
The Adventures of Overman: 

Nietzscheôs ¦bermensch and the U.S.-American Comic-Book Superhero 

By 

Adrian deSilva 

 

Dissertation 

Submitted to the Faculty of the 

Graduate School of Vanderbilt University 

in partial fulfillment of the requirements 

for the degree of  

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 

in 

German 

December 16, 2023 

Nashville, Tennessee 

 

Approved by 

 

James McFarland, Ph.D. 

 

Claire Sisco King, Ph.D. 

 

Lutz Koepnick, Ph.D. 

 

Meike Werner, Ph.D. 

 

 

 

 

 



ii  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Copyright © 2023 by James Adrian deSilva 

All Rights Reserved 

 

  



iii  
 

 

 

 

 

This dissertation is dedicated to Ian and Kip. 

Their support and loving friendship got me to the finish line. 

 

  



iv 
 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS  

 I would like to thank the members of my dissertation committee for their time and 

assistance.  I would especially like to thank my doctoral advisor, Professor James McFarland, for 

his support.  Jim took the time to read every chapter as I finished it, provided thoughtful and 

constructive feedback, and met with me whenever I was unsure how to proceed.  Professor 

Meike Werner was an early advocate and supporter of my research interest in comics and 

graphic novels, and I am grateful to her for her encouragement and mentorship throughout my 

graduate career.  I would also like to thank those faculty members of the Department of German, 

Russian, and East European Studies under whose supervision I was a teaching assistant, 

especially Professor Silke Schade, our Language Program Coordinator.  The support I received 

on this front made teaching a genuine pleasure and allowed me to productively balance my 

teaching responsibilities and research load.  I am also thankful for the financial support I have 

received from Vanderbilt University at the departmental and institutional level, without which 

my graduate studies would not have been possible in the first place. 

 My heartfelt gratitude goes out to my family and friends for their support.  To Joe Kuster, 

for his friendship, and for letting me inflict an early draft of my introduction upon him; to Vivian 

Langer, Abigail Trozenski, and Wendy Timmons, the members of my adoptive cohort, for their 

camaraderie in the trenches; and to my many other friends and colleagues in GREES and 

beyond, for the advice and the beer.  To my parents, DonnaJean and David, for their love and 

encouragement; to Austin and Abby, Alexander and McKenna, my brothers and sisters-in-law, 

for afternoons and evenings full of laughter, love, and good company; and of course, to my 

nephew, Cain Christopher, for being absolutely adorable.  To Sharon Fleming, for her love and 

hospitality.  And to Ian Pestrak and Kip Shepard, to whom this dissertation is dedicated, for their 

constant companionship and unwavering support in hard times and in goodðin short, for 

everything.   

 

 

 

 

 

  



v 
 

TABLE OF CONTENTS  

 

Dedication ..................................................................................................................................... iii  

 

Acknowledgments ........................................................................................................................ iv 

 

L ist of Figures .............................................................................................................................. vii  

 

Abbreviations ............................................................................................................................... xi 

 

     Introduction : Why Nietzsche?  Why Comics? .......................................................................1 

1. Overview and Outline ..............................................................................................1 

2. Making the Audible, Visible: Analyzing the Stylistic and Formal Resonances 

between Nietzscheôs Works and Superhero Comics ...............................................9 

  

1. The Will to Superpower: Strength in Superhero Comics and Nietzscheôs Concept of 
the Übermensch ................................................................................................................23 

1. Introduction ............................................................................................................23 

2. Early Critics: Nazis, Nietzsche, and the Comic Book Crisis .................................24 

3. Nietzscheôs Legacy and Der Wille zur Macht .......................................................40 

4. Strength and Power: The Resonance between Nietzscheôs ¦bermensch and 
Comic-Book Superheroes ......................................................................................47 

5. Self-Overcoming: The True Superpower...............................................................69 

6. Batman and Self-Overcoming................................................................................83 

  

2. Superheroes versus Übervillains: The Relationship Between Exceptional Individuals 

and the Masses in Superhero Comics and Nietzscheôs Works ................................... 97 

1. Introduction ............................................................................................................97 

2. Roy Thomasôs ¦bervillains ...................................................................................99 

3. Nietzscheôs Zur Genealogie der Moral and the Master-Slave Moral Duality.....111 

4. The Relationship of the Super to the Human: Beyond Herren- and Sklaven-Moral

..............................................................................................................................126 

5. Lex Luthor: Übermensch? ...................................................................................141 

6. Superheroes, Übermenschen, and the State .........................................................155 

  

3. Human, Superhuman: Superheroes, Übermenschen, and the Question of a ñMasterò 

Race .................................................................................................................................175 

1. Introduction ..........................................................................................................175 

2. Mutants, the Übermensch, and Human Evolution ...............................................181 

3. ñBreedingò the ¦bermensch ................................................................................197 

4. Best Frenemies: The Importance of Friend and Foe in Nietzscheôs writings and 
The Uncanny X-Men ............................................................................................210 

5. Superman and Man in The Uncanny X-Men and Nietzscheôs Works ..................218 

A. Relation of the Superhuman to the Human ..............................................219 

B. Relation of the Human to the Superhuman ..............................................227 

 



vi 
 

4. God and Superman are Dead: The Crisis of Nihilism and the Search for Values in 

Superhero Comics and Nietzscheôs Philosophy ..........................................................238 

1. Introduction ..........................................................................................................238 

2. ñThe Abyss Gazes Also:ò The Death of God and the Crisis of Moral Values in 
Nietzscheôs Works and in Watchmen ..................................................................242 

3. Watchmenôs Ozymandias and a Moral Perspective ñBeyond Good and Evilò ....263 

4. Watchmenôs Dr. Manhattan and the Inadequacy of Science to Provide Moral 

Meaning ...............................................................................................................279 

5. Superheroes and Nietzscheôs ñUmwerthung aller Wertheò .................................287 

A. The ñUmwerthung aller Wertheò in Context .................................................288 

B. Nietzscheôs ñRangordnung der Wertheò versus the Democratic Ethos of 
Superhero Comics ..........................................................................................294 

C. The Superhero as Moral Conservative versus the Destabilizing Nature of 

Nietzscheôs ¦bermensch ................................................................................297 

D. Difficulties in Deconstruction: Metanarrative Limits of the Superhero Genre

........................................................................................................................305 

6. ñDie ewige Wiederkunft:ò Nietzscheôs Answer to Nihilism and the Fate of the 
Superhero .............................................................................................................319 

 

5. Super Men and Wonder Women: Gender in Superhero Comics and Nietzscheôs 
Philosophy of the Übermensch ......................................................................................334 

1. Introduction ..........................................................................................................334 

2. ñZarathustraôs Peitscheò in Comics and in Context .............................................335 

3. The Question of Sex-Gender in Nietzscheôs Work and Wonder Woman Comics

..............................................................................................................................351 

4. Super-Parents: Superhero Comics and Nietzscheôs Zarathustra on Raising the 

Next Generation ...................................................................................................369 

5. New Takes on an Old Superheroine and Nietzscheôs Gender-Blending Definition 

of the ñGenieò ......................................................................................................389 

 

      Conclusion ............................................................................................................................402 

1. Interpretation of Findings and Final Remarks .....................................................402 

2. Limitations of This Study and Suggestions for Future Research ........................409 

       

      References .............................................................................................................................415 

  



vii  
 

LIST OF FIGURES 

 

Fig. 0.01 McCloud, Understanding Comics, 134 ..........................................................................15 

Fig. 0.02 McCloud, Understanding Comics, 101 ..........................................................................16 

Fig. 0.03 McCloud, Understanding Comics, 114, panel 2 ............................................................17 

Fig. 0.04 McCloud, Understanding Comics, 66, panels 1-3 .........................................................18 

Fig. 0.05 McCloud, Understanding Comics, 69, panel 5 ..............................................................19 

Fig. 0.06 Nietzsche, Die fröhliche Wissenschaft, 518-519 (§262-75) ...........................................21 

Fig. 1.01 Siegel and Shuster, cover of Action Comics #1..............................................................30 

Fig. 1.02 Morrison et al., cover of The New 52: Action Comics: Volume. 1 Superman and the 

Men of Steel....................................................................................................................................30 

Fig. 1.03 Hitler next to a bust of Nietzsche, 1934 .........................................................................45 

Fig. 1.04 ñHitlerò by Ilia Beshkov .................................................................................................45 

Fig. 1.05 Cover of ñWiederkehr eines Philosophen,ò in Der Spiegel 35, no. 24 (8 June 1981) ...45 

Fig. 1.06 Siegel and Shuster, Action Comics #1, 4, panels 1-9. ....................................................48 

Fig. 1.07 Siegel and Shuster, Action Comics #1, 10, panel 50 ......................................................48 

Fig. 1.08 McCloud, Understanding Comics: The Invisible Art, 74 ...............................................52 

Fig. 1.09 Siegel and Shuster, Action Comics #1, 5, panels 10-17 .................................................54 

Fig. 1.10 Siegel and Shuster, Action Comics #1, 7, panels 26-28 .................................................54 

Fig. 1.11 Siegel and Shuster, Action Comics #13, 182, panel 7 ....................................................60 

Fig. 1.12 Siegel and Shuster, Action Comics #13, 184, panel 27 ..................................................60 

Fig. 1.13 Siegel and Shuster, Action Comics #13, 187, panels 52-53 ...........................................60 

Fig. 1.14 Siegel and Shuster, Action Comics #13, 190, panels 69-76 ...........................................62 

Fig. 1.15 Siegel and Shuster, Action Comics #13, 192, panel 87 ..................................................63 

Fig. 1.16 Morrison et al., first full page of ñSuperman versus the City of Tomorrow.ò ...............74 

Fig. 1.17 Morrison et al., ñWorld Against Superman,ò n.p., panels 5-6 .......................................74 

Fig. 1.18 Wolfman and Castellini, ñChapter One, in which He Leaves Smallville as a Boy,ò n.p., 

panels 4-5 .......................................................................................................................................75 

Fig. 1.19 Wolfman and Castellini, ñChapter 3, in which He Asks the Question That Will Change 

His Life,ò n.p..................................................................................................................................77 

Fig. 1.20 Wolfman and Castellini, ñChapter 4, in which He Becomes a Man,ò n.p., panel 5 .......79 

Fig. 1.21 Wolfman and Castellini, cover of Man and Superman: Deluxe Edition ........................79 

Fig. 1.22 Wolfman and Castellini, ñChapter 4, in which He Becomes a Man,ò n.p., panel 4 .......80 

Fig. 1.23 Stern et al., Action Comics #641, 80-81, panels 5-6 ......................................................81 

Fig. 1.24 Kane and Finger, Detective Comics #33 63, full page ...................................................84 

Fig. 1.25 Miller et al., The Dark Night Returns, 15, panels 10-18 ................................................92 

Fig. 1.26 Miller et al., The Dark Knight Returns, 22-26 ...............................................................93 

Fig. 2.01 Thomas et al., The Invaders #1, page 16, panel 3 ........................................................100 

Fig. 2.02 Thomas, et al., The Invaders #1, page 23 .....................................................................101 

Fig. 2.03 Thomas, et al., The Invaders #1, page 18, panels 3-4 ..................................................102 



viii  
 

Fig. 2.04 Thomas, et al., The Invaders #13, page 263, panel 5 ...................................................103 

Fig. 2.05 Thomas, et al., The Invaders #1, page 17, panel 1 (left) and page 18, panels 1-2 (right)

......................................................................................................................................................104 

Fig. 2.06 Thomas, et al., The Invaders #1, 30, panels 1-3 ...........................................................107 

Fig. 2.07 Thomas et al. The Young All-Stars #2, 21, panel 1 ......................................................108 

Fig. 2.08 Thomas, Roy et al. The Young All-Stars #2, 22, panels 2-5 .........................................110 

Fig. 2.09 Siegel, Jerry and Joe Shuster. Superman #4, panel 17 .................................................136 

Fig. 2.10 Wolfman & Castellini, ñChapter One, in which He Leaves Smallville as a Boy,ò n.p.

......................................................................................................................................................137 

Fig. 2.11 Wolfman & Castellini, ñChapter Four, in which He Becomes a Man,ò n.p., panels 1-3

......................................................................................................................................................138 

Fig. 2.12 Siegel & Shuster, Action Comics #23, 41, panels 5-8 ..................................................142 

Fig. 2.13 Messner-Loebs et al., Superman versus Sinbad, 124, panels 5-7 ................................145 

Fig. 2.14 Azzarello & Bermejo, Lex Luthor: Man of Steel #1, second and third pages ..............147 

Fig. 2.15 Azzarello & Bermejo, Lex Luthor: Man of Steel #1, n.p. ............................................147 

Fig. 2.16 Azzarello & Bermejo, Lex Luthor: Man of Steel #3, n.p., panels 3-5 ..........................148 

Fig. 2.17 Azzarello & Bermejo, Lex Luthor: Man of Steel #5, n.p., panel 2 ...............................150 

Fig. 2.18 Azzarello & Bermejo, Lex Luthor: Man of Steel #3, n.p., panel 1 ...............................150 

Fig. 2.19 Azzarello & Bermejo, Lex Luthor: Man of Steel #3, n.p., panel 6 ...............................152 

Fig. 2.20 Messner-Loebs et al., Superman versus Sinbad, 101, panels 5-6 ................................157 

Fig. 2.21 Loeb et al., ñI Pledge Allegianceéò Superman/Batman: Absolute Power, n.p., full 

page ..............................................................................................................................................158 

Fig. 2.22 Millar et al., ñRising.ò Superman: Red Son, n.p. full page. .........................................159 

Fig. 2.23 Millar et al., ñRising,ò, n.p., multi-panel excerpts .......................................................160 

Fig. 2.24 Millar et al., ñRising,ò n.p., panels 3-5 .........................................................................161 

Fig. 2.25 Millar et al., ñSetting,ò n.p., panels 1-3 ........................................................................163 

Fig. 2.26 Millar et al., ñSetting,ò n.p., panel 1 .............................................................................166 

Fig. 2.27 Millar et al., ñRising,ò n.p., panels 1-2 .........................................................................167 

Fig. 2.28 Casey et al., Cable #52, n.p., panel 2 ...........................................................................173 

Fig. 3.01 Johns, Donner, Kubert, Superman: Last Son, 114 .......................................................179 

Fig. 3.02 Miller et al., Dark Knight: Master Race, n.p. ..............................................................179 

Fig. 3.03 Lee et al., The X-Men #1, 4, panel 6 .............................................................................183 

Fig. 3.04 Claremont et al., Magneto #0, 11, panels 3-6 ...............................................................186 

Fig. 3.05 Claremont et al., Magneto #0, 12, panels 6-7 ...............................................................187 

Fig. 3.06 Claremont et al., Magneto #0, 15, panels 1-2 ...............................................................188 

Fig. 3.07 Claremont et al., Magneto #0, 24, panels 3-8 ...............................................................189 

Fig. 3.08 Claremont et al., The Uncanny X-Men #150 249, panels 5-6, and 250, panels 1-3 .....191 

Fig. 3.09 Claremont et al., The Uncanny X-Men #141, 12, panels 1-4 .......................................200 

Fig. 3.10 Claremont et al., The Uncanny X-Men #148, 175, panel 6 ..........................................214 

Fig. 3.11 Claremont et al., The Uncanny X-Men #150, 216, panel 7 ..........................................216 



ix 
 

Fig. 3.12 Claremont et al., The Uncanny X-Men #150, panel 7 ..................................................217 

Fig. 3.13 Lee et al., The X-Men #4, 11, panels 3-7 ......................................................................220 

Fig. 3.14 Lee et al., The X-Men #4, page 9, panels 6-7 and page 10, panels 1-2 ........................221 

Fig. 3.15 Lee and Ditko, Amazing Adventures #15, n.p., panel 8 ...............................................222 

Fig. 3.16 Lee et al., The X-Men #14, 4, panels 2-5 ......................................................................228 

Fig. 3.17 Lee et al., The X-Men #14, 9, panel 4 ...........................................................................229 

Fig. 3.18 Claremont et al., The Uncanny X-Men #96, 85, panels 5-7 .........................................230 

Fig. 3.19 Lee et al., The X-Men #16, 21 ......................................................................................232 

Fig. 3.20 Claremont et al., The Uncanny X-Men #141, 29, panel 2 ............................................235 

Fig. 3.21 Claremont et al., The Uncanny X-Men #200, 19, panel 3 ............................................236 

Fig. 4.01 Moore & Gibbons, Watchmen, 9 ..................................................................................244 

Fig. 4.02 Moore & Gibbons, Watchmen, 179 ..............................................................................244 

Fig. 4.03 Moore & Gibbons, Watchmen, 196-99 ........................................................................249 

Fig. 4.04 Moore & Gibbons, Watchmen, 203, panels 4-6 ...........................................................250 

Fig. 4.05 Moore & Gibbons, Watchmen, 193, panel 5 ................................................................251 

Fig. 4.06 Moore & Gibbons, Watchmen, 204, panels 1-6 ...........................................................251 

Fig. 4.07 Moore & Gibbons, Watchmen, 319, panels 5-6 ...........................................................259 

Fig. 4.08 Moore & Gibbons, Watchmen, 206 ..............................................................................262 

Fig. 4.09 Moore & Gibbons, Watchmen, 373, panel 5 ................................................................267 

Fig. 4.10 Moore & Gibbons, Watchmen, 369, panel 2 ................................................................267 

Fig. 4.11 Moore & Gibbons, Watchmen, 370, panels 5-7 ...........................................................277 

Fig. 4.12 Moore & Gibbons, Watchmen, 366, panel 2 ................................................................278 

Fig. 4.13 Moore & Gibbons, Watchmen, 123, panels 1-3 ...........................................................280 

Fig. 4.14 Moore & Gibbons, Watchmen, 290, panels 6-7 ...........................................................281 

Fig. 4.15 Moore & Gibbons, Watchmen, 293, panel 7 ................................................................282 

Fig. 4.16 Moore & Gibbons, Watchmen, 299, panel 1 ................................................................284 

Fig. 4.17 Wolfman & Castellini, Man and Superman, n.p., panels 1-2 ......................................297 

Fig. 4.18 Waid & Ross, Kingdom Come, 185 .............................................................................302 

Fig. 4.19 Azzarello & Bermejo, Joker, n.p. .................................................................................304 

Fig. 4.20 Ellis et al., StormWatch #37, n.p. .................................................................................309 

Fig. 4.21 Ellis et al., StormWatch #37, n.p. .................................................................................310 

Fig. 4.22 Ellis et al., StormWatch #37, n.p. .................................................................................313 

Fig. 4.23 (left) Ellis et al., StormWatch #37, n.p., panel 5 ..........................................................314 

Fig. 4.24 (right) Ellis et al., StormWatch #37, n.p., panel 6 .......................................................314 

Fig. 4.25 Miller, Janson, Varley, The Dark Knight Returns, n.p. ................................................317 

Fig. 4.26 Schulz, The Complete Peanuts, 184 .............................................................................328 

Fig. 4.27 Jurgens et al., The Return of Superman, 394 ................................................................333 

Fig. 5.01 Thomas et al., The Invaders #13, 263, panels 5-6 ........................................................340 

Fig. 5.02 Thomas et al., The Invaders #117, 345, full page ........................................................341 

Fig. 5.03 Thomas et al., The Invaders #12, 250, panels 1-4 ........................................................343 



x 
 

Fig. 5.04 Thomas et al., The Invaders #18, 353, panels 1-4 ........................................................344 

Fig. 5.05 Marston and Peter, Sensation Comics #6, 88, panels 3-7.............................................356 

Fig. 5.06 Marston and Peter, Sensation Comics #6, 96, panels 4-8.............................................357 

Fig. 5.07 (Left)  Kelly et al., ñSheôs A Wonder,ò Wonder Woman #170, 277, full page ............366 

Fig. 5.08 (Right) Kelly et al., ñSheôs A Wonder,ò Wonder Woman #170, 279, panel 2 ............366 

Fig. 5.09 Kelly et al., ñSheôs A Wonder,ò Wonder Woman #170, 294, panel 12 ........................367 

Fig. 5.10 Kelly et al., ñSheôs A Wonder,ò Wonder Woman #170, 295, panel 2 ..........................367 

Fig. 5.11 Johns, Donner, and Kubert, Superman: Last Son, 142, panels 2-6 ..............................373 

Fig. 5.12 Johns, Donner, and Kubert, Superman: Last Son, 37, panels 4-6 ................................374 

Fig. 5.13 Tomasi et al., Superman Rebirth: Son of Superman Vol. 1, n.p., panels 1-2 ...............376 

Fig. 5.14 Tomasi et al., Superman Rebirth: Son of Superman Vol. 1, n.p., panel 6 ....................377 

Fig. 5.15 Tomasi et al., Superman Rebirth: Son of Superman Vol. 1, n.p., panels 5-7 ...............379 

Fig. 5.16 Tomasi et al., Superman Rebirth: Son of Superman Vol. 1, n.p., panels 1-2 ...............382 

Fig. 5.17 Miller et al., Dark Knight: Master Race, n.p., full page ..............................................386 

Fig. 5.18 Miller et al., Dark Knight: Master Race, n.p., full page ..............................................386 

Fig. 5.19 Jurgens, Weeks, and Hanna, Road to Rebirth: Superman: Lois and Clark, n.p., panels 

2-5 ................................................................................................................................................396 

Fig. 5.20 Rucka et al., Wonder Woman, ñDown to Earth, Part One,ò n.p., panel 1 ....................397 

Fig. 5.21 Simone et al., Wonder Woman #31, 167, panels 2-5....................................................398 

Fig. 5.22 Simone et al., Wonder Woman #31, 171, panels 1-3....................................................400 

Fig. 5.23 Simone et al., Wonder Woman #37, 83, full page ........................................................401 

Fig. 6.01 Onfray & Le Roy, Nietzsche, pages 102-3 ...................................................................411 

Fig. 6.02 Onfray & Le Roy, Nietzsche, pages 104-5 ...................................................................412 

 

 

  



xi 
 

ABBREVIATIONS  

 

Nietzscheôs Works 

Abbreviations for Nietzscheôs works are not italicized when used in footnotes.  Works with 

multiple volumes or important subdivisions have a capitalized Roman numeral attached to the 

title abbreviation (e.g. Menschliches, Allzumenschliches I becomes MA-I, Part III of Also sprach 

Zarathustra becomes Z-III , etc.).  Aphorism numbers follow the title abbreviation and are 

denoted by the § symbol.  Works in which aphorism numbers restart in each subtitled section 

have the subtitle given between the title abbreviation and the aphorism number (e.g. aphorism 38 

from the section ñStreifz¿ge eines Unzeitgemªssenò in Götzendämmerung is given as: GD 

ñStreifz¿geò Ä38).  Abbreviations are listed below in order of original publication date. 

 

GT   Die Geburt der Tragödie aus dem Geiste der Musik 

UB   Unzeitgemässe Betrachtungen 

MA   Menschliches, Allzumenschliches 

M   Morgenröthe: Gedanken über die moralischen Vorurtheile 

FW   Die fröhliche Wissenschaft 

Z   Also sprach Zarathustra 

JGB   Jenseits von Gut und Böse: Vorspiel einer Philosophie der Zukunft 

GM   Zur Genealogie der Moral: Eine Streitschrift 

GD   Götzendämmerung, oder: Wie man mit dem Hammer philosophiert 

AC   Der Antichrist: Fluch auf das Christentum 

EH   Ecce Homo: Wie man wird, was man ist 

WM   Der Wille zur Macht 

NF   Nachgelassene Fragmente 

KSA   Kritische Studienausgabe 

eKGWB  Digitale Kritische Gesamtausgabe Werke und Briefe 

 

The lengthier titles of several superhero comic books and series that appear frequently in this 

dissertation are abbreviated in citations and in the body of the dissertation after their first 

appearance in each chapter. 

 

 DKR   The Dark Knight Returns 

 DKMR  Batman: The Dark Knight: Master Race 

 UXM   The Uncanny X-Men 
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Introduction  

Why Nietzsche?  Why Superhero Comics? 

 

1. Overview and Outline 

In January 2022, a well-preserved copy of Superman #1 (1939) sold at auction for $5.3 

million dollars, the highest price ever paid for a single comic book.  Taking second and third 

place that year with price tags of over $3 million apiece were two copies of Action Comics #1 

(1938), the debut issue of Superman and the comic book that launched the entire superhero 

genre.  Six other comic books were sold that year at seven-figure prices, including the debut 

issues of such notable superheroes as Batman, Wonder Woman, and Captain America.  Although 

it did not change hands in 2022, the debut issue of the Amazing Spider-Man (Amazing Fantasy 

#15, 1962) had been the most expensive comic book ever sold at auction (at $3.6 million) from 

September 2021 until it was dethroned by Superman #1 four months later.  All of these sales are 

part of a general trend in the world of comics.  The Certified Guarantee Company, which 

provides third-party quality assessment of collectibles, notes that in recent years comics 

collectibles ñhave seen a surge in value, with comic books particularly buoyed by their 

dominance in movies and television.ò1  As the CGCôs list of most expensive comics suggests, 

one superheroôs original comic books outrank all others: Superman.2 

Why do early superhero comics fetch such high prices at auction?  One factor is certainly 

the ubiquity of superhero films and their success at the box office (as of May 6, 2023, the Marvel 

Cinematic Universe has earned global receipts of more than $29 billion since 2008,3 making it 

 
1 CGC, ñMile High Copy of Superman #1.ò  
2 ñSupermanôs historical significance is singular among them [superheroes], continually leading the way in record-

setting salesò (CGC, ñMile High Copy of Superman #1ò). 
3 The Numbers, ñBox Office History.ò  
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the most financially successful film franchise of all time).  Historically, superheroes and 

superhero comics have not always enjoyed the popularity they do now, but the numbers speak 

for themselves: at this moment in time, superheroes are dominating the global popular 

imagination.  And although this resurgence is led by cinematic adaptations of superhero material, 

comic books are enjoying a renaissance of popularity, as wellðto such a degree that certain 

octogenarian comic books are tens of millions of times more valuable than their original cover 

prices. 

The field of comics studies, particularly the study of superhero comics, has experienced a 

similar boom over the last two decades.  For nearly half a century, the majority of literary and 

cultural critics in the United States dismissed comic books, especially those featuring 

superheroes, as, at best, unserious literature and, at worst, a threat not only to literacy but to the 

very fabric of U.S.-American social and family life.  This negative perception of comics changed 

rapidly, however, in the final two decades of the twentieth century.  Art Spiegelmanôs Maus 

(1980-91) was a literary sensation, and in 1992 it became the first graphic novel to win the 

Pulitzer Prize.  In 2010, the graphic novel Watchmen (1986) by Alan Moore and Dave 

Gibbonsða superhero storyðmade TIME Magazineôs list of the best English-language novels 

published between 1923 and 2005.4  Today, comics and graphic novels, including superhero 

narratives, are frequently the focus of popular and scholarly inquiry.   

In addition to studies on the mechanics of comics as an art form and an influential mass 

medium, an increasing amount of secondary material on superhero comics is engaging with 

comics as sites of philosophical meaning-making.  Collections of popular philosophical essays 

on superhero comics abound (Superman and Philosophy, Batman and Philosophy, The X-Men 

 
4 Grossman & Lacayo, ñAll-TIME 100 Novels.ò 
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and Philosophy, Watchmen and Philosophy, etc.), and collections of scholarly philosophical 

essaysðand even entire scholarly monographsðabout superhero comics are also increasing in 

number.  Superhero comics deal with issues of individual exceptionality and transcendence of 

the mundane in modern mass society, and the best that the genre has to offer can make us 

question our moral preconceptions of right and wrong and consider other modes of being and 

acting in the world.  Where once the character of Superman stood for ñtruth, justice, and the 

American Way,ò many superhero comics today have become self-reflective, presenting critical 

fictional reexaminations of ideological power structures that they had previously taken for 

granted.  Superheroic moral values have thus come under scrutiny, and although no final 

transcendence of the superhero appears to be possible (otherwise the genre would cease to exist), 

both comics creators and comics scholars are interrogating the genre, probing its shortcomings 

and identifying areas of growth and maturation. 

In the course of this broad cultural self-investigation, some of Western philosophyôs 

biggest names and ideas are being brought into connection with superhero narratives.  There are 

essays that attempt to discern instances of superheroes behaving according to Immanuel Kantôs 

categorical imperative, or that evaluate the actions of superheroes according to the theory of 

justice presented in Platoôs Republic.  Such undertakings achieve varying levels of 

persuasiveness, but one name in particular constantly reappears in the discussion: that of 

nineteenth-century German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche.  In fact, Nietzscheôs ideas and 

philosophical concepts have a history with superhero comics that begins shortly after the 

publication of the very first superhero comics in the 1930s and 1940s.  This connection hinges on 

one of Nietzscheôs most prominent ideas (curiously, however, not the one that he himself 

considered most central to his worldview): that of the Übermensch. 
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Literally translatable as ñoverman,ò the word has often been rendered as ñsupermanò 

(although, as I will show in Chapter Five, the case could be made that ñover-ò or ñsuperhumanò 

would be equally appropriate).  The ¦bermensch appears as a metaphorical figure in Nietzscheôs 

1883 work Also sprach Zarathustra, and it represents the heretofore unrealized heights of human 

potential.  The Übermensch is an exceptional individual who rises above the mediocrity of the 

ordinary human masses and whose very existenceðlet alone anything such an individual might 

actually say or doðis justification enough for the existence of the entire human race.  Beyond 

the obvious similarity in name (ñ¦bermenschò and ñSupermanò), then, both U.S.-American 

superheroes and Nietzscheôs ¦bermensch are concerned with the same fundamental issue: what 

place can human exceptionality have in a world dominated by the homogenizing forces of 

industrialization and mass culture?  A significant number of prominent superhero comics 

address, either directly or indirectly, this question, and many works of popular philosophy and 

scholarly inquiry explore, to a greater or lesser degree, the ways in which Nietzscheôs 

philosophical conceptsðof the superhuman, of moral valuation, of power and strengthð

resonate with similar issues in superhero comics.  No systematic investigation of this striking 

resonance yet exists, however.  This is precisely the lacuna that my dissertation fills.   

The structure of my argument generally follows the historical development of superhero 

comics and the concurrent evolution of the Nietzsche connection.  Superhero comics have 

evolved greatly in the eighty-five years since their inception, from the straightforward 

adventurousness of the first Superman comics to the self-referential complexity of post-

Watchmen narratives.  The genreôs engagement with Nietzscheôs works and ideas, on the part of 

creators and critics alike, has undergone a similar development.  Relatively unnuanced takes on 

such issues as power, violence, and physical dominance have generally (but not entirely) given 
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way to more complex representations of conventional moral values and individual responsibility 

and identity.  Although my treatment of these issues is not strictly chronologicalðeven the first 

chapter contains some analysis of twenty-first-century superhero narrativesðeach chapter 

focuses on specific questions that have resonated with Nietzscheôs works and superhero comics 

at different periods in the latterôs history. 

The first chapter addresses the question: what is the relationship between Nietzscheôs 

Übermensch, comic-book superheroes, and power?  The chapter begins with an analysis of those 

U.S.-American public intellectuals and cultural critics who, in the 1940s and 1950s, criticized 

comics in part by associating them with Nietzscheôs philosophy, which had been appropriated by 

the ideologues of the Third Reich.  Finding this anti-Nietzsche attitude to be present even in 

some pro-comics scholarship and popular criticism today, I examine Nietzscheôs concept of ñder 

Wille zur Machtò and its noblest expression as ñSelbst-¦berwindung.ò  In conjunction with this 

analysis, I analyze Superman comics from the Golden Age and the present day, investigating 

their reliance on action and violence to solve problems as well as their visual emphasis on 

Supermanôs hypermuscular physique.  Ultimately, I suggest that Supermanôs Golden-Age 

counterpart Batman better represents Nietzscheôs concept of ñSelbst-¦berwindung.ò 

The question answered in the second chapter is: what is the relationship between 

superhumans and ñordinaryò people in both Nietzscheôs works and superhero comics?  I focus 

primarily on Roy Thomasôs 1975 comic-book series Invaders.  One of the seriesô primary 

antagonists is a Nazi supervillain named ñMaster Man,ò who is explicitly described as a 

ñNietzschean nightmareò in the first issue.  First, I piece together the interpretation of 

Nietzscheôs ¦bermensch that Thomas presents in his comics.  Turning then to Jenseits von Gut 

und Böse (1886) and Zur Genealogie der Moral (1887), I examine Nietzscheôs concepts of 
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ñHerren-Moralò and ñSklaven-Moral,ò as well as the relationship between these moral systems 

and the Übermensch-concept.  The role (or lack thereof) of superhumans and Übermenschen in 

government is also addressed at the end of this chapter.  The third chapterôs central questions 

flow directly out of the conclusions reached in the second chapter.  How are superhuman races or 

species shown to coexist with ordinary humans in such comic-book series as The Uncanny X-

Men (1963-2011)?  Can there be a race of Nietzschean Übermenschen?  If so, is such a race to 

become reality via selective breeding, unaided natural selection, or some other, non-biological 

means?  And what will that raceôs relationship with the rest of humanity be?  I pay especially 

close attention to Nietzscheôs use of the words ñZuchtò and ñZ¿chtungò throughout his published 

works, as well as how his presentation of productive friendships and rivalries resonates with 

similar relationships depicted in The Uncanny X-Men. 

