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Of Iron Men and Green Monsters:
Superheroes and Posthumanism
Dan Hassler-Forest

We live in an age of cyborgs. The streets, trains, cars around us are populated
by strange creatures whose intense engagement with technology is both reassur-
ingly familiar and vaguely alarming: familiar, because most of us have come to
feel like cyborgs ourselves, having come to rely on mobile technology for nearly
every aspect of our lives, spending most if not all our waking hours ‘plugged in’
to an infinite network; and alarming, because this reliance brings with it not only
new kinds of connections, but also what seems like a new experience of time,
space and alienation. But in many ways, our reliance on wireless data transfer,
smartphones, tablets and other consumer gadgets are only the tip of the iceberg, as
developments in medicine, genetically modified organisms (GMOs), prosthetics,
and quantum mechanics continuously destabilize our traditional anthropocentric
worldview informed by liberal humanist values.

Our ambivalence about this world of constant transformations finds expres-
sion in fantasies and anxieties that are specific to this posthuman condition.
On the one hand, we find reassurance in the oft-reproduced popular fantasy
that this development merely represents the next step in human progress, and
that humanity’s mastery of technology will ultimately help us overcome our
limitations. On the other hand, the technological maelstrom that envelops us
has also made many question the assumptions that underlie such fundamental
Enlightenment-era concepts as ‘progress’, ‘identity’, and the many binary dis-
tinctions that have been fundamental to Western philosophy. From the latter
perspective, the posthuman condition challenges many traditional conceptions
of the human-centric worldview:

Posthuman bodies are not slaves to masterdiscourses [sic] but emerge at nodes where
bodies, bodies of discourse, and discourses of bodies intersect to foreclose any easy
distinction between actor and stage, between sender/receiver, channel, code, message,
context.

(Halberstam & Livingston 1995, 2)

Few figures in contemporary popular culture embody this tension more clearly
than that of the superhero. After decades of existence in the margins of

66

M. Hauskeller et al. (eds.), The Palgrave Handbook of Posthumanism in Film and Television

© The Editor(s) 2015



Dan Hassler-Forest 67

mainstream culture, being associated primarily with comic books and popular
youth culture (see Wright 2003), the superhero has more recently become the
organizing principle of Hollywood’s most sustained cycle of blockbuster films,
proliferating across numerous media and achieving both commercial and crit-
ical success. There are many different reasons for the superhero’s 21st-century
re-emergence as a mainstream phenomenon, including the advent of digital cin-
ema (see Manovich 1995), the growing influence of fan culture (see Brooker
2002), media convergence (see Jenkins 2006) and the rise of the global enter-
tainment conglomerate (see Johnson 2013). But among the variety of styles,
figures, and brands that make up the genre’s rich history, the most notable the-
matic thread that connects even the most diverse superhero figures is the concept
of the posthuman. From the first issue of Action Comics in 1938, to the block-
buster success of Guardians of the Galaxy (dir. James Gunn, 2014), the superhero
genre has foregrounded the human body and the desire to overcome its physical
limitations.

In this chapter, I will discuss the relationship between the contemporary
superhero figure and the posthuman condition, seeking to explore in what ways
posthuman ideas find expression in the most popular and widely accessible incar-
nation of the superhero trope: the 21st-century superhero movie genre. Ranging
from Marvel’s development of an entire ‘Cinematic Universe’ to subversive paro-
dies like Kick-Ass (dir. Matthew Vaughn, 2010) and Super (dir. James Gunn, 2011),
the superhero has been a remarkably consistent presence in global convergence
culture. The figure continues to appear across all popular media, but is still largely
propelled by the Hollywood franchises that fully established themselves from the
popular phenomenon of Spider-Man (dir. Sam Raimi, 2002) onwards.1

I will argue that the tendency within superhero films has been to engage with
posthuman questions and concepts in ways that attempt to contain their radi-
cal potential within a more traditional humanist framework. One of the effects
is that this simultaneously delimits the more subversive and politically critical
aspects of posthuman theory. Therefore, even though these films offer tantaliz-
ing representations of posthuman bodies that are frequently ambiguous, both the
narratives and the aesthetic choices tend to create a binary system that places
them firmly within a hierarchy that explicitly favours traditional humanist val-
ues. As this chapter will demonstrate, this most typically occurs by separating
out two different strands of posthumanism, one of which is subsequently coded
as ‘benevolent/natural/empowering’, while the other is shown to be ‘malevo-
lent/artificial/corrupting’. The resulting dichotomy gives viewers the opportunity
to engage with cultural, social and political questions that are central to our
posthuman condition, though usually in ways that strongly diminish their critical
potential.

