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Introduction 

1.1 Purpose of The Study  

The Superhero narrative has always been one of the 

mediums through which American society explores 

the notion of justice (Reynolds, 1994) because it has 

always been about an eternal struggle between good 

and evil, between a hero and a villain. It started out 

with extreme, absolutist caricatures of good versus 

evil, but this concept became more nuanced as the 

world evolved. Philosophical issues of violence - 

such as the necessary evil, utilitarianism, social 

responsibility, justice, and the social contract - have 

since been introduced and explored through stories, 

dialogue and visuals in Superhero comic books. 

 

Since the turn of the millennium, the Superhero 

genre has had a renaissance of sorts, with countless 

Superhero television shows and films being released, 

thereby placing Superhero narratives at the 

forefront of society’s consciousness (Douthat, 2010). 

This revival of the Superhero genre has shown no 

signs of waning, with more Superhero franchises 

being churned out every year. With the Superhero 

firmly established in the media landscape, 

understanding the relationship between Superhero 

narratives and society’s struggle with justice and 

morality can provide us with some interesting 

insights. 

 

There have been many books on the history of 

comic book Superheroes and the reasons for their 

popularity, as well as specific case studies on the 

psyches of Superheroes and the philosophical 

dimension of their narratives. There has been, 

however, a lack of research charting the changing 

aspects of the comic book Superhero and how this 

relates to societal changes and evolving perceptions 

of justice. This study shall hence chart the evolution 

of justice through comic book Superhero narratives, 

from Superman’s first appearance in 1938 to 

modern day releases. In it, I will analyse the 

characteristics of Superheroes through the ages, and 

the themes of their narratives. I will also examine 

the changing ideas of justice and morality in 

Superhero narratives and how these relate to 

society’s own pursuit of justice. 

 

This paper consists of 4 sections. Section 1 provides 

a basic introduction to the subject matter, and 

delineates the research design for the study. Section 

2 examines various aspects of the Superhero 

character and narrative, and how they have been 

depicted throughout the years. Section 3 is an 

examination of how the changing societal views on 

justice and morality through the times are reflected 

and explored through Superhero narratives. Section 

4 summarizes my conclusions as well as 

recommendations for future study.  

 

1.2 Research Objectives  

This study aims to: 

1. Investigate the evolving 

characteristics of the Superhero 

and reconcile them with social 

changes through the eras 

 

2. Identify and examine the themes of 

justice and morality in Superhero 

narratives 

 

3. Compare and reconcile justice & 

morality in society with the 

themes and narratives found in 

Superhero narratives  

 

1.3 Research Questions 

 

RQ1: What are the common characteristics of the 

modern day Superhero and their stories?  

RQ1a: How have these changed over the 

years?  

 



62 

RQ2: How are justice and morality explored in 

Superhero narratives?  

 RQ2a: Are there prevalent themes that can 

be found across all Superhero narratives?  

 

RQ3: How does the portrayal of justice and morality 

in Superhero narratives compare to society’s 

treatment of these issues?  

RQ3a: How are the issues of justice and 

morality in Superhero narratives reflective 

of changes in society? 

RQ3b: What can the evolution of Superhero 

narratives tell us about society’s pursuit of 

justice? 

 

1.4 Definition of Key Research Terms 

Superheroes: In the context of this study, the 

Superheroes to be examined are comic book 

characters with fantastic abilities, skills, desires and 

motivations that allow them to perform 

extraordinary feats.   

 

Justice: While there are many different 

interpretations of what justice is and what it should 

be, this project will be looking mainly at retributive, 

restorative and social justice.  

 

Morality:  Morality is defined as the code of ethics 

that govern the behaviours, actions, and choices of 

individuals. 

 

1.5 Research Design 

The study drew on qualitative research due to the 

nature of the subject matter. Apart from examining 

the comic books themselves, I examined primary 

literature on comic books and philosophy. I also 

conducted interviews with local experts in the 

relevant fields. This was necessary as justice and 

morality are multi-faceted, subjective, and highly 

nuanced concepts, and therefore require that I 

consult specialized, expert knowledge. 

 

Finally, I analysed and examined the visual elements 

and dialogue of the characters in Superhero comic 

books, and the different attributes of Superhero 

protagonists and the stories that these Superheroes 

are involved in. 

 

Literature Review  

This research paper is an examination into the 

philosophical aspects of the Superhero narratives 

and its relevance, parallels, and correlation with 

society’s own pursuit for justice. There is a rich 

existing literature consisting of works by 

psychologists, philosophers and historians that 

provide the insights required.  