The fourth chapter addresses superhero comics from 1986 to the present that contain 

direct references to and/or indirect resonance with Nietzscheôs ideas on morality and his 

proposed ñUmwerthung aller Werthe.ò  Much of the chapter deals with the significance of an 

aphorism from Jenseits von Gut und Böse to Alan Moore and Dave Gibbonsôs 1986 maxiseries 

Watchmen.  I investigate how Moore and Gibbons, along with the creators whose subsequent 

works were inspired by Watchmen, use Nietzscheôs ideas to deconstruct conventional 

representations of the superhero.  I then take this analysis further, delineating the limits of the 

superheroic figure in comparison with the morally destabilizing effect that Nietzscheôs 

¦bermensch is said to have on human society.  Nietzscheôs works problematize Western 

morality as such, and the questions posed to superhero comics in this chapter are: does the genre 

take a critical approach to conventional morality?  How do superheroes give their lives purpose 

and meaning, and do their methods sufficiently address the crisis of nihilism with which 
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Nietzsche diagnoses modern mass society?  Ultimately, certain superhero comics help to 

concretize Nietzscheôs scattered and generalized attempts to address these issues in his later 

works. 

The fifth and final chapter examines the relationship between sex, gender, and the 

superhuman as it is presented in both bodies of work.  Can ñder ¦bermenschò be understood as a 

gender-neutral descriptor?  How do Nietzscheôs works present ñwomenò or ñthe feminine?ò  

How are female superheroes represented in superhero comics, and what does the troubled history 

of this representation tell us about U.S.-American popular conceptions of human exceptionality 

and gender?  The chapter brings past and present Wonder Woman comics into dialogue with 

various pronouncements on ñdas Weibò drawn primarily from Nietzscheôs Also sprach 

Zarathustra (1883), ultimately concluding that the presentation of sex and gender in both 

superhero comics and Nietzscheôs works, while oftentimes clearly prejudiced and stereotypical, 

is more fluid than it appears to be at first glance. 

As this outline makes clear, this dissertation intersects with multiple discussions within 

the secondary literature of both Nietzsche studies and comics studies.  In Nietzsche studies 

scholarship, superhero comics are almost never mentioned, and when they are, it is only in 

passing.  Works chronicling Nietzscheôs reception history in Europe and/or the United States 

often address the influence that Nietzscheôs works have wrought on the popular cultures of 

various nations, but I have not found that superhero comics are included in these histories.  One 

of my goals in this dissertation, then, is to expand upon Nietzscheôs global reception history by 

charting his reception in superhero comics and the secondary literature that has developed 

around them.  I show how the anti-comics polemics of the 1940s and 1950s eventually gave way 

to more measured popular and scholarly analyses of comics and graphic novels. The early 
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cultural critics made no distinction between Nietzscheôs ¦bermensch and the Nazi vulgarization 

thereof, whereas the stance taken by more recent comics studies is divided between those 

scholars and essayists who are still hostile toward Nietzscheôs philosophy and those who seek to 

analyze superhero comics through a more Nietzsche-friendly lens.  This development mirrors the 

changes that have also taken place in the ways that Nietzscheôs ideas and concepts are integrated 

directly into superhero narratives by comics creators. 

Since my project will also involve a process of reciprocal reading, using Nietzscheôs 

philosophical works to analyze superhero comics as well as utilizing the latter to expound ideas 

presented in the former, I will be engaging in close readings of Nietzscheôs published texts (and 

a select few posthumous fragments) and superhero comics.  I will support my analysis of the 

former with past and present scholarship on those subjects in Nietzscheôs works that relate to the 

central questions enumerated in the chapter descriptions above (i.e. power, dominance, race, 

morality, and sex-gender).  In my interpretations of the latter, I will principally rely on secondary 

sources that reference Nietzsche when analyzing the content of superhero comics.  When 

analyzing the formal aspects of superhero comics, I will use many key terms from central comics 

studies texts.  I will give brief explanations to such terms as arise, and I will generally operate 

according to the dictate that the visual elements of comics contribute just as much to our 

comprehension and interpretation of them as do their textual elements.  Scott McCloudôs 

Understanding Comics: The Invisible Art (1994) provides the foundation upon which my 

theoretical grasp of comics is based.  This comic book about comic books presents the 

vocabulary of comics studies in terms that are easy to understand and accessible to readers who 

do not have a background in the field.  Although many scholarly monographs have been written 

on the art, style, and ñsystemò of comics, I have not found any of them to have significantly 
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improved upon the lucid and intuitive description of comics presented in McCloudôs works.  

Scholarly works that seek to develop an academic theory of comics, such as Thierry 

Groensteenôs The System of Comics (1999, English translation 2007), provide a valuable service 

to the field; however, I have not found such neologisms as ñarthrologyò and ñspatio-topiaò5 to be 

necessary to my analysis of comics, and so have eschewed the use of such terms in favor of 

McCloudôs more accessible terminology. 

 

2. Making the Audible, Visible: Analyzing the Stylistic and Formal Resonances between 

Nietzscheôs Works and Superhero Comics 

 

Nietzscheôs philosophic formulations pervade our popular consciousness.  That such 

terms and phrases as ñder ¦bermensch,ò ñder Wille zur Macht,ò ñjenseits von gut und bºse,ò and 

even entire sentences (such as the infamous ñPeitscheò-pronouncement in Also sprach 

Zarathustra, discussed in further detail in Chapter Five) became popular in Germany at the turn 

of the twentieth century is one thing.  But that they became popular in translation and across the 

Atlantic Ocean is a testament to just how catchy these Nietzschean phrases are.  Nietzsche was 

more than a coiner of catchphrases, however: he was a stylist, and he set out to change his 

readersô perception of what was possible for the written (German) word.  Nietzscheôs intent was 

to make written text seem as vital and dynamic as the spoken wordðand, as we shall see in a 

moment, he publicly professed the belief that he had succeeded.  In what follows, I will show 

that Nietzscheôs use of specific formal mechanismsðof grammar, syntax, and page layoutð

result in a reading experience that bears striking similarities to the act of reading comics.  

Nietzscheôs proseðor ñ¦berprosa,ò as Nietzsche scholar Heinz Schlaffer calls itðis 

itself attention-grabbing: it ñ¿berwªltigt den Leser, der an die traditionelle Unterscheidung von 

 
5 Groensteen, The System of Comics, 21-23. 
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Prosa und Poesie gewºhnt ist.ò6  Take any passage from Nietzsche, and it immediately becomes 

clear that this is no conventional text.  Discursively, it is neither philosophical, nor empirical, nor 

even strictly literary; and although Nietzsche does include metered verse to open or close some 

of his works, his philosophical publications are, generally speaking, collections of hundreds of 

prose aphorisms.  As an example of Nietzscheôs unique authorial voice, I present the following 

passage from Nietzscheôs last authorized manuscript, Ecce Homo (1888-89).  Almost any 

passage from Nietzscheôs works could serve just as well here, but this one contains Nietzscheôs 

own stylistic self-assessment, ergo it is especially germane to the topic.  Although this long 

passage is worth reading in its entirety, my focus will be more on the visual impact of the text 

than on its content: 

Ich sage zugleich noch ein allgemeines Wort über meine K u n s t d e s S t i l s . Einen 

Zustand, eine innere Spannung von Pathos durch Zeichen, eingerechnet das tempo dieser 

Zeichen, m i t z u t h e i l e n ð das ist der Sinn jedes Stils; und in Anbetracht, dass die 

Vielheit innerer Zustände bei mir ausserordentlich ist, giebt es bei mir viele 

Möglichkeiten des Stils ð die vielfachste Kunst des Stils überhaupt, über die je ein 

Mensch verfügt hat. G u t  ist jeder Stil, der einen inneren Zustand wirklich mittheilt, der 

sich über die Zeichen, über das tempo der Zeichen, über die G e b ä r d e n ð alle 

Gesetze der Periode sind Kunst der Gebärde ð nicht vergreift. Mein Instinkt ist hier 

unfehlbar. ð Guter Stil a n s i c h ð eine r e i n e T h o r h e i t, blosser ĂIdealismusñ, 

etwa, wie das ĂSchºne a n s i c hñ, wie das ĂGute a n s i c hñ, wie das ĂDing a n 

s i c hñé Immer noch vorausgesetzt, dass es Ohren giebt ð dass es Solche giebt, die 

eines gleichen Pathos fähig und würdig sind, dass die nicht fehlen, denen man sich 

mittheilen d a r f . ð Mein Zarathustra zum Beispiel sucht einstweilen noch nach 

Solchen ð ach! er wird noch lange zu suchen haben! ð Man muss dessen w e r t h sein, 

ihn zu hºrené Und bis dahin wird es Niemanden geben, der die K u n s t, die hier 

verschwendet worden ist, begreift: es hat nie Jemand mehr von neuen, von unerhörten, 

von wirklich erst dazu geschaffnen Kunstmitteln zu verschwenden gehabt. Dass 

dergleichen gerade in deutscher Sprache möglich war, blieb zu beweisen: ich selbst hätte 

es vorher am härtesten abgelehnt. Man weiss vor mir nicht, was man mit der deutschen 

Sprache kann, ð was man überhaupt mit der Sprache kann. ð Die Kunst 

des g r o s s e n Rhythmus, der g r o s s e S t i l  der Periodik zum Ausdruck eines 

 
6 Schlaffer, Das entfesselte Wort, 49. 
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ungeheuren Auf und Nieder von sublimer, von übermenschlicher, Leidenschaft ist erst 

von mir entdeckt; mit einem Dithyrambus wie dem letzten des d r i t t e n Zarathustra, 

Ădie sieben Siegelñ ¿berschrieben, flog ich tausend Meilen ¿ber das hinaus, was bisher 

Poesie hiess.7 

 

This passage clearly shows that Nietzscheôs writing style is visually as well as 

thematically distinct.  ñSperrdruckò is used to emphasize certain words, whereas publications 

today would use italics (for simplicityôs sake, I will also use italics when quoting Nietzscheôs 

works in all subsequent chapters).  This has the effect of disrupting the potentially monotonous 

effect that such a long paragraph would otherwise have on the reader.  This wall of text is 

rendered still less visually oppressive by the frequent use of em dashes (ñGedankenstricheò in 

German) and ellipses.  Even before we get to the impact that Nietzscheôs style has on the content 

his worksðwhich we will come to in a momentðwe can see (literally) how his style affects the 

surface appearance of his text.  It is almost certain that Nietzsche himself was consciously aware 

of the visual impact these elements would have on his text, a supposition supported by the fact 

that he cared so much about the appearance of his works that he insisted that they be set in 

Antiqua type rather than Fraktur, the default typeface for contemporary German-language 

publications.8  Nietzsche did not hesitate to declare his distaste for the nationalistic, culturally 

decadent Germany of his day in almost every book he wrote.  His choice of typeface reinforces 

on the formal-visual level the thematic content of his works: they didnôt even look ñGerman.ò  If 

even the font in which his books were printed was calculated to visually distinguish his texts 

from those of contemporary German writers (setting his works apart even before prospective 

readersðof which, admittedly, there were few during Nietzscheôs productive yearsðhad 

 
7 Nietzsche, EH ñWarum ich so gute B¿cher schreibeò Ä4.  Pettey analyzes part of this passage in Nietzscheôs 

Philosophical and Narrative Styles, 18. 
8 Cf. Schlaffer, Das entfesselte Wort, 24.   
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actually read any of the words on the page), then it seems fair to suppose that other visually 

distinguishing features (like ñSperrdruckò and the frequent use of atypical punctuation marks) 

were deliberately chosen by Nietzsche, as well.    

The content of this passage supports this inference.  Words like ñTempoò and 

ñGebªrdenò are repeated within the paragraph, and Nietzsche also adds that the reception and 

comprehension of his philosophy presupposes ñdass es Ohren giebt ð dass es Solche giebt, die 

eines gleichen Pathos fähig und würdig sind, dass die nicht fehlen, denen man sich 

mittheilen d a r f.ò  Tempo, gestures, ears to hear his words: ñHier redet kein Redner, hier 

spricht ein Sprechender,ò writes Schlaffer; ñgenauer: hier ahmt ein Schriftsteller die Sprechweise 

eines Sprechenden nach.ò  Using the written word, Nietzsche is trying to convey the essential 

characteristics of the spoken word.  His idiosyncratic punctuationðthe many em dashes and 

ellipsesðis an ñErsatz f¿r die fehlenden Tonzeichenò and serves as a ñNachahmung von 

M¿ndlichkeit in der Schrift[.]ò9  Nietzsche even combines punctuation marks that typically do 

not go together, pairing periods and exclamation points with em dashes, for example.  Schlaffer 

calls this Nietzscheôs ñInterpunktionsgewitter,ò10 an apt term indeed for the storms of 

punctuation that appear in Nietzscheôs works.  In every case, Nietzscheôs visually distinct 

punctuation affects how readers ñhearò the text.  Periods, exclamation points, and question marks 

ñerzeugen im Leser die Vorstellung, daÇ er den Ton heben oder senken m¿sse, daÇ seine 

Stimmelauter oder leiser werde.ò11  Dashes and ellipses, on their own or in conjunction with 

other punctuation marks, ñlassen die Rede verstummen, die Gedanken jedoch weitergehenò12 

 
9 Ibid., 30. 
10 Ibid., 29. 
11 Ibid., 31. 
12 Ibid., 33. 
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(the latter function is especially clear in German, as ñGedankenstrichò literally translates to 

ñthought-lineò).   

Nietzscheôs text thus contains within itself directions on how to read it.  ñDie 

Typographie der Hervorhebung und Interpunktion übernimmt also eine ähnliche Funktion wie 

die Vortragszeichen in der Musik,ò writes Schlaffer, concluding that Nietzsche, unable to realize 

his ambitions as a composer, ñarbeitet seinen Text zum Notenblatt um.ò13 The effect is so strong 

that, sometimes without a conscious effort of imagination, readers can see the conductor 

gesticulating in front of his orchestra, or picture the gestures (ñGebªrdenò) with which a speaker 

might accompany this text if it were being delivered orally.  Schlaffer argues that when 

Nietzsche uses words like ñTempoò or ñRhythmusò in the passage above, he is clearly 

communicating that, like a composer, he is writing ñf¿r das Ohr,ò so that the ear ñauf den ganzen 

Körper wirke, bis zu den Füßen, in denen sich wieder die alte Lust zum Tanzen regen konnte.ò14  

Schlaffer further suggests that, on the one hand, Nietzscheôs rhythmic-lyrical style has a distinct 

rhetorical aim: ñAn die Stelle eines ¿berzeugenden Arguments tritt die emotionale Intensivierung 

der akustisch-körperlichen Signale, die den Leser an seine vorrationale Konstritution erinnern 

und zu reflexionsloser Zustimmung bewegen sollen.ò15  This may indeed be the caseðNietzsche 

himself characterized his works as ñpolemics,ò which rely more on declaratory intensity than 

logic to make their argument.  In the quoted passage above, however, Nietzsche writes that the 

ñSinn jedes Stilsò is to communicate ñeine innere Spannung von Pathos durch Zeichen.ò  This 

tension of pathos is physical, and as such must be expressed through the body.  Gestures, tone, 

rhythm, are the ñZeichenò that the body uses to communicate pathos, and these are imitated in 

 
13 Ibid., 30. 
14 Ibid., 60, 
15 Ibid., 67-68. 
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Nietzscheôs text through punctuation and a syntax that is informal and often incomplete, leaving 

the reader to finish the thought and connect one thought to the next.  Nietzscheôs works are 

meant to be experienced, not simply read (ñnicht nur lesbar, sondern auch erlebbarò16).  To that 

end, his stylistic prose ñimitiert die Kunstlosigkeit wirklich gesprochener Sªtze, die ja fast alle 

grammatisch unvollkommen bleiben, und die Freiheit lyrischer Poesie, deren Vollkommenheit 

nicht in syntaktischer Exaktheit besteht.ò17   

Nietzsche designed his written texts specifically to give the appearance of oral speechða 

synesthetic goal that is also undertaken by the creators of comics and graphic novels.  Comics 

artist, writer, and theorist Scott McCloud devotes an entire chapter of Understanding Comics to 

the various tools that comics artists have at their disposal to give the impression of aural 

phenomena in a strictly visual medium.  Regarding oral speech, McCloud presents and 

comments on the ñword balloonò in the excerpt shown below (Fig. 0.01).  ñWord balloonsò (or 

ñspeech balloons/bubblesò) are one of many ñsynaesthetic icons [sic]ò used in comics to 

communicate sound visuallyðin this case, to visualize the spoken word.  The size, shape, and 

line thickness of the words written within word balloons, along with variations in the shape, size, 

and style of the balloons themselves, all work to convey tone of voice, mood, and volume.  There 

are other ñsound effectsò in comics, too: visually stylized onomatopoeia representing everything 

from automobile collisions to ringing phones to the clack of a computer keyboard.  Nietzscheôs 

works tend not to include these sorts of effects, but the focus on the visual representation of 

speech is common to both bodies of work.  As almost every figure included in the body of this 

dissertation will show, most of the elements present in Nietzscheôs passage on style are present 

in superhero comics: the frequent use of em dashes, ellipses, and punctuation marks other than 

 
16 Ibid., 31. 
17 Ibid., 79, 
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the period and comma; the presence of italics (or in many cases, bold print) to indicate 

modulations of tone, inflection, and volume; and sentences that often do not conclude, but rather 

jump from thought to thought as the dialogue progresses, leaving readers to fill in the blanks.   

 

 

Speech takes place over time, and both Nietzsche and comics creators use grammatical 

and typographical tools to regulate the readerôs pace.  In Nietzscheôs works, ñ[s]ªmtliche 

Eintragungen in einer Zeile ï veränderte Schrifttypen und ungewöhnliche Satzzeichen ï 

verlangsamen die Lekt¿re und nªhern sie dem Tempo des Zuhºrens an,ò18 once again lending the 

 
18 Schlaffer, Das entfesselte Wort, 33. 

Fig. 0.01 McCloud, Understanding Comics, 134. 
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impression that the written text and its reader are actually a speaker and his listener.  The use of 

ñSperrdruckò in Nietzscheôs texts also slows the pace at which words are readðthe altered letter 

spacing breaks the readersô flow, causing them to linger and spend more time reading a word or 

phrase that Nietzsche wants to emphasize.  Altered fonts and unusual punctuation marks in 

comics have a similar effect on the comics reader, helping to determine the pace at which the 

content of speech balloons is processed in addition to giving ñvoiceò to the characters.  McCloud 

reminds us that comics have another time-altering tool at their disposal: space.  In Fig. 0.02 

below, McCloud demonstrates that by varying the length and size of panels, or by repeating the 

same panel multiple times (thereby creating literal space between one characterôs declaration and 

the otherôs response), the readerôs sense of time passing during and between panels can be  

Fig. 0.02 McCloud, Understanding Comics, 101. 
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distended.  And although individual panels typically present a single, static image, artists can 

create the illusion of movement in several different ways, the most frequent of which McCloud 

presents in his book (see Fig. 0.03 above).  Just as Nietzscheôs style is meant to suggest the 

presence of ñGebªrdenò that can only take place in real life and in real time, comics can add the 

illusion of movement to the illusion of speech. 

 

 

Readers can also infer movement, along with other narrative connections, as their 

attention follows a sequence of panels.  McCloud uses the term ñclosureò19 to describe the 

mental process of connecting the spatial and temporal events of sequential panels to one another 

(and to the act of inferring the existence of an entire world from a sequence of discrete images).   

We recognize from the visual cues mentioned in the previous paragraph that time is passing and 

actions are taking place within an individual panel.  We also infer temporal and thematic 

relationships between panels, as in the dramatic example McCloud has chosen of an axe-

wielding maniac approaching his victim (see Fig. 0.04 below).  From the contents of each panel, 

we presume that the second follows quickly upon the heels of the first, and in our minds, we fill  

 
19 McCloud, Understanding Comics, 62-67 

Fig. 0.03 McCloud, Understanding Comics, 114, panel 2. 
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in the missing time that elapses between panels, in what is called the ñgutter.ò  McCloud 

identifies six different types of panel-to-panel transitions (see Fig. 1.08 in Chapter One below), 

arguing that through the act of ñclosure,ò readers are able to make the necessary narrative and/or 

thematic connections from one panel to the next.  This makes the act of reading comics more 

participatory on an image-to-image basis than the act of viewing a film: ñEvery act committed to 

paper by the comics artist is aided and abetted by a silent accomplice,ò writes McCloud.  That 

accomplice is the reader, whose ñdeliberate, voluntary closure is comicsô primary means of 

simulating time and motionòðthat is, of creating a meaningful, coherent narrative out of discrete 

images.20 

In a fascinating turn, the mechanism of ñclosureò can help us better understand the act of 

reading Nietzscheôs works, too.  McCloud argues that continuous acts of closure are committed 

 
20 Ibid., 69. 

Fig. 0.04 McCloud, Understanding Comics, 66, panels 1-3. 
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when reading conventional literary texts foster even greater ñintimacyò between writer and 

reader than in comics (see Fig. 0.05 below, and notice how, by using a black background, 

McCloud forces readers to use closure to infer the boundary between his legs and hair and the 

rest of the panel).  Words are essentially collections of abstract symbols that, through an act of 

closure, readers connect to physical objects/sensations and mental/intellectual constructions.  The 

act of reading Nietzscheôs works, which consist solely of words and numbers, is therefore an act 

of continuous closure via which we connect abstract symbols to real and/or imagined objects and 

abstract concepts.  Although this can be said of any literary text, the act of closure when reading 

Nietzscheôs works runs deeper still.  I find a surprising parallel between Nietzscheôs aphoristic 

style and the panel-and-gutter presentation of sequential images in comics.   

 

 

Unlike the works of, say, Kant or Hegel, Nietzscheôs books are collections of aphorisms, 

some of which are multiple pages long, others only a sentence or two.  The relationship of any 

given aphorism to those that precede or succeed it is not always immediately clear.  Many of his 

works are subdivided into smaller parts or books, the titles of which partially elucidate the 

relevance of the aphorisms in that section to one another.  Menschliches, Allzumenschliches I and 

Fig. 0.05 McCloud, Understanding Comics, 69, panel 5. 
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Jenseits von Gut und Böse, for example, are each subdivided into nine titled parts.  The 

aphorisms in each part contain Nietzscheôs myriad insights into the topic stated in that partôs 

title.  The aphorisms collected under the title of, say, the sixth part of MA-I, ñWeib und Kind,ò 

all treat of women, men, marriage, children, parents, etc.; those collected in Jenseitsôs ñF¿nftes 

Hauptst¿ck: zur Naturgeschichte der Moralò contain various pronouncements on the history of 

moral values.  Other of his works, however, are subdivided into parts that bear no subtitles.   

Morgenröthe and Die fröhliche Wissenschaft, for example, are each divided into five parts, but 

only the fourth part of the latter work has a subtitle.  Readers are left to infer the relationship of 

one aphorism to the next, something that becomes especially challenging when the aphorisms in 

question are very short.   

Let us examine the final fourteen aphorisms on the last two pages of Book III of Die 

fröhliche Wissenschaft, presented as a scanned imaged in Fig. 0.06 below.  Sometimes, the 

connection between aphorisms is more clearly indicated by their content.  All of these aphorisms 

have a subtitle, printed in ñSperrdruckò and further separated from the ñbodyò of each aphorism 

by a period and an em dash.  The titles of all the aphorisms on the right-hand page are all 

questions, indicating that they are a linked series addressed to some ñdu,ò which in this case is 

most likely a form of self-address on Nietzscheôs part.  The answers to the final three questions 

all refer to the problem of ñshame,ò and so are further related to one another.  The aphorisms on 

the left-hand page, however, do not have titles that build an obvious series, nor does the content 

of each aphorism immediately and unambiguously relate to that of the others.  The reader is left 

to infer the relationship between the privilege of the dead to no longer die (§262), love and 

vanity (Ä263), the things ñweò do being praised or criticized but never understood (Ä264), the 

irrefutable errors of humanity (§265), the cruelty of great ones toward their own virtue (§266),  
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and the assertion that having a great goal places one above justice (§267).  Furthermore, what 

relationship do these aphorisms bear to the sequence of seven question-and-answer aphorisms 

that follow?  And how are all fourteen aphorisms on these two pages related to the preceding 153 

aphorisms in Book III?  This is something that all readers must decide for themselves by using 

such clues from the text as there are, but also by bringing their own experience and intellect to 

bear in order to solve the puzzle.  In other words, readers must constantly commit acts of closure 

when moving from one aphorism to the next.  Even the visual arrangement of Nietzscheôs 

aphorisms on the page reinforces this connection: the blank space separating each aphorism from 

the others is analogous to comic-book gutters, with each aphorism then being analogous to a 

panel.  And just as the relevance of one panel to another can be more immediately apparent (as in 

the instance of moment-to-moment, action-to-action, or subject-to-subject transitions) or more 

Fig. 0.06 Nietzsche, Die fröhliche Wissenschaft, 518-519 (§262-75). 
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difficult to determine (as with scene-to-scene, aspect-to-aspect, and non-sequitur transitions), so 

too can some of Nietzscheôs aphorisms be more easily and readily related to one another than 

others.  Although the subject matter may vary greatly at times, both bodies of work require 

constant participation on the part of the reader to make sense of the visual relationships present 

on every page. 

These formal and stylistic resonances between Nietzscheôs works and comic books will 

not always be at the forefront of my analysis, but they are worth bearing in mind throughout the 

chapters that follow.  Nietzscheôs works appear at first glance to be easier to read than they really 

are.  His aphoristic style could encourage readers to fly from aphorism to aphorism, making short 

work of even the longer passages presented for their consideration.  Making sense of these 

aphorisms, and relating each to the others, is a time-consuming process requiring patience and, 

quite often, the act of rereading.  For their part, superhero comics have long been thought to be 

simplistic in nature and incapable of communicating thematic content worth taking ñseriously.ò  

As this dissertation will show, however, ñseriousò subjects do not always need to be addressed 

seriously in order to be addressed adequately.  In support of this position, I will close this 

introduction with an aphorism from Die fröhliche Wissenschaft, in which we can clearly hear 

Nietzscheôs scornful laughter at the expense of those who insist on ñtaking things seriously:ò  

E r n s t  n e h m e n . ð  Der Intellect ist bei den Allermeisten eine schwerfällige, 

finstere und knarrende Maschine, welche ¿bel in Gang zu bringen ist: sie nennen es Ădie 

Sache e r n s t n e h m e nñ, wenn sie mit dieser Maschine arbeiten und gut denken 

wollen ð oh wie lästig muss ihnen das Gut-Denken sein! Die liebliche Bestie Mensch 

verliert jedesmal, wie es scheint, die gute Laune, wenn sie gut denkt; sie wird Ăernstñ! 

Und Ăwo Lachen und Frºhlichkeit ist, da taugt das Denken Nichtsñ: ð so lautet das 

Vorurtheil dieser ernsten Bestie gegen alle Ăfrºhliche Wissenschaftñ. ð Wohlan! Zeigen 

wir, dass es ein Vorurtheil ist!21   

 
21 Nietzsche, FW §327. 
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Chapter One 

 

The Will to Superpower: 

Strength in Superhero Comics and Nietzscheôs Concept of the Übermensch  

 

1. Introduction  

Supermanôs entrance into U.S.-American popular culture in 1938 was explosive.  Readers 

(mostly young, mostly male) loved him, and a slew of other superheroes quickly popped up as 

publishers capitalized on the Man of Steelôs popularity.  Critics (mostly older, mostly male), on 

the other hand, saw him as a menace.  Nietzscheôs philosophical legacy had been dominated by 

his sister, who held nationalistic, militaristic, and racist views that her brother did not share.  

Thanks to her influence, the National Socialists found Nietzscheôs philosophy tailor-made for 

them upon Hitlerôs ascendance to power in 1933.  This association continues to haunt 

Nietzscheôs reception even todayðit is seemingly impossible for a scholar to talk about 

Nietzsche without also mentioning the Nazis, however briefly.  For critics of superhero comics 

writing in the 1940s and early 1950s, the Nietzsche-Nazi connection was all the more immediate.  

Superman and his ilk, they argued, were fascists of the most brutal sort, relying on their fists 

instead of their minds to solve the worldôs problems and inculcating in the nationôs youth a 

mentality of violence. 

Unlike what these first critics believed, however, the connection between Superman and 

the Übermensch was not a question of direct influence.  The association of Nietzsche with 

fascism already shows that Nietzscheôs philosophical concept of the ¦bermensch entered into 

US-American popular consciousness through a German National-Socialist filterðto such great 

extent that to early critics of comic books, Nietzscheanism and Nazism were one and the same.  
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But Nietzscheôs ¦bermensch had already entered U.S.-American pop culture through the 

science-fiction literature of the 1920s and early 1930s.   

 Eventually, however, Nietzscheôs ideas would be directly and purposefully incorporated 

into superhero comics, a phenomenon I will investigate in a later chapter.  Nevertheless, I believe 

that the early critics were responding, in a manner deeply revealing of the intellectual and 

political climate of the times, to an undeniable resonance between Nietzsche, Nazism, and 

superheroes.  Even were it not for the continued scholarly and fan-based battles raging over the 

question of super-fascism, I believe that further exploration of this resonance is merited. To that 

end, this chapter will investigate, one the one hand, the thematization and visualization of power 

in superhero comics.  On the other, I will examine the portrayal of the ¦bermenschôs relationship 

to power in Nietzscheôs works.  Both superhero comics and Nietzscheôs works present more 

nuanced takes on power than most early critics, and even scholars today, give either credit for.  

My task in this chapter will be to identify characteristics of Nietzscheôs works and superhero 

comics that begin to explain the strong resonance that 1940s intellectuals experienced between 

the two.     

 

2. Early Critics: Nazis, Nietzsche, and the Comic Book Crisis 

One of the first high-profile attack on superhero comics was an editorial in the Chicago 

Daily News written by Sterling North in 1939, a year after Supermanôs debut in Action Comics 

#1 (cover date June 1938).  Reprinted as a single page in the journal Childhood Education in 

January 1940, Northôs attack has been referred to time and again over the past eighty-four years 

by supporters and detractors alike.  Northôs editorial is too short to allow for much depth, and 

apparently too short to offer much in the way of evidence to support his claims.  Heðalong with 
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unspecified others whom he simply refers to as ñweò and ñusòðclaims to have perused 108 

different comics magazines and to have found that 70 percent ñwere of a nature no respectable 

newspaper would think of accepting.ò   The material he found objectionable?  ñSuperman 

heroics, voluptuous females in scanty attire, blazing machine guns, hooded ójusticeô and cheap 

propaganda were to be found on almost every page.ò22  He makes no mention of which comics 

comprised the 108 he allegedly examined, nor does he provide any examples of the objectionable 

content he lists.  Though he does not make any direct connection to either the Nazis or to 

Nietzsche, the timing of Northôs editorial is significant: Germany had invaded Poland just a few 

months before Northôs editorial was published.  The Third Reichôs superman had begun his 

march across Europe, and the inclusion of ñSuperman heroicsò in Northôs list of grievances 

suggests that the critic connected superheroes to the barbaric violence of self-proclaimed 

ñsupermenò overseas. 

It would not take long for critics to link the comic-book superhero to fascist ideology 

even more explicitly, and thence to Nietzscheôs ¦bermensch.  On September 2, 1940, the 

periodical New Republic published Slater Brownôs editorial critique of superhero comic books.  

Brown recounts the events of Superman #4 (1940), in which the Man of Steel faces off against 

Lex Luthor, mad scientist, in a tone dripping with sarcasm: Brown is not impressed by 

Supermanôs fantastic hijinks.  Brown ends his editorial by abruptly mentioning Nietzsche, 

imagining his reaction to this popular appropriation of his Übermensch-concept:  

And though one cannot help wondering if Nietzsche, sourly contemplating Timeôs Ruins, 

would consider this popular vulgarization of his romantic concept with equanimity, even 

as Swift may shudder over the final and ironic destiny of his Gulliver, I, at least, cannot 

share whatever disapprobation he may feel.  For in Nietzscheôs own native land and in 

the neighboring country where he lived, it is not the children who have embraced a 

vulgarized myth of Superman so enthusiastically; it has been their elders.23 

 
22 North, ñA National Disgrace,ò 56. 
23 Brown, ñThe Coming of Superman,ò 301. 
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Brown hints that Nietzsche might object to Superman as a ñpopular vulgarizationò of his 

Übermensch, but Brown feels no sympathy for the late philosopher, on the grounds that the 

Übermensch-ideal had been previously corrupted by the Third Reich.  Brownôs reasoning is 

curious, but the sentiment he expresses was so widespread during the Second World War as to 

obviate any need for evidential support.  Again, the timing of Brownôs editorial is significant: the 

war in Europe had raged for a year and a day, and Hitlerôs war machine showed no signs of 

stopping.  Brown, like North before him, was quick to condemn any superman-figure as an 

ideological exemplar of the Third Reichôs ñvulgarizedò superhuman.  If Nietzsche would object 

to a Superman drawn to please children, he should not have made his Übermensch-ideal so 

corruptible in the first place. 

 Sixth months later, in April 1941, another high-profile anti-comics article was published: 

ñThe Sad Case of the Funniesò by James Frank Vlamos.  Vlamos goes one step further than 

North by explicitly linking Superman to fascism but does not go as far as to invoke Nietzsche.  