But even though this tendency seems to dominate most strands of main-
stream popular superhero narratives, the conceptual potential of the posthuman
remains, in a certain sense, and will find expression in the most unlikely places.
In the second part of this chapter, I will look at Ang Lee’s Hulk (2003) as the
rare counter-example of a superhero film that explores the posthuman condition
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without simultaneously rendering it toothless. In this instance, the posthuman
is also post-genre, post-narrative and what Steven Shaviro has described as
‘post-cinema’.

The posthuman condition

Within the rapidly expanding field of posthuman theory, I draw, for the purposes
of this chapter, on Robert Pepperell’s influential critical perspective on the term.
In his book The Posthuman Condition (2003), Pepperell emphasizes the need to
move beyond the traditional assumptions of the liberal humanist intellectual and
philosophical tradition. In his introduction, Pepperell lists posthuman technolo-
gies such as robotics, communications, prosthetics, and genetic manipulation as
categories that play important roles in the destabilized relationship between the
artificial and the real that makes up our high-tech posthuman age. The following
passage sums up his approach:

What is meant by the ‘posthuman condition’? First, it is not about the ‘End of Man’
but about the end of a ‘man-centred’ universe or, put less phallocentrically, a ‘human-
centred’ universe. In other words, it is about the end of ‘humanism’, that long-held
belief in the infallibility of human power and the arrogant belief in our superiority
and uniqueness.

(2003, 20)

Echoing several key elements of the poststructuralist movement, the posthuman
condition requires an acceptance of the idea that ‘human beings do not exist in
the sense in which we ordinarily think of them, that is as separate entities in
perpetual antagonism with a nature that is external to them’ (Pepperell 2003, 22).
Instead, a radical redefinition of boundaries is necessary, relating not only to the
distinction between human and non-human, but, by implication, also between
subject and object, male and female and so forth. He is joined by many others in
proclaiming this shift not only necessary, but long overdue:

We have rehearsed the claim that the posthuman condition is upon us and that lin-
gering nostalgia for a modernist or humanist philosophy of self and other, alien and
human, normal and queer is merely the echo of a discursive battle that has already
taken place.

(Halberstam & Livingston 1995, 19)

Embracing the posthuman condition, therefore, is not so much about the end of
humankind as it is about the end of a fundamental belief in humanism. Instead,
posthumanist thinking offers a way forward, imagining the human body not
as male or female, straight or queer, white or black, but as a site of constant
negotiation. In this sense, the posthumanist framework has utopian implica-
tions that open up a horizon for thinking outside the restrictive categories of
capitalist biopolitics. Donna Haraway’s description of the cyborg as ‘a hybrid of
organism and technology’ offers a clear example of the political implications of
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posthumanism (2000, 50), even if the cyborg figure itself remains an ambiguous
and continuously contested figure (Mason 1995, 227).

The contradictions, anxieties, and fantasies that inform these shifts are cen-
tral to the contemporary superhero movie genre, which offers the opportunity to
explore this shifting posthuman world through figures that challenge our defini-
tions of human agency and identity. Given this seemingly limitless potential for
the genre, it is perhaps surprising that superhero movies as a rule have demon-
strated such conservatism in relation to the posthuman condition. In order to
identify more clearly the relationship between superhero figures and their abilities,
I offer the following general typology of posthuman superhero bodies:2

1. ‘Gods’: bodies born with ‘natural’ superhuman abilities (e.g., Superman, Thor,
Wonder Woman, Hellboy).

2. ‘Mutants’: bodies that have gained superhuman abilities by ‘natural’ genetic
mutation (e.g., Mystique, Jean Grey, Professor Xavier, Storm, the Incredibles,
Peter Petrelli, Hiro Nakamura, Nathan Petrelli).

