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DISCLAIMER

Why Is Superman White? is a work of cultural criticism, historical commentary, analysis, satire, and opinion. Its purpose is to examine race, representation, popular culture, sports, literature, film, and the historical circumstances surrounding the creation and evolution of prominent American fictional heroes.

This book discusses real historical figures, authors, actors, filmmakers, athletes, publishers, fictional characters, copyrighted works, trademarks, and entertainment properties for purposes of commentary, criticism, historical discussion, and analysis. References to Superman, Tarzan, DC Comics, Action Comics, films, television programs, characters, trademarks, and other intellectual properties are used solely for those purposes. The author and publisher are not affiliated with, sponsored by, endorsed by, or associated with the owners, creators, publishers, studios, estates, or rights holders of any properties discussed in this book.

The central question posed by this book—Why is Superman white?—is an invitation to examine American culture, not a declaration that a single historical event caused the creation of Superman or any other fictional character. Chronological relationships discussed throughout the book—including those involving Jack Johnson, James J. Jeffries, Tarzan, Jesse Owens, Joe Louis, Max Schmeling, Superman, and other historical or fictional figures—should not be interpreted as proof of causation unless specifically supported by documented historical evidence.

The author distinguishes, to the best of his ability, between established historical facts, contemporary accounts, later interpretations, popular legends, rumors, and his own conclusions. Where the book proposes connections between historical events and cultural developments, those connections may represent the author’s interpretation rather than established historical consensus.

Certain statements are intentionally provocative, humorous, sarcastic, exaggerated, or satirical. They should be understood within the context of cultural commentary and should not automatically be interpreted as literal assertions of historical fact.

The discussion of racial attitudes, segregation, colonialism, antisemitism, Nazism, racial violence, discriminatory language, stereotypes, and other disturbing aspects of history is included because these subjects are relevant to the historical periods and cultural works being examined. Their inclusion does not constitute endorsement of those attitudes or ideologies.

Historical accounts can differ, and scholarship continues to evolve. Readers are encouraged to examine primary sources, biographies, archival materials, contemporary journalism, and competing scholarly interpretations and to reach their own conclusions.

This book does not ask readers to stop enjoying Superman, Tarzan, comic books, movies, sports, or the heroes they grew up admiring.

It asks something considerably simpler—and perhaps considerably more uncomfortable:

Look at the history. Look at the dates. Look at the culture. Then ask why.

Think the analogy is crazy?

Keep reading. It gets worse.
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PREFACE

THE QUESTION YOU’RE NOT SUPPOSED TO ASK
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Why is Superman white?

There. I asked it.

Some of you are already irritated, and we haven’t even made it to Chapter One.

I can hear the objections. Superman is white because Jerry Siegel and Joe Shuster created him that way. Superman is white because he was created in 1938. Superman is white because that’s how comic books were back then. Superman is white because two young Jewish men from Cleveland imagined him that way. Superman is white because he’s Superman, for God’s sake, and why does everything have to be about race?

Fair questions.

Here’s another one.

Why doesn’t everything have to be about race when the period we’re discussing certainly was?

We’re talking about an America where Black and white children could attend separate schools, drink from separate fountains, live in separate neighborhoods, sit in separate sections, and enter through separate doors. We’re talking about an America where a Black man could represent the United States at the Olympic Games, stand on a podium with a gold medal around his neck, hear his national anthem played before the world, come home—and still encounter segregation.

So don’t tell me Americans weren’t thinking about race in 1938.

They were thinking about it constantly.

What they weren’t necessarily doing was calling it race when the person in question was white.

And that’s where our trouble begins.

I didn’t write this book because I hate Superman. Quite the opposite. Superman is one of the greatest fictional characters ever created. He is so deeply embedded in American culture that you don’t have to read comic books to know who he is. Put a red cape behind a blue shirt and you’re halfway there. Put a big letter on his chest and suddenly you’re looking for a phone booth.

For generations, children have tied towels around their necks, jumped off couches, raised one fist into the air and pretended they could fly.

Superman became bigger than comics.

He became an idea.