 

The main focus of my content analysis of Superhero 

narratives will be on its depiction in comic books 

and a few relevant broadcast media portrayals. 

Although there has been a proliferation of 

Superhero content in broadcast media, the defining 

characteristics of Superhero narratives are still 

derived from the source material. I shall hence 

afford greater attention to the latter.  

 

Interviews 

I interviewed two local experts in the fields of 

literature, philosophy, graphic art and/or popular 

culture via electronic mail:  

 

1) Gwee Li Sui1, a literary critic, poet and graphic 

artist who in 1993, published Singapore’s first 

graphic novel Myth of the Stone. 

 

2) Lim Cheng Tje2, a writer and junior college 

teacher who has written extensively about history, 

                                                             
1 Refer to Appendix C for information and the full interview 

with Gwee Li Sui.  

2 Refer to Appendix D for information and the full interview 

with Lim Cheng Tje. 
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popular culture and the arts. His articles on comic 

art have appeared in the Southeast Asian Journal of 

Social Science, Teaching and Learning, Journal of 

Popular Culture, International Journal of Comic Art, 

and WittyWorld. 

 

SECTION 2: EXAMINING CHARACTERISTICS IN 

SUPERHERO NARRATIVES 

 

In this section, I will be analysing the key 

characteristics of comic book Superheroes - their 

vigilantism, the issue of identities, their personal 

lives and their relationships with Supervillains.  

 

2.1 Vigilantism  

 

The way in which Superheroes carry out their 

vigilantism has undergone tremendous changes 

since the 1930’s. In this section, I will be providing 

descriptive analysis on this general progression.   

 

Working Class Hero 

1938, with the pressures of the Great Depression in 

the background, was a time of great economic 

distress for the common man. The Depression era 

was characterized by an underlying hatred of 

corporations and bureaucracy in general. The 

working middle class began to see that the corporate 

bigwigs were gaining and hoarding wealth through 

greed and political corruption, whereas they were 

struggling just to make ends meet (Dickstein, 2009).  

 

Correspondingly, the first wave of Superheroes in 

1938 were powerful champions of the oppressed, 

accomplishing what the common man could not 

against the greedy and corrupt businessmen and 

politicians that were running the economy (Wright, 

2001). In their exacting of justice, these Superheroes 

used swift, uncompromising violence to punish the 

antagonists.   

 

The superhero genre then was essentially about the 

relationship between the working class and the 

ruling elite in society. This was on display as early as 

issue #1 of Action Comic, Superman’s official debut. 

Superman, after saving Lois Lane from some 

kidnappers, viciously destroys their vehicle. 

  

Figure 1. Action Comics #1 

In the next issue of Action Comics (Issue #2), 

Superman forces a munitions magnate, who had 

been promoting the war effort in order to sell arms, 

to accompany him to ground zero by literally 

threatening his life, warning that he would “suffer 

consequences” if he did not comply with his request. 

This came off the back of Superman’s ruthless 

deposing of two of the man’s guards. Later in the 

story, he also deals with an enemy aircraft by 

jumping on it and causing it to crash. In later issues, 

(# 3 and #4), Superman makes use of deception 

and identity theft to trick a mining corporation and 

a high school football coach in order to exact justice.  

 

Superman’s was not the only example of such 

uncompromising methods at this time. In fact, a 

better-known example would be that of the Batman. 

First appearing in Issue #27 of Detective Comics in 

1939, Batman’s ruthless approach to crime fighting 

utilized shock-and-awe tactics to instil fear and 

intimidation in his enemies. Batman’s first ever 
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issue ends with the caped crusader besting the 

criminal and subsequently toppling him into a vat of 

acid.  

 

War Heroes 

During World War II, the Superhero narrative 

shifted towards one of patriotism and service to the 

nation. America’s enemies in the war - namely the 

Nazis and the Japanese - were consistently 

portrayed as evil, merciless killers and torturers 

(Holsinger, 1992). They were often represented by 

degrading, subhuman caricatures as part of a larger 

overall propaganda project by the American 

government to foster hatred for their enemies and 

garner support and recruits for their own army. 

This was especially so when America intervened in 

the Asia-Pacific theatre of war against the Japanese. 

The Japanese villains were depicted as horrid 

caricatures with exaggerated, stereotypical features 

like shortness, yellow skin, thin wispy facial hair, 

and small eyes (Holsinger, 1998). 