3. ‘Transformers’: bodies that have gained superhuman abilities by some form
of technological intervention (e.g., the Incredible Hulk, Spider-Man, Kick-Ass,
Captain America, the Fantastic Four, Daredevil).

4. ‘Cyborgs’: bodies that become superhuman by their use of technology (e.g.,
Iron Man, the Green Arrow, Hawkeye, Batman, Star-Lord).

5. ‘Robots’: completely artificial bodies (e.g., Warlock, Ultron, The Vision, Red
Tornado, Metal Men, the Sentinels, the Iron Giant).

Obviously, superheroes in the first two categories fall more generally into the tra-
ditional realm of fantasy, where the genre conventions allow for characters with
abilities that are more ‘magical’ than ‘scientific’ (see Reynolds 1992). And while
these abilities can often be interpreted as organic manifestations of technological
abilities, they are, in practice, most commonly employed as allegorical represen-
tations of social, ethnic, and sexual difference, allowing the writers to ‘explore
themes involving racial tension as well as the more traditional complexities of
vigilantism’ (Locke 2005, 34). Superheroes in the third and fourth categories, on
the other hand, relate more directly to posthumanism’s interest in the contra-
dictory relationship between technology and the human body that is the central
focus of this chapter. (The fifth ‘Robots’ category, featuring a small but provoca-
tive collection of completely artificial bodies that have developed some degree of
consciousness, falls beyond the scope of this chapter.)

The categories of Transformers and Cyborgs are completely preoccupied with
the relationship between human bodies and the many forms of modern technol-
ogy that are potentially destabilizing to the human body and its assumed integrity
or organic wholeness. As forms of popular fantasy aimed primarily at the widest
possible audience, the 21st-century superhero film genre can be interpreted as
a site that produces subjectivities that negotiate our posthuman world. Charac-
ters like Wolverine, Batman, Spider-Man and Iron Man thus become ideologically
loaded role models that incorporate posthuman concepts into a larger humanist
framework of unambiguous gender roles and patriarchal power.
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A superficial reading of some of the most popular superhero films of the past
decade confirms this impression of conservative identity politics that embrace
technology only as an instrumental extension of an uncontested human-centred
worldview. The narrative dynamic most frequently employed involves three nar-
rative stages that have been repeated many times over: (1) the superhero develops
his powers, honing his newfound skills in isolation and developing appropriate
customized tools and materials; (2) the superhero is challenged by an adversary
with similar skills, who either cannot or will not fully control these abilities; and
(3) the conflict results in a climactic battle in which the superhero conclusively
demonstrates his superiority.

The 2002 version of Spider-Man is a paradigmatic example: the timid and inse-
cure teenager Peter Parker is accidentally bitten by a genetically modified spider
bred in a high-tech laboratory, after which his body develops overnight the abil-
ity to emit web-like fluid, cling to walls and ceilings and sense impending danger.
His antagonist Norman Osborn, on the other hand, consciously modifies his own
body by exposing himself to a performance-enhancing chemical, which gives
him similar physical abilities (increased strength, stamina, and speed), but which
has side effects that render him mentally ‘unstable’, after which he adopts the
Green Goblin persona and wreaks havoc on everyone against whom he holds
a grudge. Both Spider-Man and the Green Goblin have technologically enhanced
posthuman bodies, but the differences between them establish crucial distinctions
that clearly privilege one form over another.

Most crucially, the superhero’s altered body is presented as relatively unified
and stable, even after his transformation causes him to develop two separate
identities. This anxiety about the destabilizing effects of the posthuman con-
dition is expressed in the scene in Spider-Man where Norman Osborn engages
in a schizophrenic dialogue with his own mirror image, actor Willem Dafoe
playing the scene as two hostile and radically different personalities. The
superhero’s hybrid identity is clearly privileged above that of the supervil-
lain, as he is able to integrate his multiple identities into a single ordered
and relatively coherent. The difference between their two hybrid identities is
therefore presented in ways that reaffirm the traditional humanist perspective
that sees ‘order’ and ‘disorder’ as ‘mutually exclusive opposites’, which ‘per-
petuate the split between “external” reality and human perception’ (Pepperell
2003, 56).