Strength without cruelty. Power restrained by morality. The ability to dominate practically anyone on Earth combined with the character not to do it. He could have ruled mankind and instead chose to rescue cats from trees.

That’s a pretty good hero.

So my problem isn’t that Superman exists.

My question is why America’s ultimate fantasy of physical perfection looked the way he did—and why, for most of his history, almost nobody thought that required an explanation.

Maybe it doesn’t.

That’s one possibility this book has to allow.

Maybe Superman’s appearance has absolutely nothing to do with America’s racial imagination. Maybe every historical connection I’m about to place before you is coincidence. Maybe I’m looking backward across a century, connecting dots that were never connected in the first place.

If that’s where the evidence leads, I’ll live with it. But we’re still going to look at the dots. Because some of them are awfully close together.

Let’s begin thirty years before Superman.

In 1908, a Black man from Galveston, Texas, named Jack Johnson became heavyweight champion of the world.

Today that sentence doesn’t sound particularly revolutionary.

In 1908, it was dynamite.

The heavyweight champion wasn’t merely the best boxer in the world. He occupied a cultural throne. Boxing was one of America’s dominant sports, and the heavyweight champion represented physical supremacy in its most uncomplicated form. Two men entered a ring. No teammates. No substitutions. No place to hide.

One man walked out as the better man.

Then the better man turned out to be Black.

America had a problem.

Johnson didn’t make that problem easier by behaving the way white America expected a Black man to behave. He was confident. He was flamboyant. He enjoyed his wealth. He drove expensive automobiles. He wore expensive clothes. He smiled when he won.

Worst of all, from the perspective of the racial order of the period, he didn’t seem particularly interested in pretending that white people were superior to him.

America began searching for somebody to beat him.

Not merely another heavyweight contender.

A white heavyweight contender.

The phrase eventually attached to the search was so wonderfully unsubtle that a novelist couldn’t improve it:

The Great White Hope.

Former heavyweight champion James J. Jeffries came out of retirement to fight Johnson in 1910. Jeffries was supposed to restore order to the universe.

He didn’t.

Johnson beat him.

Badly.

The aftermath included racial violence in cities across the United States.

Think about that.

A Black man and a white man agreed to fight each other. The Black man won. Other people—who had never entered the ring—became violent because of the result.

That’s how much symbolic power Americans could attach to the race of a champion.

Two years later, in 1912, Edgar Rice Burroughs introduced the world to Tarzan.

Now I’m not telling you Jack Johnson caused Tarzan.

I want that understood from the beginning because otherwise somebody is going to reach page thirty, throw the book across the room and announce that Jerrimiah Stonecastle has lost his damn mind.

I may have.

But you’ll need better evidence than this book.

There is no document sitting on my desk in which Edgar Rice Burroughs writes, That Jack Johnson fellow has gone too far. I shall immediately invent a white man who can beat everybody in Africa.

If such a letter turns up, somebody call me.

Until then, causation remains unproved.

But cultural context is another matter.

Tarzan is a fascinating creation when examined through the racial imagination of the period.

A white infant ends up in the African wilderness and is raised by apes.

Let’s stop right there.

Already, this child has enjoyed an extraordinary run of good luck.

The apes don’t kill him.

The predators don’t eat him.

Disease doesn’t get him.

Exposure doesn’t get him.

He survives.

Fine.

It’s fiction.

I’ll give Burroughs the baby.

But Tarzan doesn’t merely survive.

He becomes Tarzan.

This white child, removed from European civilization, education, technology and society, grows into such a magnificent physical specimen that Africa itself seems unable to contain his greatness. He climbs. He swings. He hunts. He fights. He conquers. In later popular adaptations, he communicates with animals, commands the jungle and routinely encounters African people who appear considerably less competent at surviving Africa than the white fellow who was raised by apes.

And apparently every animal in the jungle understands the same scream.

That’s convenient.

I can’t get my cat to come when I call his name, but Tarzan can yell from a tree and apparently half the African ecosystem checks in for instructions.

Again, I’m joking.

Mostly.

But underneath the joke is a serious question.