Vlamos limits his attacks on comics to a perceived pagan-fascist divinization of physical 

prowess.  Supermanôs ñmethods may be those of a bully, but his alleged motives make him a 

hero,ò writes Vlamos derisively, adding that comic book protagonists (super or otherwise) 

ñreside in a shady land between the underworld and the pagan heavens.ò24  Vlamos mocks 

comic-book charactersô physiques, dismissing them as hulking brutes, before finally noting that 

the violence-oriented narratives in comics ñdemonstrate all the arguments a child ever needs for 

an omnipotent and infallible óstrong manô beyond all law, the nihilistic man of totalitarian 

ideology.ò25  Vlamos is his own worst enemy, however, beginning his diatribe with a reckless 

and, indeed, repugnant hyperbole wherein he advises readers to seek relief from the ñbrutal, 

 
24 Vlamos, ñThe Sad Case of the Funnies,ò 414. 
25 Ibid., 416. 
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violent and fake-scientificò comics page by ñquickly turning back the pages to the front of the 

paper with its comparatively tame accounts of murder and holocaust.ò26  Comic books never, and 

certainly not in 1941, depicted horrors so great as to dwarf the real-world suffering of millions of 

human beings.  Most contemporary critics realized this, too, and so Vlamosôs tone-deaf assertion 

did not find any like-minded thinkers. 

In 1943, Catholic intellectual Thomas F. Doyle brought together all the different strands 

of comics criticism found across North, Brown, and Vlamos.  In his article-length opinion piece 

ñWhatôs Wrong with the óComicsô?ò Doyle explicitly and neatly links Nietzsche, Nazism, and 

paganism to comic-book superheroes (chiefly Superman, though he does not restrict his ire 

solely to the Man of Steel):   

Supermanôs exploits do not meet with the approval of more discerning critics.  In a vulgar 

way this fantastic character seems to personify the primitive religion expounded by 

Nietzscheôs Zarathustra.  ñMan alone is and must be our God,ò says Zarathustra, very 

much in the style of a Nazi pamphleteer.27 

 

The problem here is that Nietzscheôs character Zarathustra never says any such thing.  The four 

parts of Also sprach Zarathustra contain numerous pronouncements on the relationship between 

humanity and its God/gods that a Catholic intellectual would have no choice but to condemn, but 

this exact quotation does not exist.  Doyle, however, seems little concerned with such petty 

details as quoting Nietzsche correctly, contenting himself with comparisons between the Nazi 

regimeôs appropriation of Nietzscheôs ¦bermensch and Supermanôs penchant for solving 

problems with violence.  Doyleôs main objection, however, is the fact that ñthere are plenty of 

American children who know more about the man-wonder Superman than they do about Christ 

or any of the great characters of the Bible.ò28  Doyleôs fabricated Nietzsche quotation 

 
26 Ibid., 411. 
27 Doyle, ñWhatôs Wrong with the óComicsô?ò 549. 
28 Ibid. 
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underscores the ñfact,ò which Doyle implies all good Catholic parents must find repellent, that 

the youth of the day had replaced Jesus Christ with a secular savior. 

For Doyle, Nietzsche epitomized this modern paganism.  To be sure, Nietzsche 

frequently expresses his utter contempt for Christianity in his works, preferring the pagan 

worldview for, among other things, promoting individualism over a conformist herd mentality:  

Die Erfindung von Göttern, Heroen und Uebermenschen aller Art, sowie von Neben- und 

Untermenschen, von Zwergen, Feen, Centauren, Satyrn, Dämonen und Teufeln, war die 

unschätzbare Vorübung zur Rechtfertigung der Selbstsucht und Selbstherrlichkeit des 

Einzelnen: die Freiheit, welche man dem Gotte gegen die anderen Götter gewährte, gab 

man zuletzt sich selber gegen Gesetze und Sitten und Nachbarn. Der Monotheismus 

dagegen, diese starre Consequenz der Lehre von Einem Normalmenschen ð also der 

Glaube an einen Normalgott, neben dem es nur noch falsche Lügengötter giebt ð war 

vielleicht die grºsste Gefahr der bisherigen Menschheit [é].29 

 

Doyle never even considers that a pantheon of superheroes might offer children a variety of role 

models and encourage nonconformism.  Instead, even as he decries U.S.-American childrenôs 

conformism to a so-called ñpaganò ideal, he encourages parents to promote conformism to the 

Christian ideal.  In so doing, Doyle is himself a perfect example of devotion to what Nietzsche 

dubbed the Christian ñNormalgott.ò  According to the above passage, this can only lead to a 

society of averages (ñNormalmenschenò) devoid of extraordinary individuals.  Doyle remains 

unaware of this Nietzschean critique, and his attention soon shifts to the assertion, often 

championed during the war on comics but never definitively proved, that the crime portrayed in 

superhero comics inspires the children who read them to commit crimes in real life.  He ends by 

condemning the parents who let their children read comics, arguing that this sort of pseudo-

reading will cripple U.S.-American youth and rob them of ñthe vigorous and disciplined 

manhood that helped to build America and must save it today from its enemies.ò30   

 
29 Nietzsche, FW, §143. 
30 Doyle, ñWhatôs Wrong with the óComicsô?ò 557. 
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 Walter Ong, another Catholic public intellectual, took Doyleôs Nietzsche-Nazi link even 

further in ñThe Comics and the Super Stateò (1945).  He argues that comic strips and comic 

books represent ñreading made for effortless absorption, reading on the level at which 

propaganda moves.ò31  Ong declares superhero comics a form of mass propaganda, as dangerous 

to U.S.-American freedoms as any of the fascist super-stateôs most effective weapons in the war 

of public opinion.  The sheer reach of comics was a problem for Ong: as a mass medium, they 

could potentially infect millions of impressionable minds.32  The ideology these comics promote 

is, according to Ong, explicitly fascist:  

So it happens that the notion of a ñsupermanò is part of the herdist economy of the Nazi 

Third Reich.  The very title ñsupermanòðas well as its earlier and unsuccessful form, 

ñovermanòðis an importation brought into English by George Bernard Shaw out of 

Nietzsche, the herald of Nazism and the new order, who had seen in his übermensch [sic] 

the salvation of mankind.  The Superman of the cartoons is true to his sources.  [é H]e is 

a super state type of hero, with definite interest in the ideologies of herdist politics.33 

 

Ong continues, condemning both the super state for its glorification of brute force and superhero 

comics for literally embodying this ideology: ñSupermanôs permanent orgy of muscularity is a 

correlative of the glorification of youth that is part of the pagan economy in its original habitat as 

well as in Nietzsche, Wagner, and in Hitlerôs reconditioned Valhalla.ò34  Comparatively 

speaking, however, the early Superman was hardly the ñorgy of muscularityò that later 

 
31 Ong, ñThe Comics and the Super State,ò 44. 
32 North also mentions the ubiquity of comic books in the United States: ñTen million copies of these sex-horror 

serials are sold every month.  One million dollars are taken from the pockets of Americaôs children in exchange for 

graphic insanityò (56).  He offers no source for this information.  Ong, three years later, cites much larger figures 

(and, indeed, comic book circulation did boom during the Second World War) and writes his statistics in all their 

numeric glory: ñIn the 25,000,000 comic books that are produced in this country per month, each to be read by an 

average of four or five individuals, and in the 6,000,000,000 comic strips that appear every month in U.S. 

newspapers, there is at work a squirming mass of psychological forces.ò  He continues: ñNewspaper comic readers 

are estimated at between 60,000,000 and 70,000,000; comic book readers at 70,000,000ò (34).  The only bit of data 

he attributes to a source, however, comes from Time magazine, which he quotes as reporting ñthat one out of every 

five adults in the United States is an avid comic book addict.ò 
33 Ong, ñThe Comics and the Super State,ò 35. 
34 Ibid., 38. 
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superheroes became.  Compare the following two images, the first from the cover of Action 

Comics #1, the second from the cover of Superman: Action Comics #1, part of the New 52 reboot 

launched by DC in 2011. (See Figs. 1.01 and 1.02 below.)  Though still muscular, the early 

Supermanôs power was visible less in his physique and more in the feats of strength he 

performed.  For Ong, however, this was still enough to condemn Superman as a pagan, fascist 

fantasy heralded by Nietzsche and embraced by the Third Reich. 

Like Doyle, Ongôs manner of citing Nietzsche is problematic.  In a parenthetical 

comment immediately following the ñorgy of muscularityò quotation above, Ong reiterates his 

claim that ñ[t]his resurgence of official paganism in Germany was foreseen as a part of the new 

Germany by the prophet Nietzsche in his vision of the órebirth in Germany of the Hellenic 

world.ôò35  Ong does not cite this quotation, so it is not clear where in Nietzscheôs corpus this 

 
35 Ibid. 

Fig. 1.01 Siegel and Shuster, 

cover of Action Comics #1.  

Fig. 1.02 Morrison et al., cover of The 

New 52: Action Comics: Volume. 1 

Superman and the Men of Steel.  
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precise phrase can be foundðif it can be found at all.  A thorough search of the digital critical 

edition has yielded a quotation from Nietzscheôs first book, Die Geburt der Tragödie (1872), that 

might be the source for Ongôs translation: ñMºge uns Niemand unsern Glauben an eine noch 

bevorstehende Wiedergeburt des hellenischen Alterthums zu verkümmern suchen; denn in ihm 

finden wir allein unsre Hoffnung für eine Erneuerung und Läuterung des deutschen Geistes 

durch den Feuerzauber der Musik.ò36  When he wrote this book, Nietzsche believed that Richard 

Wagnerôs music would usher in this ñWiedergeburt des hellenischen Alterthums,ò but soon 

thereafter he became repulsed by Wagnerôs increasingly radical racial and religious opinions.  

Ong thus neglects to give his readers an accurate picture of Nietzsche, describing instead a 

philosopher of a paganistic ñorgy of muscularityò and ñtotal athleticismò37 who would approve 

of superheroes whose ñbull necks are often a pretty fair index of their intellectual prowess.ò38  It 

is this valuation of brute strength and physical power that Ong finds so objectionable in 

superhero comics and that he takes for granted in Nietzscheôs works.   

To Ong, the very idea of the ñsupermanò is fascist.  In his essay, Nietzscheôs ¦bermensch 

and the comic-book Superman are ideologically identical and consequently morally 

reprehensible, rendering prolonged consideration of original source material unnecessary.  The 

dearth of specific examples drawn from either comic books or Nietzscheôs published works is 

consistent across North, Doyle, and Ongôs polemics.  Upon a more careful reading of 

Nietzscheôs works, however, surprising overlap appears between the anti-comics concerns raised 

by these critics, especially Ong, and Nietzscheôs own works (not least of all the fact that 

Nietzsche, too, wrote polemics, as the title page of his 1887 work Zur Genealogie der Moral: 

 
36 Nietzsche, GT §20. 
37 Ong, ñThe Comics and the Super State,ò 39. 
38 Ibid., 36. 
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Eine Streitschrift clearly illustrates39).  To begin with, Ongôs concern that ñ[r]eading habits at a 

low level of awareness are being indulged more universally now than was ever possible beforeò40 

bears a remarkable resemblance to several moments in Nietzscheôs works where the philosopher 

expresses his utter contempt for contemporary reading habits.  The following excerpt from the 

foreword to the unpublished Über die Zukunft unserer Bildungsanstalten is representative of 

Nietzscheôs thoughts on the matter:  

Für die ruhigen Leser ist das Buch bestimmt, für Menschen, welche noch nicht in die 

schwindelnde Hast unseres rollenden Zeitalters hineingerissen sind und noch nicht ein 

götzendienerisches Vergnügen daran empfinden, von seinen Rädern zermalmt zu 

werdenðdas heißt für Menschen!  Diese aber können sich nicht daran gewöhnen den 

Werth jedes Dinges nach der Zeitersparniß oder Zeitversäumniß abzuschätzen, diese 

Ăhaben noch Zeitñ[.]41 

 

Nietzscheôs scorn for the life lived in hasteðthat is, for the urban, industrial lifeðis palpable.  

Nietzscheôs ideal readers have not conformed to the industrialized, utilitarian value system that 

Nietzsche abhors.  Ong also saw reading becoming a passive activity, undertaken with neither 

intention nor attention.  Comic books epitomize this sort of reading for him: ñThe plain fact is 

that the comics, although for a time they exhibited no objectionable phenomena, impose on their 

audience reading habits that are dangerous.ò42  The danger that Ong seesðthat the ideology of a 

fascist super state will be internalized by comics readersðis related to the concerns that 

Nietzsche expresses in the passage above, although Nietzsche of course does not mention 

ñfascism,ò as the movement had yet to be named.   

 
39 Nietzsche, KSA 5, p. 245. 
40 Ong, ñThe Comics and the Super State,ò 34. 
41 Nietzsche, Ueber die Zukunft unserer Bildungsanstalten, ñVorrede,ò KSA 1, 649.  The critical edition contains 

another, slightly tamer version under the heading Fünf Vorworten zu fünf ungeschriebenen Büchern, intended as a 

gift for Cosima Wagner: ñF¿r die ruhigen Leser ist das Buch bestimmt, für Menschen welche noch nicht in die 

schwindelnde Hast unseres rollenden Zeitalters hineingerissen sind, und noch nicht ein götzendienerisches 

Vergnügen daran empfinden, wenn sie sich unter seine Räder werfen, für Menschen also, die noch nicht den Werth 

jedes Dinges nach der ZeitersparniÇ oder ZeitversªumniÇ abzuschªtzen sich gewºhnt habenò (KSA 1, 762).  

Nietzscheôs point, however, remains the same. 
42 Ong, ñThe Comics and the Super State,ò 44. 
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 Furthermore, both Ong and Nietzsche are concerned with the dangers of conformism.  In 

Ongôs estimation, the fascist super state requires absolute conformity: ñThe civilization of the 

new order is in great part a herdist phenomenon.  Its subjects are, ideally, standardized men, men 

en bloc, men acting and controlled in the mass on the infra-rational plane.ò43  Comics readers 

will learn to crush any individualism they should encounter, whether internal or external: ñIn the 

herd, differentiation is regarded with terror.ò44  Nietzsche expressed a similar sentiment more 

than sixty years prior to Ongôs essay: ñ Mit der Moral wird der Einzelne angeleitet, Function der 

Heerde zu sein und nur als Function sich Werth zuzuschreiben.ò45  The original context of this 

statement has little to do with mass propaganda (though Nietzsche did not hesitate to express his 

contempt for newspapers in his day46), falling as it does at the beginning of a sustained attacked 

on Christian morality as herd morality par excellence.  Nevertheless, it is interesting that Ongôs 

essay, in which he articulates a resonance between superhero comics and a nazified 

Nietzscheanism, should contain passages that echo Nietzschean sentiments so closely.  Of 

course, we can only pursue this line of comparison so far before we come to the problem of 

cherry-picking (not that any of the early comics critics were above that stratagem).  Numerous 

passages in Nietzscheôs works also denounce democracy as a ñherdist phenomenon,ò a position 

Ongôs essay decisively repudiates.47 

 
43 Ibid., 35. 
44 Ibid. 
45 Nietzsche, FW §116. 
46 See, for example, GT Ä20, in which Nietzsche bemoans the fact that the journalist, ñder papierne Sclave des 

Tages,ò has triumphed over the university professor as the arbiter of culture. 
47 As an example, I offer a passage from Jenseits von Gut und Böse §202, in which Nietzsche neatly manages to 

attack both Christianity and democracy as outcomes of herd-animal instincts: ñ[M]it H¿lfe einer Religion, welche 

den sublimsten Heerdenthier-Begierden zu Willen war und schmeichelte, ist es dahin gekommen, dass wir selbst in 

den politischen und gesellschaftlichen Einrichtungen einen immer sichtbareren Ausdruck dieser Moral finden: die 

demokratische Bewegung macht die Erbschaft der christlichen.ò 
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More prominent even than Ongôs critique, however, was Fredrick Werthamôs landmark 

1954 publication Seduction of the Innocent.  Published nine years after the end of World War II, 

Werthamôs book came at the height of ñThe Great Comic-Book Scareò48 of the 1940s and 1950s 

and quickly made him the most famous (or infamous, depending on oneôs point of view) anti-

comics crusader.  Testifying before of such notable public bodies as the U.S. Senate 

Subcommittee to Investigate Juvenile Delinquency,49 Wertham was lauded by large numbers of 

ñrespectableò media outlets but was almost universally reviled by comic book artists, writers, 

editors, publishers, and fans.  Fredric Wertham valued a socially oriented mindset over an 

individualistic one, and so in Seduction of the Innocent he objected strongly to the character of 

Superman.  This objection was deeply rooted in the Nietzschean and fascistic connotations of the 

word ñSuperman.ò  By 1954, the formula Superman = Übermensch = Nietzsche = Nazi was so 

widely accepted that Wertham could take it for granted in his book.  As Nietzsche scholar Julie 

Ratner-Rosenhagen notes, ñduring and immediately after World War II, Friedrich Nietzsche was 

persona non grata in American intellectual life.ò50  Beyond the focus of the comics debate, U.S.-

American public intellectualsðand indeed, the public itselfðwere convinced that Nietzscheôs 

writings were inherently fascistic.  Wertham capitalized on this association to make comics 

appear even more diabolical than they were already regarded to be.   

While Wertham takes issue with every comic book genre, he only invokes Nietzsche 

specifically in relation to superhero comics, as part of his effort to portray Superman as a fascist 

nightmare.  The first such invocation comes in the early pages of Seduction of the Innocent:  

As our work went on we established the basic ingredients of the most numerous and 

widely read comic books: violence; sadism and cruelty; the superman philosophy, an 

 
48 Hajdu, The Ten-Cent Plague: The Great Comic-Book Scare and How It Changed America. 
49 The hearing in question (Juvenile Delinquency (Comic Books): Hearing before the Subcommittee on Juvenile 

Delinquency) was held by the 83rd Congress, 2nd session, on April 21, 22, and June 4, 1954.  
50 Ratner-Rosenhagen, American Nietzsche, 221. 
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offshoot of Nietzscheôs superman who said, óWhen you go to women, donôt forget the 

whip.ô  We also found that what seemed at first a problem in child psychology had much 

wider implications.  Why does our civilization give to the child not its best but its worst, 

in paper, in language, in art, in ideas?  What is the social meaning of these supermen, 

superwomen, super-lovers, superboys, supergirls, super-ducks, super-mice, super-

magicians, super-safecrackers?  How did Nietzsche get into the nursery?51 

 

Many of Werthamôs arguments in this book draw their authority from alliteration and repetition, 

respectively exemplified in this instance by the phrase ñNietzsche [in] the nurseryò and the 

repeated attachment of the prefix ñsuper-ò to increasingly absurd nouns.  (In a later chapter, he 

again refers to ñcrime comicsò as ñKafka for the kiddies,ò52 once more relying on pleasing 

alliteration to persuade in lieu of actual evidence.  And clearly, there was no love lost between 

Wertham, a German ex-patriate, and the literature and philosophy of his home country.)  As for 

content, when Wertham quotes Nietzsche, he omits all context that would complicate his 

ñNietzsche-Naziò narrative.  The lone quotation about women and whips, for example, comes 

from a section entitled ñVon alten und jungen Weibleinò in the first part of Nietzscheôs Also 

sprach Zarathustra.  I will address the various interpretations of this passage in context in 

Chapter Five, Section 2; for now, I want only to point out Werthamôs technical inaccuracies.  It 

is not Nietzscheôs ¦bermensch who says this; rather, the character Zarathustra (who is not the 

¦bermensch) relates a story in which he encounters ñein altes Weibleinò who, after listening to 

Zarathustraôs various pronouncements on ñdas Weib,ò says in response: ñóDu gehst zu Frauen?  

Vergiss die Petische nicht! ïôò53  Wertham thus sacrifices accuracy in his rhetorical attempt to 

suggest that Nietzscheôs ¦bermensch exhibits ñviolence[,] sadism and crueltyò toward women. 

 Wertham vilifies comics via association with Nietzsche once more several chapters later.  

Here, the issue is again that of cruelty, though now with further moral implications:   

 
51 Wertham, Seduction of the Innocent, 15. 
52 Ibid., 106. 
53 Nietzsche, Z-I ñVon alten und jungen Weiblein.ò 
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In these children there is an exact parallel to the blunting of sensibilities in the direction 

of cruelty that has characterized a whole generation of central European youth fed on the 

Nietzsche-Nazi myth of the exceptional man who is beyond good and evil.  [é]  How 

can they respect the hard-working mother, father or teacher who is so pedestrian, trying 

to teach common rules of conduct, wanting you to keep your feet on the ground and 

unable even figuratively speaking to fly through the air? Psychologically Superman 

undermines the authority and the dignity of the ordinary man and woman in the minds of 

children.54 

 

According to Wertham, reading about the exploits of extraordinary supermen diminishes a 

childôs respect for ordinary authorities.  Wertham believed that children must be protected from 

the pernicious influence of crime and horror comics.  In later years, this diminishing respect for 

traditional authority figures would be ascribed, as comics historian Bradford W. Wright notes, to 

the acquisition of ñnew personal independence and a generational consciousness that struck some 

alarmed adults as evidence of diminishing respect for authority and declining traditional 

values.ò55  Wertham, however, found his answers in concrete, external stimuli rather than the 

more intangible social processes described by Wright.  Werthamôs book and psychoanalytic 

practice were designed largely to shore up existing moral conventions, despite his occasional 

liberal stance on such issues as race relations.  He accomplished this by criticizing comic books 

for a perceived lack of respect for democratic authority, vilifying Nietzsche in the process. 

Werthamôs work is far from perfect, and with the rise of comics studies as field of 

academic inquiry, scholars are paying renewed attention to Seduction of the Innocent, and to 

Fredric Werthamôs work more broadly.  Werthamôs work is consequently notable for having 

inspired a significant body of ñtertiary literatureòðarticles, book chapters, and at least one 

monograph.  Usually, such literature presents evidence to either further discredit Wertham or to 

rehabilitate his status as a serious critic.  Most comics-friendly scholarship takes the former 

 
54 Wertham, Seduction of the Innocent, 97-98. 
55 Wright, Comic Book Nation, 27. 
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approach.  Carol L. Tilley argues in a 2012 essay that ñWertham privileged his interests in the 

cultural elements of social psychiatry and mental hygiene at the expense of systematic and 

verifiable science, an action that ultimately serves to discredit him and the claims he made about 

comics.ò56  Delving deep into the archive of Werthamôs notes, case records, and manuscript 

drafts, Tilley presents convincing evidence that Wertham often distorted and even outright 

falsified his clinical research and client testimony, sacrificing academic and scientific rigor to 

rhetorical effectiveness (similar to the strategies he employs when quoting Nietzsche).  Comics 

historian David Hajdu is equally hostile toward Wertham.  Although he concedes that ñWertham 

was correct to note that the very young had access to every type of comic book on the newsstand, 

and he pointed out, usefully, that warnings such as the óFor Adults Onlyô label that Fox used on 

its most lurid comics were likely an enticement to the wrong readers,ò Hajdu goes on to argue 

that Werthamôs ñobdurate infantilization of the comics readership was inaccurate and tactical, 

rather than scientific.  It diminished the adolescents and young adults who turned to comics in 

part because the books represented an escape from childhood, a way to begin dealing with the 

mysteries, the titillations, and the dangers of adulthoodò safely and responsibly.57   

Other scholars are more charitable.  Duncan and Smith note that although Werthamôs 

book is neither academically nor scientifically rigorous, he ñwas no simplistic censor and was 

not lashing out at a medium he neither understood nor appreciated.ò  They argue further that ñhe 

saw comic books as just one mass medium, but certainly the worst in his estimation, which 

taught children that violence was a solution rather than a problem.ò58  Bart Beaty offers an even 

more sympathetic portrayal of Wertham as a tireless advocate for social reform.  Wertham 

 
56 Tilley, ñSeducing the Innocent,ò 386. 
57 Hajdu, The Ten-Cent Plauge, 238, 239. 
58 Duncan & Smith, The Power of Comics, 276. 



   

38 
 

founded the LaFargue Clinic, which served a socioeconomically disadvantaged population 

consisting largely of people of color in Harlem.  Seduction of the Innocent, as Beaty accurately 

points out, argues that superhero and other comics of the 1930s and 1940s contained racist and 

sexist content that could be harmful not only to the individual children reading those comics, but 

to the entire society in which those children grew up.  Furthermore, Wertham wrote at a time 

when individualism was the reigning U.S.-American ideology, and so Beaty argues that 

ñWerthamôs conclusions [é] need to be understood as relating to his politically motivated and 

progressive ideas about the social uses of psychiatry and the possibilities for postwar liberalism 

in the face of an overwhelming insistence on individualistic explanations of human behavior.ò59  

Beaty contends that Wertham ñsought not the end or even curtailment of a particular medium of 

communication but a reconceptualization of social relations,ò and that critics who ñrefuse to 

engage with the arguments because they do not like the way these arguments are presentedò are 

executing ñan unscholarly dodge.ò 60  This is giving Wertham a little too much credit, however.  

Werthamôs book is shrill and alarmist, and he claims on numerous occasions that reading comic 

booksðespecially ñcrimeò comic books, which for Wertham included superhero comicsð

directly causes juvenile delinquency and the ñillnessò of homosexuality.61 

 
59 Beaty, Fredric Wertham and the Critique of Mass Culture, 143. 
60 Ibid., 192, 201. 
61 Whereas Werthamôs comments on the portrayal of race in comics are generally accepted as valid today, his 

concerns regarding ñabnormalò sexual psychology (i.e. homosexuality) have not aged well.  Beaty leaves this issue 

unaddressed until the end of his book, at which point he excuses Werthamôs anti-homosexual stance by arguing that 

comics fans are even more homophobic.  Although this is true of some of comicdomôs more toxic fans, it 

nevertheless hardly excuses Werthamôs own views, and so is an ñunscholarly dodgeò on Beatyôs part.  Will Brooker, 

on the other hand, addresses this issue more directly in Batman Unmasked.  He argues that, far from ñembodying a 

homophobic project of witch-hunting[,] Wertham expresses a concern for the sexuality of his young interviewees 

which although naµve was entirely understandable in contextò (102).  This is not the excuse Brooker thinks it is, but 

his larger point is that ñWerthamôs highlighting of a few boysô homoerotic interpretation actually made this reading 

widespread and caused it to circulate,ò allowing this interpretation to be ñtaken up again by gay audiences in a less 

condemnatory social contextò today (102-3).  Essentially, Brooker is trying to find the silver lining here; Beaty, 

however, bafflingly tries to redirect present-day ire from Wertham onto comic-book fans. 
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 Over the years, scholars and critics have become more accepting of comics than the early 

critics, and today most scholars agree that superhero comics possess philosophical and aesthetic 

merit.  Many, however, still seek to distance comic books from Nietzscheôs ¦bermensch.  Chris 

Gavalerôs 2018 monogram Superhero Comics, for example, insightfully examines the hybrid 

pictorial and textual narrative techniques in comic books while dismissing Nietzsche as a 

eugenicist.  Gavaler claims that Superman was created as ña reversal of Nietzscheôs philosophy 

and Hitlerôs social agenda,ò directly linking Nietzscheôs works to Hitlerôs actions.62  Though he 

addresses Nietzscheôs ¦bermensch and its purported connection to Nazi ideology, Gavaler does 

not find it necessary to present the reader with any quotations from Nietzscheôs writings, 

published or otherwise.  He does mention Also sprach Zarathustra, though he calls the book 

ñAlso Spake Zarathustra,ò63 a curious combination of the original German title and the once 

popular English translation Thus Spake Zarathustra.  I have so far been unable to locate any 

translated edition with this unique title, and since Gavaler does not actually cite this literary 

curio, his bibliography contains no helpful information for inquisitive readers.  Like his 

predecessors from the 1940s and 1950s, Gavalerôs opinion of Nietzsche is informed not by the 

latterôs works, but rather by the National Socialistsô appropriation thereof. 

Writing two years before Gavaler, A. G. Holdier is no less hostile toward Nietzsche, 

though he has at least read enough of Nietzscheôs works to provide his readers with a few of 

Nietzscheôs more famous catchphrases.64  As was the case with Wertham, Ong, Doyle, and 

Brown, Holdier believes that Nietzscheôs ¦bermensch stands for physical strength above all else.  

Nietzsche, Holdier writes, ñwould be captivated by Supermanôs range of abilities, particularly 

 
62 Gavaler, Superhero Comics, 108. 
63 Ibid., 51. 
64 Holdier does at least quote Nietzsche twice in his essay, and these specific quotations from ñZarathustraôs 

Vorredeò will be examined in a later chapter.    
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their way of taking the best of human abilities (such as strength or speed) and cranking their 

power up off the charts.ò65  Unlike the critics of the 1940s and 1950s, however, Holdier argues 

that Superman is more than a brute and suggests that ñthe Man of Tomorrow deserves a more 

careful analysis.ò66  So, I believe, does Nietzsche.67  Before we examine the ways in which 

superpowers are depicted in comics featuring Superman in Section 4 below, we will first look at 

how Nietzsche came by this reputation as the philosopher of power and physical strength.   

 

3. Nietzscheôs Legacy and Der Wille zur Macht 

By the time that the first Superman comics emerged, Nietzscheôs reputation as a 

philosopher of power and strength dominated U.S.-American discourse on the man and his work.  

The roots of this perception lie in Nietzscheôs European reception history, and especially in the 

efforts of his sister Elizabeth Förster-Nietzsche to brand and market her brother as a German 

nationalist and militaristist.   Working with Heinrich Köselitz (who assisted Nietzsche during the 

latterôs lifetime by making legible copies of Nietzscheôs handwritten manuscripts and to whom 

Nietzsche gave the name ñPeter Gastò), Nietzscheôs sister arranged selected fragments from 

Nietzscheôs Nachlass and published them as Der Wille zur Macht.  While outlines for a multi-

volume ñUmwerthung aller Wertheò bearing the title Der Wille zur Macht abound in Nietzscheôs 

later notebooks, he had already reworked much of that material in Götzendämmerung (published 

in 1889) and Der Antichrist (manuscript completed in 1888).  Nietzsche never actually wrote the 

book that would come to define his legacy.  Despite Förster-Nietzscheôs insistence that Nietzsche 

 
65 Holdier, ñWhere Have All the Supermen Gone?ò 7. 
66 Ibid., 6. 
67 Incidentally, a closer inspection of Nietzscheôs corpus reveals that he, too, uses the phrase ñMensch des Morgens 

und ¦bermorgensò to describe someone: not the ¦bermensch, but rather an ideal type of philosopher who finds that 

his enemy is ñjedes Mal das Ideal von Heuteò (JGB §212). 
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still planned to write Der Wille zur Macht, the fact remains that no one can say for certain that by 

the end of the 1880s Nietzsche still intended to publish a book bearing this title, let alone a book 

like the one his sister published.   

The structure that Förster-Nietzsche and Köselitz chose for Der Wille zur Macht 

reinforces at every turn the purported centrality of the ñwill to powerò in Nietzscheôs philosophy.  

Förster-Nietzsche and Köselitz arranged over 1,000 notes in various stages of completion 

according to the vaguest of the twenty-five or so outlines scattered throughout Nietzscheôs 

notebooks.68  Förster-Nietzsche chose this arrangement because, in her own words, it offers ñden 

weitesten Spielraum das reiche Material, das zu andern Plänen vorhanden ist, sinngemäß 

einzuordnen.ò69  Förster-Nietzsche and Köselitz made the most of this freedom, creating 

subchapters and subheadings within the third part of the book that relate the will to power to all 

areas of life, indeed to life itself: ñDer Wille zur Macht als Erkenntnis,ò ñDer Wille zur Macht in 

der Natur,ò ĂDer Wille zur Macht als Leben,ñ ñDer Wille zur Macht als Gesellschaft,ò and ñDer 

Wille zur Macht als Kunst.ò70  The notes that the co-editors included under these and other 

subsections are fragmentary and incomplete, or at best complete but not in a finished form 

(consisting of numbered lists or bullet points, neither of which are present in any of Nietzscheôs 

finished and authorized manuscripts).   