Iron men: Transhumanism and masculinity

The key contrast between superheroes and the villains they must vanquish there-
fore lies in the difference between characters who successfully build coherently
‘ordered’ masculine identities on the basis of hybrid bodies, on the one hand,
and characters whose ‘disordered’ fluidity results in chaos and destruction, on
the other. This distinction articulates an ideologically loaded representational
hierarchy that relates back to the difference between transhumanism and critical
posthumanism.
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Unlike posthumanism, the framework of transhumanism does not attempt to
move beyond the basic assumptions of liberal humanism and its human-centric
ontology. Transhumanism is not concerned with questioning the core values and
systemic dichotomies of humanist philosophy, constructing instead a techno-
utopian future in which ‘humans and technologies merge into a new entity,
which is sometimes even considered to be the successor of Homo sapiens’ (Verbeek
2008, 391). The transhumanist perspective in this sense allows for the hybridiza-
tion of human organisms and technology, without, at the same time, upsetting
traditional binary distinctions, most notably gender difference. As others have
argued, even the most hypermasculine cyborgs of late 20th-century Hollywood
were made up of remarkable contradictions and gender transformations, the Ter-
minator’s masculinity, for instance, being ‘produced and reproduced through the
tensions and interplay between “leathersexual” images reminiscent of gay porn
and the taken-for-granted “(hetero)sexual allure” of Schwarzenegger’s physique’
(Mason 1995, 229).

While 21st-century big-screen superheroes such as Batman, Captain America,
Spider-Man and Iron Man are also made contradictory by the constant negotia-
tion of their dual identities, they are a good deal less ambiguous in their much
more emphatic heteronormativity. Their successful incorporation of technologi-
cal enhancements and modifications therefore points more directly towards the
transhumanist perspective, which allows for new hybrid organic-technological
identities to emerge without the simultaneous redefinition of traditional humanist
categories. Their adversaries, meanwhile, often embody the anxiety as well as the
fascination related to the ‘terrifyingly fluid’ subjectivities associated with critical
posthumanism.

The best example of this interplay between trans- and posthumanism in
superhero films can be found in Iron Man, a character who has been featured
in five consecutive superhero blockbusters: Iron Man (Jon Favreau, 2008), Iron Man
2 (Jon Favreau, 2010), Marvel’s The Avengers (Joss Whedon, 2012), and Iron Man
3 (Shane Black, 2013), and Avengers: Age of Ultron (Joss Whedon, 2015). The
first film in this series was instrumental in establishing the studio’s ongoing Cine-
matic Universe, establishing not only the general tone and visual style of Marvel’s
many subsequent superhero films, but also crucially mapping out the franchise’s
transhumanist perspective, with ‘Stark’s keen technological mind represent[ing]
the secret of American vitality’ (Ackerman 2008, n.p.).

The first film introduces the character of Tony Stark, a wealthy, arrogant and
politically naïve arms dealer, who is captured and imprisoned while visiting
Afghanistan. Stark was wounded by shrapnel during the attack, and is only able to
survive the shell shards that have entered his blood stream by an electromagnet his
fellow prisoner places inside his chest. Already a cyborg due to the incorporation
of a technological device inside his body, Stark organizes his escape by construct-
ing elaborate body armour for himself with the equipment intended by his captors
for the building of a bomb. Once his robotic exoskeleton secures his freedom, he
subsequently builds more sophisticated versions of his electromagnet as well as his
body armour, dedicating himself from then on to fighting injustice, while shifting
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his company’s focus from weapons manufacture to the commercial development
of sustainable energy sources.

Many early scenes in the film foreground the physical and mental anxiety Stark
experiences as a result of his body’s hybridization with and reliance on embedded
technology. One scene in particular comically articulates the potential disruption
of traditional gender categories for his cyborg body. Tony Stark, a character seen
throughout all the films as a wholly self-reliant inventor most often seen tinkering
with technology in his basement, needs to replace the primitive electromagnet in
his chest with a superior piece of equipment he has designed himself. But in order
to do this, he needs the help of his assistant-cum-love interest Pepper Potts (played
by Gwyneth Paltrow), who must reach deeply into the moist cavity in his chest to
pull out one device and replace it with another.

