
Wonder Woman is a State Of  Mind 

In John Berger’s Ways of Seeing, he states simply that “men act and women appear” , that 

“the social presence of a woman is different in kind from that of a man.”[1].  The objective of 

this essay is to question that with the pop culture figure of Wonder Woman.   Why has it 

taken over seventy five years for a Wonder Woman film to be made?  Is it because of 

societies ingrained acceptance of what a superhero is?  Have we not progressed enough that 

we can have a powerful woman onscreen?  What is it about the character that Hollywood 

producers just weren’t interested in giving a chance?  This essay will attempt to examine the 

psychology and symbolism of the character, her interaction with males and males interaction 

with her. 

 

Golden Age Wonder Woman [13] 
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A cultural icon, a feminist symbol and a god-like hero that is part of a holy trinity of heroes 

that made DC Comics a juggernaut of the comic industry for decades.  Alongside Superman 

and Batman, Wonder Woman has held her own (at least on paper) with the best of them.  Her 

name has graced the front pages of comics consistently since the 1940’s, spawned a television 

show in the 1970’s starring Lynda Carter and her symbol adorns t-shirts, lunchboxes and any 

other merchandise DC Comics can churn out for a quick buck.  

  

“The height of comic book popularity coincided with World War II, an era that saw the 

creation of Superman, Captain America, Batman, Green Lantern and the Flash.  In a world 

ravaged by war, these powerful men fought against the forces of evil.  Lionising the battle of 

good versus evil was not just for kids:  Enlisted men requested comic books in great 

quantities.  In fact, one-fourth of all the magazines military men received during the war were 

comics.  But what these men found in those comics often reflected their violent lives.  

Harvard psychologist William Moulton Marston, claimed that "comics' worst offence was 

their blood-curdling masculinity.” [2] 

Men were at war, the comics they read reinforced their will with propaganda, stories of 

heroism, stories of sacrifice for life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.  There was no 

escape from the violence. 

With that in mind, William Moulton Marston, an American psychologist, created a warrior 

who fought with her mind as well as her fists, who used love as much as she used strength to 

conquer the forces of evil. And most important of all, it was a woman. 
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Wonder Woman and her alter-ego Diana Prince, as a concept, came to be in 1940 while her 

debut comic appearance was in All Star Comics #8 in 1941.  Living in a polyamorous 

relationship, William Marston had based Wonder Woman on two prominent figures in his 

life, his wife Elizabeth and his former student and mistress, Olive Byrne.  Elizabeth had been 

barred from attending Harvard Law School because of her gender, a societal injustice which 

spurred him into making a strong female character who’s only real weakness was if a man 

restrained her, her powers would be nullified. 

Marston believed World War I had fostered the notion of equality for women and that the end 

of World War II would also see an end of the idea of a "weaker sex." In 1943, he depicted 

Wonder Woman removing the chains of "prejudice," "prudery" and "man's superiority" from 

her body. [3] 

The imagery of Wonder Woman as a character is striking.  A curvy, white female with long, 

wavy black hair, clad in a red bustier, blue underpants and knee-high, red leather boots… not 

the best uniform to wear when punching Nazi’s!  Also integral to her character was her 

bullet-proof bracelets (inspired by Marston’s mistress who always wore large bracelets), the 

Lasso of Truth and a tiara that signified Wonder Woman’s regal status.  

Marston stated, “Frankly, Wonder Woman is psychological propaganda for the new type of 

woman who, I believe, should rule the world.” [4] 

There was something deeper at play with her imagery and Marston being a psychologist 

intended every bit of it. 

In episode after episode, Wonder Woman is chained, bound, gagged, lassoed, tied, fettered 

and manacled. [5] 
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It seemed that Marston had a penchant for bondage and made sure that most scripts had 

Wonder Woman being chained up…in very precise ways, for example: 

“Closeup, full length figure of WW.  Do some careful chaining here—Mars’s men are experts! 

Put a metal collar on WW with a chain running off from the panel, as though she were 

chained in the line of prisoners. Have her hands clasped together at her breast 

with double bands on her wrists, her Amazon bracelets and another set. Between these runs a 

short chain, about the length of a handcuff chain—this is what compels her to clasp her 

hands together. Then put another, heavier, larger chain between her wrist bands which hangs 

in a long loop to just above her knees. At her ankles show a pair of arms and hands, coming 

from out of the panel, clasping about her ankles. This whole panel will lose its point and spoil 

the story unless these chains are drawn exactly as described here.” [6] 

No stranger to controversy over the sexual connotations of his comic book heroine, Marston 

wrote,  “Some day I’ll make you a list of all the items about women that different people have 

been known to get passionate over—women’s hair, boots, belts, silk worn by women, gloves, 

stockings, garters, panties, bare backs. You can’t have a real woman character in any form of 

fiction without touching off a great many readers’ erotic fancies. Which is swell, I say.” [7] 

In 1975, a Wonder Woman TV series had aired and had become a ratings success.  It was set 

in America during World War 2 and starred Lynda Carter as the main character.  Her famous 

costume set the standard for every interpretation of Wonder Woman, with her skin tight 

bustier and short shorts.  As violence was frowned upon on television in the 1970’s, Wonder  
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Lynda Carter as Wonder Woman [14]  

Woman would mostly be seen pushing or shoving her enemies or doing something creative to 

get out of situations. 