What does a culture reveal about itself through the fantasies it finds plausible?

Then we move forward.

Berlin.

	


Adolf Hitler’s Germany wanted the Olympic Games to showcase Nazi power and racial mythology before an international audience.

Then Jesse Owens showed up.

A Black man from America won four gold medals.

There are myths surrounding Owens and Hitler that we’ll separate from documented history later. This book isn’t going to improve a good story by pretending folklore is fact. The actual history is powerful enough without our help.

What matters for the moment is the image.

Nazi Germany had constructed an ideology around Aryan racial superiority.

A Black American athlete became one of the greatest stars of its Olympics.

And America celebrated him.

Think about the contradiction.

The United States could point across the Atlantic at Nazi racial ideology while Black Americans were still living under segregation at home.

Owens could defeat white athletes representing other nations and become an American hero.

Then he could return to an America that didn’t suddenly forget he was Black.

Two years later comes 1938.

That’s when things get interesting.

Joe Louis was already heavyweight champion.

Louis was different from Jack Johnson in ways both personal and carefully cultivated. The America surrounding Louis had learned something from the Johnson experience, and Louis’s public image was managed with racial realities very much in mind.

Then came Max Schmeling.

German.

Former heavyweight champion.

And whether Schmeling personally embraced every meaning placed upon him didn’t matter once politics got hold of the fight.

By 1938, Louis versus Schmeling had become bigger than boxing.

Nazi Germany.

America.

Black.

White.

Democracy.

Fascism.

Race.

National pride.

All of it squeezed into a boxing ring.

On June 22, 1938, Joe Louis destroyed Max Schmeling in the first round.

A Black American had become a symbol of American strength against Nazi Germany.

And somewhere in this same extraordinary historical moment, another strong man was beginning his conquest of America.

He wore a cape.

Superman debuted in Action Comics #1 in 1938.

Now put the dates next to each other.

Jack Johnson becomes heavyweight champion: 1908.

Johnson defeats the Great White Hope: 1910.

Tarzan appears: 1912.

Jesse Owens dominates Berlin: 1936.

Joe Louis destroys Max Schmeling: 1938.

Superman appears: 1938.

There. That’s the case for the prosecution.

Now let me immediately become counsel for the defense.

Dates don’t prove a damn thing.

History is filled with events happening near other events. If chronological proximity proved causation, historians would be unemployed and conspiracy theorists would all have tenure.

Superman didn’t suddenly materialize in Siegel and Shuster’s imaginations after Jesse Owens won in Berlin. The character’s development predates his 1938 publication, and the young men who created him brought their own experiences, influences, ambitions and cultural backgrounds to the character.

That history matters.

Jerry Siegel and Joe Shuster were the sons of Jewish immigrant families. Superman has been interpreted through the experiences of immigration, antisemitism, Jewish identity and assimilation. Scholars have found parallels with Moses. Others see the immigrant who arrives from another world, adopts an American identity and conceals his origins while trying to belong.

Those interpretations aren’t inconveniences to my argument.

They’re part of the story.

If we’re going to ask uncomfortable questions, we don’t get to discard uncomfortable answers.

I’m not interested in writing a three-hundred-page prosecution brief where every fact is forced to testify for the same side.

I want to know what happened.

I want to know what America looked like when these characters appeared.

I want to know what people believed.

I want to know what they feared.

I want to know what they celebrated.

And most importantly, I want to know what they considered normal.

Because sometimes the most revealing cultural decisions aren’t deliberate decisions at all.

Nobody has to announce them.

Nobody has to write them down.

Nobody has to conspire.

They simply happen because everybody involved shares enough assumptions that another possibility never enters the room.

That’s where the title of this book becomes more interesting to me.

Why is Superman white?

The easiest answer is because his creators made him white.

Okay.

Why?

Because it was 1938.

Okay.

What does that mean?

Keep going.

Eventually we reach a place where the answer becomes something like: Well, of course Superman was white.

And that’s precisely where I want to stop.

Whenever history tells me of course, I become suspicious.

Of course the heavyweight champion should be white.

Jack Johnson ruined that one.