Elisabeth Förster-Nietzsche also wrote the introductions to each volume of the ñpocket 

editionò (Taschenausgabe) of Nietzsches Werke that attempted to reconcile her brotherôs 

philosophy with her own militant German nationalism and anti-Semitism.  In her introductory 

remarks to each of the two volumes containing the first and second halves of Der Wille zur 

 
68 Cf. Kaufmann, Nietzsche, 6.  The chosen plan divides the book into four sections: ñDer europªische Nihilismus,ò 

ñKritik der bisherigen hºchsten Werthe,ò ñPrincip einer neuen Werthsetzung,ò and lastly ñZucht und Z¿chtung.ò 
69 Förster-Nietzsche, ñEinleitung,ò xx. 
70 Ibid., xxxii-xxxiii.  
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Macht, Nietzscheôs sister repeatedly emphasizes the central place that the concept of ñthe will to 

powerò held in her brotherôs works and his intellectual life.  She writes that, as early as 1870, her 

brother had recognized ñódaÇ der stªrkste und hºchste Wille zum Leben nicht in einem elenden 

Ringen umôs Dasein zum Ausdruck kommt, sondern als Wille zum Kampf, als Wille zur Macht 

und ¦bermacht!ôò71  To support this claim she relates, in an unverifiable anecdote, the story of a 

walk she took with her brother on an idyllic autumn day in 1885.  After heroizing her brotherôs 

military service as a field medic in 1870, Förster-Nietzsche informs her readers that her brother 

informed her the will to power revealed itself to him when he witnessed a troop column march 

past sometime during his military service.   Förster-Nietzsche rapturously describes this column 

as ñein wundervolles Reiterregiment, prachtvoll als Ausdruck des Muthes und ¦bermuthes eines 

Volkes,ò which marched ñvielleicht dem Tode entgegen, so wunderwoll in seiner Lebenskraft, in 

seinem Kampfesmuth, so vollständig der Ausdruck einer Rasse, die siegen, herrschen oder 

untergehen will.ò  This entire anecdote is spurious, not least of all because the phrase ñder Wille 

zur Machtò does not appear in any of Nietzscheôs writings until 1883ðthirteen years after his 

sister claims it first occurred to him.  It is much more in line with Förster-Nietzscheôs own 

worldview, itself an offshoot of the views held by her late anti-Semitic husband Bernhard 

Förster.  Nietzsche held his brother-in-law, and all anti-Semites, in the greatest contempt.  In the 

draft of a letter to his sister dating from the end of December 1887, for example, Nietzsche 

excoriates Bernhard Fºrsterôs anti-Semitic publication Nachklänge zu Parsifal and rejects those 

who, like his sister, seek to use his (Nietzscheôs) philosophical works for anti-Semitic purposes: 

ñDiese verfluchten schmutzigen Antisemiten-Fratzen sollen nicht an mein Ideal greifen!!ò  He 

 
71 Ibid., x.  Although the words ñWilleò and ñMachtò appear within the same aphorism a number of times in 

Nietzscheôs corpus, the first use of the actual phrase ñWille zur Machtò that I have been able to find occurs in a note 

from the period between November 1882 and February 1883 (eKGWB/NF-1882,5[1]). 
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clearly states that his sisterôs agreement with her husbandôs racial and political agenda means 

that she has failed to understand everything that her brother stands for: ñHast Du gar nichts 

begriffen, wozu ich in der Welt bin?ò72  

Nevertheless, many contemporary readers took Förster-Nietzsche at her word, and they 

also believed her further claim that the concept of ñder Wille zur Machtò was the main focus of 

her brotherôs philosophy: ñDie ErkenntniÇ aber, daÇ das ungeheuer complicierte Gewebe des 

Lebens am besten im Willen zur Macht zusammenzufassen sei, scheint ihm von Jahr zu Jahr 

immer deutlicher geworden zu sein.ò73  Historian, philosopher, and translator Walter Kaufmann 

writes that, by ceaselessly championing this collection of fragments and incomplete notes as her 

brotherôs magnum opus, Fºrster-Nietzsche ñunwittingly laid the foundation for the myth that 

Nietzscheôs thought is hopelessly incoherent, ambiguous, and self-contradictory; and by bringing 

to her interpretation of her brotherôs work the heritage of her late husband, she prepared the way 

for the belief that Nietzsche was a proto-Nazi.ò74  Scholars like Walter Kaufmann and Karl 

Schlechta began the work of debunking Der Wille zur Macht as an authorized work as early as 

the 1950s, but by then the damage had been done.  Der Wille zur Macht assured that Nietzsche 

was warmly received by Social Darwinists, eugenicists, proto-fascists, and, eventually, fascists.  

Benito Mussolini is known to have been a ñNietzsche-Leser,ò75 and Adolf Hitler famously 

visited the Nietzsche Archive on at least two occasions to pay his respects both to the deceased 

thinker and his still-living sister.  A photo of Hitler posing next to a bust of Nietzsche had 

 
72 Nietzsche, eKGWB/NF-1887,968. Emphasis in the original. 
73 Förster-Nietzsche, ñEinleitung,ò viii-ix.   
74 Kaufmann, Nietzsche, 8.  Curiously, Kaufmann, for all he does to discredit Förster-Nietzscheôs interpretation of 

her brotherôs thought, published a translation of WM in 1968.  His rationale for doing so is that ñit is fascinating to 

look, as it were, into the workshop of a great thinkerò (The Will to Power, xvi).   In this, Kaufmann echoes Förster-

Nietzscheôs claim that the 1906 expanded edition of Der Wille zur Macht provides ñin viel hºherem Grade als die 

erste Ausgabe einen Einblick in des Autors Geisteswerkstatt.ò (Fºrster-Nietzsche, ñEinleitung,ò Nietzsches Werke: 

Taschenausgabe, Band IX, xx.) 
75 Taureck, Nietzsche und der Faschismus, 87. 
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become world-famous by the start of the Second World War (see Fig. 1.03 below), cementing 

the purported association between the two.  European political cartoonists during the Second 

World War also made the connection, as in a 1944 cartoon by Bulgarian artist Ilia Beshkov (see 

Fig. 1.04 below).  Here we see Hitler, whose skeletal legs imply the German militaryôs imminent 

defeat, fall back on his last two defenses: a revolver and a book by ñNitsche.ò  The cartoon 

clearly suggests, as comics historian Tony Husband comments in an editorial caption, ñthat the 

ideas of the philosopher Nietzsche, including óthe Superman,ô had helped lead to his [Hitlerôs] 

downfall.ò76  This association persisted even after the end of World War II and Nietzscheôs 

philosophical rehabilitation in the 1950s and 1960s.  As Linda Williams notes, ñthe phrase ówill 

to powerô remains the most notorious feature of Nietzscheôs philosophy.ò77  New editions and 

printings of Der Wille zur Macht continue to be published today.78  Der Wille zur Macht and the 

Nazis continue to cast a shadow on Nietzscheôs reception in popular culture, as evidenced by the 

cover illustration of Der Spiegel on 8 June 1981 (see Fig. 1.05 below).  It is hardly surprising, 

then, that this negative perception of Nietzscheôs works was present in critical excoriations of 

comics during the 1940s and 1950s and that it persists in current popular and academic treatises 

on superhero comics. 

Nietzsche had not always been persona non grata in the United States, however: in fact, 

his works were warmly embraced at the turn of the twentieth century by public intellectuals and 

ñaverageò Americans alike.  The prominent journalist and cultural critic H. L. Mencken was 

famously an admirer of Nietzscheôs works, even translating Der Antichrist into English.  His  

 
76 Husband, Hitler in Cartoons, 132. 
77 Williams, ñWill to Power in Nietzscheôs Published Works and the Nachlass,ò 447. 
78 In 1996, the Alfred Kröner Verlag, which published the 1906 edition, issued a new edition of Der Wille zur 

Macht.  As of 2016, Jazzybee Verlag has offered a new printing, and Amazon Digital Services LLC has even 

created a free Kindle edition. 
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1908 book The Philosophy of Friedrich Nietzsche was one of the first critical examinations of 

Nietzscheôs life and work in English.  Menckenôs book, however, is more of a treatise on 

Menckenôs own racist and misogynistic brand of Social Darwinism in which Nietzscheôs  

philosophy features incidentally than a proper exposition of Nietzscheôs ideas.  Mencken 

describes Nietzscheôs ¦bermensch as a physically powerful superbeing who gleefully dominates 

all others in the struggle for natural and social survival (the so-called ñsurvival of the fittest,ò a  

term from Darwinôs evolutionary theory that underwent its own vulgarization at the hands of  

Fig. 1.03 Hitler next to a bust of 

Nietzsche, 1934. As cited in Aschheim, 

The Nietzsche Legacy in Germany. 

Fig. 1.04 ñHitlerò by Ilia Beshkov. As 

cited in Husband, Hitler in Cartoons. 

Fig. 1.05 Cover of ñWiederkehr eines 

Philosophen,ò in Der Spiegel 35, no. 

24 (8 June 1981).  

For further discussion of this image 

and Nietzscheôs present-day 

reputation, see Aschheim, The 

Nietzsche Legacy in Germany, 305-7. 
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Social Darwinists).  ñThe strong must grow stronger,ò writes Mencken in connection with 

Nietzscheôs ¦bermensch; ñand that they may do so, they must waste no strength in the vain task 

of trying to lift up the weak.ò79  The degree to which Nietzscheôs works were celebrated by 

Social Darwinists and eugenicists in the United States certainly contributed to the negative 

perception of his works by such critics as Ong and Wertham.  And if Mencken is right about 

Nietzscheôs ¦bermensch, more recent critics like Holdier and Gavaler are quite justified to 

dismiss Nietzscheôs ¦bermensch as a power-hungry egotist who cares nothing for those weaker 

than he is and who, consequently, has little in common with the more nobly minded comic-book 

superhero.  

This Social Darwinist interpretation also influenced U.S.-American writers of popular 

science fiction in the 1920s and 1930s.  Pop culture historian Elizabeth Stein Frisby traces a 

direct line from Nietzscheôs philosophy to the works of science-fiction writer Olaf Stapledon, 

and thence to other sci-fi notables like Arthur C. Clarke, Robert Heinlein, and Theodore 

Sturgeon.80  Comics studies scholar Peter Coogan examines Nietzscheôs influence on John Carter 

and Tarzan, Edgar Rice Burroughsôs most famous characters, in his dissertation-turned-

monograph Superhero: The Secret Origin of a Genre.  While Coogan does not believe that 

Burroughsôs writings engage with Nietzscheôs ¦bermensch on a deeply philosophical level, 

Coogan argues that by using Nietzschean concepts, however superficially, Burroughs ñcreated 

the pulp ubermensch [sic],ò Cooganôs term ñfor the set of tropes used by pulp authors when they 

designate their hero as a superman.ò81  Critics like Wertham and Ong, who valued socially-oriented 

philosophies above what they saw as the over-emphasis on individualism in American life, assumed 

 
79 Mencken, The Philosophy of Friedrich Nietzsche, 103. 
80 Frisby, Nietzscheôs Influence on the Superman in Science Fiction Literature, 162. 
81 Coogan, The Secret Origin of the Superhero, 336. 



   

47 
 

that comic-book superheroes were as selfish and individualistic as their counterparts in both pulp 

fiction and the racist ideology of the Third Reich.  While it is accurate to note that sci-fi novels such 

as these were a primary influence on Jerry Siegel and Joe Shuster,82 their comic-book Superman 

actually represents the socially-oriented antithesis of the callous, anti-social supermen of the sci-

fi pulps and Third Reich propaganda.  We will see this in the next section, in which we will 

consider both the pictorial and textual manifestations of power in superhero comics and the 

thematic implications thereof.  In conjunction with this examination of comic books, I will also 

examine Nietzscheôs concept of the will to power, its relationship to the ¦bermensch-ideal, and 

any physical descriptions of the Übermensch that occur in his works. 

 

4. Strength and Power: The Resonance between Nietzscheôs ¦bermensch and Comic-Book 

Superheroes 

 

Comics are a hybrid visual-textual medium.  As such, they are particularly well suited to 

present us with concrete visualizations of what a superhuman might look like.  The first thing we 

notice about Superman is his appearance.  The cover of Action Comics #1 (cover date June 1938; 

refer to Fig. 1.01 above) depicts a man in blue tights with a red cape smashing a car into a rock 

while three terrified men flee for their lives.  This costumed figure could very well be a ñpulp 

ubermenschò who distinguishes himself with his fists, as in Edgar Rice Burroughsôs novels, or 

the ñóstrong manô beyond all lawò of the type that Vlamos fears.  Curiously, Supermanôs one-

page introduction/origin story does not immediately assure us that Superman is one of the ñgood 

guys,ò either.  The first panel of the first page shows a rocket departing a doomed and ñdistant 

planetò (see Fig. 1.06 below).  The narrow second panel shows a carôs headlights picking out the 

 
82 Cf. Coogan, The Secret Origin of the Superhero, Chapters 4 and 7 (ñEdgar Rice Burroughsò and ñThe Prehistory 

of the Superhero,ò respectively) for more on the influence of pulp sci-fi novels on Supermanôs young creators. 
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red rocket where it has ostensibly landed (even with the narrative caption telling us what 

happens, this image is barely decipherable).  In panel three, a diapered toddler lifts an armchair 

above his head.  The accompanying caption running across the top quarter of the panel declares 

that this child possesses a ñphysical structure millions of years advanced of [our] own,ò and that 

attendants were ñastounded at his feats of strength.ò  Panels four through six show a grown man 

in a blue business suit leaping tall buildings, hoisting impossibly heavy loads above his head, and  

outracing a speeding locomotive.  The manôs facial features are indistinct until panel sevenðand 

even then, his facial features do not stand out as much as his blue tights and red cape.  Only now, 

seven panels in, are we informed in large, red letters that this is ñSUPERMAN!ò and that he is  

Fig. 1.06 Siegel and Shuster, Action Comics #1, 4, panels 1-9. 

Fig. 1.07 Siegel and Shuster, 

Action Comics #1, 10, panel 50. 
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morally good: he is the ñ[c]hampion of the oppressed, the physical marvel who had sworn to 

devote his existence to helping those in need.ò  Superman is entirely characterized by his 

physical strength, his brightly colored costume, and his moral mission.    

This introduction to Superman highlights comicsô ability to constantly keep a characterôs 

appearance at the forefront of a readerôs attention, something that conventional literature cannot 

do.  Peter Coogan describes this effect specifically in regard to the superheroôs costume:  

A costume, no matter how well described, cannot appear as striking when described in 

words as when it appears in pictures.  The costumed nature of the superhero cannot be as 

constantly signaled in prose as it must be in comics, and hence the superhero cannot stand 

out from a storyôs óciviliansô as he can in comics form.  So comics promote the separation 

of the superhero and other super-characters from the rest of the character cast.83 

 

In the case of the first Superman comics, the Man of Steelôs costume is especially important.  

Owing perhaps as much, if not more, to comicsô poor production quality than to Shusterôs artistic 

limitations, Supermanôs face and physique are difficult to distinguish from those of other 

characters.  When dressed in his Clark Kent attire, his glasses are his defining physical feature.  

Given the angle of illustration in panel fifty of Action Comics #1, for example, it would be nearly 

impossible to distinguish Clark from Butch (a thug cutting in on Clarkôs dance with Lois) were it 

not for the latterôs green suit and orange-ish hair (see Fig. 1.07 above).  Even if he were not in 

his Clark Kent disguise, Superman would not be any more physically intimidating than Butch.  

In fact, the latter is actually larger than the svelte superhero.  Supermanôs physique would 

become more exaggerated over the ensuing decades (see Fig. 1.02 above, for example), but there 

wasnôt much to visually distinguish the early Supermanôs physique from those of the thuggish 

strongmen he encountered.  The superhero costume lets us easily distinguish the hero from the 

 
83 Coogan, ñComics Predecessors,ò 9. 
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villains, and even as publishing techniques improved and Supermanôs facial features were 

rendered in greater detail, his costume has remained his primary identifying feature. 

Nietzscheôs ¦bermensch, on the other hand, is not nearly as easy to visualize.  ñ[W]ie 

sieht er letztendlich aus, dieser ¦bermensch?ò84 asks Nietzsche scholar Pierre Kynast.  The 

question is largely rhetorical: Nietzscheôs works ultimately do not answer this question.  The 

word ñ¦bermenschò (or the derivative form ñ¦bermenschenò) appears only 38 times in all of his 

authorized published works85 and only rarely in Der Wille zur Macht, and in no instance does 

Nietzsche grant the reader any insight into the ¦bermenschôs physical appearance.  None of 

Nietzscheôs authorized works tell us how tall the ¦bermensch is, whether he possesses a pale or 

swarthy complexion, or what color his eyes are.  One short note from Nietzscheôs Nachlass, 

traceable to the autumn of 1887, describes the Übermensch as follows:  

Der Mensch ist das Unthier und Überthier; der höhere Mensch ist der Unmensch und 

Übermensch: so gehört es zusammen. Mit jedem Wachsthum des Menschen in die Größe 

und Höhe wächst er auch in das Tiefe und Furchtbare: man soll das Eine nicht wollen, 

ohne das andere ð oder vielmehr: je gründlicher man das Eine will, um so gründlicher 

erreicht man gerade das Andere.86 

 

Here, man is related to a beast or monster (ñUntheirò) and to something higher than an ordinary 

animal, though still an animal (Walter Kaufmann translates ñ¦berthierò as ñsuperbeast,ò and 

indeed there are a number of ñsuperbeastsò in superhero comics, not least of all Sueprmanôs 

super-dog Krypto; an interesting coincidence, but certainly unrelated to Nietzscheôs original 

intent).  The note goes on to indicate that this higher type of man is simultaneously inhuman and 

superhuman (ñUnmensch und ¦bermenschò).  ñUnmenschò and ñUntierò might call some 

 
84 Kynast, Friedrich Nietzscheôs ¦bermensch, 12. 
85 According to the case-sensitive search results returned for ñ¦bermenschò and ñ¦bermenschenò on 

nietzschesource.org.  The term (including derivative forms) occurs a further 82 times the notebooks from which 

Elisabeth Förster-Nietzsche and Heinrich Köselitz selected the fragments that would make up Der Wille zur Macht. 
86 WM §1027, or eKGWB/NF-1887,9[154]. 
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unspecified image of a beast or monster to the readerôs mind, but this is still far from a physical 

description, even in the negative.  The higher manôs ñWachstum [é] in die GrºÇe und Hºheò 

clearly does not mean that the Übermensch grows taller and bigger than normal men, but that the 

Übermensch is figuratively greater than the rest of humankind.  What the Übermensch looks like 

is completely irrelevant to what the ideal represents, and in another fragment, Nietzsche 

explicitly rejects the idea that the Übermensch must conform to the Aryan standard of beauty: 

ñSich nicht durch blaue Augen oder geschwellte Busen verf¿hren lassen: die Größe der Seele hat 

nichts Romantisches an sichéò87 

Because readers are constantly presented with Supermanôs physical appearance, on the 

other hand, itôs no surprise that early critics focused so much on Supermanôs physical strength, 

and that they should superficially connect this strength with Nietzscheôs various pronouncements 

on ñpower,ò to which we will come in a moment.  Every issue of Action Comics presents 

Supermanôs muscular, costumed body dozens of times.  Furthermore, any action or violence that 

occurs in the stories also comes across much more viscerally and immediately.  No matter how 

good a readerôs imagination, a traditional text can only describe action with abstract symbols 

(letters).  In a comic book, the reader can see what is done to whom and to what effect.  And on a 

technical level, Action Comics #1 is aptly named: I categorize more than two-thirds of the 

transitions between the first issueôs 98 panels as ñaction-to-action,ò according to terminology 

developed by Scott McCloud in Understanding Comics, his groundbreaking comic book about 

comic books (see Fig. 1.08 below).  The same is true for Action Comics #2 and #3.88  Superhero 

comics focus on action, and that action is inherently violent even if the intentions behind it are 

 
87 WM §981, or eKGWB/NF-1887,10[68].   
88 Although I stopped keeping track after the first three issues, the impression remains that action-to-action 

transitions dominate in subsequent issues, and indeed in superhero comics generally over the past eighty-five years. 
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heroic.  While Supermanôs acts of violence are oftentimes socially acceptable and never directly 

fatal, all of Supermanôs storylines adhere to the first ñruleò of the genre as listed by comics 

scholar Mila Bongco: ñA mystery or dilemma is confronted with violence.ò89   

 

Let us return to Action Comics #1, which illustrates the reliance of the superhero 

narrative on violent action as well as any of the thousands of superhero comics published since 

1938.  Panel ten, which begins the second page of the issue, depicts Superman exhibiting both 

superspeed and superstrength: he is shown mid-jump, soaring above a house and road, carrying a 

 
89 Bongco, Reading Comics, 91.  Bongco further lists the following: ñWomen are victims to be rescued.  Heroes are 

tough and honourable.  The law needs the heroôs help.  There are elaborate fight scenes whose winner is almost 

inevitable.  Language is masculine.  Plotting is precise and often predictable.ò  These attributes are equally 

important and will be discussed in subsequent chapters. 

Fig. 1.08 McCloud, Understanding Comics: The Invisible Art, 74.  
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bound and gagged woman (see Fig. 1.09).  Since we have been told of Supermanôs devotion to 

ñhelping those in need,ò we can assume that Superman has good reason to tie up and transport 

this woman in this manner.  And in fact, panel twenty-two of the issue reveals that the woman is 

guilty of murder.  Superman isðquite literallyðbringing her to justice.  Supermanôs path to 

justice is action-packed, as shown in Fig. 1.09.  After depositing the bound and gagged murderer, 

Superman forcibly enters the governorôs residence.  In the process, he smashes through two 

doors, manhandles a frightened, nightgowned assistant/bodyguard, awakens the governor, is shot 

by and subsequently disarms the assistant, all to deliver a signed confession.  Each action is 

given its own panel, and so the narrative proceeds on an action-to-action basis.  A small clock in 

the bottom right corner of panels twenty-six and twenty-seven (see Fig. 1.10 below) adds to the 

suspense, counting down the minutes until an innocent woman is executed.  The governor, 

receiving the confession, telephones a stay of execution just in the nick of time.   

In the 1940s and 1950s, critics like Ong and Wertham asserted that depictions of violence 

in comic books directly inspired impressionable young readers to commit acts of violence in real 

life.  This particular argument has been broadly dismissed by comics scholarship today, but the 

superhero genreôs reliance on violence is still sometimes acknowledged to be problematic.  And 

some contemporary comics scholars and critics still share the early criticsô negative view of 

Nietzsche: Holdier and Gavaler, for example, continue to scapegoat Nietzsche in their attempts 

to validate superhero comic books, salvaging the reputations of superheroes by doubling down 

on earlier attacks against Nietzsche.  The notion that Nietzsche gloried in depictions of physical 

strength and would have approved of the use of violence to solve the worldôs problems persists, 

even if modern critics develop more nuanced moral interpretations of superheroic violence than  
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Fig. 1.09 Siegel and Shuster, Action 

Comics #1, 5, panels 10-17. 

Fig. 1.10 Siegel and Shuster, 

Action Comics #1, 7, panels 26-28. 
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their predecessors from the 1940s and ô50s.  Holdier, for example, asserts that by ñabsorbing the 

power of the sun to accomplish the impossible, Superman proves to be the very embodiment of 

the will to power.ò90  Ostensibly, Holdier is not arguing that Nietzscheôs ¦bermensch 

photosynthesizes, but rather that Supermanôs ability to absorb energy from Earthôs yellow sun 

(an ability added to the Superman mythos many years after his debut) would impress Nietzsche, 

who, Holdier argues, ñwould be captivated by Supermanôs range of abilities, particularly their 

way of taking the best of human abilities (such as strength or speed) and cranking their power up 

off the charts.ò91  This statement implicitly argues that, for Nietzsche, the ñbestò things about a 

given individual are how much he can lift and how fast he can run.  Holdier interprets 

Nietzscheôs ñwill to powerò in strictly physical terms: ñpowerò means physical strength, and the 

ñwill to powerò is the individualôs desire to increase his or her physical strength.  Holdier further 

suggests that Nietzscheôs glorification of power comes without any moral constraints: that is, 

Nietzsche would be just as impressed by a supervillain as by a superhero, and that he would 

actively despise Superman for using his powers in service to others and keeping his identity 

secret: ñThe mere fact that Superman has a ómild-mannered alter egoô would turn Nietzscheôs 

stomach, for no true Übermensch would ever hide his absolute superiority,ò opting instead to 

ñrule the unpowered peasantsò of the world.92   

When we turn from Holdierôs essay to Nietzscheôs works, we can certainly find passages 

that, taken in isolation and without regard for original context, appear at first glance to support 

Holdierôs interpretation of Nietzscheôs ñwill to power.ò  ñWas ist gut?ò asks Nietzsche 

rhetorically in the second aphorism of Der Antichrist: ñAlles, was das Gef¿hl der Macht, 

 
90 Holdier, ñWhere Have All the Supermen Gone?ò 7. 
91 Ibid. 
92 Ibid. 
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den Willen zur Macht, die Macht selbst im Menschen erhºht.ò93  If we couple this passage with, 

say, the following sentence from Jenseits von Gut und Böse (1886), we can easily extrapolate a 

power-hungry ¦bermensch from Nietzscheôs works: ñDie āAusbeutungó gehºrt nicht einer 

verderbten oder unvollkommnen und primitiven Gesellschaft an: sie gehºrt inôs Wesen des 

Lebendigen, als organische Grundfunktion, sie ist eine Folge des 

eigentlichen Willens zur Macht, der eben der Wille des Lebens ist.ò94  Exploitation 

(ĂAusbeutungñ) as the essence of organic life, coupled with a moral value judgment equating 

what is ñgoodò with what increases our feeling of power?  Increasing oneôs physical strength by 

absorbing solar rays and establishing oneôs dominance over others (ñsetting up his own kingdom 

to rule the unpowered peasants,ò in Holdierôs words) would certainly seem to qualify as 

manifestations of Nietzscheôs ñWille zur Macht.ò   

Such an interpretation of Nietzscheôs ñwill to power,ò while certainly possible, overlooks 

an enormous amount of material in Nietzscheôs published works and unpublished fragments that 

presents a much more nuanced picture of the concept.  Let us start at the beginning.  

Chronologically, the first appearance of the phrase ñder Wille zur Machtò comes in the first book 

of Also sprach Zarathustra, written in January of 1883.  In the speech ñVon tausend und einem 

Ziele,ò Zarathustra informs his listeners (apparently referring to himself in the third person) that 

he has traveled far and seen many nations and many peoples (ñVºlkerò).  Consequently, he has 

discovered ñvieler Vºlker Gutes und Bºses.  Keine grºssere Macht fand Zarathustra auf Erden, 

als gut und Bºse.ò  Zarathustra is speaking here of morality: every tribe, culture, and nation has 

its own moral values, what it considers ñgoodò and ñevil.ò  The greatest power on Earth, 

according to Zarathustra, is moral valuation.  Thus: ñEine Tafel der G¿ter hªngt ¿ber jedem 

 
93 Nietzsche, AC §2. 
94 Nietzsche, JGB §259. 
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Volke. Siehe, es ist seiner Überwindungen Tafel; siehe, es ist die Stimme 

seines Willens zur Macht.ò  A given peopleôs moral system (its ñTafel der G¿terò) represents the 

moral challenges it has overcome and is therefore the voice of its ñwill to power.ò   Upon its first 

appearance in Nietzscheôs works, then, the concept of ñder Wille zur Machtò  is exercised by a 

group of people rather than an individual and refers specifically to the human tendency to create 

moral systems.  In order to differentiate itself from its neighbors, a people (ñein Volkò) must 

make moral value judgments that differ from their neighborsô values.    In so doing, a society 

exercises its will to power over itself: it sets and enforces moral laws that all members of that 

society must follow.  Nietzscheôs Zarathustra emphasizes the point that the ñwill to powerò 

manifests as the act of value creation in ñVon der Selbst-¦berwindung,ò a speech in the bookôs 

second part.  Here, Zarathustra declares:  

ĂNur, wo Leben ist, da ist auch Wille: aber nicht Wille zum Leben, sondern ð so 

lehre ichôs dich ð Wille zur Macht! 

ĂVieles ist dem Lebenden hºher geschªtzt, als Leben selber; doch aus dem 

Schätzen selber heraus redet ð der Wille zur Macht!ñ ð 

 

The ñwill to powerò is not the ñwill to lifeò or the ñwill to survive.ò  There are things that human 

beings value (ñschªtzenò) more than life, itself.  There are as many such goals as there are 

individual human beings, but the very act of valuing something as worth more than life itself is, 

itself, an expression of the ñwill to power.ò  The ñwill to powerò is, consequently, the will to 

assign value to different moral concepts. 

 This being said, Nietzsche recognizes that the will to power can manifest itself as the 

desire to obtain power over others, whether physical, political, or moral.  Nietzsche usually 

presents this idea in the form of opposing ñwills to powerò between two or more human ñtypes.ò  

One such opposition is that between ñHerren-Moralò and ñSklaven-Moral,ò which will be the 

focus of the next chapter.  Another opposition, and the more germane to this discussion of power 
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as physical strength, is that between the healthy (ñdie Gesundenò) and the sick and weak (ñdie 

Krankenò and ñdie Schwachenò).  Nietzsche writes that not only the strong and healthy, but also 

the weak and sick can seek power over others.  The ñsickò do this through deception and 

trickery: ñDer Wille der Kranken, irgend eine Form der Überlegenheit darzustellen, ihr Instinkt 

für Schleichwege, die zu einer Tyrannei über die Gesunden führen, ð wo fände er sich nicht, 

dieser Wille gerade der Schwächsten zur Macht!ò95  Here, tyranny is explicitly connected with 

ñdie Kranken,ò not ñdie Gesunden.ò  The sick wish to dominate, a goal that Nietzsche argues 

should be opposed.  The sick, because they are weaker than the healthy, cannot openly challenge 

the latter, and so they must resort to trickery.  As we will see in the next chapter, this trickery 

usually involves developing a guilty conscience in the healthy and strong, who are eventually 

convinced that their strength and health are somehow shameful or sinful.   Although the ñwill to 

powerò of the strong and healthy may be exploitative, it is at least honest relative to the deceitful 

ñwill to powerò of the weak and sick. 

 This proposition is enough for comics scholar Chris Gavaler to dismissively link 

Nietzsche with Sir Francis Galton, the man who ñcoined the term óeugenics[.]ôò96  Gavalerôs 

point is that Nietzsche supports the right of the strong to dominate the weak, whereas 

superheroes like Superman represent a worldview wherein the weak have the right to be 

protected by the strong.  Sometimes, however, even superhero comics are not unambiguous on 

this point, and sometimes superhero comics present the idea that, to use Nietzscheôs words, ñDie 

Kranken sind die grºsste Gefahr f¿r die Gesunden[.]ò97  Such is the caseðon the surface, at 

leastðwith the first supervillain that Superman encounters in Action Comics #13 (cover date 

 
95 Nietzsche, GM-III §14. 
96 Gavaler, Superhero Comics, 51. 
97 Nietzsche, GM-III §14. 
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June 1939).  In this issue, the super-strong Superman battles the Ultra-Humanite, a physically 

disabled genius.  Closer examination of Action Comics #13 will, I believe, help us shed further 

light on the issue of ñhealthò and ñsicknessò in Nietzscheôs works, and vice versa. 

The Ultra-Humanite does not reveal himself to Superman (and thus to the reader) until 

the second half of Action Comics #13.  Once he does, and we discover that he is physically 

disabled, the visual emphasis on Supermanôs muscular physique retrospectively appears to be 

much more pronounced in this issue than in the preceding twelve.  As ever, the title panel 

contains a narrative box highlighting Supermanôs incredible physical strength: ñFriend of the 

helpless and oppressed is Superman, a man possessing the strength of a dozen Samsons!ò  

Superman is shown hoisting a truck over his head while the frightened driver cowers on the floor 

of the cab.  Every subsequent page abounds with depictions of Supermanôs super-power.  In 

panel 7 (see Fig. 1.11 below), strategically placed squiggles are drawn over his arms, chest, and 

legs, clearly outlining his bulging musculature.  And if the readers arenôt paying close enough 

attention to the image, the narrative caption across the top of the panel specifically reminds us 

that Superman possesses ñincredibly powerful muscles.ò  Superman later kidnaps a racketeering 

goon, who tries to stab Superman while the two are in midair.  Panel 27 (see Fig. 1.12) shows 

both plummeting downward, Superman with well-muscled arms and legs akimbo, chest and 

abdomen fairly bursting through his skintight costume.    

The adventure continues, and so does Supermanôs ñorgy of muscularity.ò98  He arrives at 

a taxicab garage operated by a protection gang and forces the two attendant goons to smash their 

own cars.  The thugs need some convincing, and only after being tossed around by the physically 

superior Superman do they finally agree to destroy their automobiles with sledge hammers (see  

 
98 Ong, ñThe Comics and the Super State,ò 38. 
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Fig. 1.11 Siegel and Shuster, Action Comics #13, 182, panel 7. 

 

Fig. 1.12 Siegel and Shuster, Action Comics #13, 184, panel 27. 

 

Fig. 1.13 Siegel and Shuster, Action Comics #13, 187, panels 52-53. 
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Fig. 1.13 above).  Superman turns a man called Reynolds, ostensibly the gangôs head honcho, 

over to the police, but the criminal escapes, forcing Superman to chase him into the woods.  

Arriving at an abandoned cabin, Superman finally faces the true mastermind: the ñUltra-

Humanite.ò  Upon his appearance in panel 71 (see Fig. 1.14 below), it is not clear that the Ultra-

Humanite is sitting down because he cannot stand; Reynolds, in the foreground, is also sitting in 

an identical green chair.  But the very next panel clarifies the Ultra-Humaniteôs situation: he is a 

ñparalyzed crippleò whose ñfiery eyes [é] burn with terrible hatred and sinister intelligence.ò  

Dressed in a white coat and surrounded by laboratory paraphernalia, he is the textbook mad 

scientist.  Though physically powerless, the Ultra-Humaniteôs superhuman mental abilities 

qualify him as a supervillain.  ñYou may possess unbelievable strength - - but you are pitting 

yourself against a mental giant!ò he tells Superman in panel 74.   ñ[A] scientific experiment 

resulted in my possessing the most agile and learned brain on Earth!ò he continues in panel 75.  

