
he 32nd President of the United States, 
Franklin D. Roosevelt, said in his first inau-
gural address, “The only thing we have to 

fear… is fear itself.” At the time, he was referring 
to the fear people felt in the Great Depression. 
From 1929 to 1939, Americans’ fears concerned the 
lack of work, lack of money, and lack of food.  In 
2016, however, Roosevelt’s words are a more apt 
description of Americans’ xenophobia. A more 
contemporary version might read “The only thing 
American people of color and LGBTQ identity 
have to fear… is white, heterosexual fear itself.” 
Fear of people whom straight, white people view 
as the “other,” those whom we identify as unfa-
miliar or dissimilar to ourselves, is rampant 
American society today. Professor of History of 
Religions at the University of Chicago Bruce Lin-
coln says, “At times, myths are stories in which 
some people narrate others, and at times the exis-
tence of those others is itself the product of mythic 
discourse” (211). The idea that people of color and 
non-heterosexual people are different from white, 
heterosexual people in some fundamental way is a 
product of mythic discourse. This fear of the "oth-
er" has come from generations of bigotry, passed 
down through a collective cultural narrative that 
says those who are different from us are lesser. 
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That repeated narration became fact in later gen-
erations’ eyes.  

Comic books are one form of our mythic dis-
course; they are fantastical stories in which writ-
ers narrate people we have never known outside 
of their pages: superheroes. Peter Coogan, direc-
tor of the Institute for Comic Studies, defines a 
superhero as “a heroic character with a selfless, 
pro-social mission; with superpowers—ex-
traordinary abilities, advanced technology, or 
highly developed physical, mental, or mystical 
skills” (30). Superheroes have become a perma-
nent part of our culture.   

For 75 years, writers have used comic books 
to mold the minds of their readers, and sway 
their thinking. The documentary Comic Book Su-
perheroes Unmasked! (2003) lays out a history in 
which comics have succeeded in persuading 
readers to think certain ways, starting during 
World War II when writers used superheroes like. 

Comic books are also an excellent reflection 
of society at times. For example, in Captain Ameri-
ca Comics #1 from 1941, Captain America is intro-
duced to audiences by “decking Hitler” (“Cap-
tain”). The need for a hero—a heterosexual, white 
male hero, of course—to help win the war was a 
reflection of our society’s main concern at that 
time. We see comic writers react to societal values 
throughout the history of comics. Another exam-
ple is the major shift in a majority of comic book 
characters’ personalities and appearances around 
the year 2000: “At the start of the 21st century, 
most characters were more violent, more cynical, 
and more sexually active than ever before. In 
other words, they reflected their world, as popu-
lar culture always does” (Comic).  Writers 
changed these superheroes—such as Batman, 
Superman, Wonder Woman, and Starfire—from 
their more wholesome, original versions to ex-
press their audience's new societal expectations. 
These superheroes are so intricately linked with 
societal standards that they have become some of 
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our most recognizable icons. Patrick L. Eagan 
begins his essay “A Flag With A Human Face” 
with the words “Defender of Truth, Justice, and 
the American Way!” then goes on to say “The 
very phrase calls up a vivid image of a muscular 
man in blue tights and crimson cape…” (88) We 
all immediately know to whom Eagan is refer-
ring.  There are myriad superheroes, but some are 
better known than others. Among these are DC’s 
Superman, Batman, and Wonder Woman, as well 
as Marvel’s Spider-Man, the Avengers, and the X-
Men. 

The story of the X-Men is particularly rele-
vant to our modern-day social and political cli-
mates. The X-Men are a group of mutants “sworn 
to protect a world that hates and fears 
them” (Comic). The public of this series often calls 
our heroes freaks, or sees them as a threat. This 
continuous conflict between the X-Men and soci-
ety makes them relatable to anyone who feels like 
an outsider, regardless of what way they feel dif-
ferent. Since first publication in 1963, the X-Men 
comic books have sold over 270 million copies, 
while seven X-Men movies have grossed $3.05 
billion worldwide (Sisolak). Enough people feel 
the desire to identify with these fictional out-
siders that feeling discriminated against by soci-
ety as a whole is clearly an issue in real life.  In 
Comic Book Superheroes Unmasked!, Lee says, “The 
X-Men are [sic] very relevant because above and 
beyond everything else, it’s a story of bigotry, of 
these people who are hated because they’re dif-
ferent, even though they’re good.” The writers of 
the X-Men comic books and the directors of the 