Of course Aryan athletes represented physical superiority.

Jesse Owens made that awkward.

Of course Max Schmeling would carry German prestige into Yankee Stadium.

Joe Louis needed about two minutes to complicate that story.

Of course the greatest jungle hero was a white English aristocrat raised by apes.

Of course America’s greatest superhero looked like a handsome white man from Kansas.

Of course.

Of course.

Of course.

Maybe every one of those things has an innocent explanation.

But after enough of courses, I’m going to start asking questions.

And before anybody gets nervous, this isn’t a book demanding that Superman be canceled, recolored, apologized for, arrested, forced to pay reparations, or ordered to surrender his cape.

Relax.

Superman will survive me.

The man gets punched through buildings for a living.

He can handle a book.

Nor is this an accusation that Jerry Siegel and Joe Shuster were racists who invented Superman to put Black America back in its place. I don’t believe the historical record supports such a claim, and I’m not going to manufacture one because it would make the title more sensational.

The real question is much bigger than two young men creating a comic-book character.

How does a society decide what a hero looks like?

Who gets to represent strength?

Who gets to represent intelligence?

Who gets to represent beauty?

Who gets to be dangerous?

Who gets to be funny?

Who gets to save the world?

And who gets to stand in the background while somebody else does it?

Hollywood will eventually give us another fascinating piece of this puzzle.

Christopher Reeve becomes Superman for an entire generation.

Tall.

Handsome.

Dark-haired.

Blue-eyed.

So thoroughly associated with the character that decades later many people still measure every new Superman against him.

Then, in Superman III, Richard Pryor walks into Metropolis.

Now we have something to talk about.

One of the most famous Black entertainers in America finally occupies enormous space inside a Superman movie, and what is he?

Funny.

Of course he’s funny.

He’s Richard Pryor.

But why was comedy such a comfortable doorway for Black presence in mainstream entertainment? Why did Hollywood so often accept Black male power more easily when it arrived with a joke attached?

Was that happening in Superman III?

Maybe.

Maybe not.

We’re going to look.

We’re also going to examine something I initially wondered about myself: whether Superman’s screen worlds were unusually careful about depicting Black criminals, particularly before Pryor’s appearance.

And here’s the promise I’m making before we begin:

If I’m wrong, I’ll tell you.

If the movies contradict the theory, the theory loses.

That’s how this has to work.

Otherwise we’re not investigating anything. We’re decorating an opinion with historical facts.

There are already enough books doing that.

I don’t need to add another one.

This book will occasionally make you laugh.

At least I hope it will.

It will occasionally make you angry.

I’m considerably more confident about that.

Some readers will accuse me of seeing race everywhere.

Others will accuse me of not going far enough.

Some Superman fans may decide I’m attacking their childhood.

I’m not.

I’m asking you to revisit it as an adult.

There is a difference.

You can love something and examine it.

You can admire something and question it.

You can recognize greatness without declaring perfection.

Superman doesn’t become less important because we investigate the America that embraced him.

He becomes more interesting.

So does Tarzan.

So do Jack Johnson, Jesse Owens and Joe Louis—not because they were fictional superheroes, but because they didn’t need capes.

They entered arenas where the outcome couldn’t be predetermined by a writer.

Jack Johnson’s opponent wasn’t going to get back up because the next issue needed a rematch.

Jesse Owens’s competitors weren’t going to suddenly discover kryptonite.

Joe Louis didn’t have a special-effects department.

They had to do it for real.

And they did.

Which leaves me with the question that started all of this.

America had extraordinary Black men standing directly in front of it.

Men doing things that challenged contemporary assumptions about race, strength, athleticism and superiority.

At roughly the same time, American popular culture was creating extraordinary white men capable of doing things no human being could possibly do.

Does one explain the other?

I don’t know.

Not yet.

Maybe when we’re finished, the answer will still be no.

But there’s another possibility.

Maybe cultural influence doesn’t work like a smoking gun.

Maybe there isn’t a memo.

Maybe there isn’t a meeting.

Maybe nobody consciously decides anything.

