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Shazam!. Performances by Zachary Levi, Mark Strong, Asher Angel, 

2019. Film.

Shazam!

t(w)een street urchin named Billy Batson (played with powerful emotional tact by Asher Angel) is 

Hounsou), he must confront the power-hungry witch, Dr. Thaddeus Sivana (Mark Strong), and his 

good-versus-bad angle intermingles with Billy’s multicultural foster family arc – throughout which he 
Gremlins-like posse 

– Shazam!

message: no one is born a hero and not all loving families are those one is born into.

 Pitched to director David F. Sandberg as Big

dwell on franchise-building – a phenomenon currently oversaturating the superhero cinematic 
market – but focuses instead on the coming-of-age story of a troubled fourteen-year-old boy who 

numerous changes, Billy bounces from one foster home to another, searching for his biological 
mother and often clashing with different forms of authority. After one such incident, Child Protective 
Services arranges for him to live with the ever-welcoming Victor and Rosa Vasquez (Cooper Andrews 

refuses to bond with his seventh foster family. However, it is this very family that imbibes Shazam! 

outing is devoid of Hollywood’s often cumbersome depiction of foster parents as either monstrous 
or sacred. Talking to Deadline’s Dino-Day Ramos, in “Shazam! Director David F. Sandberg Talks 
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of it” (n.p.). In this regard, Shazam! The Goonies (1985) and The 

Incredibles (2004), interweaving the importance of kinship with the larger-than-life frays between 
Shazam and Dr. Sivana.

superhero growth, as revealed in popping dialogues he shares with his crutch-dependent foster 
brother, Freddy Freeman (Jack Dylan Grazer in a fun, show-stealing performance), who is also a 
wisecracking, superhero enthusiast, acutely aware of the meta-human era he grew up in. However, 
no matter the arsenal of superpowers at Billy’s disposal, none can shield him from having his heart 
broken by his biological mother. In revealing she deserted him when he was a toddler because she 
felt inept to raise him, Shazam! implicitly tackles the challenges of teenage pregnancy and becomes 
a “vehicle for exploring Deep Issues about blended families,” as David French deems it in “Shazam! 

racially diverse superhero clan to appear on the silver screen. Though French’s doubts that “the 

Shazam! does not fall victim to a merely 
 1

preoccupied with delineating the personal growth of a white male protagonist, but central to Billy’s 

girl; Darla Dudley (Faithe Herman), a kind-hearted African-American girl; the tech-savvy Asian boy, 

Shazam! broadens 

originally penned by Geoff Johns and Gary Frank in 2011 (Samuel, n.p.). As he confessed to Adam 
Yahoo Entertainment

family made up of a very racially diverse group of kids and 
parents, that also includes a handicapped child, means that 
we have a very cool privilege to represent a lot of under-
represented people. And that’s very groovy. (n.p.) 

be vehicles for role-models whom people of the same age, race, religion, gender, sexual orientation, 
or familial and material status can look up to and feel a sense of community. Shazam! succeeds in 
this process because it promotes the Vasquez foster family’s human elements, which the viewer 
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immediately recognises and empathises with. Granted, the character of Billy/Shazam can be read 

parents’ and children’s stories are equally important and represented organically: Freddy copes with 

struggles with his performance at school; and even Rosa questions some of her actions as a foster 
mother. Pedro’s sexual orientation is treated elegantly as well. When the foster kids are endangered 

happens to be a strip club he visited earlier when transformed into Shazam. Pedro’s casual remark 
that “it’s not his thing” queers him in what some may take for a blink-and-you-will-miss-it scene. 
However, unlike Avengers: Endgame

straight character in the Marvel Cinematic Universe, but delivered a disposable cameo by director 
Joe Russo, Shazam!

inclusivity. As Pedro becomes a valuable member of the superhero family by the end, rather than 

 Furthermore, when Dr. Sivana openly threatens his foster family, Billy stops abusing his 
abilities and becomes a conduit of not only wizardly power but also of the camaraderie of his true 

mighty Council of Wizards (collectively known as the adult Shazamily), he literally and metaphorically 
unlocks his greatest power. With all hands on deck, they best Dr. Sivana and the Seven Deadly 

PinkNews’ Tufayel 
Ahmed, “that family is not about blood, but about bond” (n.p.). This conception is only furthered by 

it harkens back to Sivana’s drive to act wickedly. Continually belittled by his older brother and 
discarded by his father and the same Wizard who turned Billy into his champion, Sivana eventually 
self-destructs in his blinding quest for power because he is not supported by a heart-warming family 
like Billy’s. 

 The aforementioned values are enhanced by Shazam! being set around Christmastime, 
which generally boasts togetherness, peace, and understanding, and sees its titular hero(es) 
roaming the streets of Philadelphia. Though it may be scrutinised as ‘too American’ for these creative 

Shazam!

family embraces Billy, with and without his numerous missteps.2 Ultimately, Shazam! may not be 

truly means nothing if you have nobody to share it with, emphasising the importance of a family 
that respects you for who you are and helps you become who you want to be. Whether biological, 

Shazam! accepts 
and makes room for everyone. And so, too, should the world.
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NOTES

1. 

Vaughn’s Kick-Ass (2010), Josh Trank’s Chronicle (2012), Don Hall and Chris Williams’s Big Hero 6 
(2014), Dean Israelite’s Power Rangers (2017), and especially Bob Persichetti, Peter Ramsey, and 
Rodney Rothman’s Spider-Man: Into the Spider-Verse (2018).

2. 

Shazamily, allowing the viewer to empathise with each of its members on a much deeper level than 
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