot win and repeatedly attempting to enlist despite his physical limitations
(Walsh 101; Sari et al. 5). His masculinity is one of unwavering moral conviction, but it is also one that often
defaults to violence as the primary solution to conflict and identifies self-worth with the ability to fight (Hefner
197). The "hero's journey" for all three characters, therefore, is not just about defeating external villains but
about an internal struggle for emotional growth, requiring them to overcome the limitations imposed by these
hegemonic masculine values to become true heroes (Walsh 101).

The Body as Battleground: Muscularity, Control, and Physicality

A second major pillar of MCU scholarship centres on the male body as a primary signifier of masculine
identity and power. The superhero genre relies to an extraordinary degree on the physical form to
communicate heroic potential and gendered superiority (Hefner 197). Within the MCU, this is most evident
in the consistent presentation of the hyper muscular male physique as the normative state for a male hero.
This "visible muscularity" is not merely aesthetic but performative; it functions as a visual shorthand for
strength, discipline, and control, presenting the male body itself as the source of heroic capability—the hero
"does what he does because he physically can™ (Hefner 198). Superhero costumes are designed to highlight
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this muscularity, drawing the viewer's attention to the body's actions and the engagement of its muscles
(Hefner 198; Sari et al. 4).

This idealized and often unrealistic male body type has been linked to negative real-world consequences.
Research indicates that exposure to superhero media is positively associated with the internalization of
harmful masculinity norms, male appearance ideals, and a drive for muscularity that can contribute to eating
disorders, steroid abuse, and body dysmorphia among male viewers (Maxim). The glorification of these
unattainable physiques serves as a powerful form of gender socialization, communicating specific and narrow
ideals of what a powerful male body should look like (Maxim).

Conversely, academic analysis has explored how deviations from this hyper muscular norm are often coded
as a failure of masculinity. The muscular body carries connotations of control, discipline, and hardness. In
contrast, fatness is culturally associated with a lack of control, softness, and "letting oneself go™ (Hefner 198).
These associations are deeply gendered, with normative masculinity being constructed as an expression of
bodily control. Consequently, the fat male body is often positioned as being outside of, and oppositional to,
normative masculinity (Hefner 197). The depiction of Thor in Avengers: Endgame serves as a key example.
His weight gain is presented as a physical manifestation of his depression and failure, and while treated with
some pathos, it is also a consistent source of humor. This framing reinforces the idea that a non-muscular
male body is a demasculinized one, standing in stark contrast to the expected superhero ideal (Hefner 197).

The Traumatized Hero: Masculinity and Mental Health

A growing and increasingly sophisticated area of research investigates the intersection of masculinity, trauma,
and mental health within the MCU. While superhero narratives have always been predicated on origin stories
involving loss, recent scholarship has moved toward more clinically informed analyses of how male characters
process—or fail to process—psychological trauma. This work often critiques how traditional masculine
norms, such as self-reliance, toughness, and emotional control, act as barriers to healing and help-seeking
behaviors (Harriger et al. 106).

Tony Stark's character arc is again a central case study, with many scholars analyzing his experiences through
the lens of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) (Wincherauk 41; The Xtine Project). His capture in the
first Iron Man film, his near-death experience in The Avengers, and the constant threat of global annihilation
trigger clear symptoms, including anxiety attacks, nightmares, and invasive memories. His response to this
trauma is filtered through a masculine lens of self-reliance; rather than seeking support, he pours his anxiety
into his work, creating an "addiction" to building and improving his Iron Man suits. The suits become both a
source of his trauma and his primary, yet dysfunctional, coping mechanism (Wincherauk 41). This narrative
powerfully illustrates how the masculine injunction to solve problems alone can prevent genuine recovery
from mental illness (Harriger et al. 106).