We see in this sequence a provocative play on gender roles, as Stark must submit
passively to the probing of his chest cavity by a reluctant and quite obviously dis-
gusted female subordinate. But unlike similarly staged scenes in an earlier film like
Videodrome (dir. David Cronenberg, 1983), this probing of the ‘vaginal slit’ in the
posthuman masculine body is neither staged as a rape nor as a radically transfor-
mative moment that allows ‘technological artefacts [to] fuse with and transform
into flesh’ (Vint & Bould 2006, 238). Instead, Stark undergoes the procedure sto-
ically and even somewhat masochistically, maintaining obvious control over his
own body and his near-hysterical female assistant until the replacement has been
successfully installed. One can easily imagine a moment like this leading to a
critical reappraisal of the character’s sense of self and the film’s essentialist assump-
tions about gender and sexuality: not only has the integrity of his body been
compromised by invasive embedded technology, but this change has made him
vulnerable in ways that might challenge his notions of gendered identity, as his
‘hard’ performance of masculinity must accommodate a ‘softer’, more feminine
sensibility.

But while the scene opens Stark up to the transgressive potential of the
posthuman condition, no such transformation actually occurs. Instead, technol-
ogy’s intrusion into Tony’s body is immediately sealed off – in the most literal
sense – as his chest cavity becomes the iconic centrepiece that powers and illu-
minates his Iron Man costume, while the older model is enshrined in a glass
case by Paltrow’s character, who has it engraved with the phrase ‘Proof that Tony
Stark has a heart’. Tony’s electronic prosthesis is thereby symbolically rearticulated
within the context of a sentimental romantic gesture that solidifies the charac-
ter’s traditional arc of self-discovery: the (only slightly ironic) acknowledgment
of a once-cynical character’s ‘heart’ fully endorses the larger framework of liberal
humanism, grounding the cyborg protagonist in traditional and unambiguously
gendered values.

The organic-technological hybrid in Iron Man therefore comes to endorse the
transhumanist perspective, allowing Tony Stark to use ‘technology, science, and
rationality to transcend the limitations of the vulnerable fleshy body, to perfect
the capabilities of [his] intellect and emotions, and to eliminate disease and extend
[his] life span in the name of progress’ (Keeling 2012, 133). The degree to which
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the incorporation of technology into his body challenges the coordinates of his
(human) identity is minimized by the abilities it gives him. The technology’s trans-
formative effect is paradoxically even one that radically humanises Tony Stark: by
becoming Iron Man, he changes from an unfeeling mercenary into a caring and
more responsible citizen.

The 21st-century fantasy of Iron Man and other cyborg superheroes thus rep-
resents an intensification of the political conservatism already noticeable in the
organic-technological hybrid bodies of the 1980s. Susan Jeffords wrote about the
‘hard-bodied’ character of RoboCop in these terms, describing him as ‘a protective
figure who not only can enforce the law ( . . . ) but who can wield it fairly and faith-
fully, without corruption or compromise’ (1994, 117). But throughout this earlier,
much more ambiguous film, the character’s technological enhancements are also
emphatically presented as beyond the character’s ownership or control: not only is
he reduced to a pre-sexual infantile state, as expressed (among other things) by his
physical dependence on baby food, but his independence is severely curtailed by
his own lack of control over the corporate ownership of the hardware embedded
in his body, as well as the software that runs it.

Superheroes like Iron Man, Batman, and Spider-Man, as sole owners and
inventors of their technological enhancements, face no such anxieties over the
proprietary nature of their hybridized bodies. Where 1980s posthuman fantasies
like Videodrome and RoboCop express profound ambiguities about ‘the new flesh’
and its implications in the age of high-tech prosthetics, the Iron Man films offer a
reassuring fantasy of transhumanist cyborgs that are ‘troubling for their portrayal
of ideal bodies and superiority over other living organisms’ (Keeling 2012, 133).
Tony Stark’s mechanical ‘heart’ effectively makes him more human, more complete,
while his intuitive and quite ‘natural’ use of advanced robotics and computer sys-
tems functions as an authentic extension of his organic humanist self. Following
the same logic, the film’s antagonist Obadiah Stane (played by Jeff Bridges) reveals
his ‘true nature’ once he also appropriates a mechanical exoskeleton. In both cases,
the incorporation of technology doesn’t serve so much to transform human char-
acters as it does to reveal more precisely the kind of essentialist identity that critical
posthumanism critiques and rejects.

