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Introduction
The superhero genre offers a glimpse at the heart of the culture that breeds it. In the case of the Marvel Cinematic Universe (MCU), the franchise’s opening film, Jon Favreu’s Iron Man (2008), presents an authentic look at the damaged heart of Tony Stark, a hypermasculine playboy millionaire with destructive tendencies towards his sleek personal property and the women he treats as his own. Tony Stark’s MCU poster boy status offers insight into the contemporary hegemonic masculinity and desirable character traits of the time. On the other hand, the adoption of Spider-Man/Peter Parker into the MCU nearly ten years later and his role as super-intern for Tony Stark sets up a convenient juxtaposition of a changed world and shift in the male archetype. This essay contends that while Tony Stark’s antiquated toxic masculinity haunts the Marvel Universe’s past, Peter Parker’s role as a young, eager, and learning understudy allows him to be an avenging figure and a friendly face for the new and revamped masculine ideal, still with room for improvement. Through an examination of key scenes from the films, the essay will first show how Tony Stark’s hyper masculinity coupled with reckless arrogance is portrayed as a desirable masculine type at the time. The focus will then shift to observing how Marvel negotiates between traditional and modern masculinity through Parker and Stark’s relationship. In direct contrast with Iron Man, Jon Watt’s Spider-Man: Homecoming (2017) provides a pedagogic journey through Peter Parker’s life as he navigates superhero-hood, manlihood, growth and adolescence and blatantly recognizes that “the world's changing [and] it's time we change, too” (Spider-Man).
Superhero films typically begin with an origin story, often a traumatic event that catalyzes a transformation for the protagonist into an improved version of themselves. This essay will adhere to a similar logic, beginning with the origin of the MCU as a baseline for a transformation of masculinity through the film franchise. Tony Stark’s persona is defined by his hypermasculinity, “a specific form of masculinity characterized by a belief that violence is manly and danger exciting, paired with a callous attitude toward women and the derision of anything considered feminine,” a form of masculinity originating from Cold War era attitudes and a masculine crisis following 9/11 (Horton, Kvarana, et al). Although Tony Stark’s depiction was once widely accepted as the norm, his character is now subject to criticism as the hegemonic form of masculinity has largely been phased out in the years since his release due to pressure from social movements such as LGBTQ+, Feminism, #MeToo and other gender equality movements. In this way, the depiction of Iron Man’s masculinity has become the MCU’s own traumatic event that it had to avenge.
Hegemonic masculinity “is not a fixed character type [and is] always contestable,” and as such, the masculine ideal has been catalyzed to transform into something more flexible, a transformation embodied in the form of Peter Parker (Connell 76). The essay will begin by providing a description of both movies, paying special attention to the role of the patriarchal father figure in the constitution of the masculine ideal superhero. The analysis will then be guided by the defining characteristics of hypermasculinity––violence and danger, callousness towards women, and derision of anything feminine––in the portrayal of Iron Man and Spider-Man in their MCU origin films through a side-by-side comparison of key scenes in order to uncover the masculine transformation that has taken place and how the MCU franchise reconciles its past. 
“I am Iron Man” -Tony Stark, Iron Man (2008)
In The Journal of Popular Culture, Ashley Sufflé Robinson argues that “The MCU’s Tony Stark represents [America’s] anxieties about its own contemporary reality” (Robinson 824). The presentation of Tony Stark’s superhero story in 2008 gives a ride-along through the American war zone of a masculinity in crisis, albeit with a drink in hand and staunch commitment to the cool-guy attitude. Before transforming into Iron Man, the film showcases Tony Stark’s status as “Visionary, Genius, American Patriot” (Iron), but more important to him is his life as a carefree gambling playboy with quick witted responses and women at his side. The first fifteen minutes of the film show Tony Stark’s luxurious alcohol and sex infused lifestyle as a celebrity weapons manufacturer, boositng his desirability through depictions of his mansion, cars, and beautiful women. That is until Tony Stark’s reality is upended after a military ride-along in Afghanistan when the terrorist group, Ten Rings, bombs Tony Stark’s convoy with Stark Industries weaponry and takes him hostage in a cave. The explosion damages Tony’s heart and sets up the eventual birth of Iron Man as he violently escapes from the cave bearing a new arc-reactor heart, a suit wielding extreme fire power and a newfound realization that Tony Stark, or perhaps more accurately, Stark Industries, needs to change. It is important to note that the criticism towards Tony Stark is rarely an attack on his character, but rather his company’s involvement in the war. In this way, his clean shaven masculine persona remains largely unscathed, but he is still able to improve in the eyes of the viewer through his shifted stance towards the war.