Another key figure in this discourse is Bucky Barnes, the Winter Soldier. His story represents a case of
complex and prolonged trauma, involving decades of torture, brainwashing, memory erasure, and moral injury
from being used as a weapon (Sage Therapy; Frisina; Caliper Wellness). Analyses of his journey in Captain
America: The Winter Soldier, Captain America: Civil War, and The Falcon and the Winter Soldier focus on
the slow and arduous process of recovery. His narrative explores the lasting psychological scars of abuse, the
struggle to reclaim a coherent identity, and the difficulty of making amends for actions committed without
agency (Frisina; Caliper Wellness). Bucky's story provides a powerful counter-narrative to the quick-fix
redemptions common in action media, instead depicting recovery as a long-term process that requires
confronting the past and, crucially, accepting help from others—a direct challenge to the masculine ideal of
stoic self-sufficiency (Sage Therapy). These character studies are part of a broader scholarly conversation
about how media representations can either reinforce or challenge real-world stigmas surrounding men's
mental health, where the pressure to conform to masculine norms is a significant factor in men's resistance to
seeking psychological help (Cooke; Maxim).

The Modern Myth: Archetypes and Intertextuality

A final significant area of established scholarship approaches the MCU not as a self-contained entity, but as
a modern manifestation of ancient storytelling traditions. This line of inquiry frequently employs theoretical
frameworks from mythology, folklore, and Jungian psychology to analyze MCU characters and narratives as
contemporary iterations of timeless archetypes (Gantt; Plencner). This perspective argues that the franchise's
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immense popularity stems from its ability to tap into the "collective unconscious,” presenting stories that
resonate with universal human motivations and developmental patterns (Fleming; Farkas).

Within this framework, characters are often read as embodying one of Carl Jung's twelve primary archetypes,
such as the Hero, the Trickster, or the Wise Old Man (Farkas). Captain America, for example, is frequently
analyzed as the quintessential "Hero" archetype, a character who begins as an ordinary person and is
transformed into a symbol of ideal virtue (Farkas). His journey is often mapped onto Joseph Campbell's
concept of the monomyth, or "hero's journey," following the stages of departure, initiation, and return
(Fleming; Farkas).

This mythological lens also extends to direct comparisons with figures from classical pantheons, suggesting
the MCU functions as a modern-day mythology where science and technology have replaced divine power as
the source of the extraordinary (Farkas). Tony Stark, the brilliant inventor who forges weapons and armor for
his fellow heroes, is compared to Hephaestus, the Greek god of the forge (Farkas). The Hulk, a creation of
scientific hubris with devastating power, is read as a modern Prometheus, a cautionary tale about the dangers
of unchecked ambition (Farkas). More broadly, the original Avengers team is often viewed as a pantheon of
modern gods, each with unique powers and domains (Farkas). This approach also allows for the analysis of
characters through the archetype of the "tragic hero," as defined by Aristotle. The foundational Avengers—
Stark, Rogers, and Thor—are seen as noble figures whose falls are brought about by a tragic flaw (hamartia),
such as Stark's hubris or Rogers's inflexibility, leading them through reversals of fortune and moments of
painful realization (Sharma and Patel 109). This line of inquiry positions the MCU as a significant cultural
text that continues the age-old human practice of using larger-than-life stories to explore fundamental
questions of morality, identity, and sacrifice.

The cumulative effect of these well-developed scholarly conversations is the establishment of a clear, yet
circumscribed, critical paradigm. The academic understanding of "masculinity in the MCU" has been
profoundly shaped by this sustained focus on a small cohort of its most prominent white male heroes from the
franchise's first decade. The deconstruction of their hegemonic traits, the analysis of their idealized bodies,
the exploration of their specific traumas, and their mapping onto classical archetypes have provided a rich
foundation. However, this very concentration has resulted in a significant critical imbalance. The diverse,
contradictory, and often more complex masculinities performed by the franchise's vast roster of supporting
characters, characters of colour, villains, and newer protagonists remain largely in the scholarly shadows. This
analytical preference for the centre has left the margins—where some of the most innovative and challenging
representations of manhood may reside—critically unexamined. It is in these underexplored territories that
the most promising and novel research on the topic now lies.
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