movies have always held fast to this anti-discrim-
inatory message, and about the parallel between 
the fictional struggle of the mutants and the real-
life struggle of non-white and LGBTQ Americans. 
Both of these groups struggled for centuries for 
various legal rights—including the right to vote 
and the right to marry—that white, heteronorma-
tive culture had denied them. Although the Fif-
teenth Amendment gave people of color the right 
to vote in 1870 and the Supreme Court legalized 

same-sex marriage nationwide in June of 2015, 
both rulings have faced resistance from the pub-
lic, which makes it clear that discrimination 
against these groups is still prevalent in our soci-
ety.    

A main complaint from fans about the X-Men 
series is that, although its writers attempt to rep-
resent the struggles of oppressed groups, and de-
spite the existence of a large number of extremely 
diverse characters, the writers still portray white 
heterosexuals, mostly males, as the main protag-
onists. Such characters include Wolverine, Cy-
clops, Jean Gray, and Rogue. Kelly Sue DeCon-
nick, writer of the new Captain Marvel comics, 
comments on this problem: “There’s this perva-
sive notion that the white male is the… basic 
model human and anything NOT white male is a 
variant edition” (qtd. in Abad-Santos). Promoting 
these characters as the figureheads of the move-
ment for acceptance perpetuates a harmful notion 
that the only way we can accept those who are 
different is through the voice of a familiar, trust-
worthy figure—usually a white male. With De-
Connick’s words in mind, there are other charac-
ters through whom a message of universal accep-
tance could be better spoken—namely, Mystique.  
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Mystique is a character in Marvel’s X-Verse 
who first appeared in Ms. Marvel #16 in 1978 
(Housel, “X-Women”). Created by Chris Clare-
mont and Dave Cockrum, she is a shapeshifter 
whose main form is that of a blue woman with 
yellow snake eyes. She can mimic the appearance 
and voice of anyone. She is often allied with 
Magneto, a main antagonist of the X-Men. How-
ever, on several occasions, both in the solo comic 
series Mystique and the movies First Class (2011) 
and Days of Future Past (2014), she works together 
with the X-Men to protect mutant kind. Her char-
acter is openly bisexual, and she often uses her 
shapeshifting powers to change genders, making 
her literally gender fluid. She is the ultimate 
“Other,” because she stands out both physically 
in her true blue form, and mentally in her gender 
identification. Mystique is the best representative 
of the two main struggles that Marvel’s X-Men 
metaphorically represent: the struggle for racial 
equality and the struggle for LGBTQ civil rights. 
 The writers downplaying any heroic action she 
performs, while amplifying her villainous side, 
bespeaks our fear of long-term acceptance of 
those who are different from us, a fear which is 
responsible for the perpetually unfulfilled state of 
civil rights in America. 

A young Magneto says in X-Men: Days of Fu-
ture Past (2014), “Humanity has always feared 
that which is different.” In the real world, “hu-
manity” means White people, specifically 
straight, white males, who have a long history of 
despising and fearing those who are different. 
Their fears today seem to center on racial and 
gender equality. 

There are other X-Men whom some may ar-
gue better represent the struggle for racial equali-
ty due to having no choice about standing out. 
These include Beast, with his large stature and 
blue fur, Emma Frost, with her diamond-like 
skin, and Nightcrawler, with his blue skin, three-
fingered hands, and tail. But Mystique’s ability to 
fit in, and her non-use of that ability, makes her a 
unique case. Writers address this issue in X2: X-

Men United (2003), when Nightcrawler asks Mys-
tique why she doesn’t always use her ability to fit 
in with society. She answers, “Because we 
shouldn’t have to” (X2). Her confidence in her 
identity as a mutant, although not something she 
always possessed (as evidenced by her desire to 
be normal in X-Men: First Class) makes her the 
most fitting figurehead for the ambitious connec-
tion between racial oppression and bias in the 
comics and in reality. 