 

With Americans’ sense of justice closely tied to the 

destruction of their country’s military enemies, this 

period saw a huge influx of patriotic pro-America 

heroes that were directly involved in fighting 

America’s enemies in World War II. This was best 

captured by the first appearance of Captain America 

in March 1941. The first issue of Captain America 

wasted no time in realizing the American public’s 

ideal sense of justice by depicting the hero slugging 

Adolf Hitler on the cover. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Captain America #1 

This patriotic selflessness featured throughout the 

early issues of the Captain America series during 

World War II. This can be observed in the case of 

Captain America Issue #39, which had the Captain 

fighting off Japanese villains on its cover. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Captain America #39 

The original Daredevil, as seen in the 1942 Daredevil 

Battles Hitler comic, is another good example of the 

patriotic American Superhero archetype from that 

time. 
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Figure 4. Daredevil Battles Hitler #1 

The story depicts Daredevil as being heavily 

involved in the war effort, hopping around the 

world in a show of the Allied powers’ might. The 

64-page comic book had Daredevil traveling from 

the Mediterranean to fight the Italians, to the Far 

East to help Singapore stave off the Japanese, and to 

Africa to help the British empire protect its colonies.  

 

The patriotism and anti-Axis sentiments of these 

Superheroes made them fictitious war heroes in the 

minds of the public; this trend continued well after 

World War II and into the Cold War period. This can 

be seen in the case of another Superhero – Iron Man. 

In the original appearance of Iron Man in Tales of 

Suspense #39 in 1963, weapons inventor Tony Stark 

helps the war effort in Vietnam by providing 

state-of-the-art weapons technology to the US 

military. He later gets kidnapped by the Vietnamese 

enemy and ends up fighting his way out of their 

base with his Iron Man suit.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5. Tales of Suspense #39 

Non-Violent Camp 

In 1954 things took a turn as, with the publication of 

the book Seduction of the Innocent by anti-comics 

crusader Dr Fredric Wertham, Superhero narratives 

became less violent. A renowned psychiatrist, Dr 

Wertham argued in his book that the strong themes 

of violence and gore in comics, not just in the 

Superhero genre, but across the board – horror, 

crime, western – had a corrupting influence on 

children (Decker, 1997) and led to an increase in 

crime and juvenile delinquency. He brought his 

objections to court, and subsequently won the 

court’s favour with a new ruling – the Comics Code 

Authority – being implemented. The Code had strict 

restrictions on the more mature themes of comic 

books and forced comics to undergo a period of 

moderation in which its content became more 

child-friendly and light-hearted.  

 

The ruling had a huge impact on Superhero 

characteristics and their narratives. The rough and 

violent Superheroes from before like Batman and 

Superman, whose earlier stories depicted them 

dispensing a gritty and uncompromising sense of 

justice, were now squaring off with cartoonish 

villains (Wright, 2001). These new Superhero 

stories took on a more light-hearted tone and 

accordingly, their Superheroes’ sense of justice and 
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vigilantism was watered down.  

 

For instance, Superman’s backstory was featured 

more prominently, portraying him as having been 

brought up with traditional American ‘farmboy’ 

values. This led the Superman character to be more 

idealistic and law-abiding. Unnecessary violence and 

intimidation was no longer a part of his character. 

Superman also vowed to never take a human life 

and to ensure that his vigilante activities were in 

line with the law (Daniels, 1998). 

 

Even the dark and brooding Batman started to take 

on a lighter disposition with the introduction of 

Robin to the Batman narrative. Batman’s character 

took on paternal qualities as he groomed his 

sidekick Robin into an upstanding young man, 

teaching him respect for elders and having him do 

household chores – the quintessential American 

“good ol’ boy.” All the dramatic tension of his 

previous narratives disappeared as his nemesis, the 

Joker, went from being a maniacal terrorist into a 

clownish villain who committed gimmicky & 

unthreatening crimes (Daniels, 1999). 

 

The Anti-Hero Rises 

In the midst of the Cold War, the counter-culture 

movement bloomed, espousing the rejection of 

mainstream values because of American society’s 

disillusionment with their government and their 

invasions of Vietnam and Korea. This led to the 

popularity of the anti-authority, anti-hero 

Superhero character (Rozak, 1995). What was 

popularly moral during this time were the likes of 

freedom and liberty, as well as a rejection of the 

idealistic social values of model citizenry and blind 

trust in the authorities. 

 

The effect on Superheroes and the way they were 

portrayed also changed in accordance to those 

values. Even the patriotic, model American 

Superhero Captain America expressed doubts about 

his role in helping the establishment during this 

period.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6. Captain America #122 

In Captain America Issue #122, Captain America 

expresses his doubts about blindly following the rule 

of law his entire life:  

  

“In a world rife with injustice, greed and 

endless war – who’s to say the rebels are 

wrong? I’ve spent a lifetime defending the 

flag and the law! Perhaps I should have 

battled less and questioned more!” 