This transhumanist essentialism reaches its apotheosis in Iron Man 3, in
which Stark faces an opponent whose company has developed a revolutionary
regenerative treatment called Extremis. This experimental drug is administered to
disabled war veterans, who react to it instantaneously by regrowing missing limbs.
However, one of Extremis’s less fortunate side effects is that its unstable nature may
cause subjects to spontaneously combust. Much of the film’s plot then revolves
around the revelation that inventor Aldrich Killian (played by Guy Pearce) has
concocted an elaborate terrorist plot to cover up the flaws in his own product:
each once-disabled veteran who explodes publicly is presented via the media as a
terrorist attack orchestrated by the Mandarin, a terrorist mastermind later revealed
to be Killian’s puppet.

While the previous two films in the Iron Man film series dramatized in differ-
ent ways how technological prosthetics unproblematically enhance the subject’s
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‘true nature’, the effects of the Extremis drug radically transform whoever uses
it. The war veterans to whom it is administered are emphatically introduced as
heroic characters that undergo a radical change once Extremis enters their bodies.
This transformation is represented by a glowing lava-like effect that flows under
their skin and through their eyes, visually communicating the destabilizing and
malevolent nature of this ‘wonder drug’.

The effects of Extremis provide a telling illustration of the film’s transhumanist
values: while Tony’s use of prosthetic technology alters and enhances his abili-
ties, it does so in a way that leaves intact the clear and quite absolute boundaries
between his organic self and his artificial appendages. In fact, throughout most
of this third instalment, Tony Stark must do without his cyborg exoskeleton and
learn to cope without relying on his technological abilities. By the end of the film,
he has not only demonstrated conclusively that his heroism exists wholly inde-
pendent of his technological savvy, but even finds a way to remove forever the
iconic ‘arc reactor’ in his chest, after which he symbolically destroys his collection
of Iron Man costumes.

The contrast between Stark and Killian is thus clearly grounded in the com-
peting perspectives of transhumanism and posthumanism, in which the first is
rather unsubtly favoured throughout. Tony’s transhuman abilities as Iron Man are
shown to be physical extensions that he can pick up or cast off at will, without
any noticeable change to his own ‘human nature’, while the genetic modifica-
tions of Killian’s more radically posthuman technology are invasive, harmful,
and irreversible. The critical potential of posthuman theory is thereby demonized
and rejected, as the film trilogy’s larger arc once again establishes the absolute
dominance of traditional liberal humanist values.

The resulting dichotomy between the positive depiction of transhumanism ver-
sus the negative depiction of posthumanism strongly dominates the superhero
film genre, which still overwhelmingly favours traditional gender roles, strongly
heteronormative sexuality, and the glorification of technological prosthetics as a
productive way of performing masculinity’s ‘hard penis’, accomplished ‘through
the presentation of strong/hard bodies and armored emotions, a striation that
allows one to downplay or forget one’s fleshy vulnerability’ (Keeling 2012, 137).

Hulk: The posthuman body unleashed

A rare example of a Hollywood superhero film in which this transhumanist
dynamic is reversed can be found in Ang Lee’s fascinating but overwhelmingly
unpopular Hulk (2003). In this, with respect to its audacious comic book adap-
tation, the narrative focus lies once again squarely on the interaction between
technology and the human body. In flashbacks, protagonist Bruce Banner is
introduced as the son of a scientist working on the development of modified
DNA sequences that might result in the creation of a ‘super-soldier’ for the mil-
itary. Denied access to human test subjects, Banner Sr experiments on himself,
later unwittingly passing on this genetic enhancement to his son Bruce. When the
adult Bruce is accidentally exposed to lethally high gamma radiation levels, this
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activates a power contained within his genetically altered DNA, which transforms
him into an uncontrollable green monster in response to emotional stress.

While the dominant narrative focus in superhero movies has been the protag-
onist’s developing ability to control his hybrid body, Hulk revolves around the
radical uncontainability of identity in the posthuman age. The genre cliché of the
father as martyred ego ideal is provocatively replaced by the father as monstrous
transgressor: not only does Bruce Banner unearth his own suppressed memory of
his father killing his mother, but he must continuously fight off his attempts to rob
him of his newfound (though thoroughly uncontrollable) powers. This ultimately
resolves itself not in the son taking on the burden of responsibility bestowed upon
him by his absent father, but instead in his violently casting off his patriarchal
heritage.