Since white European colonists first came 
here, Whites have been oppressing the “Other.” It 
started with Native Americans, who lived here 
long before the colonists arrived. That oppression 
has continued throughout the history of the US, 
including today. The North Dakota pipeline con-
flict is an ongoing example of discrimination 
against and oppression of Native Americans. The 
militarized, extended stand-off between pro-
testors and the police started in early 2016 because 
the Standing Rock Sioux tribe, whose land the 
pipeline runs through, states that not only would 
the pipeline violate sacred ground, but also put 
the tribe’s water supply at risk. The originally-
submitted route of the pipeline through Bismarck, 
ND, was rejected to “protect wells that would 
serve the municipal water supply” (Thorbecke). 
Reverend Jesse Jackson, a prominent civil rights 
activist, called its rerouting away from non-Native 
land “the ripest case of environmental racism” he 
had seen in a long time (qtd. in Thorbecke). White 
males founded America on a basis of racist dis-
courses and actions that still resonate 500 years 
later.  

In those 500 years, Whites have also enslaved 
Africans, and treated non-European immigrants 
as untrustworthy, despite America purportedly 
being a land of opportunity. African Americans 
winning freedom from slavery in 1863 was just 
the beginning of the changes that needed to be 
made. People of color then had to fight for the 
right to vote and to end legal segregation. Whites 
still discriminate against African Americans every 
day. Discrimination can be found blatantly in the 

 3

Brainstorm v. IX (2017)



active shooting and/or killing of many unarmed 
African Americans by white men, such as the in-
cidents in which a White civilian killed Trayvon 
Martin in 2012 in Miami, FL (“Trayvon”), and in 
which a White police officer killed Michael 
Brown in 2014 in Ferguson, MO (“What”), both 
out of fear. However, discrimination also can 
more subtly rear its ugly head when employers 
are significantly more likely to hire white appli-
cants over African Americans. Researchers sent 
fake job applications in response to 1,300 help-
wanted ads using names that sounded “very 
white” or “very African-American,” with varying 
quality of résumés, and recorded the callback rate 
documented this type of discrimination on a large 
scale. They found that “applicants with white-
sounding names are 50 percent more likely to get 
called for an initial interview than applicants 
with African-American-sounding 
names” (Bertrand). The public often forgets this 
sort of discrimination, but an incident at the Uni-
versity of Oklahoma in March of 2015—when a 
member of the Sigma Alpha Epsilon (SAE) frater-
nity shared a video of fellow members singing 
about how a person of color would never be wel-
come in that fraternity, using racial slurs and ref-
erences to lynching (“Racist”)—reminded the na-
tion that our racism extends beyond police brutal-
ity into the casual racism of our everyday lives.   

We also stereotype Americans from countries 
in the Middle East, regardless of their religion (or 
any other trait), as Islamic terrorists. Since Sep-
tember 11, 2001, fear and hatred of anyone who 
appears to be of Middle Eastern descent has esca-
lated immensely. In 2011, the Pew Research Cen-
ter surveyed Muslim Americans about their 
treatment as U.S. citizens, and “many said that 
they had been singled out by airport security offi-
cers and that people had acted suspicious of them 
or called them offensive names” (Morello). Amer-
ica is still struggling wit racial inequality, despite 
the fact that we have myriad anti-discrimination 
laws to combat such racism. 

The writers of X-Men use their comics to illus-
trate the pain of a life filled with discrimination—
the life of the Other. Occasionally they engage the 
issue directly, such as when a character called An-
archist tells a reporter, “I’m a black mutant. In this 
country, that’s like being black with a little black 
added” (qtd. in Shyminsky 389). Here the writers 
are clearly calling out the institution of racism in 
the United States by directly equating the dis-
crimination he faces as a mutant to the discrimi-
nation he faces as an African American. 