Maybe people create heroes from the raw material their culture gives them and buried inside that material are assumptions about who naturally belongs at the center of the story.

If that’s true, asking why Superman is white isn’t an accusation.

It’s archaeology.

We’re digging.

And I have a feeling we’re going to find some things people would rather have left buried.

So let’s begin with 1938.

A newsstand.

A ten-cent comic book.

A man in blue and red lifting an automobile over his head while terrified men scatter around him.

America looked at the cover.

America bought the comic.

America fell in love.

And eventually America began telling its children:

Look!

Up in the sky!

Before we look up, however, I want you to look around.

Look at the country.

Look at the history.

Look at who was winning.

Look at who was being celebrated.

Look at who was being segregated.

Look at who was permitted to become a symbol.

Then look at Superman.

Still think the analogy is crazy?

Good.

Open the book.

It gets worse.
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The first thing Superman ever did in public was pick up a car. Not rescue a kitten, stop an asteroid, reverse the rotation of the Earth, or deliver some noble speech about truth and justice. On the cover of Action Comics No. 1 in 1938, he simply hoisted an automobile over his head while terrified men scattered around him. America apparently liked what it saw.

Jerry Siegel and Joe Shuster, two young Jewish men from Cleveland, had spent years developing the character before Superman finally appeared in print. His arrival is generally regarded as the beginning of the modern superhero genre, although nobody standing at a newsstand in 1938 could have known that the brightly dressed strongman on the cover was about to create an industry. They certainly couldn’t have known that children not yet born would recognize the symbol on his chest before they could read his name.

Superman didn’t enter a calm or particularly confident America. The country was still climbing out of the Great Depression, fascism was spreading through Europe, Adolf Hitler had controlled Germany for five years, and another world war was beginning to look less like a possibility than an appointment. At home, segregation remained woven into American life, racial violence had not disappeared, antisemitism was hardly confined to Germany, and economic anxiety made nearly every political argument more combustible.

Into that uncertainty came a man nobody could intimidate.

He was faster than ordinary men, stronger than ordinary men, and largely immune to the weapons that frightened ordinary men. Early Superman wasn’t yet the flying god later generations would know; he could leap extraordinary distances, lift tremendous weights, and survive punishment that would kill anybody else. Writers, radio producers, animators, filmmakers, and decades of comic-book creators would steadily expand his abilities until leaping became flight and super-strength eventually seemed limited only by whatever the current story required.

The character grew because audiences kept asking for more.

That is where my question begins.

Not with an accusation that Superman should never have existed, and certainly not with the theory that Jerry Siegel and Joe Shuster sat down one morning and decided white America needed an imaginary champion. The more useful question is what kind of champion America was prepared to embrace in 1938, what that champion needed to represent, and why his appearance seemed so natural that almost nobody thought it required an explanation.

Superman was white.

Why?

The simplest answer is that Siegel and Shuster drew him that way. That answer is correct and almost completely useless.

Why did they draw him that way?

Because it was 1938?

Fine.

What did being white in 1938 mean?

Now we’re getting somewhere.

This book could easily become dishonest if I started with Jesse Owens winning four gold medals at the Berlin Olympics in 1936, jumped forward two years to Superman’s publication, slapped the dates together, and declared that white America invented Superman because a Black athlete embarrassed Hitler. It would make a wonderfully inflammatory argument and a terrible history book. Siegel and Shuster had been developing versions of Superman before Owens ever stepped onto the Olympic track in Berlin, and anyone who ignores that fact because it damages the headline doesn’t deserve your trust for the next three hundred pages.

History is rude that way. It has no respect for a good theory.

Superman’s creators drew from science fiction, pulp adventure, strongman imagery, mythology, and their own experiences. Their Jewish backgrounds are especially important because Superman has long been interpreted as an immigrant story and, by some scholars, as a character carrying echoes of Jewish history and identity. A child is placed in danger by circumstances beyond his control, sent away by desperate parents, raised among another people, given another name, and forced to reconcile the world he came from with the world that adopted him. The parallels to Moses are not difficult to see, and neither are the parallels to immigrant families whose children became outwardly American while carrying another identity beneath the surface.