 

Captain America was not alone in his questioning of 

authority. Other Superheroes started to display such 

a trait as well. Perhaps the most explicit example 

would be the Green Lantern/Green Arrow series 

that ran in the late ’60s. Writer Dennis O’Neil used 

the series as social and political commentary 
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(Wright, 2001) and, as Wright stated in his book:  

 

“O’Neil cast the Green Arrow as an 

impassioned leftist who engaged the 

moderate-conservative Green Lantern in 

one-sided debates laced with overstated 

rhetoric about the widening gulf between 

American ideals and realities.” 

 

It was in this climate that the anti-hero was born. 

An anti-hero is a character that is morally 

ambiguous, and thus follows his own set of 

principles and values to complete personal quests 

(Malewitz, 2007). This often leads him to make 

questionable decisions and choices that can be 

traditionally considered as villainous. 

 

A character that personified that characteristic and 

the sentiments of this time was Wolverine. First 

appearing in a 1974 edition of the Incredible Hulk, 

he went on to become a mainstay in the Marvel 

stable with his gruff, tough-as-nails exterior belying 

a heart-of-gold. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7. The Incredible Hulk #181 

As a member of X-Men, Wolverine was acerbic and 

rude towards team leader Cyclops, and had a 

tendency to go off-book in the way he accomplished 

missions.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8. The X-Men #94 

Another popular Superhero of that ilk was the 

Punisher, who gained prominence in the early 1970s 

and the ’80s.  
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Figure 9. The Punisher Volume 1 #2 

The Punisher waged a one-man war against crime, 

using brutish and often violent methods of doing so.  

From torture to kidnapping and murder, he did 

whatever it took to carry out vengeance on the 

criminal underworld. Although he was a mass 

murderer, he gained a lot of sympathy from readers 

because, like Batman, he was pushed into fighting 

crime as a result of his wife and children being killed 

by the mob. Viewers identified with and even 

cheered on the harsh vigilantism of the Punisher 

because in his world, the men running the criminal 

underworld were allowed to prosper in the face of 

weak or corrupt state institutions. The Punisher’s 

ruthlessness at taking down corrupt criminals 

increasingly reflected their own lack of faith in the 

state’s capability or willingness to protect them 

(Morris, 2005). 

 

 

 

2.2 Identities 

 

Throughout history, the notion of identity has been 

depicted in various fashions, and has come to 

represent different things in Superhero narratives, 

as Lim3 stated:  

 

"Truth, Justice and the American Way" was 

personified by Superman and Capt. America. 

Batman offered a darker alternative while 

Spiderman offers the teenage dilemma (With 

Great Powers Come Great Responsibility - it's 

about growing up, isn't it?)” 

 

In this section I will analyse the differences in the 

identities of Superheroes through the years and 

what they came to represent.  

 

Instruments of Justice 

Initially, there was little separation between the 

Superhero and the person behind the Superhero 

costume. The Superhero persona was the 

character’s identity. This was the case for the early 

Superheroes emerging during the late ’30s and the 

early ’40s, as seen in the examples of Superman and 

the original Green Lantern, Hal Jordan. Viewers only 

wanted to see the Superhero dispense justice upon 

those who had wronged them.  

 

Both Superman and the Green Lantern led fictitious 

crusades against the greed and injustice of the 

period, with stories where Superman fights for 

better working conditions for miners and the Green 

Lantern fights political corruption finding plenty of 

willing readers (Wright, 2001).  

 

As such, the Superheroes were one-dimensional 

                                                             
2 Refer to Appendix D 
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characters defined by their quest for justice against 

the corrupt system of businesses, law enforcement, 

and politics that had oppressed and exploited the 

common man. They were thus driven to action not 

by who they were or by intrinsic personal 

motivations, but by only what society wanted them 

to fight at that time. These characters had no real 

personality or growth to speak of, they were blank 

instruments used to inflict justice unto the corrupt 

politicians and greedy industrialists of that time 

(Dickstein, 2009). 

 

Immigrants 

One of the dominant characteristics of the 

Superhero personality was that of being an 

immigrant.  

The earliest example would be that of Marvel’s 

Namor the Sub-Mariner, the predecessor to DCs 

more popular Aquaman, who later adopted a lot of 

Namor’s defining characteristics and stories. Being a 

member of the underwater kingdom of Atlantis and 

an entirely different species from humans, Namor’s 

narratives often involved him defending his home 

and way of life. There were many conflicts between 

Namor and the surface world and he sometimes 

fought on the side of the villains to ensure the best 

for Atlantis (Fingeroth, 2004). This sense of divided 

loyalties resonated with the large influx of 

immigrants coming in America at the time.  