ñUnfortunately for mankind, I prefer to use this great intellect for crime.  My goal?  Domination 

of the world!!ò 

The association of disability with criminal intention is striking.  It is possible that Siegel 

and Shuster intended the Ultra-Humaniteôs disability to simply function as a means of physically 

differentiating him from Superman.  Tom De Haven points out the obvious similarity of the two 

charactersô names, wryly suggesting that ñJerry Siegel threw [that name] together probably from 

a handy thesaurus, using one-to-one synonyms for ósuperô and óman.ôò99  Despite the synonymity 

of their names, the two characters are opposites, and the opposite of a superpowered human 

being is, quite simply, an individual who is less than normally-abled.  On the other hand, 

Gavaler, with passing reference to De Haven, goes further, stating that ñSiegel, having designed  

 
99 De Haven, Our Hero, 123. 
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Superman as a distortion of his Nietzschean namesake, refracts the image back at its source, 

personifying fascism as a would-be ultra-human dictator.ò100  Once again, Gavaler reductively 

equates Nietzscheôs ¦bermensch with the Third Reichôs notions of racial and political 

 
100 Gavaler, Superhero Comics, 111. 

Fig. 1.14 Siegel and Shuster, Action Comics #13, 190, panels 69-76. 
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superiority.  Furthermore, it is not clear whether Siegel and Shuster were responding specifically 

to Nietzscheôs Übermensch.  Nevertheless, the two creators were almost certainly aware of Nazi 

Germanyôs Aryan ñsuperman.ò  If, as Gavaler more accurately argues, the ñNew Deal Superman 

mirrored the Nazi superman, reversing political aims as an anti-democratic dictator,ò101 then we 

can interpret the Ultra-Humanite as a further attempt to devalue the Hitlerian superman by 

making him a physical cripple.  This is the first character in any Superman story to explicitly 

state ñdomination of the worldò as his goal, and his objectionable moral alignment is reflected in 

his physical condition.  In marked contrast to Supermanôs powerful frame and purposeful action, 

the Ultra-Humanite must be carried, chair and all, out of the cabin (see Fig. 1.15 below).  The 

would-be dictatorôs impotence is revealed as he flails his arms (and somehow his legs) in 

ineffectual rage, looking for all the world like a child throwing a tantrum.  The critique of fascist 

dictators is clear.  Supermanôs actions at the storyôs end are equally unambiguous: he 

ñdeliberatelyò smashes the escape-planeôs propellor in panel 94, sending the plane and its 

 
101 Ibid., 110. 

Fig. 1.15 Siegel and Shuster, Action Comics #13, 192 panel 87. 
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villainous occupants crashing to the ground.  Of course, the Ultra-Humaniteôs body is not among 

the wreckageé 

Although the association between physical disability and moral corruption is noticeable 

in this issue, the former is never explicitly stated to be the cause of the latter.  In fact, several 

issues later, the Ultra-Humanite transfers his consciousness into the body of a young, attractive 

Hollywood actress.  Despite his newfound able-bodiedness, however, the Ultra-Humanite 

remains as evil as ever, suggesting that his morally reprehensible desire for world domination 

has everything to do with his inner character rather than his external features and abilities.  Thus, 

the Ultra-Humaniteôs physical disability may be an external signification, but perhaps not the 

cause, of an inner, spiritual ñsickness.ò  This is a problematic association in its own right, 

certainly, and the presentation of disability in comics (especially superhero comics) is gaining 

more widespread scholarly and popular attention.102  For our purposes, we should take notice of 

the fact that the dichotomy presented in Action Comics #13 is not only one of physical ability 

versus physical disability (even though, due to the visual nature of the medium, this is 

prominently displayed), but between competing moral valuations (Supermanôs altruistic service 

versus the Ultra-Humaniteôs selfish desire for world domination).  Ultimately, the latter is of 

greater significance when it comes to differentiating between ñgoodò and ñbadò superhuman 

characters in Action Comics #13 and in superhero comics broadly speaking.     

Similarly, the relationship between physical weakness and spiritual sickness in 

Nietzscheôs works is more nuanced that it appears when certain quotations are taken out of 

context.  Aside from a bizarre contempt for vegetarianism, which he faults for predisposing 

 
102 See, for example, the chapter entitled ñWhy Illness & Disability?ò in Hilary Chuteôs full-color 2017 monograph 

Why Comics? From Underground to Everywhere. 
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people ñzu Denk- und Gef¿hlsweisen, die narkotisch wirken,ò103 Nietzsche generally maintains 

that a physically ill individual is not necessarily fated to become spiritually sick.  In the 

introduction to the revised and expanded second edition of Die fröhliche Wissenschaft (1885), 

Nietzsche uses his own life as an example.  The philosopher was frequently ill, suffering from 

incredible migraines and prolonged bouts of stomach upset and vomiting.  But he took pride in 

his ability to recover, not only physically but spiritually, as well.  He never abandoned his 

philosophical mission, even though reading and writing brought on incapacitating migraines.  In 

his own estimation, his survival depended on his ability to view each new onset of physical 

illness as the prelude to a still greater convalescence.  Nietzsche writes that gratitude for a (brief) 

return to health permeates this book:  

Die Dankbarkeit strömt fortwährend aus, als ob eben das Unerwartetste geschehn sei, die 

Dankbarkeit eines Genesenden, ð denn die Genesung war dieses Unerwartetste. 

ĂFrºhliche Wissenschaftñ: das bedeutet die Saturnalien eines Geistes, der einem 

furchtbaren langen Drucke geduldig widerstanden hat ð geduldig, streng, kalt, ohne sich 

zu unterwerfen, aber ohne Hoffnung ð, und der jetzt mit Einem Male von der Hoffnung 

angefallen wird, von der Hoffnung auf Gesundheit, von der Trunkenheit der Genesung.104 

 

Nietzsche here claims that, while his physical convalescence contributed to a ñSaturnalia of the 

spirit,ò his spirit, though it lacked all hope for the bodyôs convalescence, had nevertheless borne 

this sickness patiently, coldly, with discipline and without surrendering to despair.  His body 

may have been sick and weak, but his spirit remained strong throughout his ordeal.   

It is true, however, that for Nietzsche the body and the spirit are linked.  When the body 

is healthy, it is easy for the spirit to be healthy.  When the body is sick, the spirit will remain 

healthy if it is strong, or it will become sick if it is weak.  When Nietzsche emphasizes physical 

health, he does so on the one hand in order to combat what he saw as a particularly dangerous 

 
103 Nietzsche, FW §145. 
104 Ibid., Vorrede §2. 
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spiritual illness.  Nietzscheôs emphasis on the physical must be understood first and foremost as a 

rejection of the metaphysical.  The belief in the ñbeyond,ò religious or metaphysical, is a spiritual 

sickness that can be born of physical illness and weakness.  If it is, the cycle becomes self-

perpetuating, as the spiritually infirm turn against their own physical bodies.  Thus the power of 

which Nietzscheôs Zarathustra speaks when he says: ñBleibt mir der Erde treu, meine Brüder, mit 

der Macht eurer Tugend!ò105 has nothing to do with physical strength and everything to do with 

rejecting metaphysical moral worldviews.  Holdier, however, believes the former to be the case 

when he compares Nietzscheôs ¦bermensch to Superman.  ñTo borrow another line from 

Nietzsche,ò writes Holdier, ñSupermanôs abilities tend to óremain faithful to the Earth,ô with no 

hint of mystical or magical empowerment [é] his talents are biological.ò106  Far from endorsing 

superpowers, natural or otherwise, Nietzscheôs Zarathustra is actually encouraging his listeners 

to bring ñdie verflogene Tugend zur Erde zur¿ck ï ja, zurück zu Leib und Leben: dass sie der 

Erde ihren Sinn gebe, einen Menschen-Sinn!ò  Zarathustraôs brothers-in-arms are waging a war 

against the religious and metaphysical doctrines and virtues that have disconnected moral value 

from the physical (i.e. real) world.   

In Zur Genealogie der Moral (1887), which will be explored in greater detail in Chapter 

Two, Nietzsche explicitly identifies the Judeo-Christian belief in God, sin, and the afterlife as 

ñdie furchtbarste Krankheit, die bis jetzt im Menschen gew¿thet hat.ò107  The greatest sickness 

that has ever ravaged humankind is, according to Nietzsche, spiritual in nature.  In this section, 

Nietzsche enumerates at length the aspects of Christian belief that he finds objectionable, and the 

general gist is that he objects to ñder Wille des Menschen, sich schuldig und verwerflich zu 

 
105 Nietzsche, Z-I ñVon der schenkenden Tugend.ò  All other quotations from Nietzsche in this paragraph come from 

the same. 
106 Holdier, ñWhere Have All the Supermen Gone?ò 7.  Again, Holdier does not name the source of this translation. 
107 Nietzsche, GM-II §22.  All further quotations in this paragraph come from the same. 
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finden, [é] sein Wille, ein Ideal aufzurichten ð das des āheiligen Gottesó ð, um Angesichts 

desselben seiner absoluten Unw¿rdigkeit handgreiflich gewiss zu sein.ò  This he calls ñeine Art 

Willens-Wahnsinn in der seelischen Grausamkeit, der schlechterdings seines Gleichen nicht 

hat[.]ò  It is a spiritual sickness beyond compare, and one that can easily manifest itself in the 

drive for physical power over others.  By means of such religious notions, the physically weak 

and politically ineffectual can instill a guilty conscience in rulers and other ñstrongò individuals, 

to such a degree that the latter give up their power and submit to the rule of the former.  This is 

the aforementioned ñWille gerade der Schwªchsten zur Macht,ò which must use intellectual 

trickery and spiritual deceit in order to triumph over the spiritually and physically healthy and 

strong.  The ñwill to powerò exists in everyone, argues Nietzsche, and it manifests itself 

differently according to the strength and healthiness of a given individualôs spirit. 

Consequently, physical weakness is not inherently connected to spiritual sickness in 

Nietzscheôs works, but the former can often be indicative of the latter.  And just as a sick person 

seeks only rest and the easing of his symptoms, so too does a spiritually sick person seek moral 

absolutes, which allow human beings to quiet their minds and bask the false comfort of 

metaphysical certainty:  

Jede Philosophie, welche den Frieden höher stellt als den Krieg, jede Ethik mit einer 

negativen Fassung des Begriffs Glück, jede Metaphysik und Physik, welche ein Finale 

kennt, einen Endzustand irgend welcher Art, jedes vorwiegend aesthetische oder religiöse 

Verlangen nach einem Abseits, Jenseits, Ausserhalb, Oberhalb erlaubt zu fragen, ob nicht 

die Krankheit das gewesen ist, was den Philosophen inspirirt hat.108 

 

From this passage, we can also discover the deeper significance that Nietzsche attaches to the 

terms ñFriedenò and ñKrieg.ò  A philosophy that seeks peace of mind springs from sickness, not 

health.  When philosophers seek ñpeace,ò they define happiness negatively, as the absence of 

 
108 Nietzsche, FW-Vorrede §2. 
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unhappiness.  Such a philosopher desires to reach a final state rather than face the constant 

struggle of self-overcoming by which individuals, and indeed all of humanity, raise themselves 

to ever greater heights of self-creation and moral valuation.  Adopting a philosophy that values 

war higher than peace, on the other hand, metaphorically signifies a desire for philosophical 

struggle and conflict in order that these challenges might be used as fuel for perpetual 

development of the self.  Even some fragments in Der Wille zur Macht support this interpretation 

of ñwarò and ñstruggle,ò contrary to the militaristic image that Nietzscheôs sister seeks to create 

of her brotherôs work.  In the following fragment, which dates from a period between November 

1887 and March 1888, Nietzsche notes: ñDie stªrksten und ohnmªchtigsten Naturen werden sich 

gleich, wenn dieser Zustand über sie kommt: sie vergöttlichen das Aufhören der Arbeit, des 

Kampfes, der Leidenschaften, der Spannung, der Gegensªtze, der āRealitätó in summaé des 

Ringens um Erkenntniß, der Mühe der ErkenntniÇ.ò109  Work and struggle (ñArbeitò and 

ñKampfò) are explicitly connected to the struggle for knowledge (ñRingen um ErkenntniÇò), not 

to literal physical warfare.  For Nietzsche, the quest to increase human knowledge 

(ñErkenntniÇò) is a battle every bit as much as a physical skirmish between opposing armies. All 

human beings, regardless of their degree of intellectual strength, are susceptible to the desire to 

deify the cessation of labor, of struggle (ñdes Kampfesò), and of the passionsðthat is, to 

abandon the pursuit of knowledge and the hard work that this pursuit requires.   

For Nietzsche, life is struggle, a ñwarò waged between competing individualsô wills to 

power as well as between conflicting drives within a single individual.  Within every individual a 

sick, life-negating will to power battles a healthy, life-affirming will to power.  A life-negating, 

ñbody-despisingò will to power asserts itself at the expense of all healthy, self-sufficient types, 

 
109 Nietzsche, WM §335, or eKGWB/NF-1887,11[278]. 
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who are made to feel inferior and forced to repress their life-affirming selves.  The ñwill to 

powerò of spiritual sickness, according to Nietzsche, can be and frequently is connected to 

physical weakness or ineffectualness, a suggestion that we see echoed in the crippled figure of 

the Ultra-Humanite.  But for Nietzsche, spiritual infirmity is of primary consideration.  Again, 

we see this echoed in the figure of the Ultra-Humanite, for even when the supervillain transplants 

his mind into a physically strong body, his spirit remains crippled.  His life-negating desire to 

dominate others can never defeat Supermanôs clarity of purpose, which springs from an 

overabundance (Nietzscheôs word is ñ¦berf¿lleò110) of physical strength and manifests itself in 

his spiritual health.   

 

5. Self-Overcoming: The True Superpower 

A life-negating will to power seeks conformity and comfort.  It does not desire change 

because change is an inherently painful process.  For those possessing a life-affirming will to 

power, however, their strengthðspiritual as well as physicalðcompels them to seek out new 

challenges and to welcome each new struggle as an opportunity for further self-overcoming.  

Nietzscheôs famous but often misunderstood aphorism ñAus der Kriegsschule des Lebensò takes 

on its full meaning in this context: ñWas mich nicht umbringt, macht mich stªrker.ò111  Lifeôs 

ñschool of warò instills in select pupils a life-affirming attitude.  The higher type of human being 

converts the experiences of struggle and suffering into greater strength of body and mind.  Every 

experience, good or bad, is made to serve a healthy individualôs self-overcoming.  In Kynastôs 

estimation, the will to power is simply Nietzscheôs word for ñpermanente 

 
110 See Nietzsche, GT ñVersuch einer Selbstkritikò Ä1 and Ä5, as well as FW Ä370. 
111 Nietzsche, GD, ñSpr¿che und Pfeileò Ä8. 
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Selbst¿berwindung.ò112  In order to achieve this state of permanent self-overcoming, strong, life-

affirming individuals must be permitted the freedom to constantly create and recreate 

themselves.  In the second part of the Genealogie, Nietzsche definitively declares that ñder Wille 

zur Machtò is ñeben jener Instinkt der Freiheit.ò113  Every living organism seeks the freedom to 

grow and thrive.  This goal aims beyond mere survival, and so Nietzsche does not speak of the 

ñwill to live,ò but rather the ñwill to power.ò 

In support of this assertion, Kaufmann calls our attention to a speech in the second part of 

Zarathustra titled ñVon der Selbst-¦berwindung.ò  In this section, argues Kaufmann, ñ[t]he will 

to power is conceived of as the will to overcome oneself.ò114  According to the character 

Zarathustra, ñdas Leben selberò spoke to him, saying, ñóSiehe, [é] ich bin das, was sich immer 

selber überwinden muss.ôò  Zarathustra continues, saying that Life told him of itself: ñ,Was ich 

auch schaffe und wie ichôs auch liebe, ï bald muss ich Gegner ihm sein und meiner Liebe: so 

will es mein Wille.óò115  Life itself must constantly overcome that which it once created and 

loved.  It must never beðit must always become.  The Übermensch, then, is one who adopts the 

same attitude toward Life as Life itself has.  Nietzscheôs ¦bermenschen seek the freedom to 

create values and give their lives meaning, and as they develop, they have the strength to 

recognize that a once cherished conviction or goal no longer serves them, and so they create new 

convictions and set new goals.  Contrary to Holdierôs assertion that Nietzsche values physical 

strength above all else, this sort of self-overcoming has nothing to do with anaerobic exercise.  

Living in this way requires spiritual and moral strength, for, as Kaufmann observes, ñthese 

 
112 Kynast, Friedrich Nietzsches Übermensch, 90. 
113 Nietzsche, GM-II §18. 
114 Kaufmann, Nietzsche, 200. 
115 Nietzsche, Z-II ñVon der Selbst-Ueberwindung.ò 
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Übermenschen appear as symbols of the repudiation of any conformity to a single normò116ð

even to such norms as they, themselves, create!  The spiritual capacity to face the truthðthe 

truth that there are no absolutes, and no moral values save what human beings set for 

themselves117ðis the measure of the will to power.  ñIt may seem to make the will to power 

more attractive that one can exert it by being a philosopher, without harming anyone,ò muses 

Kaufmann.118  Still, we must not forget that for Nietzsche, the sufferings and privations wrought 

by real, physical hardships, including even war, also provide opportunities for self-overcoming 

for those individuals who are spiritually strong enough to take advantage of the situation.  

Nevertheless, as Norbert Reichel so neatly puts it, ñ[d]ie Fªhigkeiten, die Nietzsche dem 

āSchaffendenó zuschreibt, sind vor allem intellektuelle.ò119   

 The individualôs path of continual self-overcoming is rarely pleasant.  Healthy 

individuals, however, can bear struggle and strife if they have given their life a purpose: ñHat 

man sein warum? des Lebens, so verträgt er sich fast mit jedem wie? ï Der Mensch strebt nicht 

nach Gl¿ck; nur der Englªnder tut das,ò writes Nietzsche in Götzendämmerung.120  Every human 

being wants to have a purpose in life or, failing that, a purpose for life.  Spiritually weak and sick 

individuals embrace metaphysical and religious notions that the purpose of life lies in preparing 

for an afterlifeðor they simply assert that life has no meaning and embrace nihilism (according 

 
116 Kaufmann, Nietzsche, 309. 
117 As the figure of Life cries out to Zarathustra in Z-II ñVon der Selbst-Ueberwindung:ò ñGutes und Bºses, das 

unvergänglich wäre ï das giebt es nicht!ò 
118 Kaufmann, Nietzsche, 203. 
119 Reichel, Der Traum vom höheren Leben,ñ 125, emphasis added. 
120 Nietzsche, GD ñSpr¿che und Pfeileò Ä12.  The reference to ñEnglªnderò is an allusion to British utilitarian 

philosophers, whom Nietzsche held in decidedly low esteem.  A note used in WM sheds further light on this 

aphorism, illuminating the fact that Nietzsche, in his talk of ñLustò and ñUnlust,ò pain and pleasure, is not 

advocating for a hedonistic lifestyle: ñIst man ¿ber das óWarum?ô seines Lebens mit sich im Reinen, so giebt man 

dessen Wie? leichten Kaufs. Es ist selbst schon ein Zeichen von Unglauben an Warum?, an Zweck und Sinn, ein 

Mangel an Willen, wenn der Werth von Lust und Unlust in den Vordergrund tritt und hedonistisch-pessimistische 

Lehren Gehºr finden; und Entsagung, Resignation, Tugend, ĂObjektivitªtñ kºnnen zum Mindesten schon Zeichen 

davon sein, daß es an der Hauptsache zu mangeln beginnt.  [¶]  Daß man sich ein Ziel zu geben weiß ð ð ð" 

(WM §790, or eKGWB/NF-1887,11[104]).  . 
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to Nietzsche, however, there really is no difference between nihilism and any religion that 

preaches an afterlife).  Healthy individuals, on the other hand, seek the freedom to set their own 

goals and give their own lives meaning, accepting that there is no definitive ñmeaning of lifeò 

and committing to revising their worldviews as their lives progress.   

The question we must now pose to the comic-book Superman, then, is: does he exhibit 

the same strength of spirit and dedication to self-overcoming as Nietzscheôs ¦bermensch?  

Comics theorist Scott Bukatman says no: ñSuperman just doesnôt cut the mustard as an 

übermensch [sic].  He is to the manner born, so to speak; he doesnôt need to become a 

superman.ò121  This is certainly true of the early Superman, who, as we have seen, arrives on the 

scene fully formed in Action Comics #1.  Nothing in Supermanôs original one-page origin story 

depicts a meaningful physical (let alone spiritual) development: as an infant, Superman was 

already superhumanly strong, and this power only increased as he grew older.  This is not 

ñdevelopmentò in any way that would be meaningful to a human being (and, as Nietzsche 

himself points out, we can only ever approach unknown or unfamiliar phenomena from our 

limited human perspective122).   

 When DCôs The New 52 reboot hit the shelves in 2011, critics were quick to praise ñthis 

all-too-human Superman.ò123  It quickly becomes clear that this paratextual comment (itself a 

possible reference to Nietzscheôs 1878 work Menschliches, Allzumenschliches) does not refer to 

the rebooted Supermanôs physical powers.  While returning to Supermanôs roots as a social 

 
121 Bukatman, ñA Song of the Urban Superhero,ò 193. 
122 Nietzsche, FW Ä374: ñ Wir kºnnen nicht um unsre Ecke sehn: es ist eine hoffnungslose Neugierde, wissen zu 

wollen, was es noch für andre Arten Intellekt und Perspektive geben könnte: [é] Aber ich denke, wir sind heute 

zum Mindesten ferne von der lächerlichen Unbescheidenheit, von unsrer Ecke aus zu dekretiren, dass man nur von 

dieser Ecke aus Perspektiven haben dürfe.ñ 
123 Scripps Howard News Service, cover review of Superman Action Comics Volume 1.   
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crusader, the writer and artists124 behind the rebooted Superman quickly raise the stakes to 

cosmic levels.  Superman is appropriately superpowered, and though General Lane (Lois Laneôs 

father) mentions in the first issue of the new series that Superman is faster and stronger than he 

was six months ago,125 the reader is not shown this physical development.  When Superman 

bursts onto the scene in panel two of the first issue, he is moving so fast that he is only a red blur 

(see Fig. 1.16 below).  In panel three, he is shown from behind.  His cape obscures most of his 

body from view, but his powerful forearms are clearly visible.  In panel four, the reader sees his 

arms in more detail, along with his muscular chest and sculpted abdomen.  The focal point in 

panel five is Supermanôs eyes, glowing white-red with the barely contained energy of his heat-

ray vision.  Superman is, if not at the height of his abilities, then at least close, and over the 

course of the next several issues he faces no physical obstacles that he cannot easily defeat.    

Superman is not appreciably ñall-too-humanò in terms of his moral and spiritual 

development, either.  From the very beginning, he has a clearly established moral code: in the 

fifth panel of Fig. 1.16, he addresses the corrupt businessmen whose party he has crashed as: 

ñRats.  Rats with money.ò  (Their armed henchmen are, appropriately, ñrats with guns.ò)  His 

mind is already made up concerning the moral correctness of his actions.  Superman is entirely 

sure of his moral missionðthe protection of Metropolis and its inhabitantsðdoubting himself 

only once, and very briefly, in the seriesô third issue.  In the span of a single gutter, Superman 

transitions from absolute confidence to complete resignation (see Fig. 1.17 above).  He wastes 

no time, however, in once again donning the costume (which, despite having been thrown into 

the garbage in #3, he appears to have had on his person in #4).  Returning once again  

 
124 Grant Morrison, writer; Rags Morales, penciller; Rick Bryant, inker; Brad Anderson, colorist; Patrick Brosseau, 

letterer. 
125 Morrison et al., ĂSuperman versus the City of Tomorrow,ò n.p.  Itôs also worth noting that none of these issues 

has a cover date. 
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to the first issue, Lex Luthor, after incapacitating Superman with a runaway bullet train, says 

wryly: ñBehold.  I give you Supermanò (n.p.).  This is, on one level, a clever callback to the 

famous line in Nietzscheôs Zarathustra: ñóSeht, ich lehre euch den ¦bermenschen.ôò126  Grant 

Morrison, the writer of the rebooted series, uses the English translation of this phrase as the sole 

epigraph to Supergods, his 2011 memoir and comic-book history.127  In the comics, Luthor has 

delivered Superman into the hand of the U.S. government, an action-oriented and literal version 

of Nietzscheôs Zarathustra teaching the ideal of the ¦bermensch to his listeners.  More than this, 

 
126 Nietzsche, Z-I ñVorredeò Ä3. 
127 Morrison, Supergods, ix. 

Fig. 1.16 Morrison et al., first full page of 

ñSuperman versus the City of Tomorrow.ò  

 

Fig. 1.17 Morrison et al., ñWorld Against 

Superman,ò n.p., panels 5-6. 

Note how the pipe, bottle, and brick all extend 

beyond the top panel as the situation escalates 

beyond Supermanôs control.  In the bottom 

panel, Supermanôs musculature is on full display. 
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however, Luthorôs comment leaves no doubt that this is Superman and not merely a man on the 

way to becoming super.   

 In contrast to The New 52, however, Marv Wolfman and Claudio Castellini really do 

present Clark Kentôs spiritual development in the aptly titled Man and Superman.128  In this four-

part story arc, Supermanôs development once again does not occur along physical linesðhe is 

already spectacularly over-muscled when he arrives in Metropolis.  In the first chapter, ñIn 

Which He Leaves Smallville as a Boy,ò Supermanôs physically perfect body is on full display as 

he struggles with crippling self-doubt (see Fig. 1.18 below).  Lying in bed, wearing only 

underwear, Clark curls up in the fetal position: despite his colossal physical strength, he is still in  

a state of infancy, unsure of himself and lacking the inner strength to give direction to his 

physical powers.  We learn over the course of the narrative that Clark has been struggling with 

the moral implications of his powers ever since he was a young farm boy in Smallville, Kansas.   

 

 
128 Begun in 2006, the project was shelved for over a decade before it was finally revived and published by DC in 

2018.  The title is perhaps a reference to George Bernard Shawôs famous play of the same name, though neither 

Wolfman nor Castellini refer to this source in the deluxe editionôs commentary.   

Fig. 1.18 Wolfman and Castellini, ñChapter One, in 

which He Leaves Smallville as a Boy,ò n.p., panels 4-5. 
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He is never shown training his body, for this part of himself has always been in peak condition.  

It is his moral and spiritual powers that require his attention.   

A prolonged flashback in Chapter 3, ñIn Which He Asks the Question that Will Change 

His Life,ò shows Clark working to improve his journalistic writing and discussing a pressing 

moral question with his parents.  Trying on his outfit for the first time, Supermanôs expression 

belies his heroic posture (see Fig. 1.19 below).  ñIf I put on the costume, Iôm sorry, wear the 

uniform,ò he observes, ñI may never have a quiet moment again.  Is it selfish to want what other 

people take for granted?ò  Clark wonders whether, given his powers, it would be morally 

acceptable for him not to spend every waking moment helping people.  Martha Kent believes 

that the world ñwill survive with him helping part-time, too.ò129  Jonathan Kent is less sure of 

this.  He tells his son that it isnôt ñselfishò to want a life of his own, but he adds that ñlife isnôt 

always fair.  Like I say, we do what we do.ò  Unsurprisingly, his parentsô conflicting advice 

leaves the young Clark Kent without a clear idea of what to do.  From a Nietzschean perspective, 

we know that what he requires is the freedom to create his own way forward.  He cannot do this 

for as long as he is directly under the influence and control of his parents, however well-

intentioned their motives may be. 

 He creates his identity and his purpose by the end of the narrative, of course.  And he 

does not disregard his parentsô advice entirely.  Instead, he synthesizes his new sense of self out  

 
129 Wolfman and Castellini, Man and Superman, Chapter Three, n.p. 
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of what he has been taught and the realities of his own life as he has chosen to live it.  Having 

traveled to Metropolis and grappled with what it means to be ñSupermanò (as in Fig. 1.18 

above), Clark realizes that the binary presented by his parents is a false one.  He can help people 

by being Superman and by leading a ñnormal lifeò as the hard-hitting investigative journalist 

Clark Kent.  In the latter guise, he can devote his career to exposing corruption, championing 

Fig. 1.19 Wolfman and Castellini, ñChapter 3, in which He 

Asks the Question That Will Change His Life,ò n.p. 
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social change, and spreading Supermanôs message of hope and self-reliance to the world.  Clark 

and Superman become two faces of the same person.  This transformation reaches apotheotic 

heights when, in Chapter Four (ñIn Which He Becomes a Manò), Superman/Clark flies home to 

retrieve his uniform.  The image of Clark/Supermanôs arrival at the Kent farm is undeniably 

dramatic in the body of the graphic novel, but in its reworked form as the cover of the deluxe 

edition, Clark/Superman appears downright godlike (see Figs. 1.20 and 1.21).130  Castelliniôs 

attached commentary on his own artwork does much of the interpretive work for us:  

This touching scene in the evocative background of dawn, with the rays of the rising sun 

that highlight Clarkôs backlit figure, highlights the birth of Superman.  [é]  With this 

entire picture, I wanted to sum up Supermanôs entire moral fabric and pay tribute to the 

essence of the character, perfectly rendered by Marvôs wonderful script.131   

 

The image is decidedly messianic, with rays of light framing Supermanôs body.  Hands 

outstretched in a gesture of benevolence, Superman is almost Christ-likeðan impression 

reinforced by Martha and Jonathanôs joined hands.  For me, the image evokes Michelangeloôs 

The Creation of Adam.132  Having confronted and foiled the plans of the evil Lex Luthor, 

Superman/Clark has made ñthe decision to be filled with determination and acceptance.ò133  

Returning to the farm to retrieve his uniform signifies his simultaneous acceptance and 

overcoming of all the boyhood doubts that had plagued him as a boy.  He remains connected to 

his human rootsðhis parents and rural upbringingðeven as he sets out on his superhuman 

mission.  He has become, as the title implies, both ñmanò and ñSuperman.ò    

 

 
130 In the comic book, this scene occurs immediately before Jonathan hands Clark his uniform.  In the appendix 

ñBirth of the Covers,ò artist Castellini explains that, ñfor reasons of obvious spectacularity, he is already wearing the 

Superman costumeò on the deluxe editionôs cover (117). 
131 Castellini, Man and Superman, ñBirth of the Covers,ò 177.  Admittedly, Castellini writes only that the clasped 

hands symbolize the Kentsô ñbond of love and satisfaction for the decision of their óchildôò (ñBirth of the Covers,ò 

177).  But this certainly does not mean that this is the only thing their clasped hands could signify. 
132 Ibid. 
133 Ibid. 
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Supermanôs messianic status is tempered, however, by Clarkôs final newspaper article.  In 

this ñinterviewò with himself, Clark/Superman declares:  

 

Fig. 1.20 Wolfman 

and Castellini, 

ñChapter 4, in which 

He Becomes a 

Man,ò n.p., panel 5. 

Fig. 1.21 Wolfman and 

Castellini, cover of Man 

and Superman: Deluxe 

Edition.  
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Supermanôs spiritual and moral self-overcoming has led him to the realization that humankind 

must walk the path of its own self-overcoming.  He cannot do it for them; he is a guide, not an 

outright savior.  There are no shortcuts on the path to overcoming, as Nietzscheôs Zarathustra 

reminds us: ñEs giebt vielerlei Weg und Weise der ¦berwindung: da siehe du zu! Aber nur ein 

Possenreisser denkt: āder Mensch kann auch übersprungen werden.óò134  There are as many paths 

to self-overcoming as there are human beings.  But the hard work of self-overcoming cannot be 

avoided.  Nietzscheôs Zarathustra knows this, and so does Wolfman and Castelliniôs Superman.  

The end of Man and Superman is just the beginning: Superman will continue along his path of 

self-overcoming and do his best to help us along ours, but without doing the hard work for us or 

 
134 Nietzsche, Z-III, ñVon alten und neuen Tafelnò Ä4.  For more context on the figure of the ñPossenreiter,ò see 

Nietzsche, Z-I, ñZarathustraôs Vorredeò Ä6-8. 

Fig. 1.22 Wolfman and Castellini, ñChapter 4, in 

which He Becomes a Man,ò n.p., panel 4.  
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restricting the freedom of each individual to choose what form their personal self-overcoming 

will take. 

 By the time of Man and Superman, it had long been established that Superman can assist 

but never dictate humanityôs self-overcoming.  In the story arc ñThe Power Withinò (1988-

89),135 for example, Superman confronts a group of worshippers who have formed a cult of 

Superman.  He sternly rebukes them for having surrendered their individual freedom in exchange 

for physical superpowers.  In the final episode, it is revealed that the supervillain Darkseid 

granted the cultists their powers, not Superman.  Darkseid declares that he ñwanted the people 

who worship you to witness true power!ò136ðthat is, the power to dominate others.  In so doing, 

Darkseid planned to use the now power-hungry cultists to serve his own nefarious ends of world 

domination.  Superman explicitly rejects this conception of power, asserting that the greatest 

power of all is the ability to think for oneself.  Having exposed the villainous Darkseidôs plans 

and ended his influence over the cultists, Superman implores his former worshippers to heed his 

words:   

 

 
135 Action Comics #601-641. Roger Stern, writer; Curt Swan, penciller; John Beatty and Murphy Anderson, inkers; 

Bill Oakley, letterer; Tom Zuiko and Petra Scotese, colorists; Mike Carlin, editor. 
136 Stern et al., Action Comics #641 (ñThe Power Withinò), 80, panel two. 

Fig. 1.23 Stern et al., Action Comics #641, 80-81, panels 5-6. 