Like Anarchist, Mystique has spent her whole 
life facing persecution for her outward differ-
ence—and for her powers. More than the other X-
Men, she knows how difficult, dangerous, and 
lonely it is to be different. The longevity of her life 
magnifies the pain. We know from “…Mystique 
herself [that] her powers manifested when she 
was twelve years old and she had to fight just to 
survive” (“Raven”). No one is sure exactly how 
old Mystique is now, but we know that “her earli-
est meeting with her friend Destiny (Irene Adler) 
occurred at ‘the dawn of the 20th 
century’” (“Raven”).  In these depictions, she al-
ready appears to be an adult. In her first meeting 
with Logan, the X-Man also known as Wolverine, 
the two are blindfolded side-by-side in Mexico, 
and about to be killed. When Logan asks why she 
has been sentenced to death, and she answers that 
she was born with the wrong colored skin, he 
makes the assumption that she is African Ameri-
can. This dialogue immediately alerts the audi-
ence not only to the discrimination African Amer-
icans faced before the Civil Rights Movement, but 
also the discrimination Mystique has faced since 
birth due to her blue skin.  

Mystique is also the X-Men’s best metaphor 
for the struggle of LGBTQ people. First, Mystique 
is openly bisexual.  Early on in her storyline, she 
teams up with Destiny, a blind psychic.  “The two 
women would soon become lifelong friends and 
lovers…” (“Raven”). And she has had relation-
ships with several men, bearing two children  
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from different men as a result. Additionally, Mys-
tique’s powers as a shapeshifter allow her to be 
gender fluid.  As comics scholar Rebecca Housel 
puts it, “[Mystique’s] nature is an unstable, 
changing duality.  She is not just female, but also 
may be male” (Housel, “Myth”), which is compa-
rable not only to people with a gender fluid iden-
tity, but also those with a non-binary identity. 
Both of these groups are constantly questioned by 
a society that seeks to pin them to a single gender. 
Mystique faces a similar questioning from society. 
They seem to need to know who she “really” is, 
when, as a shapeshifter, she does not have an ob-
vious, set identity. 

Although there is no mention of discrimina-
tion against Mystique and Destiny as a lesbian 
couple, it’s worth noting that writer Claremont 
originally intended “…that Mystique and Destiny 
be Nightcrawler’s biological parents…” (qtd. in 
Stauffer), but Marvel rejected the idea as alto-
gether too controversial. The idea that two 
women could raise a child, let alone create one 
reproductively, was unthinkable during the reign 
of the Comic Code Authority (CCA) starting in 
1954, a group that reviewed comics before their 
publication to ensure that they were acceptable 
for consumption by the public (Comic). The 
CCA’s rejection of the idea would not be shocking 
in modern day, either, considering the ongoing 
controversies over adoption of children by homo-
sexual couples, as well as the stigma around arti-
ficially inseminating lesbian couples. There are 
also never any scenarios in which Mystique, as a 
man, attempts to seduce a woman or a gay man 
(Stauffer). Having her do so would be an oppor-
tunity to express the identity of gender fluidity, 
but Mystique’s bisexuality as a woman is the fur-
thest Marvel’s writers have pushed the discus-
sion. They allow her to appear as male, but since 
she is depicted in her main form as female, they 
do not allow a connection to her sexuality as a 
male. Despite the writers’ clear desire to show 
solidarity with LGBTQ people’s plight in real life, 
either societal pressure or personal fear prevents 

them from taking every opportunity to use the 
metaphor to liberate us from oppressive discours-
es. 

The X-Men’s relationship to the struggle of 
LGBTQ people is based in two particular areas. 
First, it is based in the idea that many mutants 
choose to “come out” to their loved ones and to 
society, when they could hide their identities as 
mutants. The language of this struggle is used 
throughout the movie franchise, and while it is 
not true of the situations of all the mutants, it is a 
recurring theme that they are unable to gain ac-
ceptance. In X2: X-Men United, we witness Bobby, 
later known as Iceman, coming out to his parents 
as a mutant. Their reaction is all too familiar to 
many LGBTQ people: “Have you ever tried… not 
being a mutant?” His writers had his character 
come out as gay in 2016. Second, the metaphor 
delves into the sick societal idea that there might 
be a “cure” for non-heterosexuals. In X3: The Last 
Stand (2006), a scientist develops a serum that re-
verses the mutant gene, and advertises it as a 
“cure.” While some mutants line up to become 
normal to prevent further discrimination, many 
are disgusted by the idea. In one scene, we see the 
inventor of the serum, the father of a mutant, 
strapping his son down and trying to forcefully 
“cure” him. Luckily, the son’s mutation gives him 
large, powerful wings that carry him to safety in 
the nick of time. However, when heterosexual 
people attempt to force conversion from LGBTQ 
identities in the real world, most must endure it. 
In a way all too similar to that scene, children are 
sometimes forced into aversion therapy by their 
parents. A recent bill sponsored by Oklahoma 
Representative Sally Kern is designed to protect 
aversion therapy defines it as 