After his heroic escape, a traumatized Tony Stark returns to the US where he announces that he is “shutting down the weapons manufacturing division of Stark International” (Iron). Tony Stark decides to switch his focus, taking matters into his own hands and developing the Iron Man suit to achieve a more moral and personified version of the Stark Industries’ military industrial complex. It is important to note that Tony inherited his company from his deceased father Howard Stark and had been working to continue his legacy until it all literally exploded in his face. This story arc creates the primary villain of the film, Obadiah Stane a.k.a. Iron Monger, Howard Stark’s friend and Tony Stark’s business partner. In the film, Stane is depicted as a whiskey-drinking, cigar-smoking, traditionally macho man who feigns his intentions as fatherly protection for Tony Stark. The film depicts a two-fold form of the violent father-son drama, both through the legacy of Howard Stark and Stane and Tony Stark’s violent relationship, a classic trope that “[emphasizes] heroics as masculine and homosocial stories about men as most essential” (Kvaran 219). Tony Stark is forced into a predicament as he confronts his father’s past, choosing to rebel against his legacy and recreate himself as the powerful hero, finally defeating Iron Monger/Obadiah Stane––notably, a bigger version of Iron Man––and taking full control of himself and his company. As Evdokia Stefanopoulou notes, “the orchestration of his own creation gives Iron Man an empowering position of the male creator who masters the technological skills and enhances his own body” (Stefanopoulou 4). In a way, Tony Stark becomes the father of Iron Man, reconstituting himself as the powerful patriarch, but also the master of himself, granting him even more conversational power. Moreover, his status as the lead man for the MCU, constitutes him as a father figure for other heroes, a trope we see extended in Spider-Man: Homecoming.
Peter Parker: I just wanted to be like you.
Tony Stark: And I wanted you to be better.
- Spider-Man: Homecoming (2017)
	The opening scene of Spider-Man: Homecoming takes place under the rubble of Stark Tower, immediately introducing the role of Iron Man in the movie even before Peter Parker’s first on-screen appearance. The film is set in the shadow of Iron Man, and as Andre Hoffman observes in his review, “Tony Stark is the raison d’etre for the entire film, creating both the villain, the hero, the crisis, the scene and the material needed for both the climax and the denouement” (Hoffman 303). Peter Parker’s first scene comes five minutes into the movie in the form of a self-documented video before his cameo in Captain America: Civil War (2016). This is also when Peter receives the high-tech Spider-Man suit from Tony Stark with a note that says “A Minor Upgrade” (Spider-Man). Notably, Peter’s origin story is not shown, likely because of how well it has come to be known from the previous Spider-Man trilogies. Instead, the birth of Spider-Man as we know it occurs when Tony Stark takes Peter under his wings (his repulsors, to be precise) and creates Peter’s super suit, further establishing him as a father-type. Unlike Tony Stark in Iron Man, Peter's relationship with the father-figure is not one of rebellion, but rather a childish obsession with trying to be just like Tony Stark and make him proud.