 

Another strong example of an immigrant Superhero 

would be Superman. As his character was explored 

more in depth, there were often narratives of 

Superman struggling with his loneliness from being 

the only Kryptonian living on an alien planet.  

 

Immigrants could also relate to that aspect of 

Superman’s personality. Many immigrants had gone 

to the United States at a young age so that they 

could find education and a better life. It was natural 

to feel lonely, and to wish that they could have 

brought their family along or return to their 

homeland (Daniels, 1991). With immigration quotas 

put in place to prevent the elderly from following 

them (Diner, 2008), many immigrants found 

themselves alone on American soil without their 

family members. This aspect of Superman’s 

character resonated strongly with the immigrant 

identity in American society.  

 

Representatives of Social Groups 

In time, other communities began to see themselves 

represented in Superhero comics, the X-Men being 

the most famous one. With narratives depicting 

these mutants as discriminated against and feared 

by society for being unnatural and different, this 

served as a strong parallel to the burgeoning 

homosexual rights movement that was sweeping 

America during the ’60s counter-culture era 

(Fingeroth, 2004).  

 

The X-Mens’ struggle for acceptance in an 

unforgiving society was a direct reflection of what 

the homosexual community faced at the time. This 

theme was prevalent in the narratives of the X-Men, 

and the trials and tribulations of the teenage 

students at Professor Charles Xavier’s school 

connected with young homosexuals coming to terms 

with their own non-traditional identities.  

  

The Man Behind the Mask 

Another 60’s trend saw increasingly more 

Superheroes depicted as having to deal with 

personal issues in their lives - they were shown 

juggling Superhero work and their own civilian lives, 

often unsuccessfully. Superhero narratives started 

to explore the real-life implications of being a 

Superhero and the effect that would have on an 

actual person.  

 

Superheroes like Spiderman had to juggle university, 

work, fighting Supervillains, and maintaining 
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relationships with his girlfriend and his aunt. He 

had to dart from place to place, giving half-truths 

and lies to cover for his multiple absences or failures 

to discharge duties. There were times when he 

looked upon his gift as a curse, as he felt obligated to 

fight crime and use his powers responsibly for the 

betterment of society (Wright, 2001). 

 

But some Superheroes were shown to believe 

extremely strongly in their mission and willingly 

chose to sacrifice personal relationships for the sake 

of justice. The best example in this regard would be 

Batman. His solution to juggling personal life and 

fighting crime was isolation. He never bothered to 

build any real life for Bruce Wayne. He threw 

himself into a life of crime fighting and had nothing 

to fall back on, apart from a few sidekicks and his 

trusty butler. He had no life beyond Batman, such 

was the devotion to his quest (Daniels, 1999). Many 

make the point that Bruce Wayne actually is the 

mask that Batman wears (White, 2008). 

 

2.3 Supervillains 

 

The early Supervillains were not ‘super’ per se, but 

rather ordinary human beings who caused injustice 

in society. The likes of Superman and the Green 

Lantern were there to deliver punishment to those 

who had wronged the citizenry, such as the 

aforementioned corrupt politicians and greedy 

industrialists. This trend continued into the warring 

periods, when the Nazis, Japanese, and Communists 

were depicted as the biggest source of injustice in 

the world. Due to propaganda needs, more powerful 

villains like the Red Skull were created to pose a 

more credible threat to our war heroes and to drum 

up more support for the war effort. After the Comics 

Code Authority was passed, Supervillains were 

reduced to child-friendly, cartoonish bad guys. They 

were depicted as incompetent and were meant to 

serve as comic relief.  

 

This only lasted until the post-war era, where more 

mature and grown-up Supervillain/Superhero 

relationships started becoming commonplace. While 

previous depictions of Supervillains depicted them 

as being inherently evil, with moral essentialism 

being questioned in the counter-culture era, the 

motivations and history of Supervillains were now 

being explored (Miller, 2008). 

 

One good example of this would be the X-Men 

Supervillain Magneto and his relationship with 

Charles Xavier. Both were mutant rights activists 

who experienced the public discrimination and 

hatred of mutant kind, but while Charles saw hope 

in mankind, Magneto was more cynical due to his 

own personal experience in the Holocaust. He was 

unwilling to trust the world that had wronged him 

before, the world that had inflicted such suffering on 

him; in that sense, his plans for the liberation of 

mutant kind, though often violent, take on an 

almost heroic quality (Daniels, 1995). In many ways, 

their strained friendship and conflicting ideologies 

regarding civil rights reflected the real-life 

relationship between Malcom X and Martin Luther 

King, Jr. 