…any counseling by a mental health provider 
that exposes or asks a client or patient to un-
dergo physical pain, such as electroshock or 
electroconvulsive therapy, touch therapy, 
pornography exposure or vomit-induction 
therapy, in order to change sexual behaviors 
or gender-identity expressions and/or to 
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eliminate or reduce sexual or romantic attrac-
tions or feelings toward individuals of the 
same sex. (Stern) 

This bill states that children under the age of 18 
may be forced to undergo aversion therapy if the 
parents so choose. We feel sickened watching a 
father try to forcefully reverse the mutation of his 
son in the fictional scenario in X3. We should be 
absolutely repulsed about the reality of the situa-
tion. We are allowing fear to prevent us from 
viewing those who are different as equals. This 
fear pushes us to try to change them into some-
one “acceptable,” when all people are already 
equals, no matter how “deviant” they are from a 
heterosexual, White identity.  

Our discrimination arrives also in the forms 
of individuals and institutions denying the legal-
ly-granted rights of LGBTQ people. Kim Davis, a 
county clerk in Kentucky, denied a gay couple the 
right to marry in 2015 based on her personal reli-
gious beliefs, even though the national govern-
ment had extended this right to LGBTQ people. 
Even though this particular incident was righted, 
this wasn’t a one-time occurrence in the US 
(Castillo and Conlon). The biggest current gender 
controversy is the so-called “Bathroom Law” 
passed by North Carolina and in other states, in-
cluding Mississippi and Tennessee, in 2016. Such 
laws require transgender people to use the re-
stroom that corresponds with the sex on their 
birth certificate. Additionally, they allow busi-
nesses to discriminate against LGBTQ people if 
they so desire. Although this kind of legislation 
has garnered major backlash, as of this writing 
these states are refusing to overturn the legisla-
tion. White House Press Secretary Josh Earnest 
commented on the slew of bills: “Specific laws 
like this that seek to target and marginalize one 
small segment of the population is nothing less 
than mean-spirited… This is a good illustration 
that the fight for civil rights is not over” (qtd. in 
Bendery). Fictional politicians try to pass such 
laws in the X-Verse. Mystique is intimately famil-
iar with them, and such hateful actions are why 

she played a major role in the various incarna-
tions of The Brotherhood of Mutants. 

When Mystique re-founded the Brotherhood 
after its original disbandment, the group’s ideol-
ogy was a reaction to the targeting of mutants by 
humanity. They were violent and vengeful, cer-
tainly, but villainizing the Brotherhood without 
scrutiny, as many readers did and continue to do, 
delegitimizes the anger and fear upon which the 
group was rightfully founded.   

Accepting Mystique as a villain is easy for 
audiences because she is different from us.  Mys-
tique is a bisexual, blue shapeshifter that we can-
not pin down into one category. Her differences 
make her untrustworthy in our eyes. However, 
Mystique has done many admirable things that 
her writers downplay because she is so vastly 
divergent from our views of the normal and the 
virtuous. 

