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The Real Truth about
Superman: And the Rest
of Us, Too

MARK WAID

Superman, the grandfather of all superheroes, is a cultural insti-
tution. Even the most elite and insulated intellectuals have been
exposed to enough pop culture to be familiar with the Man of
Steel and what he stands for. He fights a “never-ending battle”
for truth, for justice, and—still enthusiastically after all these
years, despite the fact that no one can define it any more—for
“the American Way.” Consequently, he is as close as contempo-
rary Western culture has yet come to envisioning a champion
who is the epitome of unselfishness. The truest moral statement
that can be made of Superman is that he invariably puts the
needs of others first.
Or does he?

Preparation for a Surprise

Some people adopt astronomy or entomology as their life’s
study and can identify the most prominent Magellanic nebulae
in the cosmos or the least visible aphid in the garden. Others
devote their time and energy to analyzing and cataloguing, in
excruciating detail, anything from Welsh folk tales to the box
scores of the 1969 Mets. Me, ever since I was a boy, I've been
fascinated by the mythology of Superman. Though it's not my
day job (not exactly), that's my field of focused expertise. I
freely admit that it's—to put it charitably—rather “specialized,”
but for all my other wide and varied interests, nothing in this
world has ever held quite the same fascination for me as has the
Man of Steel.
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At a time in my emotionally tumultuous teenage years when
I most needed guidance and inspiration, I found a father figure
in Superman. Fictional or not, the power of his spirit quite liter-
ally saved my life, and ever since, I have done what I can to
return the favor by investing in his legend. In the process, and
without design, I became one of the world’s leading authorities
on the Last Son of Krypton. Over the years, I've retained the
dubious distinction of being the only man alive to have read
every Superman story, watched every cartoon, and TV show,
and movie, listened to every radio drama, and unearthed every
unpublished manuscript about him. I've so thoroughly
immersed myself in every aspect of the Superman lore—and,
along the way, absorbed such minutiae as Clark Kent’s Social
Security number and his boyhood sweetheart’s mother’s maiden
name—that I regularly field queries from sources as varied as
Time magazine, The History Channel, and the Smallville televi-
sion producers. Long before now, I thought I knew Superman
inside and out. But I was wrong,

The One Question I Could Not Answer

Up until the spring of 2002, it had been a good, long while since
anyone had stumped me with a Superman question. That
changed the day I had to face one that, oddly, it had never even
occurred to me to ask:

“Why does he do what he does?”

The man who confronted me with those words and got to
savor watching a lifetime of smugness evaporate from my face
as [ flailed for an answer was Dan Didio, Executive Editor of DC
Comics, the publishers of Superman’s exploits. Again, being a
Superman expert is not my day job, though it’s certainly a per-
tinent sideline. For most of my adult life, I've enjoyed a career
as a reasonably successful comic book writer, and my boss had
just approached me about creating a new Superman series
called Superman: Birthright that would, as he put it, “re-imag-
ine Superman for the twenty-first century.” Understandably, he
wanted to get my take on Superman’s basic motivation. Why
does Superman do what he does? What are his reasons? What
moves him to take on the role of everyone’s protector and
defender? Why does he invariably seek to do the right thing?

“Why? Because,” I responded with a telling stammer,
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well-being, prioritized just below our physiological needs
(which have virtually no significance to Kal-El, whose cellular
structure derives its nourishment not from food but from solar
energy) and our need for safety (an instinct that is also likely to
be slightly foreign to a man who can survive a direct nuclear
blast). It’s fair to presume that, despite his extraterrestrial origins,
Kal-El feels the same basic need for community that is shared by
all the human beings around him; if not, he most likely wouldn’t
bother being Clark Kent at all and would just as soon soar off
to explore the greater solar system and galaxies beyond than
work a nine-to-five in Metropolis.

Building from this assumption, I began to examine some
theories as to how Kal-El might meet this need for community,
but it wasn’t until I came across a specific passage on the

Internet by an author named Marianne Williamson that every-
thing crystallized for me:

Our deepest fear is not that we are inadequate. Our deepest fear is
that we are powerful beyond measure. It is our light, not our dark-
ness that most frightens us. We ask ourselves, Who am I to be bril-
liant, gorgeous, talented, fabulous? Actually, who are you 7ot to be?
You are a child of God. Your playing small does not serve the
world. There is nothing enlightened about shrinking so that other
people won't feel insecure around you. We are all meant to shine,
as children do. We were born to make manifest the glory of God
that is within us. It is not just in some of us; it is in everyone. And
as we let our own light shine, we unconsciously give other people
permission to do the same. As we are liberated from our own fear,
our presence automatically liberates others.?

How does Kal-El connect with the world around him? Not by
turning his back on his alien heritage, though that was certainly
his instinct while he was growing up in a small town. No, he
ultimately connects by embracing that heritage—by creating as
an adult a new identity for himself that is as Kryptonian as Clark
Kent is human. Kal-El knows instinctively that it is only when he
puts his gifts to use that he truly feels alive and engaged. Only
by acting to his fullest potential, rather than hiding on the side-
lines behind a pair of fake eyeglasses, can he genuinely partic-

? Marianne Williamson, A Return to Love: Reflections on the Principles of A

Canrcee i Miraclee (New Varle: Harmver Colliomea 16301 .
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