From the soundtrack to cultural references like Ferris Bueller's Day Off and Risky Business, the film resembles a coming-of-age film, giving Peter the potential for growth. Peter has been reimagined as a funny and relatable 15-year-old high schooler navigating being a teenager, a hero, and the masculine expectations that come with growing up. At first, he is just a friendly neighborhood Spider Man that stops bike robberies, gives old women directions and eventually stops a bank robbery. That is until Peter becomes infatuated with wanting to do more and, in his youthful clumsiness, accidentally inflicts emotional and physical pain for himself and the people around him, such as accidentally destroying a ferry or his role in the explosion at the Washington Monument. Moreover, Peter begins to neglect his academic life to be Spider-Man, going behind Tony Stark’s back to try to bust the bad guys and prove to him that he is more than just a kid. The commentary between the father-son relationship of Tony and Peter is most clear in the conversation with Tony after Peter “screwed the pooch” trying to bust a weapons deal on a ferry (Spider-Man). In this scene, Tony flies up to where Peter is sulking and scolds him in alignment with traditional father-like reprimanding. Peter apologizes to Tony for his mistake and says “I just wanted to be like you.” to which Tony Stark replies “And I wanted you to be better” (Spider-Man). This becomes an overarching theme of the relationship in the movie, as Peter's admiration of Tony Stark is his biggest flaw and one he must overcome in order to prove himself as a worthy superhero. Regardless of his mistakes, the film unceasingly characterizes Peter as fun, exciting, likable and relatable while also critiquing Tony Stark by portraying him as an unlikable absent father-type with the same patronizing attitude as in Iron Man. In this way, Peter is positioned as the hero and masculine ideal while Tony’s character serves as a point of reference and eventual departure. Tony’s role as a masculine figure is limited to the model of “Don’t do anything I would do, and definitely don’t do anything I wouldn’t do. There’s a... There’s a little grey area in there, and that’s where you operate…” granting Peter enough wiggle room to create himself as a masculine hero that transcends the influence of Iron Man (Spider-Man).
Peter Parker’s character is juxtaposed with various other figures that serve as a point of reference for the constitution of his masculinity. Apart from Tony Stark’s father-esque role, Aunt May is introduced as the leading parental figure for Peter, with Uncle Ben completely scrapped in this iteration of Spider-Man. This allows for greater character development for a female lead and role model for Peter, in line with a liberal agenda largely absent from Iron Man and past Spider-Man films. This agenda can be seen extended in the cast diversity featuring various strong and intelligent people of color. The most prominent exhibition of the movies changed agenda comes through Michelle “MJ” who is reimagined as non-white female and a politically and socially aware student, with lines like “I was hoping to get in some light protesting in front of one of the embassies before dinner” and “I don’t really want to celebrate something that was built by slaves” in regards to the Washington Monument, or calling out Peter and his friend Ned for staring at a girl (Spider-Man). These politically aware comments are spread throughout the movie generating a common theme and recognition that times have changed. For example, the movie opens with Adrian Toomes, the owner of a clean up company, looking at his child's drawing of the Avengers; he says “Things are never gonna be the same now. I mean, look at this. You got aliens. You got big green guys tearing down buildings. When I was a kid, I used to draw cowboys and Indians.” to which his partner, Phineas Mason, replies “Actually, it's Native American, but whatever” (Spider-Man). ‘
Adrian Toomes goes on to become the villain of the movie, Vulture, an illegal weapons dealer whom we later learn is also Liz’s dad. Peter’s conflict with Toomes already places him in a position for direct comparison, but he is also presented as an alternate father figure, a father-in-law for Peter through his relationship with Liz. Toomes represents another antiquated version of toxic masculinity, the strong-gripped, threatening father-in-law who will do anything, including murder, for his family. At the end of  the movie, having had his high-tech suit taken by Stark for his reckless behavior, Peter, with his scrappy home-made suit, takes matters into his own hands and not only defeats Vulture, but also saves Vulture’s life. Through this resolution, Peter proves himself a moral and worthy Spider-Man, independent of the father-esque Tony Stark . 
 “That’s inappropriate. All right, let’s start over. You can edit it.” 