Those interpretations do not weaken a discussion about Superman’s race. They complicate it, which is much better.

Clark Kent isn’t merely white. He is an extraterrestrial who can pass as white.

That may be one of Superman’s most overlooked powers.

He arrives from another planet with no earthly ethnicity, nationality, or citizenship. Biologically, he isn’t Caucasian, African American, Asian, Hispanic, or anything else contained on a government form. Yet Jonathan and Martha Kent can find him in Kansas, raise him as their son, send him into American society, and watch him become a reporter without his physical appearance creating an additional barrier to belonging.

He looks familiar.

That matters because assimilation is one of the great engines of the Superman story. Kal-El doesn’t merely survive Earth; he disappears into it. He puts on a business suit, combs his hair differently, adds glasses that should fool absolutely nobody, and becomes Clark Kent. Lex Luthor can build machines capable of threatening an indestructible alien but apparently never notices that the enormous reporter standing across from him has Superman’s face. Humanity deserves whatever happens to it.

The disguise works because Clark doesn’t look like an outsider.

Now change one thing.

The spaceship still lands in Kansas. Jonathan and Martha Kent still find the baby, raise him with the same values, and teach him the same lessons about decency and responsibility. He develops the same powers, adopts the same name, works for the same newspaper, loves the same Lois Lane, and fights the same villains.

Except he’s Black.

Tell me that’s the same story in 1938.

Not today. Not in the America we like to imagine we have become. In 1938.

Would a Black Clark Kent have walked through exactly the same doors? Would editors have expected white children throughout segregated America to identify with him as the ultimate national hero? Would newspapers have syndicated him without hesitation? Would Lois Lane have been written as his romantic obsession? Would advertisers have wanted his face on products aimed at a national market?

Maybe some would have.

But if your immediate answer is that race would have made absolutely no difference, then you and I have been studying different versions of American history.

That doesn’t mean Siegel and Shuster consciously excluded a Black Superman. That’s too easy, and probably wrong. Something can be culturally unthinkable without anybody issuing an order forbidding it. A door doesn’t always have to be slammed in somebody’s face if nobody expects that person to walk toward it in the first place.

This distinction matters throughout the book because racism is usually easier to recognize when it shouts. Segregated signs, racial slurs, lynch mobs, discriminatory laws, and explicit declarations of superiority are obvious because they announce themselves. Cultural assumptions are quieter. They operate through the things nobody feels obligated to explain.

The hero is white because heroes are white. The leading lady is white because leading ladies are white. The executive is white because executives are white. The maid is Black because maids are Black. The jungle king is white because apparently Africa had been waiting several thousand years for an Englishman raised by apes to straighten things out.

Nobody has to discuss the pattern if everybody already understands it.

That may be the most important racial privilege in popular culture: the ability to become invisible while standing in the center of the picture.

Superman was never introduced to America as a white superhero.

He was simply Superman.

* * *
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THE BRILLIANCE OF SUPERMAN is not merely that he possesses extraordinary power. It is that audiences are taught almost immediately not to fear the man who possesses it. A human being capable of throwing an automobile should ordinarily make people run in the opposite direction, particularly if bullets bounce off him, but Superman’s strength is accompanied by something more important than muscle: morality.

Early Superman could be rougher and more aggressive than the polished Boy Scout remembered by later generations, but the central fantasy was already present. His power was directed toward protecting people who had less of it. He could dominate almost anyone and chose not to. He could become a ruler and instead became a reporter who had to meet deadlines.

Think about that career decision for a moment.

A man capable of lifting buildings decides to work for an editor.

Maybe Clark Kent really is the strongest part of the disguise.

The superhero genre depends upon audiences trusting that kind of power. Without morality, Superman isn’t a hero; he’s a global emergency. Once a character becomes stronger than police departments, armies, and governments, society survives only because he chooses not to abuse what he has.

That makes the person wearing the cape as important as the cape itself.

Who does America trust with power?

Who looks reassuring while possessing it?

Who can be physically overwhelming without automatically being perceived as threatening?

Those questions become considerably more interesting when placed
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