 

This touches on one of the more interesting 

elements of the origin stories of Superheroes and 

Supervillains: that of the traumatic event. Alan 

Moore’s The Killing Joke explored this concept in 

depth, illuminating how the line between Superhero 

and Supervillain was closer that we would like; 

because all it takes is one day, one traumatic 

experience to inspire either heroism or villainy.
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Figure 10. Batman: The Killing Joke 

Over time, comic books started to humanize 

Supervillains, often showing them in the light of a 

tragic character (Daniels, 1999). A fantastic instance 

of this is Mr Freeze from the Batman series. Initially 

starting out as one of the many gimmicky 

Supervillains of the Comic Code era, the Batman 

Animated Series gave him a rich and poignant 

backstory by invoking the gothic romances of old: 

Dr Victor Fries is involved in an 

accident that requires him to live a life in sub-zero 

temperature, with a falling out with his boss over 

funding for his research into his cryogenically frozen 

wife’s terminal illness driving him to a life of crime. 

His villainous acts were motivated simply by the 

desire to find a cure for the love of his life. Such 

complex moral motivations redefined the nature of 

the Supervillain, thereby setting the course for the 

exploration of moral relativism in the narratives of 

comic book Superheroes. 

 

SECTION 3: IDENTIFYING AND EXAMINING 

THEMES OF JUSTICE AND MORALITY IN 

SUPERHERO NARRATIVES AND ITS 

RELEVANCE TO SOCIETY’S PURSUIT OF 

JUSTICE 

 

In this section I will be analysing the evolution of 

justice in society and how the different themes of 

justice that come from that process have been 

explored through comic book Superheroes. I will be 

looking at the attitudes of society regarding vigilante 

values, criminal justice and issues of power and 

responsibility through the narratives of the comic 

book Superhero. 

 

3.1 Vigilante Values vs. the Law 

 

History 

Even before the explosion of the costumed 

Superhero genre in comic books, vigilante themes of 

justice were already being explored thoroughly in 

American comic books, such as with early Western 

cowboy comic strips, where gallant cowboys rode 

from town to town to dispense justice on corrupt 

sheriffs and bandits (Fingeroth, 2004). 

 

As earlier mentioned, the first Superhero emerged 

during the period of the Great Depression, in a 

climate of industrial greed and political corruption. 

During such a time, it was easy for the Superhero 

character to slip into the old cowboys’ brutal style of 

uncompromising justice.  

 

The reason why these themes of justice were so 

palatable to society then was because of the lack of 

faith in the judicial system and law enforcement. 
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Eventually though, the steady modernization and 

improvement of law enforcement agencies that 

followed the public enemy era (Ruth, 1996) led to a 

moderation of these anti-establishment 

‘cowboy’-centric views of justice.  

 

There was increased acceptance of the state as the 

best arbiter of justice, with the Federal Bureau of 

Investigation revamped and equipped with better 

technology that allowed them to properly enforce 

the law. This led to better overall protection of 

society and a greater deterrence of crime. You could 

not have gotten away with a bank robbery as easily 

as the John Dillinger’s of the past (Ruth, 1996).  

 

This acceptance and confidence in the state’s role as 

chief arbiter of justice was further compounded 

during World War II as nationalism and patriotism 

ran high. 

 

However, with the backdrop of the Cold War in the 

60s, the masses became increasingly more educated 

and discerning of the media and state propaganda 

(Jowett, 2009). With military confrontations causing 

so much suffering, were they really justified? This 

anti-establishment sentiment was a key component 

of the counter-culture movement then (Roszak, 

1995), and this reflection carried on from justice in 

the theatre of war into the domestic criminal justice 

system.  

 

Justice in the Legal System 

When we examine the legal systems of any 

developed country in the world today, we see that 

our laws are formulated on the basis of restorative 

and retributive justice (Reichel, 2002). Restorative 

justice is where the law aims to restore the victims 

in a criminal case to the position that they were in 

before the offense was committed (Marshall, 1999). 

On the other hand, with retributive justice, the idea 

is that because the offender has unfairly benefitted 

through their bad behaviour, they will be punished 

in proportion to their unfair gains (Malese, 2004). 

 

In both concepts, justice, if given at all, is delivered 

reactively, after the offense has been committed. 

However, it goes without saying that the victims 

who have been harmed would have preferred 

prevention rather than compensation.  

 

The mere existence of the law, and the threat of 

punishment, serves as a deterrent to crime, but even 

then, not everyone will comply. In many places and 

with regards to specific criminal activity, some 

individuals remain undeterred as they think they 

can get away with it (Keel, 2005). This is because 

law enforcement has plenty of bureaucratic 

procedures that lead to inefficiencies. 