Contrary to the superhero genre’s dominant allegiance to the re-establishment
of ‘pure’ and uncontaminated lines of patriarchal continuity (Reynolds 1992,
60–66), the trajectory charted by Hulk is one of impurity and contamination.
Read against the transhumanist obsession with maintaining clear distinctions and
human progress, Lee’s protagonist finds himself in exactly the same situation as
the patients in Iron Man 3 who have been treated with the Extremis drug: their
bodies are the product of technological experimentation that has resulted in a new
hybrid state over which they have limited knowledge and hardly any control.3 But
while the hero of the Iron Man films ostentatiously demonstrates his total mas-
tery over his own technological enhancements, Hulk demonstrates what Peter-Paul
Verbeek has described as ‘hybrid intentionality’: a constellation in which ‘humans
and technology form a new experiencing entity’ that lies entirely ‘beyond the
human’ (2008, 391).

It is precisely Banner’s lack of control in Hulk that foregrounds this more radical
posthuman potential. If anything, the film’s narrative (together with its unstable
formal organization) emphasizes the limits of control, as the protagonist struggles
hopelessly to maintain a singular and containable identity by sheer force of will.
His transformations into the Hulk represent not only ‘the enduring pain caused
by repressed memory’ (De Kloet 2005, 129), but also the uncontainable multi-
plicity of the posthuman condition: technology is presented not as a tool that
can be used to further the ideals of humanist progress, but as something that
makes us all the involuntary members of a larger ‘family mutated by the power of
science’ (128).

So although Ang Lee’s film does little to upset traditional gender roles, its
depiction of human bodies as sites of negotiation between the organic and the
technological is much less restrictive than the characters presented in the Iron Man
films and many other superhero narratives like it. Not only does it foreground the
contingent nature of human identity, but it shows clearly how the posthuman
condition described by Pepperell is unpredictable and irreversible, opening up a
new horizon on identity formations that aren’t determined by essentialist notions
of anthropocentrism and patriarchal lineage. The conflict ‘between notions of sta-
bility, tradition, and inherent nature on the one hand, and change, contingency,
and constructed nature on the other’ (Williams 2015, n.p.) isn’t automatically
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decided in favour of the former. In fact, the film depicts a point of view that sees
humanity as inherently ‘polluted’, in ways that aren’t necessarily destructive and
malevolent. Reversing humanism’s arbitrary privileging of ‘order’ over ‘disorder’,
Hulk responds productively to a dominant superhero paradigm that articulates a
dangerous transhumanist fantasy.

This fantasy of overcoming physical limitations by technological prosthetics
extends far beyond the world of garish fantasy superheroes. One easily recog-
nizes real-world manifestations of this mindset in the ongoing military projects
of drone warfare and technologically enhanced ‘super-soldiers’. Increasingly, the
ideal 21st-century American soldier is imagined as an invincible figure whose com-
plete control of advanced technology grants him the opportunity to ‘become a
high-tech superhero in the army’ (Lawrence & Jewett 2002, 200). With recent
reports confirming that the Iron Man fantasy is very close to becoming a mili-
tary reality (Nissenbaum 2014, n.p.), the necessity to keep a critical eye on these
popular representations of transhumanist fantasies grows ever stronger.

Notes

1. Marvel’s decision to invest in the production of feature films based on their comic book
characters began with the smaller-scale productions of Blade (dir. Stephen Norrington,
1998) and X-Men (dir. Bryan Singer, 2000). But the overwhelming critical and financial
success of Spider-Man firmly established superheroes as a viable global film genre, while
also providing a template of sorts for many of the comic book adaptations that followed.

2. While these categories can be helpful for making broad distinctions between different
types of superhero bodies, they are obviously not meant to be mutually exclusive: the
character of Wolverine is but one of many characters who straddles at least two of these
categories.

3. Other examples include the dynamic between Batman and Bane in The Dark Knight Rises,
in which the antagonist’s inability to survive without technological assistance causes his
downfall, and The Incredibles, where the similarly technology-reliant villain is contrasted
with the organic unity of the superhero family.