Mystique has performed great feats for the X-
Men and other mutants that they appreciate in 
the moment, but then quickly forget. The darkest 
example is in X-Factor #130, when she assassi-
nates her son, Graydon Creed, which saves all 
mutants from the war he proposed against them 
as a presidential candidate. At first, she tries to 
protect him from his backers, who plan to betray 
him (“Raven”), which shows that she still has 
some compassion for him, despite his unyielding 
hatred of her. There are other instances in which 
she exhibits admirable qualities. When Rogue is 
struggling with her powers and the things she has 
done, Mystique, albeit begrudgingly, allows her 
to leave the Brotherhood and join up with Profes-
sor X, Mystique’s enemy at the time, so that she 
could have a chance at a happy life (“Raven”). We 
also see her turn the Brotherhood into the Free-
dom Force, a group that works for the U.S. gov-
ernment, and fights in the Gulf War (“Raven”). In 
the series Mystique, Forge (a Cheyenne mutant 
who works with, but is not a part of the X-Men), 
summarizes one of her greater victories: “You 
recovered the mutant strain of smallpox, neutral-
ized a new threat, saved your field handler… all 
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without taking a single life” (Mystique #10). An-
other major example of her heroism is in the X-
Men movie, Days of Future Past (2014), when Mys-
tique poses as President Nixon to protect him 
from Magneto. She then disarms Magneto, and 
subsequently chooses to spare the life of the sci-
entist who has developed the anti-mutant 
weapons that will destroy the mutant race in the 
future. Despite her adherence to the good, the X-
Men never trust, nor accept her, and consequent-
ly, neither does the audience. Suzanne Stauffer 
elaborates on this phenomenon: “Although she 
served for a time as a secret agent of Professor X 
and claims to want to join the X-Men, she has 
never been accepted onto the team.” The straight, 
White X-Men—and a few exceptions, such as the 
Egyptian X-Woman, Storm—refuse to accept her, 
permanently seeing her as untrustworthy, even if 
she is the hero of the day.  

The writers of the ever-growing X-Verse 
comics are using the powers they possess to actu-
ally do good. Their thinly-veiled metaphors re-
mind us to treat all people with respect, no matter 
how different from us they are. Marvel writers 
are creating an increased number of diverse char-
acters, such as the new Ms. Marvel, whom they 
reimagined “as a teenage Muslim-American 
girl” (Abad-Santos), who have the ability to open 
the eyes of readers who may not believe that a 
person of color or an LGBTQ person can be a 
hero. However, their on-again, off-again portrayal 
of Mystique as a villain sends a mixed message to 
readers about what they should really think of 
her. The character description on Comic Vine, the 
self-proclaimed largest comic database, says it all: 
“True to her name, the shape shifting Mystique is 
an enigma. Is she a mutant terrorist determined 
to bring about the end of humanity, or a misguid-
ed mutant with a good heart?” (“Mystique”). De-
spite its own ambivalence in this description, the 
website lists Mystique as #18 on their list “Top 
100 Comic Book Villains IGN.” This ranking is 
very decisive on her status as a villain, even 
though the writers at this website are aware of 
her good deeds. Her differences prevent us from 

remembering all the good she has done. Her writ-
ers have created a marvelously complicated char-
acter, but they mask her goodness while empha-
sizing her dark side. They categorize her simply 
as a villain. Their writing reflects society’s mis-
trust of those different from us, even if they have 
helped us. But by bending to this stereotype, they 
are also perpetuating it. They have the power to 
show Mystique’s complexities, which would al-
low readers to view her the way each and every 
person ought to be viewed. And as Uncle Ben 
once said, “With great power comes great respon-
sibility” (Spider-Man). We, as Americans and as 
comic book fans, ought to hold them to the level 
of responsibility they have taken on for them-
selves.  

We all need to care about our fellow humans 
and their rights, no matter who we are. People are 
vastly diverse in appearances, ideas, and identi-
ties, but we are all people. It is time that we stop 
letting our fear of those who are different from us 
make it seem acceptable to oppress one another, 
and to take away their rights. People across the 
United States have their legal rights denied to 
them by individuals or by government institu-
tions that believe they can subvert federal law. 
Basic human rights that our government has ex-
tended to all people must be respected by all. If 
we do not extend full rights to those who are dif-
ferent from us, we ourselves should not expect 
those rights to be fully extended to us. In our cur-
rent state of divisiveness, we will only continue to 
destroy one another with hate. Although centuries 
of negative cultural narration may seem too 
monolithic to overcome, we who recognize the 
problem must fight tooth and nail to break it 
down, educating and spreading love as we go. 
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