Trusting in vigilante values is thus a vote of no 

confidence in the state’s enforcement of justice 

(Taslitz, 2004). Vigilante violence is rooted in an 

ideology of popular sovereignty - the people are the 

real sovereigns and whenever those to whom they 

have delegated authority fail, they have the right to 

turn to vigilantes and confer their sovereign 

authority onto them.  

A recent example can be found in Darlington, in the 

United Kingdom, where a former boxer, Francis 

Jones has been making a name for himself as a 

freelance vigilante. Shopkeepers call him to disperse 

rowdy troublemakers as he immediately responds to 

their need, unlike the local law enforcement 

agencies that can take hours to arrive (Allen, 2009). 

 

Superheroes and the Law                                                                                                                              

We see the relationship between Superheroes and 

the law explored through the narratives of Batman 

and the Punisher. Both exist in societies where 

crime is rampant and law enforcement is lacking. 

In both of these mythologies, Superheroes act as 

enforcers of justice for the community and society 

and deliver punishment as they see fit. They, like 
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Francis Jones, can be called upon to prevent the 

occurrence or escalation of harm done to people in 

society. In both these characters’ narratives, they act 

in lieu of the justice system. 

The main difference between the Punisher and 

Batman, however, is the proactivity of the former. 

The Punisher’s form of vigilantism sees him go out 

looking for trouble and trying to destroy the entire 

criminal underworld, killing indiscriminately. Unlike 

local law enforcement, he is not bound by due 

process or a fair trial and dispenses his own justice 

prematurely, killing criminals before they inevitably 

harm society, thereby essentially punishing them for 

crimes that they have yet to commit. It’s the 

ultimate preventive measure, ensuring that harm 

does not occur by pre-emptively eradicating those 

who would do harm. 

But there also exists another form of justice, as 

observed in Superman’s narratives. After his 

character was moderated to become more of a 

goody two-shoes boy-scout character, Superman 

never took the dispensation of justice into his own 

hands. He was but a glorified policeman, merely 

catching and delivering criminals to the relevant 

authorities. Scott Vollum (2003) analysed:  

 

“There would (also) be numerous instances 

where Superman would put a stop to 

vigilantism even though the victim was a 

known criminal. When confronting a lynch 

mob about to attack a criminal, Superman 

simply proclaims "this prisoner’s fate will 

be decided in a court of justice" (National 

Periodical Comics, 1971, p. 23) and in 

another instance "even this rat deserves a 

fair trial" (National Periodical Comics, 1971, 

p. 345) and puts a stop to the violence.” 

  

This shows Superman being complimentary to the 

justice system and presupposes that the system in 

general can be trusted and that its laws should be 

upheld as far as possible. In fact, his strict 

compliance to government authority was often 

shown to cause tension with other Superheroes in 

the DC universe (Daniels, 1998). 

 

The trend that can be observed in the exploration of 

justice in Superhero narratives is that vigilante 

values have great acceptance in society. As such, it is 

not surprising that they play such a significant part 

in comic book Superhero narratives. As 

criminologist Franklin Zimrig examined - in 

America, there are strong modern indicators of 

support for vigilante values, such as high distrust of 

the government’s ability to do the right thing for the 

community, especially regarding protection from 

predatory criminals (Zimrig, 2003). In his study, the 

data shows that Americans, particularly those in the 

south, respond positively to vigilante assaults on 

criminals. 

With society’s fondness of vigilante fantasies and the 

proliferation of Superhero narratives in comic books 

that continually reaffirm this demand, some comic 

book writers and artists started questioning the 

vigilante fantasy, engaging the grim, hypothetical 

real-life impact of Superheroes and their 

relationship to justice in society.  

We see these themes explored in the graphic novel 

Watchmen, which has the government issuing a 

Superhero registration act to ensure the 

accountability of costumed vigilantes. 

A Case Study: Who Watches the Watchmen?   
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Figure 11. Watchmen 

Watchmen, a graphic novel written by Alan Moore 

from 1986-1987, explored a world whereby 

Superheroes were commonplace. The novel 

examined the effects such a scenario would have on 

society. The phrase “who watches the watchmen” 

appears in the novel and is a good representation of 

a major theme that is examined in the novel, that of 

accountability.  

In the novel, Superheroes are depicted as having the 

power to abide by their own rules and dispense 

their own justice in society even though  

they were supposed to be representing the collective 

interests and safety of the public. As the  

novel questions, who ‘watches’ them and prevents 

them from stepping across the line?  