-Tony Stark, Spider-Man: Homecoming (2017)
	The rest of this paper will focus on comparing key scenes from Iron Man and Spider-Man: Homecoming that portray a drastic change in the gender expression of the masculine superhero through the three tenants that make up the definition of hypermasculinity. The first key characteristic that will be analyzed with respect to both characters is a “callous attitude toward women,” a trait clearly embodied by Tony Stark in Iron Man (Kvaran 226). The film is filled with scenes depicting Tony Stark’s entitled and vulgar attitude towards women. Just by looking at the opening scene of the film, we find two instances of insensitivity towards women: Tony makes rude and lewd comments about a female airman and then boasts about going “twelve for twelve” with Maxim cover girls (Iron). However, Tony is never held accountable for his callousness. Rather, he is always rewarded, either by giggles from supporting characters, the sexual encounters that follow or justification from the women themselves. A prime example of this comes in a scene with his assistant Pepper Potts. After treating Potts with patronizing disregard throughout the majority of the film, Tony Stark suddenly develops an affinity for her at a charity gala. As soon as he sees her, Stark beelines to Potts and coerces her to slow dance with him. Potts and Stark share a sexually tense and awkward moment on the dance floor before going outside to talk. Here, Potts calls their moment “weird,” but her concern is not with Tony’s action, rather it is with her own reputation in front of her co-workers. In fact, Potts justifies Stark’s inappropriate actions for him, saying “You don’t understand because you’re you. And everybody knows exactly who you are and how you are with girls and all that, which is completely fine” (Iron). In the scene’s closing, Potts and Stark almost kiss, and the rest of the movie continues to develop her as the primary love interest. 
The question, however, is if the MCU continues to uphold and justify Tony’s callousness as “fine”? We can find the answer in his first scene in Spider-Man: Homecoming. Peter and Tony are in the back of a car heading home after the Civil War battle scene. Peter is filming for his video diary when Tony suggests they make an alibi video for Peter’s Aunt May. The camera turns to show both of them and Tony leans in to say “Hey, May. How you doing? What are you wearing? Something skimpy, I hope.” He chuckles at his own obscene joke, but more importantly, Peter turns to frown at him in dismay, forcing Tony to recognize that “That’s inappropriate” (Spider-Man). Similar scenes are spread throughout the film with multiple instances of Peter confronting others’ callousness towards his aunt; at the deli, the restaurant, and with Tony Stark. While the movie makes a blatant recognition of the ‘wrong way’ to talk about and to women, it also provides a pedagogic tool for Peter and viewers alike to learn how to be a good man. After Peter respectfully asks Liz to homecoming, he rushes home to ask May for help. The scene shows a montage of May helping Peter get ready for the school dance, as he learns how to tie a tie and dance. The key learning moment comes when May is dropping Peter off at Liz’s house and asks “It’s game day. So, what’s the plan?” to which Peter responds, walking us through how he will show Liz respect without being creepy: “Open the door for her…Tell her she looks nice, but not too much because that’s creepy. And, uh, when I dance with her, I’m putting my hands on her hips. I got this” (Spider-Man). The movie gives viewers a step-by-step of how to act properly as a man, a stark departure (pun intended) from the callous lessons from Iron Man.
	Peter’s emotional capacity in comparison to Tony’s is also telling of a shifting attitude towards traditionally feminine traits. Tony’s emotional trauma is continually portrayed as one stemming from physical pain; with blood gushing from his chest, scenes of him suffocating or being stomped on by an iron giant, Tony doesn’t shed a single tear, and is rather cool under pressure. According Kara M. Kvaran, subtle form of victimization is a trope that enables white men to “identify with the rhetoric of crisis and use representations of bodily or emotional trauma to create the archetype of the wounded white male” (Kvaran, 224) Unlike Tony Stark, Peter is presented as much more emotionally intelligent. This is evident in his relationship with Aunt May who is portrayed as a strong parental figure for Peter and allows for great emotional development. On multiple occasions, Aunt May pushes Peter to talk openly about his emotions and Peter is portrayed as emotionally vulnerable (yes, Spider-Man cries too), a divergence from the typical strong male figure like Tony Stark. 
“The age-old question: is it better to be feared or respected? 