It was unusual at the time to have a prominent female hero; the gender roles reversed with the 

character of Steve Trevor mostly as the damsel in distress.  Although, like in episode two of 

series one, “The Nazi Wonder Woman” it’s Steve who comes to the rescue of Wonder Woman 

only to get himself captured, she rescues him but he manages to become the hero by 

recounting how he stole some Nazi plans…which was never seen onscreen, thus taking the 

power from her.  She swoons at the sight of him and his heroism. 
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This relationship between Steve and Diana seems to be a necessary one in the context of 

Wonder Woman, as if Diana can’t exist without a male counterpart.   

Is it too much to believe in a hero without a penis?  Is there an identity crisis when dealing 

with a character like Wonder Woman?  She is a beautiful woman, but she is also a fierce 

warrior.  Stronger than human men and can stand toe to toe with even a Superman.  She is 

what a male wants to be, strong and invincible.  But she was also created by a male, an ideal 

woman, beautiful, who dresses in kinky clothing, who beats and ties up men.  She is meant to 

be a symbol for women, someone to look up to but still…she is shackled by male desire, an 

object to leer over. 

“Men look at women. Women watch themselves being looked at. This determines not only 

most relations between men and women but also the relation of women to themselves. The 

surveyor of woman in herself is male: the surveyed female. Thus she turns herself into an 

object - and most particularly an object of vision: a sight.” [8] 

  

But why did it take so long for a film to be made about the Amazonian?  After all, it wasn’t 

until 2017, that we finally seen Wonder Woman (portrayed by Israeli actor Gal Gadot) grace 

the Silver Screen.  After many years of rumours, different directors, different actors 

associated with the part and false starts, audiences were finally presented with an action 

packed and enjoyable (not without its flaws) movie that garnered glowing reviews and over 

eight hundred and twenty one million dollars at the box office. 

But why did it take so long if she is such a lucrative character?  According to the director, 

Patty Jenkins,  “The only thing I can think of is that the genre became synonymous with 
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young men, and so I think there was a concern that they wouldn't be as interested in a female 

lead and it's taken years for that to sort itself out. That's all it comes down to.” [9] 

Previous female superhero movies didn’t fare quite so well, for example, Elektra with 

Jennifer Garner in 2005, Catwoman with Halle Berry in 2004, Supergirl with Helen Slater in 

1984 or…shockingly, thats all there is.  

“Men look at women. Women watch themselves being looked at. This determines not only 

most relations between men and women but also the relation of women to themselves. The 

surveyor of woman in herself is male: the surveyed female. Thus she turns herself into an 

object - and most particularly an object of vision: a sight.” [10] 

In a film that has a female lead, the male viewer will look to any male actor that he can 

imagine himself to be, an anchor of familiarity.  In the case of of Wonder Woman again its the 

character of Steve Trevor.  He is introduced quite quickly after an all female start to the film, 

saved by the heroine but not quite helpless as a battle ensues between male German soldiers 

and female Amazonians.  The soldiers wield their rifles, an extension of the phallus, to 

dominate their female enemy but are quickly outmatched.  The warrior females are fierce, 

giant-like, gliding down from the skies firing hails of arrows but their fight is up close, 

although using swords and spears, fighting and piercing the men with their own phallic 

objects and rendering the men powerless. 

After this battle, Steve recuperates in some sort of healing bath which leads to a scene where 

he emerges naked from the water as Diana walks in.  This is a reversal of roles since its 

mostly always the female, whereas Steve is now the object of desire.  She asks if he is a 

typical example of his sex and he says, “I am…above average.” [11] 
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John Berger states, “A man’s presence suggests what he is capable of doing to you or for you. 

His presence may be fabricated, in the sense that he pretends to be capable of what he is not. 

But the pretense is always towards a power which he exercises on others.” [12] 

The power of the penis, or at least the pretense in this case, is mightier than the Amazon.  

This is her first introduction to male genitalia and from then on, she’s besotted…romance 

slowly blossoms over the course of the movie.   

As the movie is set in World War One this time, a war fought by men for men, it is ripe for 

Diana Prince to start a little castration anxiety.  She fights her way through No Man’s Land 

with just a shield, the men’s weapons rendered useless and her all male allies are left behind 

in the dust. She singlehandedly defeats a room full of soldiers, a tank and takes out a whole 

church off the backs of the men who can do nothing but watch.  This is the powerful woman, 

hear her roar. 

Again though, Steve does his best to steal the limelight back in the end as [SPOILER 

ALERT] he sacrifices himself for the greater good, becoming not just the hero but also the 

catalyst for Wonder Woman’s power as she unleashes it upon whatever end boss she was 

fighting on that green screen soundstage. 

In conclusion, the role of Wonder Woman is a complex one.  For millions of women of all 

ages, she is an icon of emancipation from the shackles of male servitude.  A powerful woman, 

a feminist symbol.  “Wonder Woman is a State of Mind” indeed.  She is also an object, 

created to be sexualised by men for men, under the guise of liberation from arcane ways of 

seeing.  When she is fighting battles in just a stylised bikini, camera shots luring around her 

behind and “up skirt” 
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