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  LARGER THAN LIFE The Mythological Role of the Superhero in Society


  What is a superhero? Though the answer to this question may seem self-explanatory, it really isn’t. After all, many of the attributes we often associate with superheroes don’t always apply to all of them, as the definition can be a bit broader than one would think. Coming up with defining criteria can be a bit challenging. Clearly, it’s a whole lot more specific than just “superheroes are fictional good guys”: So what about them makes them what they are, and what makes them stand out as a specific genre beyond just “characters who fight the bad guys”?


  For instance, do we say that to be a superhero there must be a costume? While true of the lion’s share of them, it’s far from comprehensive. Charlton/DC Comics’ the Question (inspiration for Watchmen’s Rorschach) wears a business suit, as does Will Eisner’s the Spirit, and John Constantine (is Constantine even a superhero?). The Hulk is barely wearing anything at all, let alone a costume. Swamp Thing and Groot are naked. And characters like Ghost Rider, Hellboy, and even the Mighty Thor aren’t really wearing costumes so much as what they would consider to be their normal, everyday attire—insofar as such a concept can apply to such otherworldly beings. Do they require a fancy code name? Tell that to Constantine, as well as Zatanna, Jessica Jones, and both Jean Grey and Luke Cage, who long ago ditched their respective “Marvel Girl” and “Power Man” assignations. Some, like Rocket Racoon and Dr. Strange, are lucky enough to have “real” names that are cool enough just as they are.


  Nevertheless, it is true that the majority of what we think of as modern superheroes wear an unusual costume or uniform and have some kind of catchy nickname. Another thing that many of them, though not all, have is an alter ego—a hidden, secret identity that allows them to move about in the everyday world in anonymity, that protects the people they love from reprisals, and in some cases protects them from the legal ramifications of their not entirely legal activities. But again, many, like Hellboy, do not have alter egos, and some, like Captain America and the Fantastic Four, while they have costumes and code names, do not hide their real identities from the public. Thor is a great example of a character who once had a secret identity—Dr. Donald Blake—but abandoned it long ago.


  Generally speaking, superheroes possess some kind of superhuman and/or supernatural abilities, something that goes beyond the possible and puts them squarely in the realm of fantasy. But surely if we say that all superheroes must possess superpowers, we are eliminating the character who is arguably the most popular superhero of them all: Batman. Not to mention numerous others like Captain America, Iron Man, Doc Savage, the Punisher, Black Widow, and Green Arrow. These are characters who were not fortunate enough to have been born superhuman like Superman, Wonder Woman, and the X-Men; or to have experienced a freak accident that bestowed superhuman abilities upon them, like Spider-Man, Daredevil, the Flash, or even the Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles. These are characters who willed themselves to become heroes, who trained themselves to the very peak of human mental and physical abilities or used technology to artificially grant themselves abilities beyond their normal human ones (with Captain America being a great example of both).


  What about their motivations? Certainly, what characters choose to do with their abilities helps distinguish them as superheroes. But even that requires qualification. We often think of superheroes as “costumed crime fighters.” And while Batman is certainly the epitome of this, as are Spidey, Daredevil, Plastic Man, the Ninja Turtles, and even Kick-Ass, there are many superheroes whose calling places them far beyond what we’d consider “crime fighters.” Is the Silver Surfer fighting crime? Is Captain Marvel? Is Aquaman? Perhaps it might be more apt to say that they are fighting evil, often of a much greater kind than falls within the parameters of terrestrial law. Even the way they take up the cause can vary. As “good guys,” most superheroes adhere to a code of honor that distinguishes them from the criminals and villains they fight. And yet Batman is a vigilante who works outside the law and is sometimes at odds with it. And while he still has a strict code that prohibits him from taking life, as is the case with most superheroes, there are others like the Punisher, Wolverine, the Spectre, and Deadpool who have absolutely no qualms about killing, and in fact consider it their duty. In fact, many have made the argument that characters like the Punisher are no better than the criminals they oppose and stretch the definition of what can even be termed “hero” to its farthest limits.


  So, having acknowledged that all these traits and attributes can be found in some superheroes, even in most superheroes, what can be found in all superheroes? If we’re defining the term once and for all, what qualities come the closest to encompassing everything that makes a superhero a superhero—at least by the definition of this book? In 2013, Stan Lee, a man whom one would think had a greater leg up than most on defining the term, wrote in the book What Is a Superhero?, “A superhero is a person who does heroic deeds and has the ability to do them in a way that a normal person couldn’t. So in order to be a superhero, you need a power that is more exceptional than any power a normal human being could possess, and you need to use that power to accomplish good deeds. Otherwise, a policeman or a fireman could be considered a superhero.” This establishes our first two criteria:



	A superhero must have a greater-than-normal ability of some kind. This does not mean it has to be superhuman—it only means it must be something out of the ordinary, that the average person couldn’t do. This might mean firing lasers out of one’s eyes or being impervious to bullets or simply being the world’s greatest detective, or an elite, perfect martial artist. The point is that they stand out from your typical well-meaning do-gooder. Tracing back to the original Latin root super, meaning above or beyond, and then applying that to the noun “hero,” it’s easy to get the idea.