Unlike most comics, this series is printed horizontally across two pages.  Panel 5 almost appears split in 

two where the pages meet in the middle, but it is in fact one continuous panel. 
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Supermanôs greatest accomplishment in this tale is not the physical defeat of Darkseid (in fact, 

Darkseid bests Superman physically but retreats, having lost his hold on the cultists in the 

process of fighting Superman).  Instead, Superman has done something far more valuable: he has 

restored his former worshippersô freedom to choose their own pathsðtheir ñpower within.ò  

Superman admonishes his devotees not to rely solely on him for help and protection, insisting 

that, since he wonôt be around forever, they should not wait until he dies ñto take charge of your 

lives.ò  He informs them that they do not need his superpowersðthat they are, in fact, perfectly 

capable of providing themselves with purpose and direction.   

Nietzsche expresses a similar idea in ñVademecum ï Vadetecum,ò the seventh of sixty-

three rhyming preludes to Die fröhliche Wissenschaft: 

 Es lockt dich meine Art und Sprach, 

Du folgest mir, du gehst mir nach? 

Geh nur dir selber treulich nach: ð 

So folgst du mir ð gemach! gemach!137 

Nietzsche insists that his primary goal is not to tell his readers what to think (though he never 

tires of doing so), but rather to model how they should think.  Nietzsche tells readers that he is 

only following himself, and so the best way to ñfollow his exampleò is simply to be true to 

themselves.  His figure of Zarathustra echoes this sentiment in the ninth section of ñZarathustraôs 

Vorrede:ò ñEin Licht gieng mir auf: Gefªhrten brauche ich und lebendige, ð nicht todte 

Gefährten und Leichname, die ich mit mir trage, wohin ich will.  [¶] Sondern lebendige 

Gefährten brauche ich, die mir folgen, weil sie sich selber folgen wollen ð und dorthin, wo ich 

will.ò138  Zarathustra does not want slavish devotees, nor does he want power over others.  He 

does not present the ¦bermensch because, as Holdier claims Nietzsche believes, ñthe only god 

 
137 Nietzsche, FW ñVorspiel in deutschen Reimen,ñ Ä7. 
138 Nietzsche, Z-I ñVorredeò Ä9. 
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for us is whoever turns out to be the strongestðin all likelihood, someone like Darkseid.ò139  

Zarathustra instead wants to inspire his disciples to blaze their own intellectual trails, and 

Nietzsche similarly encourages his readers to take responsibility for the freedom to determine 

their own self-overcomings.  This is the true ñwill to powerò of which Nietzsche writes so much, 

and we have seen several examples of the comic-book Superman demonstrating precisely this 

ñwill to powerò and reasserting humanityôs right to do the same. 

 

6. Batman and Self-Overcoming 

 Because it is so rare for Superman to encounter any difficulty when overcoming physical 

and mental obstacles, two recent essays suggest that Batman better exemplifies the Nietzschean 

ideal of self-overcoming: C. K. Robertsonôs ñThe True Übermensch: Batman as Humanistic 

Mythò (2005) and Suzie Gibsonôs ñBatman Is Supermanò (2016).  We will examine these two 

essays in chronological order.  Robertson begins his essay by comparing Batmanôs origin story 

to Nietzscheôs biography.  Both, Robertson argues, suffered traumatic losses during childhood: 

Nietzscheôs father died when he was four years old, and Bruce Wayneôs parents were murdered 

when he was still a boy.  I donôt believe Robertsonôs point is to equate the suffering of a 

fictitional character with the loss experienced by a real human being, but he does imply that both 

the real Nietzsche and the fictitious Bruce Wayne heroically overcome these losses.  Nietzsche, 

who was constantly sick, ñtrained his mind like an Olympian,ò which Robertson compares to 

Bruce Wayneôs transformation into Batman: ñDriven by an indomitable will, this boy trained 

body and mind to human perfection.ò140  Robertson is here referring to Detective Comic #33 

(cover date November 1939), in which Batmanôs origin story is finally revealed in a two-page 

 
139 Holdier, ñWhere Have All the Supermen Gone?ò 5. 
140 Robertson, ñThe True Übermensch,ò 49. 
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sequence (see Fig. 1.24 below).141  Kneeling as though in prayer, Bruce Wayne declares: ñI 

swear by the spirits of my parents to avenge their deaths by spending the rest of my life warring 

on all criminals.ò  The following panel shows an adult Bruce Wayne working in a lab, having 

become ña master scientist.ò  The panel after that, located squarely in the pageôs center, contains 

an image of Bruce Wayne, muscular body on full display, heaving a heavy weight high 

overhead.  The narrative caption proclaims that Wayne has trained ñhis body to physical 

perfection.ò  A burst of yellow and red surrounds his figure, almost as though he were backlit by 

an explosion.  This is not the case: instead, the colors are understood as visible to the reader but  

 
141 When Batman was first featured in Detective Comics #27 (cover date May 1939), he appears fully formed, a 

ñmysterious figure fighting for righteousness and apprehending the wrong doer [sic], in his lone battle against the 

evil forces of societyéò  In his second adventure, (Detective Comics #28, cover date June 1939), the introductory 

narration (in a scroll-shaped ñboxò) reminds the reader that Batmanôs true identity is that of Bruce Wayne, ñbored 

young socialite.ò  This motivation is hardly satisfying, and so, seven issues into Batmanôs original run, Bob Kane 

and Bill Finger (writer and artist, respectively) fit a deeper backstory into two neat pages. 

Fig. 1.24 Kane and Finger, 

Detective Comics #33 63, full 

page.  

This is the second page of 

Batmanôs 2-page origin story. 
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not to the character within the panelôs picture space and are meant to highlight the ñamazing 

athletic featsò Wayne is performing.    

Robertson argues that Batmanôs origins and further adventures chronicle ñthe way he 

continuously overcomes his human vulnerability,ò142 but the original Batmanôs ñself-

overcomingò is limited to these three panels.  Later iterations of the character make Bruce 

Wayneôs choice of the bat as his symbol personally significant: as a boy, he developed a phobia 

of bats; by adopting the bat as his super-identity, he shows his readiness to overcome his own 

fear.  This first version of Batman, on the other hand, chooses to base his superhero persona 

around the nocturnal creatures simply because he interpreted the random appearance of a bat at 

his mansion window as an omen reminding him that ñcriminals are a superstitious cowardly lotò 

(see the final three panels in Fig. 1.24; the irony of believing in omens while in the same breath 

deriding criminals as ñsuperstitiousò is apparently lost on Bruce Wayne).  Throughout his early 

adventures, Batman meets any number of physical and/or intellectual obstacles that he 

overcomes with varying degrees of effort, but this constant overcoming appears to have no effect 

on his character development.  He is effectively reset at the beginning of every issue, facing off 

against an endless stream of similarly static villains.  Only Bruce Wayneôs initial ability to 

overcome the trauma caused by his parentsô murder and his dedication to training his body and 

mind as an adult support Robertsonôs case for Batman as an ¦bermensch.  Robertson draws from 

Nietzscheôs Die fröhliche Wissenschaft and Götzendämmerung to make his argument.  From the 

former, Robertson refers the reader to aphorism 268: ñWhat makes [one] heroic?  To go to meet 

simultaneously oneôs greatest sorrow and oneôs greatest hope.ò  From the latter, Robertson 

excerpts ñthat which does not kill me makes me stronger,ò which I have discussed in Section 5 

 
142 Robertson, ñThe True Übermensch,ò 56. 
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above.  Combining both, Robertson concludes that ñyoung Bruce Wayne suddenly left the world 

of the weak and, through his unique response to tragedy, entered a new world of the strong, the 

world of the übermensch [sic].ò143  Once the original Batman has made this transition, however, 

he never reevaluates his war on crime, nor does he evince any tendency to incorporate his 

encounters with various supervillains and petty criminals into continual moral and spiritual self-

overcoming.  Even taking Robin the Boy Wonder as a sidekick in Detective Comics #38 (cover 

date April 1940) does not precipitate any change in Wayne/Batmanôs character!  Not at first, at 

any rate.  While subsequent artists and writers would sometimes present a slightly more nuanced 

Batman, the character remained largely static for the first half of his existence. 

That would all change forty-six years later.  Frank Miller, Lynn Varley, and Klaus Janson 

are widely credited with reinventing and reinvigorating the character of Batman in their 

landmark 1986 graphic novel The Dark Knight Returns (hereinafter referred to as DKR).  Will 

Brookerôs history of the character describes how the DKR-Batman became ñthe template of 

serious, grim, adult crimefighting,ò an identity which the character has inhabited ever since.144  

Frank Miller confirms in his introduction to Batman: Year One (published in 1987) that he 

conceives of his darker, grittier version of Batman as a direct counter-presentation to the 

ñcamped-outò version of the character prominent in the 1960s.145  Millerôs version of Batman has 

inspired many later film adaptations of the character, from Tim Burtonôs Batman (1989) to 

Christoper Nolanôs Dark Knight Trilogy (2005-2012).  The post-1985 Batman is troubled, 

battling inner demons that constantly threaten to overwhelm him in addition to the usual external 

foes.  According to Millerôs version of the character as first introduced in DKR, the trauma that 

 
143 Ibid., 55.  Robertson does not cite the translations.  In the original, the full aphorism reads: ñWas macht heroisch? 

ð Zugleich seinem höchsten Leide und seiner höchsten Hoffnung entgegengehnò (FW Ä268). 
144 Brooker, Batman Unmasked, 283. 
145 Miller, ñIntroduction,ò Batman: Year One, n.p. 
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fuels Batmanôs superhero persona threatens to entirely subsume his Bruce Wayne alter-ego, and 

so the former must constantly be overcome.   

Suzie Gibson places this grimmer interpretation of Batman at the center of her essay, 

ñBatman Is Superman.ò  Part of the same series of popular essays on superheroes as Holdierôs 

ñWhere Have All the Supermen Gone,ò Gibsonôs essay refreshingly departs from Holdierôs 

negative and limited focus on Nietzscheôs will to power.  She draws instead from Nietzscheôs 

concept of the Apollonian and Dionysian creative forces in her attempt to illuminate Batmanôs 

inner struggle.  Gibson applies these terms to Nietzscheôs concept of the ¦bermensch and 

simultaneously argues that the post-DKR version of Batman ñstraddle[s] Dionysian chaos with 

Apollonian reason.ò146  To properly assess this argument, we must begin by delving a little 

deeper into what Nietzsche means by these two terms than Gibson does in her essay.  We will 

then investigate how these two natural creative drives can be related to the Übermensch before 

finally considering Batmanôs fitness as an ¦bermensch in this expanded sense of the term. 

The terms ñdas Apollinischeò and ñdas Dionysischeò first appear in Nietzscheôs Die 

Geburt in Tragödie and refer to creative natural and artistic forces in ancient Greek and 

nineteenth-century German culture.  In what follows, I shall restrict our understanding of ñdas 

Apollinischeò and ñdas Dionysischeò to Nietzscheôs pronouncements on the same in Die Geburt 

der Tragödie.  The two terms, and especially ñdas Dionysische,ò undergo a subtle transformation 

of meaning in Nietzscheôs later works (beginning with Book V of Die fröhliche Wissenschaft, 

appended to the new edition in 1885).  I will touch on this transformation in greater detail at the 

end of Chapter Four below.  In Die Geburt der Tragödie, the two terms refer first and foremost 

to natural forces that are channeled through human artistic endeavor.  Nietzsche emphasizes from 

 
146 Gibson, ñBatman Is Superman,ò 243. 
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the start that we should regard ñdas Apollinische und seinen Gegensatz, das Dionysische, als 

k¿nstlerische Mªchte,ò which burst forth ñaus der Natur selbst, ohne Vermittelung des 

menschlichen Künstlers.ò  Nietzsche equates the Apollonian drive with ñdie Bilderwelt des 

Traumesò and defines the Dionysian ñals rauschvolle Wirklichkeit, die wiederum des Einzelnen 

nicht achtet, sondern sogar das Individuum zu vernichten und durch eine mystische 

Einheitsempfindung zu erlºsen versucht.ò147  Aesthetically, music is representative of the 

Dionysian force that reconnects individuals and cultures with the primal, mystical, eternal unity 

of nature, while the Apollinian takes the form of Ăblidende Kunstñ and grants individuals Ăjene 

maassvolle Begrenzung, jene Freiehit von den wilderen Regungen, jene weisheitsvolle Ruge des 

Bildnergottes.ò148   

The Apollinian and Dionysian creative drives, according to Nietzsche in Die Geburt der 

Tragödie, are in a state of constant struggle with one another.  At any given time, one or the 

other can gain the upper hand within an individual or even within an entire culture.  Out of this 

contest between the two, however, come ever more powerful ñbirths:ò ñbeide so verschiedne 

Triebe gehen neben einander her, zumeist im offnen Zwiespalt mit einander und sich gegenseitig 

zu immer neuen krªftigeren Geburten reizend.ò149  In ancient Greece, Nietzsche argues, the 

struggle between the two culminated in the birth of Attic tragedy and the dramatic dithyramb, 

which together form ñdas gemeinsame Ziel beider Triebe, deren gehimnissvolles Eheb¿ndnis, 

nach langem vorhergehenden Kampfe, sich in einem solchen Kinde ï das zugleich Antigone und 

Kassandra ist ï verherrlicht hat.ò150  The constant struggle between the two competing drives 

carried ancient Greek culture ever higher, until both drives united and produced a ñchildò greater 

 
147 Nietzsche, GT §2. 
148 Ibid., §1. 
149 Ibid. 
150 Ibid., §4. 
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than either of its parents.  In the tragedies of Sophocles and Aeschylus, writes Nietzsche, the 

ancient Greeks joyously affirmed life and recognized ñdass selbst das Hªssliche und 

Disharmonische ein künstlerisches Spiel ist, welches der Wille, in der ewigen Fülle seiner Lust, 

mit sich selbst spielt.ò151 

Importantly, these two drives, in addition to creating different types of art, grant human 

beings two very different insights into the natural world and humanityôs place within it.  These 

differing insights into the nature of human existence also pose distinct dangers to human 

existence and consciousness.  The Dionysian drive grants humanity an awareness of the 

unchanging unity of nature underlying all human activity.  The Dionysian artist casts ñeinen 

wahren Blick in das Wesen der Dingeò and recognizes that humanityôs ñHandlung kann nichts 

am ewigen Wesen der Dinge ªndern.ò152  This recognition, however, can easily rob an individual 

(or an entire culture) of the motivation to act at all.  The beautiful illusions that one creates under 

the augur of the Apollonian drive provide much-needed relief and frees human beings from 

Dionysian paralysis, allowing them to give their lives sense and meaning.  Too far in the 

Apollinian direction, however, and one arrives at the equally fallacious conclusion ñdass das 

Denken, an dem Leitfaden der Causalität, bis in die tiefsten Abgründe des Seins reiche, und dass 

das Denken das Sein nicht nur zu erkennen, sondern sogar zu corrigiren im Stande sei.ò153  Here 

we see already the rejection of absolutes that Nietzsche will apply time and again to all moral 

values, which for him includes the ñunersch¿tterliche Glaubeò in the ultimate explicability of the 

universe through science.   

 
151 Ibid. 
152 Ibid., §7. 
153 Ibid., Ä15.  The phrase ñunersch¿tterliche Glaubeò also comes from this section. 
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Although Nietzsche had not conceived of the Übermensch at the time of Die Geburt der 

Tragödie, we can connect the idea of the Übermensch to the interplay of these two creative 

forces with relative ease.  The Übermensch is one who keeps both the Apollinian and Dionysian 

truths in view at the same time.  The Übermensch recognizes that, because there is no 

metaphysical guarantee of human worth or absolute moral value, the meanings and purposes that 

we set for ourselves are illusoryðbut these illusions are necessary, and we must believe in them 

while also remaining open to amending them as required by our own internal and external 

circumstances.  This is a difficult position to maintain, but the reward is, in Nietzscheôs 

estimation, great enough to justify the difficulty of the undertaking.  By reconciling the 

conflicting drives to create beautiful illusions (the foundation of culture) and the drive to return 

to a preconscious state of natural unity, individuals and entire civilizations can synthesize both 

drives into entirely new states of being that are greater than the sum of their parts.  The formula 

according to which ñdas Apollinischeò and ñdas Dionysischeò combine and transcend 

themselves in the form of Attic tragedy becomes emblematic of the process of self-overcoming 

in general. 

I believe that this is what Gibsonôs essay is suggesting, for although her depiction of the 

Dionysian force is more negative than Nietzscheôs (both Batman and the ¦bermensch, according 

to Gibson, are constantly ñweighed down by the gravity of a dark and messy Dionysian 

worldò154), she recognizes that achieving greater unity of self requires both drives.    In Die 

Geburt der Tragödie, both drives are necessary if human existence is to be justifiedðand, as 

Nietzsche famously asserts, ñnur als aesthetisches Phänomen ist das Dasein und die Welt ewig 

gerechtfertigt.ò155  Gibson, however, suggests that ñthe resolution of the two [creative drives] is 

 
154 Gibson, ñBatman Is Superman,ò 239. 
155 Nietzsche, GT §5. 
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not the ultimate goal of the Übermensch since his identity is forged in and through conflict.ò156  

It is true that the ¦bermensch is ñforgedò by external and internal conflicts, but Gibson has 

curiously overlooked the fact that they way these conflicts ñforgeò the ¦bermensch is through 

self-overcoming, by which process a ñnewò self is constantly being synthesized from two or 

more conflicting elements.  The ancient Greeks were able to reach great heights under the 

alternating rule of the Apollonian or the Dionysian, but their highest achievement was the result 

of a successful union of the two.  Similarly, if the Übermensch represents constant conflict 

without moments of resolution and synthesis, then the ideal could never encompass the highest 

heights of human existence.  If we understand self-overcoming as a constant process that never 

reaches a final state (for to consider oneself in a ñfinal stateò would be to abandon the concept of 

self-overcoming and simply remain content with oneself as one is and cease to exercise oneôs 

ñwill to powerò), then it is no longer contradictory to understand the ¦bermensch as a series of 

conflicts and resolutions. 

Understood thusly, I also believe that the Batman in Miller, Varley, and Jansonôs DKR 

exemplifies this struggle and can be interpreted as an example of the dangerous opposition and 

triumphant union revealed in Die Geburt der Tragödie.  Batmanôs greatest foe in this four-part 

miniseries is himself.  Physically, he struggles to get his own aging body to do what he requires 

of it.  Spiritually, he must resist the bloodlust that threatens to overwhelm him, symbolized as a 

red-eyed, bare-fanged bat.  When we meet the aging Bruce Wayne at the beginning of DKR, he 

has turned to non-physical means of fighting crime in Gotham city (financing the psychological 

rehabilitation of Harvey Dent, a.k.a. ñTwo-Face,ò for example).  But as he walks the streets, he 

feels this is not enough: ñ[I]n my gut the creature writhes and snarls and tells me what I 

 
156 Gibson, ñBatman Is Superman,ò 236. 
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needéò157  Bruce Wayne has retired from vigilantism, but the unified identity he presents is a 

lie.  So, as it turns out, is that of Harvey Dent, the erstwhile supervillain who has duped his 

psychiatrists into believing that their rehabilitation of his fractured psyche was successful.  

Writer and artists present this in a visually significant scene, in which the figure of Harvey Dent 

is split in two by the gutter (that is, the space between panels):  

 

 

The placement of the gutter divides images that conventionally would not need to be divided, 

splitting Dentôs head in two and foreshadowing his return at the end of part one as the villainous 

ñTwo-Face.ò  Miller and Varley toy with the established graphic convention of the gutter to hint 

at the split identity of the outwardly unified Dent.  Having just undergone successful 

reconstructive surgery, Dentôs face is no longer halved.  Externally, he has been made whole 

once again.  Internally, he remains fractured. 

This scene also foreshadows the revelation that, despite his outwardly unified 

appearance, Bruce Wayneôs personality is similarly divided (and Dentôs eventual death hardly 

makes the reader optimistic about the outcome in Batmanôs case).  In a stunning five-page 

 
157 Miller et al., DKR, 12. 

Fig. 1.25 Miller et 

al., The Dark 

Knight Returns, 15, 

panels 10-18.  
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sequence, Miller and Varley again play with conventional panel-gutter arrangement to represent 

Wayneôs loss of mental control and the resurgence of the beast within (see Fig. 1.26 below).  We 

are given to understand that Bruce Wayne must actively repress the memory of his parentsô 

deaths, but at this moment in the narrative, it forces its way back into his conscious mind.  At 

first, the memory is controlled: Bruce is initially able to relive the trauma without breaking.  His  

Fig. 1.26 Miller et 

al., The Dark Knight 

Returns, 22-26.  
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mental state is mirrored by the precise structure of the panels: each of the sequenceôs first three 

pages presents sixteen panels in an orderly 4×4 grid.  As the flashback continues, however, 

panels depicting the flashback are intercut with images of Wayneôs face, frozen in a horrified 

grimace.  The third row of the third page is divided into eight panels instead of four as Wayne 

frantically changes television channels in a futile effort to distract himself from the horror show 

playing out inexorably in his mind.  At first, it looks as though he might have been successfulð

the final row of the third page reverts to the more spacious four-panel arrangement.  The next 

page, however, shatters this hope.  What initially appears as a continuation of the 4×4 panel grid 

is actually, upon closer inspection, an enormous window.  The ñguttersò are no longer gutters, 

but the individual panes of the floor-to-ceiling window.  Menacing clouds gather outside Wayne 

Manor.  Bruce, his coat billowing behind him like a cape, staggers into a statue, which topples to 

the floor.  The sceneôs action is no longer confined by the gutters: Wayneôs carefully ordered 

world is disintegrating, his long-repressed Dionysian awareness overcoming his Apollinian 

façade.  He makes one last, desperate attempt at control.  Although the top half of the page is one 

large panel, the 4×4 arrangement nevertheless remains largely intact, and actual gutters return in 

the bottom two rows of panels and continue on the following page.  In the first panel of this final 

page, however, the windowpanes are present within the panel, and the moonlight cascading 

through the glass casts the shadow of the frame over Wayneôs hunched figure.  He is trapped in a 

cage.  Is the cage keeping Bruce Wayne inðor keeping the Batman out?  In the final panel, 

which occupies the entire bottom row, a bat crashes through the window.  The window frame 

breaksðso does the grid of panelsðso does Bruce Wayne.   

If we identify, as Gibson suggests we do, Bruce Wayneôs attempt to retire and combat 

crime entirely within existing institutional structures as the manifestation of the Apollonian 
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urge,158 then the re-emergence of the Batman-persona that recognizes no boundaries between 

lawful order and criminal chaos represents the triumph of the Dionysian drive.  For the rest of 

DKR Part 1 and most of Parts 2 and 3, the Apollonian rarely gains the upper hand.  Over the 

course of the narrative, however, Batman gradually comes to view his external opponents as an 

opportunity for growthðthat is, as opportunities to achieve an increase in power in the 

Nietzschean sense of the term, not through greater strength, but by expanding his sense of what it 

means to be Batman.  After he is bested in physical combat against the leader of the ñMutantò 

criminal gang in Book Two (ñThe Dark Knight Triumphantò), Batman returns to fight smarter, 

not harder.  But his transformation is not yet complete.  In Book Three (ñHunt the Dark 

Knightò), Batman fights and defeats the Joker, but it is a Pyrrhic victory.  Batman/Wayne 

realizes that he must adapt, but it is not yet clear what form his self-overcoming will take.  In 

Book Four (ñThe Dark Knight Fallsò), Batman must confront an opponent he has no chance of 

defeating: Superman. To accomplish this, Batman must abandon his entire approach to 

crimefighting.  Spiritually, the character realizes that ñBatmanò must die and be transcended by 

something higher.   

Only when Batman/Wayne faces Superman, a foe he has no hope of defeating physically, 

does he realize that the solution does not lie in either of his two identities.  Superman, convinced 

that superheroes can only legitimately operate under the auspices of the U.S. government, is 

ordered to subdue Batman.  Batman/Wayne, realizing that the Batmanôs time is at an end, uses 

the battle to fake his own death.  What rises from the grave is neither Batman nor Bruce Wayne.  

Referred to only as ñBoss,ò he is the leader of ñThe Sons of Batman,ò a group forged from the 

remnants of the ñMutantò gang.  Under his leadership, the Sons of Batman (and the new Robin) 

 
158 Gibsonôs focus is on Christopher Nolanôs film trilogy, not Miller et al.ôs DKR.  Wayneôs unsuccessful 

ñretirementò is a major plot point in the concluding film of Nolanôs trilogy, however, and so the comparison stands. 
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have ñyears - - to train and study and plané  Here, in the endless cave, far past the burnt remains 

of a crimefighter whose time has passedé  It begins here - - an army - - to bring sense to a world 

plagued by worse than thieves and murdererséò159  Where Batman was obsessed with dying a 

death that was ñgood enough,ò in his new identity he realizes that ñ[t]his will be a good lifeé 

good enough.ò160  Rather than repress his Batman identity or surrender completely to it, Wayne 

transcends itðhis journey of self-overcoming ends in a triumphant act of self-reinvention.  Like 

the Apollonian and Dionysian creative forces, the conflict between the Batman and Bruce Wayne 

identities strengthens the character until he can finally overcome both of his old selves and 

become someone new.  And like the birth of tragedy out of the union of both creative drives, the 

ñBossôsò ultimate transcendence of both identities results in the creation of something much 

greater than the sum of its parts. 

This struggle to create oneôs self out of a mass of contradictory impulses and identities 

has become central to the superhero genre in the decades since DKRôs publication.  Batman and 

Superman are not the only characters who, through a series of reimaginings, have become ña 

conflicted Übermensch who experiences the paradoxical intertwining of passion and reason, 

rapture and discipline.ò161  But while they might become better versions of themselves, do they 

take the further step that Nietzsche recommendsðdo they question the very foundation of their 

moral worldview?  How do superheroes use their powersðin the service of what authority, of 

which morality or ñTafel der Werthe?ò  How does Nietzsche describe the ¦bermenschôs 

relationship to existing social mores and to ñnormalò human beings?  Donôt miss the next 

installment of The Adventures of Overman, where we address these questionsðand more!   

 
159 Miller et al., DKR, 199. 
160 Ibid., 10, 199.  This theme bookends the entire four-part story arc. 
161 Gibson, ñBatman Is Superman,ò 241. 
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Chapter Two 

 

Superheroes versus Übervillains: 

Relationships Between Exceptional Individuals and the Masses in Superhero 

Comics and Nietzscheôs Works 

 

1. Introduction  

This chapter examines the relationship between exceptional individuals and average 

humanity in Nietzscheôs philosophical works and superhero comic books.  In superhero comic 

books, superpowered individuals use their powers to protect law-abiding, non-superpowered 

people.  If superpowered individuals use their powers to dominate, enslave, or otherwise exploit 

those weaker than they, then these individuals are supervillains, not superheroes.  The impression 

persists, both among creators and scholars of superhero comics, that Nietzscheôs ¦bermensch 

would fall into the latter category.  I will argue that this is not the case, examining Nietzscheôs 

many statements about the relationship between what he considered ñhigherò types of individuals 

and the mediocre human majority.  While the relationship between Nietzscheôs ¦bermensch-

concept and existing humanity is not perfectly aligned with the relationship between superheroes 

and regular human beings, it is not nearly as hostile as many critics and artists portray it.  

Additionally, I will argue that Nietzscheôs philosophy offers readers a new framework according 

to which superheroesô altruism can be understood as acts of overflowing physical and spiritual 

strength and health. 

The chapter is divided into six sections, the first being this introduction.  Section 2 

examines two supervillains created by Roy Thomas, onetime Marvel editor-in-chief and 

subsequent writer for DC.  Thomasôs 1975 character Master Man, and to a lesser extent his 1987 

character ¦bermensch, are loosely inspired by Nietzscheôs philosophical examinations of 

Herren-Moral and Sklaven-Moral.  This section shows how Thomasôs portrayal of the 
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characters, particularly Master Man, presents a cohesive interpretation of Nietzscheôs 

Übermensch as a dominator and oppressor of non-superpowered human beings.  Section 3 

presents my interpretation of Nietzscheôs position regarding different types of morality.  This 

section focuses primarily on Nietzscheôs 1887 work Zur Genealogie der Moral, and I draw from 

other sources from Nietzscheôs corpus and the vast body of secondary literature on Nietzscheôs 

thinking.  I demonstrate that Nietzsche does not advocate for Herren-Moral over Sklaven-Moral, 

positing instead that the Übermensch will overcome this dichotomy entirely.  Section 4 continues 

this analysis, drawing from a greater number of Nietzscheôs works to create an understanding of 

what Nietzsche posits is the relationship between the exceptions and the rule.  While Nietzsche 

adamantly rejects Mitleid as a source of altruistic action, he does not reject altruism altogether.  

Instead, he argues that exceptional individuals will help the weaker and less fortunate because 

these higher types are filled to overflowing with a sense of their own personal strength and 

power.  This bears some similarities to Supermanôs evolving motivations over the past 80 years, 

for at no point does he ever seem to pity humanity.  Of course, Nietzsche and the artists behind 

superhero comics differ when it comes to identifying the beneficiaries who are worthy of such 

intervention.  In Section 5 I take an in-depth look at the supervillain Lex Luthor.  I pay particular 

attention to Brian Azzarello and Lee Bermejoôs 2005 mini-series Lex Luthor: Man of Steel, in 

which the creative duo question whether Luthorôs anti-Superman actions might actually be to 

humanityôs benefit.  I argue that Luthorôs actions and character disqualify him as an ¦bermensch 

but do not rule him out as a necessary precursor to the Übermensch.  Finally, Section 6 compares 

Nietzscheôs position regarding the ¦bermenschôs role in human governance to superhero comic-

book narratives that question whether superheroes ought to govern the rest of humanity.  Both 

Nietzsche and superhero comics conclude that neither the Übermensch nor the superhero should 
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rule average humanity.  Once again, however, the creators of superhero comics differ from 

Nietzsche when it comes to the reasons why the exceptions should not govern the rule. 

 

2. Roy Thomasôs ¦bervillains 

In 1975, Roy Thomas, who had succeeded Stan Lee as Marvelôs editor-in-chief in 1972, 

headed the creative team behind Invaders, a series about a WWII-era superhero team led by 

Captain America.  Captain America, who famously punched Hitler in the face on the cover of his 

1941 comic-book debut, resumes the Nazi-pummeling role he had abandoned after the end of the 

war in Thomasôs series.  Writing thirty years after the end of the Second World War and twenty-

one years after Werthamôs Seduction of the Innocent shook the nation and nearly ended the 

comic book industry, Thomasôs series also functions as a platform from which he could rebut 

anti-comic-book claims that superheroes indoctrinated children with ñthe Nietzsche-Nazi myth 

of the exceptional man who is beyond good and evil.ò162  Thomasôs Invaders explicitly rejects 

the notion that superheroes exemplify any such ñNietzsche-Nazi mythòðbut not by defending 

Nietzsche against the Third Reichôs appropriation of his work and ideas.  Instead, at the same 

time as Captain America and his troop of superheroes beat ink-and-paper Nazis to a pulp, 

Thomas doubles down on the ideological Nietzsche-bashing begun by the earliest critics of 

comic books.   

Thomasôs strategy is simple: by reducing Nietzscheôs philosophy to buzzwords and 

putting those words into the mouths of his supervillains, he can depict superheroes literally 

fighting against the ñNietzsche-Naziò ¦bermensch.  Over the course of the three-part first issue, 

 
162 Wertham, Seduction of the Innocent, 97. 
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Thomas & Co. introduce readers to the villainous Colonel Krieghund,163 who oversees 

production of the first Axis super-soldier.  The result of these experimentsðthe bluntly named 

Master Manðis ñnot just any man, but an over-man, an Übermensch!ò  Speaking in a thick 

German accent to a captured U.S.-American scientist, Colonel Krieghund exhorts his prisoner 

(and by extension the reader) to ñBehold - - der MASTER MAN!ò (see Fig. 2.01 below).  This 

is an obvious allusion to the famous and oft-quoted passage from Also sprach Zarathustra: 

ñSeht, ich lehre euch den ¦bermenschen.ò164  The reference is made all the clearer in part three 

of Invaders #1 when Master Man, commencing a one-man assault on a British battleship, cries 

out: ñBehold, English dogs - - I teach you the Übermensch - - - - and his name is Master Man!ò 

(see Fig. 2.02 below). 

 

 

 
163 Thomasôs background as an English teacher is already apparent: the Colonelôs name clearly evokes the ñdogs of 

warò that Marc Antony foresees Caesarôs ghost letting slip (Shakespeare, Julius Caesar, Act 3, Scene 1, line 273). 
164 Nietzsche, Z-I ñVorredeò Ä3. 

Fig. 2.01 Thomas et al., The Invaders #1 page 16, panel 3. 
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In Invaders #1, Thomas assembles a ñGreatest Hitsò compilation of quotations pulled 

from Nietzscheôs works and set down in new contexts.  His appropriation of Nietzsche, however, 

is more thorough than it appears at first glance.  Upon further inspection, Invaders #1 presents a 

relatively coherent (albeit superficial and ultimately inaccurate) interpretation of Nietzscheôs 

Übermensch-concept.  More than a declaration of war, Master Manôs self-introduction in Fig. 