I say, is it too much to ask for both?” -Tony Stark, Iron Man (2008)
	Tony Stark’s masculine strength is further emphasized through his embrace of violence and danger. Stark is shown as a flashy pyromaniac who walks through fire, pushes himself to the limits and stands in the way of bullets. In the movie, he is as much a stuntman as he is a superhero, flying through the LA traffic in his new suit, pushing it to dangerous heights, and dueling with military aircrafts. Two of the most iconic images from the film are of Tony Stark or Iron Man casually posing against an exploding, fiery backdrop. His attitude towards danger further defines him as hypermasculine. In comparison, the young Peter Parker is much less confident in the face of danger. Actually, his biggest skill is risk aversion and restraint through his agility and web-shooting abilities. We see Peter’s attitude towards danger in various scenes such as when he nervously rushes up the Washington Monument in DC and remarks “Oh, I'm gonna die” or when he hastily shoots webs as he tries to salvage a ferry that has been split in half (Spider-Man). Still, of course, Peter does his best to save the day but it is never in the same comfort towards danger that Tony Stark shows.
	The violent attitude of both characters are also vastly different. Tony Stark loves big explosions and has seemingly no issue killing. Moreover, his personal property stands no chance when he is testing his Iron Man suit, shooting and destroying his house and cars on multiple occasions. His relationship with violence is presented as part of him, as something that comes with being Iron Man. Peter is by no means free of destructive tendencies, in fact he is routinely creating collateral damage. However, the way in which his violence is portrayed is not one that is rooted in his nature, but an accidental one that he can improve on and overcome; it is not because he is a superhero or a man, it is because he is young and clumsy. In this way, the movie provides a form of discourse that acknowledges the potential for superheroes and men alike to change their ways.
“Thank you, Mr. Stark. But I’m good.”
-Peter Parker, Spider-Man: Homecoming (2017)
	The analysis conducted in this paper has shown that the MCU has acknowledged and departed from Tony Stark toxic hypermasculinity and transformed its definition of the ideal masculine type through Peter Parker in Spider-Man: Homecoming. The film places Peter’s masculine type at the forefront in the place of Tony Stark, who has been subjected to criticism. However, Tony Stark’s prominent role in the film poses a challenge to the analysis of ‘ideal masculine types’ because Stark’s influence is still felt and even haunts Peter. The film solves this problem in two ways: by portraying Peter as imperfect and through the final scene that shows a departure from Tony Stark. The portrayal of Peter Parker is by no means intended to represent the perfect man, but rather a flawed man with drive and room for improvement. This form of masculinity is in line with the contemporary pressures on gender identity; it is a form that is malleable and adaptable, a departure from the hard-ironed masculinity towards a humble and well-intended growth. The film is not without its diversity issues, having once again cast a white male, however, big strides are made in the supporting cast, and moreover, the Spider-Man film that follows, Spider-Man: Into the Spider-Verse (2018), continues to build on the idea of flexible masculinity by casting a black-latino Spider-Man in Miles Morales. 
Most importantly, however, Spider-Man: Homecoming gives the MCU the opportunity to avenge its past and depart from Iron Man as the leading male role model. Despite his role as father-figure and MCU poster boy, Tony Stark’s status is subverted by Peter Parker in the film. This theme is accentuated in one of the final scenes of Spider-Man: Homecoming where Tony Stark congratulates Peter for an excellent job defeating Vulture by giving him a tour of the new Avengers’ facility and offering Peter a spot on the Avengers team. In a surprising turn of events, Peter politely declines his offer by saying “​​Thank you, Mr. Stark. But I’m good.…I’d rather just stay on the ground for a little while. Friendly neighborhood Spider-Man” (Spider). The movie’s resolution is Peter’s rejection of Stark, his antiquated masculinity and destructive heroism in favor of improving himself. It is a rejection of the past in favor of the present, moreover, a present that looks towards the future. Peter becomes the masucline hero of the time and embodies a new form of masculinity that rejects the traditions of hypermasculinity and recognizes that there is always room to improve.
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