	With their great ability or abilities, the superhero can do amazing and powerful things, in some cases pretty much anything they want. And yet, rather than be self-serving, or at the very worst, destructive, the superhero chooses to act for the greater good, to use their power to benefit others or to benefit society, usually by combating those who choose the opposite. Some superheroes may be less altruistic than others, and in some cases have some degree of self-interest in what they do, but the result is still the betterment of humanity.





In addition to these criteria from the mastermind of Marvel Comics, I will add my own third major criterion:




	Unlike “regular” heroes like firefighters, police officers, soldiers, etc. superheroes work outside society’s established structures. They operate under their own agency, either completely solo, or in small autonomous groups. They may work in cooperation with law enforcement, the military, government, or other established entities, but they are independent of them, and typically operate under their own initiative. Thus, for example, the Jedi Knights of Star Wars could not properly be considered superheroes, as despite being superpowered and fighting for good, they are an official, quasi-military arm of government.




  As we currently define them, for generations superheroes have filled an important role in popular culture, even before they came to exist in their modern form. There is something in our cultural DNA that has encouraged us to hope beyond our own abilities, and to look for those who can somehow save us from our various predicaments, both large and small. Superheroes represent this yearning and its fulfillment, and the contemporary comic-book variety are just the latest iteration of that. Despite how dark, and even hopeless, real life can sometimes be, there is a strong strain of optimism in human nature, and this has colored our cultural development. We are fascinated by those who can rise above the normal and the average, and who does that better than superheroes?


  Bright colors. Awesome power. Clear-cut good and evil. The vanquishing of the darkness by the light. Happy endings. We innately crave these


  

  Superhero Subtypes


  In terms of categorization, many attempts have been made to determine the different types of superheroes that exist. If we accept the overall definition in this chapter, then a few reliable subdivisions emerge that might be helpful, and into which nearly all superheroes can be placed.


 THE HUMAN AND/OR TECHNOLOGICALLY ENHANCED


  As mentioned earlier, these are the heroes who do not possess inherent superhuman powers and are simply human beings, but they have either perfected one or more human abilities to their absolute maximum potential, or have augmented themselves through the use of mechanical, computer, or biotechnology.


  Examples: Batman, Captain America, Hawkeye, Iron Man, Black Widow, Green Arrow, the Punisher, Deathlok, the Falcon, the Huntress


 SUPERHEROES WITH SPECIFIC POWERS


  These are heroes who have been imbued either by birth, through accident, or through purposeful design with a power or set of powers that fits into a very easily defined category. In other words, a superhero with a clear “gimmick,” whose powers are themed. These heroes are usually ranked somewhere in the middle, power-wise.


  Examples: Spider-Man, Daredevil, Wolverine, Iceman, the Flash, the Fantastic Four, Ant-Man, the Atom, Namor the Sub-Mariner, Black Panther


 MAGICAL BEINGS


  These heroes are mystical by nature and derive their powers through means that cannot be scientifically explained (not even with comic book science). In some cases, their very existence is supernatural in nature.


  Examples: Ghost Rider, Dr. Fate, Dr. Strange, the Demon, Spawn, Zatanna, Deadman, Scarlet Witch, the Spectre, Man-Thing


 THE GODLIKE


  This is the very top tier of superheroes, the characters who approach omnipotence in their power, whether that is based purely on limitless strength alone or on a combination of other powers. In some cases, they may even literally be gods.


  Examples: Superman, Thor, Silver Surfer, Hulk, Dr. Manhattan, Phoenix, Wonder Woman, Captain Marvel, Hercules, Shazam


  As this is not a perfect science, naturally there is a great deal of overlap in these categories, and as with all fictional creations whose very nature derives from the narrative needs of their creators, their categorization can get a bit fuzzy. Shazam derives his powers from magic, but also possesses powers at a nearly godlike level—so, too, one could argue, does Dr. Strange. Even characters like the Flash and Martian Manhunter have powers that might put them into that category. Man-Thing was created through a combination of science and magic. Some heroes, like the Vision, Red Tornado, or Astro Boy, are products of technology, but are not human at all. To be sure, each of these four major categories could easily have several subcategories of their own. But for our purposes, they provide a helpful guide for the different types of characters who fit into our definition of the superhero.