2.02 above actually presents an interpretation according to which Nietzscheôs ¦bermensch is 

made synonymous with ñmaster.ò  Thomasôs Master Man believes himself to be the rightful ruler 

Fig. 2.02 Thomas et al., The Invaders #1, page 23. 
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of the non-super.  His contempt for ñordinaryò humanity extends even to his Nazi superiors (see 

panels 1-4 in Fig. 2.02 above), for though he attacks the British battleship at Colonel 

Krieghundôs command, doing so comes with the additional benefit of putting him out of earshot 

of Krieghundôs ñslavish whimperings.ò  In fact, Master Manôs belief that he is entitled to 

dominate all others (with the later exception of Adolf Hitler, whose alleged superiority Master 

Man acknowledges) is made earlier, in part two of Invaders #1:  

  

 

As in panel four of Fig. 2.02, Master Manôs dialogue in the second panel here is lifted directly 

from Also sprach Zarathustra: ñIch lehre euch den Übermenschen,ò Zarathustra announces to 

the marketplace crowd; ñDer Mensch ist Etwas, das überwunden werden soll.ò165  In Master 

Manôs mouth, however, overcoming (ñsurpassingò) does not refer to the self and connotes 

instead a sense of domination over others: having surpassed humanity in strength, this comic-

 
165 Nietzsche, Z-I ñVorredeò Ä3.  The more famous line that begins with ñSeht,ò comes at the end of Zarathustraôs 

address to the crowd in this section.  Thomas omits the rest of the sentence: ñSeht, ich lehre euch den 

Übermenschen: der ist dieser Blitz, der ist dieser Wahnsinn! ðò 

Fig. 2.03 Thomas et al., The 

Invaders #1, page 18, panels 3-4. 
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book ¦bermensch believes his physical superiority positions him as ñmasterò and everyone else 

as his ñslaves.ò   

Consequently, Master Man instantly comes into conflict with his creator Colonel 

Krieghund, who believes that he is Master Manôs master.  The whip that Krieghund carries is 

symbolic not only of an oppressive master-slave dynamic, but is also another signifier of the 

unsavory ñNietzsche-Naziò association popularized, in the comic-book world, by Fredric 

Wertham.166  The reference here is oblique, but Thomas makes the connection much more 

explicit when, in Invaders #13 (February 1976), the evil General Eisen, enraged by a female 

superheroôs insolence, says: 

 

 

Thomas, like Wertham, simply attributes this quotation to Nietzsche, neglecting to discuss its 

context in Also sprach Zarathustra.  While Nietzsche is the author of Zarathustra, interpreting 

this passage purely as an endorsement on the authorôs part of fascist fetishistic sexual violence, 

 
166 See Chapter One, page 13. 

Fig. 2.04 Thomas et al., The 

Invaders #13, page 263, panel 5. 
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as Thomas does here, is a gross oversimplification (see Chapter Five for more on Nietzscheôs 

philosophical positions on women).   

 Returning to Invaders #1, Master Manôs introduction is still further loaded with 

references to Nietzsche and quotations from his works.  These densely packed allusions are more 

like sound bites than extended exegeses, but again they add up to a clear interpretation of 

Nietzscheôs ¦bermensch.  Two further excerpts from Master Manôs origin story are worth 

reproducing at this point: 

 

 

Bold and italicized catchphrases bombard the reader in these panels: Master Man is ñthe 

personification of the lurid Nietzschean nightmare,ò a ñdemonic blond beastò who unleashes ñan 

Fig. 2.05 Thomas et al., The Invaders #1, page 17, 

panel 1 (left) and page 18, panels 1-2 (right). 
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awesome display of destruction which unnerved even his Nazi creatorsò before finally asserting 

his right, as master, to dominate those same creators.  His posture in the second panel of page 18 

visually emphasizes the ñblond beastò descriptor, which is a reference to a phrase that Nietzsche 

uses in Zur Genealogie der Moral and that Thomas clearly uses to emphasize Master Manôs 

exaggerated physicality and his literal embodiment of the blond-haired, blue-eyed Aryan ideal.  

Not only his hair, but his gloves, boots, and belt are bright yellow.  His body is contorted into a 

position that not only resembles the swastika on his back (the black-on-red color scheme in turn 

reminiscent of a Black Widow spider), but places all four of his limbs on the same plane such 

that he appears to be on all fours.  In this single image, Thomas rejects the sense of grandeur 

with which the Third Reich sought to imbue the concept of the ñblond beast.ò  This 

ñ¦bermenschò is a garishly colored brute, contorting his body in spasms of senseless, bestial 

destruction.  Thomas is in clear agreement with Wertham, Ong, and the other critics from the 

1940s and 50s: Nietzscheanism and Nazism are one and the same, and the Übermensch, far from 

presenting an aspirational ideal, is a brainless brute prone to paroxysms of senseless violence and 

hellbent on subjugating those who are physically weaker than he. 

 Thomasôs Invaders is equally emphatic, however, in the assertion that superheroes share 

none of Master Manôs villainous philosophical convictions.  The Invaders, despite their 

aggressive name, are champions of peace, democracy, and freedom from tyranny and oppression.  

Thomas revisits Captain Americaôs origin story in the early pages of Invaders #1.  Considered 

ñtoo puny, too sickly to be accepted by the Army,ò Steve Rogers was chosen from among 

ñhundreds of similar volunteersò to drink a chemical concoction that would either turn him into a 

super-soldierðor kill him.  Unnamed government agents told him that he had been singled out 

ñbecause of óyour courage, your intelligence, and your willingness to risk death for your country 
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if the experiment should fail.ôò167  These are the qualities that underlie Captain Americaôs super-

strength.  Master Man was made from the same chemical, the formula for which was extracted 

under torture from leading U.S. scientists.  Yet the formula does not work as well for Master 

Man as it did for Steve Rogers/Captain America.  The formulaôs effects on Captain America are 

permanent, but Master Man must receive constant doses.  When this does not occur, he reverts to 

his physically weak former self.  Master Man is really Wilhelm Loehmer, who, like Steve 

Rogers, was a ñweaklingò before the mysterious chemical formula buffed his physique.  Unlike 

Rogers, however, Loehmer has no strength of character (what we might call ñspiritual strengthò 

according to the argument presented in Chapter One) underlying his physical strength.  Where 

Steve Rogers is courageous, Wilhelm Loehmer is all swagger; where Rogers is intelligent, 

Loehmer is merely conceited; and where Steve is willing to lay down his life in patriotic service, 

Wilhelm begs for mercy as soon as his powers abandon him (see Fig. 2.06 below).  Thomasôs 

message is clear: the self-styled master man who seeks to dominate and enslave others relies on 

physical force to compensate for a lack of inner strength.  Thomas does not dispute the idea that 

Master Man, and by extension the leaders of the Third Reich, from Colonel Kriegshund to Adolf 

Hitler, are right to call themselves Übermenschen.  Instead, he seeks to discredit the term 

Übermensch in favor of the term superhero.  Thomas uses Nietzscheôs ¦bermensch-concept as a 

foil, highlighting the difference between superheroes and supervillains and presenting the 

Übermensch as a would-be master and enslaver of ordinary human beings. 

 
167 Thomas et al., Invaders #1, 9. 



   

107 
 

  

Thomasôs tenure at Marvel ended unpleasantly in 1981 (though he later repaired the 

relationship), and for most of the 1980s he wrote for DC Comics, Marvelôs chief competitor.  

While he contributed stories to such notable titles as Wonder Woman and Justice League of 

America, he also co-wrote The Young All-Stars with his wife Dann Thomas.  Running for thirty-

one issues (June 1987 to November 1989), this series allowed Thomas to return again to the 

glory days of World War II.  The titular teen heroes are an offshoot of the larger (and adult) All-

Star Squadron and face off against a Nazi supervillain group called ñAxis Amerika.ò  The 

villainous team created by Thomas, a former English teacher, is a veritable smorgasbord of 

German artistic, historical, and cultural references that Thomas explains in the editorial back 

pages of The Young All-Stars #3.  ñGudra the Valkyrie,ò he says, ñharks back to Teutonic 

mythðand more particularly to a couple of WONDER WOMAN stories in the 1940sò featuring a 

similar character.  ñSee Wolf,ò Thomas writes, refers to the term ñused for Nazi subsðU-

boatsðduring World War Two.  We merely personified it.ò  ñUsilò is ñthe name of an Etruscan 

sungod, which seemed appropriate for an Italian fascist archer.ò  The ñGreat Horned Owlò is, by 

Fig. 2.06 Thomas et al., The 

Invaders, 30, panels 1-3. 
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Thomasôs own admission, ñthe name of a hero I created as a child.ò  ñGrosseuleôsò son 

ñFledermaus/The Batò may be a reference to Johann Strauss IIôs Die Fledermaus, but Thomas 

doesnôt say.  The groupôs megalomaniacal leader, unsurprisingly, is simply named 

ñ¦bermensch,ò and Thomas credits Nietzsche with the name: ñHis name, derived from the 

German philosopher Nietzsche, can be translated into English as either óover-manô or ósuper-

man,ôò writes Thomas.168  He even includes the former translation in the panel depicting 

¦bermenschôs attack on the All-Star Squadronôs headquarters (see Fig. 2.07 below).  

  

 
168 Thomas et al., The Young All-Stars #3, n.p. (back matter). 

Fig. 2.07 Thomas et al., The 

Young All-Stars #2, 21, panel 1. 
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Visually, Thomasôs ñ¦bermenschò continues the bald supervillain trend that began with 

Siegel and Shusterôs Ultra-Humanite and includes other notables, from DCôs Lex Luthor to 

Marvelôs Kingpin.  Unlike the Ultra-Humanite, however, ñ¦bermenschò has superhuman 

strength and physique.  Clad from the neck down in a blue-and-red costume (perhaps meant to be 

disturbingly similar to Supermanôs outfit), ¦bermenschôs musculature is even more prominently 

displayed than the bare-chested Usilôs.  In his note on ¦bermenschôs name, Thomas hints that 

the villainous Übermensch is intended as a foil to the seriesô stand-in Superman character Arn 

ñIronò Munro.169  It is later revealed that ñIronò Munro and ¦bermensch are both (spoiler alert) 

products of a secret superhuman chemical formula, but the two characters are moral opposites: 

while ¦bermensch works to further the Third Reichôs goal of world domination, ñIronò Munro 

possesses a righteously democratic moral compass in addition to a full head of hair.  With these 

two characters, Thomas essentially repeats the Captain America vs. Master Man opposition from 

Invaders. 

As with the Invadersô Master Man, Thomasôs point with the Young All-Starsô 

ñ¦bermenschò is clear: though he is as physically capable as the heroes he faces, the villainous 

ñ¦bermenschò is simply a brute.  ñ¦bermenschò doesnôt even quote Nietzsche when he talks.  

Instead, the cleverest thing ñ¦bermenschò can think to say is pretty typical bad-guy fare (see 

Fig. 2.08 below).  Although he does so without the benefit of Nietzscheôs commanding prose, 

ñ¦bermenschò nevertheless expresses the same contempt as Master Man for those whom he 

considers inferior (which is pretty much everyone).  ñ¦bermensch,ò too, heaps scorn upon his 

Third Reich superiorsðeven the arguably stronger Baron Blitzkrieg who, in the formerôs 

opinion, does not assign him to missions that are ñworthy of ¦bermensch.ò170  The titular Young  

 
169 Ibid. 
170 Thomas et al., The Young All Stars #22, 24. 
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All -Stars, on the other hand, never view any mission that aids the Allied war effort as being 

beneath them.  Despite his immense physical strength, ñ¦bermenschò is apparently not strong 

enough to hold his own arrogance in check.  Thus, we see that, once again, Thomas rather heavy-

handedly makes the same point he made twelve years earlier with Master Man: that comic-book 

superheroes are an explicit rejection of the ñNietzsche-Naziò ¦bermensch.   

Thomasôs work precedes recent critics and comics scholars who argue against 

Nietzscheôs ¦bermensch in favor of superheroes.  Thomas, however, is not working at the 

remove of scholarship and secondary literature, operating instead at a fascinating intersection of 

pop culture and philosophy, blending weighted philosophical terms and phrases with eye-

popping visuals.  Thomas accomplishes his interpretation of Nietzscheôs ¦bermensch as a world-

dominating brute with the ease and fluidity of an experienced comic-book writer.  Thomasôs 

Invaders and Young-All Stars series suggest that, while superheroes use their physical and mental 

superiority to preserve the freedom and autonomy of non-superpowered individuals, an 

Übermensch, on the other hand, views his relationship to the physically weaker as that of master 

to slave.  The question with which comics scholars and even Nietzsche scholars continue to 

Fig. 2.08 Thomas, Roy et al. The 

Young All-Stars #2, 22, panels 2-5. 
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struggle today is: is Nietzscheôs ¦bermensch really conceived to be the ñmasterò of ñordinaryò 

human beings?   

 

3. Nietzscheôs Zur Genealogie der Moral and the Master-Slave Moral Duality 

Itôs easy to see how an artist like Roy Thomas could arrive at this ñ¦bermensch = Master 

Manò interpretation.  One of Nietzscheôs most prominent philosophical claims is that of the 

opposition between Herren-Moral and Sklaven-Moral.  The impression, shared by Thomas and 

other comic book creators and critics, that Nietzsche advocates the morality of a master caste 

most likely stems from the fact that Nietzsche appears to criticize Sklaven-Moral much more 

harshly than Herren-Moral.  In what follows, I will trace Nietzscheôs conception of Herren- and 

Sklaven-Moral, the relationship between the two, and Nietzscheôs ultimate call for a new type of 

human being (the Übermensch) to transcend this duality.  I will show that, while Nietzsche finds 

Sklaven-Moral more contemptible than Herren-Moral, his presentation of both concepts is 

multifaceted.  According to Nietzsche, both moral perspectives have served important historical, 

species-preserving functions (within European civilization, at least).  Nietzsche certainly presents 

Sklaven-Moral as more pernicious than Herren-Moral when it is adopted by a majority and 

enforced on a society.  But Nietzsche also maintains throughout all of his published works that, 

where there is the greatest danger to humankind, there, too, is the greatest opportunity for growth 

and overcoming.  Eventually, Nietzsche insists that a new morality will be created and will 

overcome the millennia-long conflict between Herren- and Sklaven-Moral.  
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 The terms ñHerren-Moralò and ñSklaven-Moralò appear for the first time171 in 

Nietzscheôs published works in the ninth and final division (ñNeuntes Hauptst¿ck: was ist 

vornhem?ò) of Jenseits von Gut und Böse, Nietzscheôs 1886 follow-up to Also sprach 

Zarathustra.  Nietzsche writes that, after examining the moralities of various human societies, he 

has deduced the ñzwei Grundformenò of all moral codes and laws.  He adds, however, an 

immediate caveat: 

Es giebt Herren-Moral und Sklaven-Moral; ð ich füge sofort hinzu, dass in allen 

höheren und gemischteren Culturen auch Versuche der Vermittlung beider Moralen zum 

Vorschein kommen, noch öfter das Durcheinander derselben und gegenseitige 

Missverstehen, ja bisweilen ihr hartes Nebeneinander ð sogar im selben Menschen, 

innerhalb Einer Seele.172 

 

In this passage, Nietzsche identifies the two moral foundations, but then he immediately adds 

that higher and more heterogeneous cultures are marked by attempts to mediate between the two.  

The coexistence of master and slave moralities is not easy, but a higher culture does not shrink 

from the challenge of mediating between the two.  A society in which many races, classes, and 

spiritual types are mixed is, in Nietzscheôs mind, a strong society.173  Furthermore, he posits that 

these moral foundations are found in individual human beings as well as in entire cultures.  Thus, 

from the moment he introduces the idea of moralityôs dual foundation, Nietzsche immediately 

moves from external to internal considerations.  Nietzsche derives the existence of Herren- and 

 
171 Of course, Nietzsche discourses on morality in all of his published and private works.  The word ñMoralò alone 

appears in 242 textual units across all of his published, private, and authorized manuscripts; nearly one thousand hits 

are generated when his fragments are included in the search parameters (eKGWB). 
172 Nietzsche, JGB §260. 
173 Cf. FW §147, in which Nietzsche states that the failure of an attempted reformation means that a society is 

composed of enough autonomous individuals that no single person can attain the rank of dictator: ñJe allgemeiner 

und unbedingter ein Einzelner oder der Gedanke eines Einzelnen wirken kann, um so gleichartiger und um so 

niedriger muss die Masse sein, auf die da gewirkt wird; während Gegenbestrebungen innere Gegenbedürfnisse 

verrathen, welche auch sich befriedigen und durchsetzen wollen. Umgekehrt darf man immer auf eine wirkliche 

Höhe der Cultur schliessen, wenn mächtige und herrschsüchtige Naturen es nur zu einer geringen und sectirerischen 

Wirkung bringen: diess gilt auch f¿r die einzelnen K¿nste und die Gebiete der Erkenntniss.ò 
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Sklaven-Moral from cultural-historical realities and then extrapolates a figurative, spiritual 

significance from that reality (at least, what he considers to be the historical ñrealityò of 

European cultures).  As occurred in Chapter One, wherein we came to recognize that spiritual 

strength is of greater importance to Nietzsche than physical strength, so, too, will we come to see 

that the spiritual significance of these conflicting moral foundations will assume greater 

importance in Nietzscheôs philosophy than their historical ñreality.ò   

Part of what disposes Nietzsche more favorably toward Herren-Moral than Sklaven-

Moral is that the former is active, the latter reactive.  Briefly stated, the aristocrat or nobleman 

calls himself and his social equals ñgoodò and the socially inferior ñbad.ò  The distinction 

between ñgoodò and ñevil,ò on the other hand, originates in Sklaven-Moral: ñDie Sklaven-Moral 

ist wesentlich Nützlichkeits-Moral. Hier ist der Herd für die Entstehung jenes berühmten 

Gegensatzes āgutó und ābºseó: ð inôs Bºse wird die Macht und Gefªhrlichkeit hinein 

empfunden, eine gewisse Furchtbarkeit, Feinheit und Stärke, welche die Verachtung nicht 

aufkommen lªsst.ò  Where master castes value strength, power, and the ability to rule, slave 

castes fear exactly these tendencies, for it is at the hands of the masters that they suffer.  

Formulated another way, Nietzsche distinguishes the two types of morality according to the 

attitude of each toward fear: ñNach der Sklaven-Moral erregt also der āBºseó Furcht; nach der 

Herren-Moral ist es gerade der āGuteó, der Furcht erregt und erregen will, wªhrend der 

āschlechteó Mensch als der verªchtliche empfunden wird.ò174  Members of a master caste value 

that which evokes and want to evoke fear because fear is the source of their social power.  

Consequently, individuals and actions that evoke fear are ñgood,ò whereas ñbadò people are 

simply those who are socially ineffectual.  Such individuals are regarded as contemptible 

 
174 This and all subsequent quotations in this paragraph are from Nietzsche, JGB §260. 
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(ñverªchtlichò) or ñbad,ò but not as ñevil.ò  ñEvilò is what the members of a slave caste call that 

which fills them with fear.  By attaching this negative moral evaluation to ñfear,ò the actions 

which cause fearðthe actions of the master caste, that isðare labeled ñevilò and are to be 

avoided.  Thus, ñgoodò people and actions according to Herren-Moral are precisely the ñevilò 

people and actions vilified according to Sklaven-Moral.  The ñgoodò human being praised by a 

slave caste is, in a word, ñder ungefährliche Mensch.ò  This is the danger of Sklaven-Moral, for 

when its adherents attain the upper hand in society and culture (as Nietzsche argues happened 

when Christianity was made the official religion of Imperial Rome in the fourth century A.D.), 

the prophets of Sklaven-Moral vilify the strong (that is, those who seek to dominate others 

through fear) in an attempt to make every human being as harmless (ñungefªhrlichò) as possible.  

But Nietzsche warns that humanity will lose its capacity for change if it should ever be rendered 

entirely harmless, for change is a painful, often harmful process.  Nietzsche posits that those who 

would overcome themselves and their societyôs values and beliefs will inevitably cause others to 

experience spiritual suffering (it is not easy to change oneôs most deeply cherished moral 

convictions, after all), but that this fact should not prevent higher individuals from seeking to 

effect change in the first place. 

Like the best superhero comic book writers, however, Nietzsche ends this section of 

Jenseits with a final twist: he identifies ñein letzter Grundunterschiedò between the two moral 

foundations:  

das Verlangen nach Freiheit, der Instinkt für das Glück und die Feinheiten des Freiheits-

Gefühls gehört ebenso nothwendig zur Sklaven-Moral und -Moralität, als die Kunst und 

Schwärmerei in der Ehrfurcht, in der Hingebung das regelmässige Symptom einer 

aristokratischen Denk- und Werthungsweise ist.175 

 

 
175 Nietzsche, JGB §260. 
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Freedom is the consequence of Sklaven-Moral and ñSchwªrmereiò that of Herren-Moral!  

Freedomðof spirit and mindðis of paramount importance to Nietzsche; he refers to himself and 

his like-minded readers as ñwir freien Geisterò a number of times throughout Jenseits. With Roy 

Thomasôs interpretation of Nietzscheôs ¦bermensch as a brutish ñMaster Manò in mind, the fact 

that Nietzsche should attribute the desire for freedom to Sklaven-Moral is surprising, to say the 

leastðand that he should follow this by labelling ñSchwªrmerei in der Ehrfurchtò a symptom of 

an ñaristokratischen Denk- und Werthungsweiseò even more so!  Nietzscheôs use of the term 

ñSchwªrmereiò is somewhat ambivalent in the context of his entire body of work, but within 

JGB he does lament that most people confuse the philosopher with ñdem religiºs-gehobenen 

entsinnlichten āentweltlichtenó Schwärmer und Trunkenbold Gottes.ò176  This is not a 

complimentary application of the word Schwärmer, and we have no reason to suspect that 

Nietzsche means it any more positively when he applies it to the ñaristocratic way of thinking.ò  

Thus, in this passage, Nietzsche calls the high regard in which the master caste holds ñEhrfurchtò 

(a word that means ñaweò but that literally translates as ñrespect-fear,ò clearly recalling the 

emphasis of Herren-Moral on that which causes fear) an ñinfatuationò (ñSchwªrmereiò), one that 

borders on a delusional idolization of fear.  It becomes obvious to the reader that such an 

overestimation of ñEhrfurchtò requires a counterbalanceðwhich returns us to Nietzscheôs claim 

that all ñhigherò cultures are characterized by attempts to mediate between these two types of 

morality.   

Consequently, although Nietzsche credits aristocracy with every ñErhºhung des Typus 

āMenschó,ò he also acknowledges the brutality with which these enhancements were 

accomplished:  

 
176 Nietzsche, JGB §205. 
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Die vornehme Kaste war im Anfang immer die Barbaren-Kaste: ihr Übergewicht lag 

nicht vorerst in der physischen Kraft, sondern in der seelischen, ð es waren 

die ganzeren Menschen (was auf jeder Stufe auch so viel mit bedeutet als ādie ganzeren 

Bestienó ð ).177   

 

The aristocracies of bygone cultures were barbarians, though of spiritual more than physical 

strength.  They were the ones who had the spiritual strength to discipline themselves, which in 

turn allowed them to conquer others with ease.  As we know from Chapter One, this spiritual 

strength is the necessary precondition for human greatness without which physical strength is 

meaningless.  Because they embraced both their spiritual and physical drives, these ñnobleò races 

were ñmore complete human beingsò (ñganzeren Menschenò) than someone like the ñVerªchter 

des Leibesò (see Chapter One, Section 4).  However, just because they are ñmore completeò does 

not mean they are ñcompleteò (ñganzerenò vs. ñganzenò).  Indeed, Nietzsche ends with the 

qualification that embracing both physical and spiritual strength also made the noble-barbarian 

castes more complete beasts.  Thus, while the master castes are responsible for every 

enhancement of the human species, they are ñSchwªrmer in der Ehrfurchtò and more bestial than 

their slave-caste counterparts.  For their part, the slave castes are impotent and seek to make 

every human being equally so, yet the instinct toward freedom (political, philosophical, spiritual, 

etc.) has its genesis in the slave caste.  

These contradictions are not fully resolved in Jenseits von Gut und Böse, yet it was 

vitally important to Nietzsche that his readers fully understand the dangers and potentials of 

these two moral types.  To that end, in 1887 he supplemented these observations with an entire 

book: Zur Genealogie der Moral.  Stylistically, this is one of his most conventionally structured 

works.  The entire book deals with a single subjectðmoralityðand is organized into three main 

 
177 This and subsequent quotations in this paragraph all come from Nietzsche, JGB §257. 
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essays, each of which in turn is further subdivided into sections that, while never more than a 

few pages long, are nevertheless much longer than Nietzscheôs average aphorism.  In a further 

departure from his more aphoristic works, which often leave it to the reader to connect the dots 

between aphorisms, the sections of the Genealogie all follow a logical rhetorical progression 

from one to the next.  Despite its more intuitive structure, however, the content of Nietzscheôs 

Genealogie is some of the most challenging in his entire oeuvre, and the evaluative distinctions 

between Herren- and Sklaven-Moral become even less clear-cut than in Jenseits von Gut und 

Böse.  

Nietzsche begins his investigation in the genealogy of morals by countering a common 

presupposition of his day, namely that those actions that were useful to society were the first 

things to be called ñgood.ò  Nietzsche credits unnamed ñenglischen Psychologenò with this idea, 

and though he does not call them ñEnglish dogsò like Master Man does (see Fig. 2.02 above), his 

scorn is palpable in the first few sections of the Genealogieôs ñErste Abhandlung: āGut und 

Bºseó, āGut und Schlechtó.ò  In keeping with his assertions in Jenseits, Nietzsche argues that the 

noble and powerful castes of any society are the first to determine what is ñgood,ò and that what 

they find ñgoodò is, naturally, themselves:  

Vielmehr sind es Ădie Gutenñ selber gewesen, das heisst die Vornehmen, Mªchtigen, 

Höhergestellten und Hochgesinnten, welche sich selbst und ihr Thun als gut, nämlich als 

ersten Ranges empfanden und ansetzten, im Gegensatz zu allem Niedrigen, Niedrig-

Gesinnten, Gemeinen und Pöbelhaften. Aus diesem Pathos der Distanz heraus haben sie 

sich das Recht, Werthe zu schaffen, Namen der Werthe auszuprägen, erst genommen: 

was gieng sie die Nützlichkeit an!178 

 

These aristocrats did not have utility in mind when they called themselves good.  Indeed, much 

of what they valuedðstrength, passion, pride, and warlike tendenciesðcame at their own 

 
178 Nietzsche, GM-I §2. 
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expense as well as that of those ñbeneathò them.  By enshrining themselves as the ñgoodò and 

disregarding all others as ñbad,ò these ñmaster menò set out to make the world in their image and 

accomplished their task to a remarkable degree.   

 ñN¿tzlichkeit,ò on the other hand, is a reactionary concern.  The right of the aristocratic 

caste to rule was accepted in ancient times because, in exchange for submission to their tyranny, 

the lower castes were protected from external threats.  Nietzsche scholar Richard Schacht writes 

that it was this ñfear of whatever óexternal dangersô threatened óthe survival of the communityôò 

that ñinitially prompted the accordance of ómoral honorsô to those human types and qualities best 

serving to promote the preservation of the community in the face of such peril.ò179  Once the 

external enemies were vanquished, however, the weaker castes began to fear the strong 

individuals who had until recently been their protectors.  This was oftentimes the result of the 

very real exploitation of the lower castes at the hands of the higher castes, but Nietzsche goes 

further and suggests that anyone who is socially, culturally, and/or spiritually impotent will begin 

to mistrust, and eventually come to resent, those who have the strength (spiritual as well as 

physical) to create.180  This resentment born of impotence is the root of all Sklaven-Moral 

(which, we must remember, is a spiritual state of being and can exist regardless of whether or not 

literal slaves are present in a given society): ñDer Sklavenaufstand in der Moral beginnt damit, 

dass das Ressentiment selbst schöpferisch wird und Werthe gebiert: das Ressentiment solcher 

Wesen, denen die eigentliche Reaktion, die der That versagt ist, die sich nur durch eine 

 
179 Schacht, Nietzsche, 434.  Schacht is referring to Nietzsche, JGB §201; the translation he uses is Walter 

Kaufmannôs. 
180 Interestingly, similar plotlines play out in several superhero comics, especially those written and drawn in recent 

decades.  In The New 52 reboot of Superman-oriented Action Comics, for example, Superman is feared and vilified 

by the human population, which goes to great lengths to invent superweapons capable of destroying him.  Only 

when another alien, Brainiac, arrives and actively threatens human existence does humanity embrace Superman and 

call out for his help.  Eventually, both parties settle into a state of uneasy coexistence once Superman has 

vanquished the threat (cf. Morrison et al., Superman and the Men of Steel, in The New 52: Action Comics). 
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imaginªre Rache schadlos halten.ò181  Sklaven-Moral is a reaction to an external stimulus; more 

precisely, it is a reaction against the actions taken and moral values set by a master caste.   

With the rise of Sklaven-Moral, the opposite values are suddenly accorded ñmoral 

honors:ò humility, meekness, and submission are valued over strength, creativity, and 

competition.  Now, the ñOhnmªchtigen, Gedr¿ckten, an giftigen und feindseligen Gef¿hlen 

Schwªrendenò are calling the shots, and such individuals desire a condition of ñNarcose, 

Betªubung, Ruhe, Frieden, āSabbató, Gem¿ths-Ausspannung und Gliederstrecken.ò  These, 

Nietzsche suggests, are the things that a literal slave values most of all, and anyone who is 

creatively impotent and ñin whom poisonous and inimical feelings are festeringò182 will long for 

the spiritual equivalents of the physical conditions desired by actual slaves.  Nietzscheôs example 

par excellence of a resentful, spiritually impotent Sklaven-Moral that has supplanted an active, 

life-affirming Herren-Moral is Christianity.  Christianity veils the impotent and spiritually sick 

individualôs thirst for revenge in a cloak ofðhypocrisy of hypocrisies!ðlove.  This love is not 

ñdie eigentliche Verneinung jenes Durstes nach Rache;ò rather, this love ñwuchs aus ihm [der 

Durst nach Rache] heraus, als seine Krone.ò183  The spiritually impotent revenge themselves 

upon the spiritually powerful by creating a moral order according to which the characteristics of 

the ñweakò (humility, passivity, meekness) are given ultimate moral value.  When divine 

authority is attributed to this morality, it becomes very persuasive, and so a ñmaster casteò can be 

convinced to capitulate to a òslave casteò in this way.  Nietzsche does suggest that literal slaves 

are quite justified for feeling this way and valuing rest and the cessation of work above all else, 

and for seeking to convince their masters that Sklaven-Moral is preferable to Herren-Moral.  

 
181 This and all subsequent Nietzsche quotations in this paragraph are from Nietzsche, GM-I §10. 
182 From Walter Kaufmannôs translation of GM-I §10. 
183 Nietzsche, GM-I §8. 
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What Nietzsche objects to ñin the strongest possible terms,ò according to Schacht, is the dictate 

of a spiritual Sklaven-Moral (such as Christianity, which marketed itself as the religion of the 

lower castes in ancient Roman society) that all of humanity to submit to its value system.  When 

ñthe old ressentiment lingers onò in a society, interprets Schacht, ñeven though it is no longer the 

morality of one segment of the population that is ruled by another,ò it can ñcast a pall over 

human life and poison the wellsprings of human growth and development.ò184   

Compared to this excoriation of Sklaven-Moral, Nietzscheôs treatment of Herren-Moral 

appears relatively benignðeven affirming.  This flattering impression of Herren-Moral derives 

largely from Nietzscheôs use of charged terms like ñdie blonde Bestieò in connection with 

ancient aristocratic castes.  This particular instance is a good example Nietzscheôs tendency, 

according to both Schacht and Kaufmann, to allow his polemical writing style to overpower his 

more nuanced analysis.185  For although this term carries a very nuanced significance that is not 

limited to its appearance in Zur Genealogie der Moral, it is very easy to ignore the full 

significance of the term and appropriate it for nefarious racial and political ends.  This is what 

the thinkers of the Third Reich did, and it is, of course, this fascist interpretation that Roy 

Thomas has picked up on in his Invaders series.  As we will now see, Nietzscheôs use of this 

phrase is much more complicated and is not unambiguously positive. 

Nietzsche writes in the Genealogie that the noble/aristocratic castes of ancient cultures 

are restrained ñinter paresò by respect and gratitude, but also jealousy and mistrust.  These same 

individuals, however, behave ñnicht viel besser als losgelassne Raubthiereò when they reach the 

 
184 Schacht, Nietzsche, 438. 
185 Over the course of his Nietzsche, Kaufmann writes several variations of the following in regard to a number of 

different issues: ñNietzsche himself weakened his argument by occasional bon mots [éand his] polemics obscure 

his basic contentionò (270).  With specific regard to the issue of competing moralities, Schacht maintains that 

ñNietzsche arrives at conclusions with respect to the value of these ómoral valuesô which are not as simply and 

completely negative as one might initially suppose, and indeed as some of his less guarded and more polemical 

remarks might seem to suggestò (Nietzsche, 455).  
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boundaries ñwo das Fremde, die Fremde beginnt.ò186  Among foreign peoples, these nobles 

commit acts of violence and violation, regressing ñin die Unschuld des Raubtheir-Gewissens 

zurück.ò  Nietzsche emphasizes the word back, highlighting that this is a step backward, away 

from the civilized human being toward the beast within.  In this context, Nietzsche mentions ñdie 

blonde Bestieò for the first time:187 

Auf dem Grunde aller dieser vornehmen Rassen ist das Raubthier, die prachtvolle nach 

Beute und Sieg lüstern schweifende blonde Bestie nicht zu verkennen; es bedarf für 

diesen verborgenen Grund von Zeit zu Zeit der Entladung, das Thier muss wieder heraus, 

muss wieder in die Wildniss zurück: ð römischer, arabischer, germanischer, 

japanesischer Adel, homerische Helden, skandinavische Wikinger ð in diesem 

Bedürfniss sind sie sich alle gleich. 