  


  things, which are rarely granted to us in real life. Superheroes have long been described as wish fulfillment, and they also appeal to certain fantasies of power that also seem to be inherent in who we are, particularly in our youth, when we are still relatively unspoiled by harsh realities and believe in limitless potential. Perhaps this is why superheroes hold a special appeal for children and teenagers; for the young, but also for the young at heart. The belief in superheroes, or at least in what they stand for, helps us preserve something of that innocence within us, and is a welcome catharsis that fends off the cares and burdens of the weary world. We can live vicariously through them and their exploits, confident in the knowledge that it will all work out in the end. And even though the concept of superheroes and what they represent has changed over time, just as our world has changed, at their very core, their appeal remains the same.


  In this way, superheroes tap into something primal—they are just the latest incarnation of a trope that has existed as long as humans have populated the earth, playing an important mythological role in society. The infinite, godlike might of Superman; the dark avenging angel that is Batman; the mercurial trickster Spider-Man; the sense-defying and reality-bending speed of the Flash; the rampaging id of the Hulk, always at odds with the gentle undercurrent of Banner; the pure ideals of Captain America—these are character types that have existed for as long as people have existed, weaving their way into our history, into our stories, whether those stories were told around a blazing fire, in the four-color pages of a comic book, or on the giant multiplex screen.


  Call it a desire for social order. Where there is evil, we hope for the good. Where there is wrong, we look for someone to make it right. Where there is injustice, we thirst for justice. It is something that even psychologists and other scientists believe is an intrinsic part of our psyche from a very early age. We seek out and admire those with the abilities to prevent harm. In fact, a 2017 psychological study in Japan involving infants demonstrated that when the babies were shown images of aggressive interactions involving a third party that either ignored or prevented the interactions, they overwhelmingly preferred the latter. Even as children, we admire those who protect others from bullies. Third-party intervention for good has thus been part of our mythology, of our literature, and most recently of our movies for as long as they’ve been around. Hero worship is quite a literal thing for us.


  Thus, superheroes inspire us. We want to be them at the same time as we want them to be there for us, perhaps when no one else can be. They’re people who not only possess the power for positive change, but who possess the will to stand up for what’s right and do the right thing, time and again. It’s no mystery that superheroes, like so many other mythic figures, are often born in the fiery crucible of pain and loss. Bruce Wayne witnesses the murder of his parents as a child and chooses to wage a never-ending war trying to prevent such things from happening to anyone else, or at least to punish those who do such things; Peter Parker learns the hard way that the responsibility of great power is something to be reckoned with, as his selfish hubris leads to the murder of his beloved Uncle Ben; Norrin Radd must sacrifice his own freedom in order to prevent the destruction of his home world and everyone he loves at the hands of Galactus. Their origins, their motivations, are very often informed by trauma, which is then linked to a sense of fate. They are destined for greatness in a very real way and convert the trauma that shaped them into something constructive rather than destructive—the latter, of course, being the path chosen by their archenemies, the supervillains.


  Superheroes make the choice to be great, to overcome the forces that made them, or at the very least, to take advantage of the precious opportunity to improve the world, or even the universe. They are role models in the sense that they represent the very best in us. We like to think that maybe, if given the same opportunity, we would do the same things; that we could also rise above our own adversities, finding strength and meaning along the way. Superheroes aren’t perfect, and this enables us to relate to them better. And if we never get the chance to leap tall buildings in a single bound, to change the course of mighty rivers, or strike terror in the cowardly and superstitious hearts of evildoers, at least we can revel in the adventures of those who do.


  They make up our modern mythology. The archetypal “hero’s journey” famously described by Joseph Campbell—linked from ancient times all the way to modern creations like Star Wars—can easily be found in the stories of modern-day superheroes. And just like any great, durable cultural mythos or archetype, they have survived through the generations and adapted to new forms, so that today they play their essential societal role primarily on the screen, both big and small, even more so than on the printed pages from which they originated. But whether we read about them or watch them, they remain a tangible part of the fabric of our culture—in fact, probably more now than ever. Their influence is keenly felt among all who dare to dream, who seek goodness in the world, and who believe in the inherent value of life and the importance of protecting it. Which is why that influence will always be with us.
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  ORIGIN STORY The Ancient History of Superheroes


  It has often been said that superheroes do not really represent a new concept at all but are just a modern representation of something that’s been buried deep in our cultural consciousness for as long as human culture has existed. From the very beginning of recorded history, and no doubt even earlier, we have been fascinated with stories of superpowered beings, of individuals who step out of the pack of normal humanity, or who were never part of it at all, and dare to do incredible things. Our earliest stories feature beings such as these, their exploits told and retold through the generations, moving from folklore to legend, reaching the level of myth and even religion.


  When the great comic book creators of the twentieth century spun their original tales of men and women in outlandish outfits coming to the aid of humanity, of otherworldly beings dazzling humans with their unthinkable power, they were not operating in a vacuum—rather, they were drawing on concepts older than the written word itself. These stories began as a framework for people to explain the universe and the world around them—a bridge to understanding what in more primitive times could not be properly understood with the level of scientific knowledge available. More than simple entertainment, their significance took on religious nature, as many of these figures were worshipped and venerated. Fear was a common emotion for early man, and these stories and the characters who populated them helped to keep that existential fear at bay.


  In the beginning, the sacred texts and literature that formed the foundation of Western civilization featured such supernormal characters, whether in divine or mortal form. The earliest known significant piece of literature, the Epic of Gilgamesh, traces its origins to ca. 2150–1400 BC in the region of Mesopotamia in the Middle East, often called “the cradle of civilization.” Its story is similar to something we might very well expect from a comic book: Enkidu, a wild man with superhuman strength created by the Sumerian gods, faces off with the oppressive King Gilgamesh, eventually showing him the error of his ways and befriending him after a colossal test of strength between the two. Together, they embark on a mystical quest to slay the monstrous giant Humbaba the Terrible, only for Enkidu to be slain by the vengeful goddess Ishtar after he and Gilgamesh defeat her avatar, the Bull of Heaven. After Enkidu is put to death by the gods, Gilgamesh embarks on another journey to discover the secret of immortal life.


  Setting the stage for many mythologies and religions, the Gilgamesh story also began a time-honored tradition of storytelling that many feel is continued today by tales of superheroes—almost a secular and commercialized version for a more secular and commercialized world. Some even point to the character of Enkidu as being one of the direct inspirations for the creation of the Incredible Hulk, for example. Gilgamesh himself is the original mythological hero-warrior, an archetype expressed creatively throughout history, and of which twentieth- and twenty-first-century comic books are only among the latest incarnations. In fact, in a great twist of irony, in the 1970s Gilgamesh would be incorporated as a character in the Marvel Universe by legendary creator Jack Kirby, and even spent some time as a member of the Avengers.


  Undoubtedly, mythology and early religion were the catalysts of the earliest conceptions of superheroes, which can also be seen in the many cultures that followed. The Egyptian civilization, which flourished during much of the third and second millennia BC, developed a sophisticated and enduring mythology centered on concepts of immortality and the nature of death, which was the ultimate unknowable evil that humans sought to understand and even defeat. Egyptian gods like Osiris did exactly that, creating a template for the resurrected and metamorphosed deity that is still with us in the form of Jesus Christ. Much of this religion and its figures was preserved and glorified especially by Pharoah Nectanebo II, the last native ruler of ancient Egypt, whose efforts secured that figures like his beloved Isis would never be forgotten.


  The Greeks, who followed the Egyptians as the Western world’s next great civilization, left us with perhaps the best-known pantheon of gods and heroes in history, codified in the seventh century BC in the Theogony, a sacred text by the epic poet Hesiod. Other seminal texts of ancient Greek mythology included the epic poems Iliad and Odyssey by the blind scribe Homer, which give


  

  

  Lords of the Nile: The Egyptian Pantheon


 OSIRIS


  

 ISIS


  

 HORUS


  

 SETH


  

  RA


  

 ANUBIS


  

 THOTH


  

 AMON


  

  


  

  

  Olympian Gods: The Greek and Roman Pantheon


 ZEUS/JUPITER


  

 POSEIDON/NEPTUNE


  

 HADES/PLUTO


  

 HERA/JUNO


  

 HEPHAESTUS/VULCAN


  

 ATHENA/MINERVA


  

 HERMES/MERCURY


  

 ARES/MARS


  

 APHRODITE/VENUS


  

 APOLLO


  

 ARTEMIS/DIANA


  

 DEMETER/CERES


  

 PERSEPHONE/PROSERPINA


  

 DIONYSUS/BACCHUS


  

 HESTIA/VESTA


  

  


  

  Protosuperheroes: The Demigods and Heroes of Ancient Greece and Rome


 HERACLES/HERCULES


  

 ACHILLES


  

 PERSEUS


  

 ATALANTA


  

 JASON


  

 ODYSSEUS/ULYSSES


  

 THESEUS


  

 BELLEREPHON


  

  


  

  

  

  Champions of Asgard: The Norse Pantheon


 ODIN


  

 THOR


  

 LOKI


  

 BALDER


  

 FRIGG


  

  

  

 BRAGI


  

 IDUN


  

  HEL


  

 HEIMDALL


  

 FREY


  

 FREYA


  

  


  

  

  

  

  

  

  The Hero’s Journey
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