 

Although the term ñblonde Bestieò would quickly be taken up by German ultra-nationalists, 

including most infamously the philosophical and political thinkers of the Third Reich,188 

Kaufmann points out that the Germanic tribes of past millennia are but one of many different 

races that Nietzsche lists as ñblond beasts:ò ñThe óblond beastô is not a racial concept and does 

not refer to the óNordic raceô of which the Nazis later made so much.  Nietzsche specifically 

refers to Arabs and Japanese, Romans and Greeks, no less than ancient Teutonic tribes when he 

first introduces this term.ò189  Consequently, Kaufmann argues that ñthe óblondenessô obviously 

refers to the beast, the lion, rather than the kind of man.ò190  The aristocrats of various races and 

nationalities are being metaphorically compared to a lion.  Kaufmannôs reading has become 

 
186 This and all subsequent quotations in this paragraph are from Nietzsche, GM-I §11. 
187 Indeed, for the first of only a handful of times in his entire published corpus.  The phrase is used again near the 

end of this section (see below), and once more in GM-II Ä17, though here the exact wording is: ñirgend ein Rudel 

blonder Raubthiere.ò  Another occurrence is found in Götzendämmerung, ñDie óVerbessererô der Menschheit,ò Ä2.  

Another related reference appears in Also Sprach Zarathustra IV, ñUnter Tºchtern der W¿steò Ä2, though the exact 

phrasing is again slightly different: ñIn Furcht vielleicht vor einem / Grimmen gelben blondgelockten / Lºwen-

Unthiereò (cf. Schank, ñNietzscheôs óBlond Beast,ôò 146). 
188 Cf. Brennecke, ñDer óblonde Bestie,ôò 123-24.  
189 Kaufmann, Nietzsche, 225. 
190 Ibid. 
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widely accepted in Nietzsche scholarship.  In his 1976 essay on the various misinterpretations of 

Nietzscheôs ñblonde Bestie,ò for example, Nietzsche scholar Detlef Brennecke concurs, adding: 

ñAbermals sagt er [Nietzsche], dass Germanen āblonde Bestienó neben anderen waren ï 

Siegesmenschen also, die deshalb āvornehmó waren.  Doch das heißt: wenn das Attribut der 

Blondheit nicht auf Germanen gemünzt ist, dann ist es von ihnen nicht abzuleiten.  Sein 

Zielpunkt liegt woanders.ò191   

This ñZielpunktò can be found in Also sprach Zarathustra.  The very first speech that 

Zarathustra delivers after his lengthy ñVorredeò bears the title ñVon den drei Verwandlungen.ò  

In it, Zarathustra presents three animal metaphors representing the three stages in humanðand 

eventually super-human (übermenschlichen)ðdevelopment, of which the lion is only the second, 

not the final, stage: ñDrei Verwandlungen nenne ich euch des Geistes: wie der Geist zum 

Kameele wird, und zum Löwen das Kameel, und zum Kinde zuletzt der Lºwe.ò192  In the first 

stage, many heavy burdens are given to ñdem Geiste, dem starken, tragsamen Geiste, dem 

Ehrfurcht innewohntòðthat is, to the camel-spirit.  Nietzscheôs Zarathustra dispels any suspicion 

that the spirit in this phase of development is a slavish beast of burden: ñWas ist das Schwerste, 

ihr Helden? so fragt der tragsame Geist, dass ich es auf mich nehme und meiner Stärke froh 

werde.ò  The camel in this metaphor actively seeks out the heaviest burdens so that it can 

experience the joy of exercising its own strength.  The list of possible ñheaviestò burdens that 

follows contains only spiritual burdens, not physical ones.  Nietzsche scholar Charles Taylor 

consequently notes:  

We start [é] with our focus precisely on the strong Spirit rather than on a weak form of 

Spirit generally attributed to obedient, passive domesticated animals.  [é]  The weight-

bearing Spirit asks those who are heroes (and not the many assembled in the marketplace) 

 
191 Brennecke, ñDer óblonde Bestie,ôò 116. 
192 Nietzsche, Z-I, ñVon den drei Verwandlungen.ò All subsequent quotations from Nietzsche in this and the 

following paragraph come from this section. 
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what for them is the heaviest so that similarly difficult burdens may be undertaken.  

There is in such thinking about the camel a divergence from the standard view of the 

beast of burden.193   

 

The camel is not analogous to the preachers or practitioners of Sklaven-Moral, for the camel does 

not desire rest, peace, or the cessation of labor that Nietzsche maintains are the hallmarks of such 

moralities.  Consequently, we cannot interpret the first metamorphosis from camel to lion as 

implying a metamorphosis from slave to master (along with any concomitant hierarchization 

according to which ñmasterò is above/better than ñslaveò). 

 The heavily laden camel retires to a lonely desert, and there it transforms into the lion.  

The lion symbolizes the stage at which the human spirit fights for the freedom to assert its will 

against conventional moral values, represented in Zarathustraôs speech as a great dragon: ñāDu-

sollstó heisst der grosse Drache.  Aber der Geist des Lºwens sagt āich willó.ò  Brennecke 

tangentially connects the lion to the ñblonde Bestie,ò which he argues represents those ancient 

races that considered themselves noble but were called ñbarbariansò by those who suffered at 

their hands: ñóIch willô, sagt der Barbar wie der Lºwe.ò194  I believe that we can make the 

connection even more explicit.  According to Nietzsche, noble castes and races act with the clear 

conscience of predators whenever they discharged their aggressive energies against weaker, 

foreign peoples.  Herren-Moral rests on ñich will,ò pitting the individual against every ñDu-

sollstò and ñDu-sollst-nicht.ò  Those who, like Zarathustra (and Nietzsche himself), would pave 

the way for the creators of new values must adopt a similar attitude as they wage war on the 

reigning moralities of their day.  However, these lionsðthese ñblonde beastsòðare only capable 

of opposing existing values: ñNeue Werthe schaffen ð das vermag auch der Löwe noch nicht: 

 
193 Taylor, ñA Sketch (Riß) of the Camel in Zarathustra,ò 33. 
194 Brennecke, ñDer óblonde Bestie,ôò 130.  Brennecke thus subscribesðas do Iðto the conventional interpretation 

of ñdie blonde Bestieò that, according to Nietzsche scholar Paul S. Loeb, began with Walter Kaufmannôs 

ñdenazification of Nietzscheôs writingsò in the 1950s (ñZarathustraôs Laughing Lions,ò 121) and continues today. 
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aber Freiheit sich schaffen zu neuem Schaffen ð das vermag die Macht des Lºwen,ò says 

Zarathustra.  The ñblonde Bestieò symbolizes an attitude toward morality that Nietzsche 

endorses not as an end in itself, but as a necessary precondition for the creation of new moral 

values.   

Seen in this light, the ñblonde Bestieò does not refer to the blond, Teutonic master-race of 

which National Socialist thinkers and propogandists were so enamored.  What confuses the issue 

is Nietzscheôs repeated estimation of master-caste characteristics over those of the slave-caste, as 

he does in the conclusion of the eleventh section of Zur Genealogieôs first essay: 

Man mag im besten Rechte sein, wenn man vor der blonden Bestie auf dem Grunde aller 

vornehmen Rassen die Furcht nicht los wird und auf der Hut ist: aber wer möchte nicht 

hundertmal lieber sich fürchten, wenn er zugleich bewundern darf, als sich nicht fürchten, 

aber dabei den ekelhaften Anblick des Missrathenen, Verkleinerten, Verkümmerten, 

Vergifteten nicht mehr los werden können?195 

 

This is doubtless one such unfortunate instance where, according to Brennecke, Nietzsche ñhabe 

dem, was folgte, mit einem vordergründig unpräzisen, in Wirklichkeit jedoch viel zu 

komplizierten Schlagwort Lebenskraft verliehen.ò196  The Third Reichôs exegesis of Nietzscheôs 

ñblond beast,ò however, began and ended here, and Roy Thomasôs character Master Man is 

therefore consistent with the Third Reichôs appropriation of the ñblonde Bestieò concept but not 

with its original meaning in Nietzscheôs works.   

For the lion is not the final stage of the human spirit according to Nietzscheôs Zarathustra.  

The Übermensch-spirit undergoes a final metamorphosis and becomes a child.  Says Zarathustra: 

Unschuld ist das Kind und Vergessen, ein Neubeginnen, ein Spiel, ein aus sich 

rollendes Rad, eine erste Bewegung, ein heiliges Ja-sagen. 

 
195 Nietzsche, GM-I §11. 
196 Brennecke, ñDer óblonde Bestie,ôò 145. 
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Ja, zum Spiele des Schaffens, meine Brüder, bedarf es eines heiligen Ja-

sagens: seinen Willen will nun der Geist, seine Welt gewinnt sich der Weltverlorene.197 

 

There is nothing ñfinalò about this final state of the human spiritôs development; instead, it is a 

new beginning.  The child is ñinnocentò and represents a ñforgettingò of all that has come before: 

of camel and lion, of all ñich willò and ñDu-sollst.ò  This new will says a holy ñYes!ò to life and 

to its own will to power (which, we may recall from Chapter One, are one and the same) and 

affirms its ability to create.  The Übermensch will constantly overcome himself and the values of 

the time, leaving in his wake both master and slave moralities. 

 Nietzsche reiterates this point in Zur Genealogie der Moral, alluding to the coming of a 

higher type of human being who will rise above the two main moralities analyzed in this book.  

In a relatively short section immediately following the description of the ñblonde Bestie,ò 

Nietzsche writes: 

ð Aber von Zeit zu Zeit gönnt mir ð gesetzt, dass es himmlische Gönnerinnen giebt, 

jenseits von Gut und Böse ð einen Blick, gönnt mir Einen Blick nur auf etwas 

Vollkommenes, zu-Ende-Gerathenes, Glückliches, Mächtiges, Triumphirendes, an dem 

es noch Etwas zu fürchten giebt! Auf einen Menschen, der den Menschen rechtfertigt, auf 

einen complementären und erlösenden Glücksfall des Menschen, um desswillen man den 

Glauben an den Menschen festhalten darf!é198  

 

In this passage, we are given a picture of the Übermensch that hints at a different relationship 

between the Übermensch and ordinary humanity than that of master to slave.  Some of the 

descriptive terms are martial, it is true: this ñcompleteò human being will be ñpowerful,ò 

ñtriumphant,ò and even ñfearsome.ò  At the same time, Nietzsche describes such a being as 

ñcomplementaryò to mainstream humanity, and even goes so far as to say that the advent of the 

¦bermensch will be a ñredeeming stroke of luckò that will ñjustifyò the human speciesô 

 
197 Nietzsche, Z-I ñVon den drei Verwandlungen.ò 
198 Nietzsche, GM-I §12. 
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existence.  The Übermensch will restore our respect for humanity by being a true individual: 

active, healthy, creative, free.  The Übermensch will restore our sense of ñawe,ò but without 

going so far as to inspire a renewed ñSchwªrmerei in der Ehrfucht.ò   

 

4. The Relationship of the Super to the Human: Beyond Herren- and Sklaven-Moral 

Nietzscheôs ¦bermensch transcends the master-slave dichotomy that, according to 

Nietzsche, has heretofore characterized all human beingsô relationships to others and themselves.  

Nevertheless, the notion that Nietzscheôs ¦bermensch would be at best indifferent to the average 

human beingôs plight, or at worst outright cruel toward the ñregular Joe,ò is still prevalent in the 

field of comics studies today.  In a 2016 essay ñWhere Have All the Supermen Gone?ò A. G. 

Holdier maintains that, while Nietzsche would approve of Supermanôs use of physical force to 

solve problems, he would actively despise Superman for adopting the Clark Kent persona and 

dedicating his life to the service and protection of those who are physically weaker than he is.  

ñ[N]ot everything about the Man of Steel would impress the philosopher of the Übermensch, for 

the very idea of óClark Kentô might disqualify Superman from being the superman,ò writes 

Holdier.  In spite of his powers, Superman ñnot only forgoes [é] setting up his own kingdom to 

rule the unpowered peasants, but goes so far as to allow himself to live as a subservient 

commoner: a model of Nietzscheôs óslave moralityô if ever there was one.ò199  Holdier, writing 

forty-one years after the debut of Roy Thomasôs Master Man, interprets Nietzscheôs ¦bermensch 

similarly.  Holdierôs comment further suggests that, much like in Thomasôs comic-book worlds, 

Nietzscheôs ¦bermensch would be the villain, since the desire ñto rule the unpowered 

peasantsò200 is the mark of the comic-book supervillain.   

 
199 Holdier, ñWhere Have All the Supermen Gone?ò 7. 
200 Ibid. 
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First of all, Holdier perpetuates the common misconception that Nietzscheôs concept of 

Herren-Moralität and Sklaven-Moralität refers specifically to literal masters and slaves.  As we 

have seen in the previous section, however, what Nietzsche calls ñslave moralityò is a moral 

attitude that can prevail in a society ñeven though it is no longer the morality of one segment of 

the population that is ruled by another.ò201  A ñslave moralityò is any morality that seeks to 

inculcate a guilty conscience in the well-constituted and to extirpate the passions entirely, rather 

than sublimating the passions in service of life-enhancing creation and self-overcoming.  Despite 

Nietzscheôs insistence in Zur Genealogie der Moral that the Übermensch will transcend the 

master-slave moral opposition that has defined Western history, however, the fear remains the 

Übermensch will be so far removed from human concerns that he cannot help but despise 

ordinary humans.   

There is certainly enough material in Nietzscheôs corpus to warrant concern on this point.  

Late in the second part of Zur Genealogie, Nietzsche speaks again of a nascent ñMensch der 

Zukunftò who will be ñder erlösende Mensch der grossen Liebe und Verachtung.ò202  Although 

Nietzsche does not use the term here, it is clear that the ñMensch der Zukunftò is identifiable 

with the Übermensch from Zarathustra (Nietzscheôs language in Zur Genealogie is overall less 

figurative and poetic than in Zarathustra).  This coming Übermensch is said to be a human being 

of ñsalvationò (ñErlºsungò), but this figure is also a person of great love and contempt.  This 

apparently contradictory attitude is concerning, and even if the ¦bermenschôs contempt is 

reserved for those who preach Sklaven-Moral, the question remains as to how the ¦bermenschôs 

ñVerachtungò will manifest itself.  In the first part of Zur Genealogie, Nietzsche mentions 

Napoleon Bonaparte (1769-1821), arguably the first modern dictator, in connection with the 

 
201 Schacht, Nietzsche, 438. 
202 Nietzsche, GM-II §24. 
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Übermensch-ideal;203 however, he never unreservedly labels Napoleon an ñ¦bermenschò in this 

section.  Instead, he traces the development of Skalven-Moral in the Western world, from its 

origins in the religion of ancient Israel, through its rejuvenation in Christian theology, all the way 

to its most spectacular secular outburst during the French Revolution.  At this point in history, 

Nietzsche writes, Napoleon appeared ñ[w]ie ein letzter Fingerzeig zum andren Wegeò204ðthat 

is, Napoleon was the last great gasp of Herren-Moral in the West.  Thus Napoleon represents for 

Nietzsche ñdas fleischgewordne Problem des vornehmen Ideals an sich,ò or, reformulated: 

ñNapoleon, diese Synthesis von Unmensch und Übermensch éò  Napoleon is not entirely 

Übermensch, for he is also an Unmensch, an inhuman beingðthere is still much of the ñblonde 

Bestieò in him.  As Kaufmann puts it: ñWhat Nietzsche admired was not Napoleonôs prowess on 

the battlefield, but what Napoleon had made of himself.ò205  Nevertheless, one might argue that 

ñwhat Napoleon had made of himselfò came at the expense of many millions of human lives, and 

so the fear that the ¦bermenschôs self-overcoming might prove similarly exploitative has not yet 

been entirely allayed.   

 
203 The name ñNapoleonò appears twenty-five times in all of Nietzscheôs published works (according to search 

results in nietzschesource.org).  If Nietzscheôs Nachlass and letters are taken into account, however, that figure 

increases to 150.  Nietzsche was clearly impressed by the late French emperor. 
204 Nietzsche, GM-I §16. 
205 Kaufmann, Nietzsche, 315.  The same, Kaufmann argues, can be said of other historical figures Nietzsche 

connects to the Übermensch-concept.  Nietzsche did not admire Julius Caesar solely for his ñmilitary or political 

successes;ò instead, he viewed Caesar as ñthe embodiment of the passionate man who controls his passions: the man 

who, in the face of universal disintegration and licentiousness [é] performs his unique deed of self-integration, self-

creation, and self-masteryò (351).  Finally, Kaufmann argues that when Nietzsche writes that ñone should look óeven 

for a Cesare Borgia rather than for a Parsifalô (EH III 1),ò he merely means that ñthere was more hope for the man of 

strong impulses [to make something of himself] than for the man with no impulsesò (224).  This interpretation is 

borne out by another passage in Götzendämmerung where Nietzsche writes: ñein Cesare Borgia sei, im Vergleich 

mit uns, durchaus nicht als ein āhºherer Menschó, als eine Art Übermensch, wie ich es thue, aufzustellenéò 

(ñStreifz¿ge eines Unzeitgemªssen,ò Ä37).  Even interpreting a (less militaristic) example, like that of Johann 

Wolfgang von Goethe, as an ¦bermensch is complicated by some of Nietzscheôs later writings.  Although Goethe 

carried the ñstªrkste Instinkteò of his century within him and represents ñein grossartiger Versuch, das achtzehnte 

Jahrhundert zu ¿berwinden durch eine R¿ckkehr zur Natur,ò and even though Goethe ñconcipierteò an ideal type of 

human being who sounds quite like Nietzscheôs ¦bermensch, Nietzsche does not go so far as to apply this label to 

Goethe (GD, ñStreifz¿ge eines Unzeitgemªssen,ò Ä49). 
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This fear is reinforced at first, given Nietzscheôs repeated insistence that not all men are 

created equal.  In Der Antichrist (1888), Nietzsche names the three natural divisions that will 

always exist in humankind: ñdie vorwiegend Geistigen, die vorwiegend Muskel- und 

Temperaments-Starken und [é] die Mittelmªssigen.ò206  Nietzsche ranks the first group as the 

highest type of human being, noting that they attain this position ñnicht, weil sie wollen, sondern 

weil sie sind.ò  The second group ñsind die Exekutive der Geistigsten,ò handling the everyday, 

nitty-gritty aspects of ruling the masses.  In keeping with Nietzscheôs emphasis on spiritual 

strength, the physically strong are ranked higher than the ñMittelmässigenò but lower than ñdie 

vorwiegend Geistigen.ò  The mediocre masses, finally, account for the majority of human beings 

in any society and form the base of every civilizationðbut this base, Nietzsche writes, is 

essential to the development and functioning of a higher society: ñEine hohe Cultur ist eine 

Pyramide: sie kann nur auf einem breiten Boden stehn, sie hat zuallererst eine stark und gesund 

consolidirte Mittelmªssigkeit zur Voraussetzung.ò  And finally, Nietzsche explicitly states that 

while the ñvorwiegend Geistigenò are Ădie Stärksten,ò that is, individuals who find ñihr Gl¿ck, 

worin Andre ihren Untergang finden w¿rden,ò these highest types are duty-bound to treat their 

unexceptional counterparts with tenderness: ñWenn der Ausnahme-Mensch gerade die 

Mittelmässigen mit zarteren Fingern handhabt, als sich und seines Gleichen, so ist dies nicht 

bloss Höflichkeit des Herzens, ð es ist einfach seine Pflichtéò  Nietzsche is unequivocal on 

this point: transcending the master-slave moral dichotomy entails abandoning the cruelty and 

exploitation that typically characterizes both sides of this moral opposition.   

Certain elements of Nietzscheôs supposed attitude toward superheroes as postulated by 

Holdier can now be refuted.  Superman is not an example of Sklaven-Moral, as Holdier claims, 

 
206 Nietzsche, AC §57.  All subsequent Nietzsche-quotations in this paragraph come from this aphorism. 
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because Sklaven-Moral does not mean choosing ñto live as a subservient commoner.ò  Sklaven-

Moral instead describes a moral state of affairs which begins when ñdas Ressentiment selbst 

schºpferish wird und Werthe gebiert,ò207 the ultimate aim of which being ñaus dem Raubthiere 

óMenschô ein zahmes und zivilisiertes Their, ein Hausthier herauszuz¿chten.ò208  Nietzsche does 

oppose this in the strongest terms; his objection, however, is not to the existence of the spiritually 

weak and mediocre per se, but rather the attempt (which in the Western world he traces back to 

the rise of Christianity) to enforce Sklaven-Moral on everyone, as though all human beings were 

the same.  Furthermore, the ¦bermenschôs attitude toward the masses of mediocre humanity 

transcends that of master to slaveðin Holdierôs language, the ¦bermensch does not view 

average humanity as ñunpowered peasantsò whom he has the right to rule.  That Superman 

should deign to assist these ñunpowered peasantsò does not in itself disqualify him as a 

Nietzschean Übermensch, for Nietzsche insists that the truly higher natures of this sort will act 

with benevolence and grace toward those who are lower on the ñOrdnung des Rangesò209 that he 

establishes in Zur Genealogie.  As Schacht reminds us, the assertion that some human beings 

ñrankò higher than others ñis not to say that no value whatever is ascribable to all others, or that 

they are entirely unworthy of life;ò but that this ñdoes indeed carry the implication that some 

may fare very poorly, indeed.ò210   

Holdierôs comment is still relevant given this last point, since it remains to be seen 

whether the relationship between Nietzscheôs ¦bermensch and altruism is compatible with the 

sort of selflessness that Superman exhibits (and that Holdier praises).  Superman, seeing that 

many people ñfare very poorly, indeed,ò takes an immediate, hands-on approach.  We can see 

 
207 Nietzsche, GM-I §10. 
208 Ibid., §11. 
209 Nietzsche, JGB §59 and Ä219; in AC Ä57, Nietzsche refers to the ñOrdnung der Kasten.ò 
210 Schacht, Nietzsche, 333. 
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this in several of his earliest Golden-Age adventures, wherein Superman not only fights crime 

but ends pointless wars (Action Comics #2), fights for worker safety (Action Comics #3), 

demolishes slums so that safer housing may be built in their place (Action Comics #8), reveals 

corruption and the mistreatment of inmates in a federal prison (Action Comics #10), and enforces 

traffic laws and automobile manufacturing regulations (Action Comics #12).  He even helps a 

financially struggling circus by performing as a strongman in Action Comics #7 and helps a 

young football player regain the respect of his girlfriend in Action Comics #4!  While Superman 

has since gone on to assist humanity on a cosmic scale, no task is too small, no request for help 

too trivial, for the Man of Steel.    

Nietzsche, on the other hand, adamantly argues in Zur Genealogie that it is not the higher 

individualôs task to serve as doctors and nurses for the spiritually sick and ill-constituted:  

Oder wªre es etwa ihre Aufgabe, Krankenwªrter oder  rzte zu sein?é Aber sie 

könnten ihre Aufgabe gar nicht schlimmer verkennen und verleugnen, ð das 

Höhere soll sich nicht zum Werkzeug des Niedrigeren herabwürdigen, das Pathos der 

Distanz soll in alle Ewigkeit auch die Aufgaben aus einander halten! Ihr Recht, dazusein, 

das Vorrecht der Glocke mit vollem Klange vor der misstönigen, zersprungenen, ist ja ein 

tausendfach grösseres: sie allein sind die Bürgen der Zukunft, sie allein 

sind verpflichtet für die Menschen-Zukunft. Was sie können, was sie sollen, das dürften 

niemals Kranke können und sollen: aber damit sie können, was nur sie sollen, wie stünde 

es ihnen noch frei, den Arzt, den Trostbringer, den ĂHeilandñ der Kranken zu 

machen?é211 

 

The ñPathos der Distanzò separating higher and lower types must be maintained at all costs, for 

the right of the higher natures simply to exist is a thousand times greater than that of the lower 

types.  This does not mean that ñlowerò types have no right to exist, much less that they should 

be oppressed: it simply means that it is not the ñhigherò typesô responsibility to devote their lives 

 
211 Nietzsche, GM-III §14. 
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to actively reducing the misery of their fellow humans.  Tending to those lower on the order of 

rank would be a renunciation of the higher individualôs task or purpose (ñAufgabeò), which is to 

a large extent self-oriented: the exceptional individualôs primary goal should be his or her own 

self-overcoming.  Truly higher, nobler types of human being (who are predecessors of, but not 

yet identical with, the Übermensch) will, in the process of becoming who they are, serve to 

enhance the species.  This goal will not be served if everyone is forced to follow the dictates of 

Sklaven-Moral, according to which the greatest virtue is to make oneself a useful and harmless 

part of the social machine. Since Nietzsche ranks the strong in spirit as the highest (philosophers, 

artists, etc.), we can take this to mean that, if some such ñhigherò individuals wish to devote their 

lives to making great works of art, they should not be told that a better use of their time would be 

to work in (to use a contemporary example) a soup kitchen.  Individuals with enough genuine 

talent to meaningfully contribute to the fields of art and human (self-)knowledge should be 

allowed to do so.  The masses, which are not ñgreatò enough to engage in such activities, would 

be more than welcome to focus their attention on the amelioration of their physical and spiritual 

existenceðbut not at the expense of the ñhigherò types.   

This is not to say that higher human beings should not act altruistically, and it is certainly 

not to say that higher human beings should act with complete disregard for (let alone cruelty 

toward) the mediocre masses.  When Nietzsche writes, for example, that ñHªrte, Gewaltsamkeit, 

Sklaverei, Gefahr auf der Gasse und im Herzen, Verborgenheit, Stoicismus, Versucherkunst und 

Teufelei jeder Art, dass alles Böse, Furchtbare, Tyrannische, Raubthier- und Schlangenhafte am 

Menschen so gut zur Erhöhung der Species āMenschó dient, als sein Gegensatz,ò212 he is not 

necessarily advocating a return or regression to such behavior.  Instead, he is once again 

 
212 Nietzsche, JGB §44. 
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countering the (hypocritical) Christian notion that humanity has only ever elevated itself through 

humility, contrition, and self-degradation.  So, while Nietzsche writes that the ñhigherò types, 

and eventually the ¦bermensch, will treat the ñlowerò types well, he specifically rejects 

Christian pity (ñMitleidò 213) as the foundation for this benevolent behavior.  This famous 

contempt for pity is, I believe, largely responsible for the impression that Nietzscheôs 

Übermensch would at best take a callously indifferent attitude toward the sufferings of his fellow 

human beings or, at worst, would actively increase the suffering of others in the pursuit of his 

creative self-overcoming. 

Much ink has been spilled in attempts to correct this misunderstanding of Nietzsche (a 

misunderstanding that persists today both within and beyond superhero comics and comics 

studies).  Kaufmann argues that Nietzsche opposes ñMitleidò because it distracts from the main 

task of self-mastery.  We should not indulge those around us, for ñ[t]he best that a friend can do 

for a friend is to help him to gain self-mastery.  And that cannot be done by commiserating with 

him or by indulging his weaknesses.ò214  Schacht adds first, that someone ñwho ópreaches pityô 

[é] is thereby covertly asking that pity be felt not only for others but also for himself,ò and 

second, that those who preach pity tend to act as though ñwhat matters most about people is the 

grievousness of their sufferings,ò in which case humanity is ña contemptible lot, unworthy of any 

genuine esteem.ò 215  Nietzsche, Schacht argues, strongly opposes this belittlement of human 

existence, using his own life as an example:  

He was convinced that, great though his own sufferings were, they were not what 

mattered most about him; this, he believed, was rather what he had it in him to become 

 
213 Typically translated into English as pity or compassion, the German word encapsulates both, literally meaning 

co-suffering; commiseration might be closer to the original sense. 
214 Kaufmann, Nietzsche, 367. 
215 Schacht, Nietzsche, 460.   
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and to do, with his sufferings requiring to be turned to advantage, transcended, or in any 

event endured as best he could.216 

 

Kaufmann argues similarly that a ñreligion that preaches pity assumes that suffering is bad; [é]  

Self-perfection, however, is possible only through suffering, and the ultimate happiness of the 

man who has overcome himself does not exclude suffering.ò  Suffering, according to Nietzsche, 

is an unalterable fact of life and is essential ñif life is to flourish, óhigher culturesô are to be 

created, and a higher humanity is to be attained.ò217  If we view every challenge we face in life as 

an opportunity for growth and self-overcoming, we might move the entire human species one 

step closer to the Übermensch.  If, however, the most we are able to offer in the face of misery 

(ñLeidenò) is commiseration (ñMitleidenò), then we as a species will never achieve anything of 

greatness. 

 This can rub us the wrong way if we confuse pity with compassion.  Opposition to the 

former does not necessarily entail opposition to the latter.  An aphorism from the second book of 

Morgenröte, an 1881 work that receives relatively little attention in Nietzsche scholarship, will 

serve to elucidate this point.  Here, Nietzsche writes that someone who purposefully keeps as 

much suffering in mind as possible ñwird unvermeidlich krank und melancholisch.ò  Thus, pity 

is counter-productive for every type of human being, even someone who does want to serve ñals 

Arzt in irgend einem Sinne der Menschheit,ò since pity ñlähmt ihn in allen entscheidenden 

Augenblicken und unterbindet sein Wissen und seine h¿lfreiche feine Hand.ò218  Nietzsche 

supports this claim by revealing the contradiction between contemporary societyôs attitude 

toward pity and self-pity.  We often tell people who are suffering to look at their situation 

objectively, that is, as though it were happening to someone else.  This is good advice, ñdenn wir 

 
216 Ibid. 
217 Kaufmann, Nietzsche, 368. 
218 Nietzsche, M §134. 
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urtheilen über den Werth und Sinn eines Ereignisses objectiver, wenn es an Anderen hervortritt 

und nicht an uns.ò  And yet, continues Nietzsche, when someone else is suffering, we are 

constantly told to put ourselves in their shoes and commiserate with them.  If we have 

recognized that self-pity does nothing to help the suffering person, and in many cases makes the 

situation even worse, then why would we ever encourage one another to view someone elseôs 

pity as our own ñund uns derart freiwillig mit einer doppelten Unvernunft beschweren, anstatt 

die Last der eigenen so gering wie mºglich zu machen[?]ò219  Nietzsche opposes the ñReligion 

des Mitleidsò220 not because he is against people helping one another, but because pity doesnôt 

help anyone. 

 Like Nietzscheôs ¦bermensch, Supermanôs altruism doesnôt seem to be motivated by 

pity.  In fact, the prevailing attitude he demonstrates in the early years is contemptðfor the ñbad 

guys,ò yes, but also for the indifferent, like the automobile manufacturer in Action Comics #12 

(1939) who continues to knowingly produce unsafe cars, and even the impotent bystander, as in 

Superman #4 (1940): 

 

 

 

 
219 Ibid., §137. 
220 Nietzsche, GM-III §25. 
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Nevertheless, Siegel and Shusterôs Superman never hesitates to lend a helping hand and never 

once entertains the thought of using his powers for purposes other than helping the ordinary 

people around him.  Superman eventually loses his contemptuous edge, generally affirming the 

worth and dignity of non-superpowered bystanders who require his assistance (though he 

preserves his scorn for the villains he fights).  Even as time went on and the threats to Earth grew 

in scale, Supermanôs urge to help was still based more on righteous indignation against the 

aggressors rather than on pity for a poor, benighted humanity too weak to fend for itself against 

aliens like Braniac or Darkseid. 

 While Nietzscheôs works do not preclude ñhigherò types or the ¦bermensch from 

working to ease the sufferings of the ñlowerò types, they do present the position that, as 

Kaufmann puts it, ñ[u]nless we have achieved self-mastery and self-perfection, we should be 

best advised to concentrate on thisðby far the most importantðtask, instead of scattering our 

efforts.  Running off to help others [é] is easier than making something of oneself.ò221  The 

version of Superman presented in Wolfman and Castelliniôs Man and Superman (discussed in 

further detail in Chapter One above) strikingly models the importance of mastering oneself 

 
221 Kaufmann, Nietzsche, 371. 

Fig. 2.09 Siegel, Jerry and 

Joe Shuster. Superman #4, 

panel 17. 
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before attempting to help others.  Wolfman and Castelliniôs Superman starts the book barely in 

control of his powers and finding himself in over his head in Metropolis.  He bungles his first 

attempt at detective work and ends up curled in the fetal position on his bed (see Fig. 1.18 

above).  This posture visually reinforces the thematic point that Clarkôs identity as Superman is 

still in its infancy.  Though he later saves numerous people from a burning building, he fails to 

stop a mysterious aircraft from bombing the building in the first place.  In a striking two-page 

spread, Wolfmann and Castellini depict a defeated Clark Kent sitting in his dingy city apartment 

in the aftermath of said terrorist attack: 

 

Fig. 2.10 Wolfman & Castellini, ñChapter One, 

in which He Leaves Smallville as a Boy,ò n.p. 

  