The character of Ozymandias, through his 

intelligence and resources, takes it upon himself to 

decide what is best for the fate of the world. He 

simulates a gruesome alien attack on New York that 

kills millions in order to unite the entire world 

against a common enemy, instead of fighting 

amongst themselves. The acceptance and adulation 

of Ozymandias as a Superhero by society and the 

government granted him the entitlement and 

authority to perform whatever actions he deemed fit. 

With his role as a protector of society who could 

operate by his own rules and still remain actively 

endorsed by society, he felt justified and empowered 

to take the fate of the world into his own hands, 

even if it meant killing  

millions of people. Vigilantism shows its harms in 

this case. The story of Ozymandias shows that by 

supporting or championing vigilante values, society 

allows individuals to justify whatever actions they so 

choose as long as they believe it is right for them to 

do so for the sake of society.  

Another interesting idea that Watchmen brings up is 

society’s rejection of Superheroes. In the world of 

Watchmen, the vigilante superheroes often think 

they have the mandate of the people in protecting 

them from harm. But the public’s refusal to 

recognize the authority of Superheroes and their 

rioting against their ‘chosen’ protectors - who 

eventually have to beat them back down - leads 

superhero Nite Owl to question: “Who are we 

protecting them from?” 
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Figure 12. Watchmen Superheroes engaging the 

Rioters 

This illuminates the flaw with vigilantes - they 

presume they have a moral mandate from the 

people to do as they see fit. Without any adherence 

to the law of the land, they are  

accountable to no one, and this absolute power is 

something that no society will want to grant any 

individual no matter how good or virtuous they may 

appear to be.  

 

A Case Study: Daredevil                                          

But let’s move away from Watchmen for now and 

observe another example of how vigilante values are 

explored in Superhero narratives – specifically that 

of Daredevil. The character perhaps best represents 

the struggle between vigilantism and the law of the 

land. Matt Murdock, as a criminal lawyer by day and 

a Superhero at night, experiences the benefits and 

drawbacks of both approaches to justice. 

The benefits of vigilantism are that it allows Matt 

Murdock to go after the criminals that escape 

conviction through legal loopholes, and allows him 

to deal with those cases that don’t make it to the 

courtroom. However, in one case, he viciously 

attacks an abusive father who was beating his 

daughter. The daughter, further traumatized by the 

brutality, screams and begs him to stop. Matt 

realizes then that he was inadvertently hurting the 

very people he sought to protect (Taslitz, 2004).  

The problem was that there was no due process, fair 

trial, or any of the normal legal proceedings to 

ascertain what was best for the victim and the 

criminal - Daredevil just delivered the punishment 

he thought was appropriate, believing that justice as 

seen from his lens is sufficient. With courts of law, 

you eliminate the subjectivity of various random 

arbiters of justice by having objective analysis on 

what is the best justice for all parties involved.  

 

Conclusion      

Ultimately, through comic book Superhero stories, 

we can observe the changes in modern society’s 

pursuit of justice. Looking back through the times, 

we can see that there’s been a constant struggle for 

the definition of what ideal justice truly is. From the 

vigilante-rich history of American culture to the end 

of the public enemy era, the various wars, the 

counter-culture movement, this pursuit is still in 

flux and as comic book Superheroes continue to 

thrive, so too will these themes in their narratives. 

The contest between vigilante values and 

rule-of-law will continue to exist in society, and will 

continue to be explored in Superhero and their 

narratives.  

 

3.2 Attitudes Towards Criminals  

 

Initial Attitudes & Practices                                                      

In Section 2 I talked about the characterization and 

evolution of the Supervillain character in Superhero 

narratives. In this section I will analyse how the 

attitudes towards criminals in society can be seen 

with the changes in the Supervillain character.  

As mentioned before, the initial characterization of 

Supervillains and Superheroes was that they were 

inherently bad and inherently good respectively. 

How did this reflect the societal attitudes towards 

criminals of that time? During the early years of 

Superheroes, the culture of that time regarding 

criminal justice was to just lock criminals away for 

some time and hope they learn their lessons (Walker, 

1980). There was little to no rehabilitation and the 

prison wardens were known to disparage and look 

down on the inmates. Once you became a convicted 

criminal, society would mark you as a bad seed; this 

sentiment was all-too-prevalent throughout 

America.  

 

Changes in Attitudes & Practices    

But these attitudes as well as the character of the 

Supervillain changed as time went by. As Gwee 
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stated: “Their (Superheroes and Supervillains) 

differences have become less essentialist: i.e. they 

are more a matter of choice or circumstance than of 

nature.”  

I analysed that particular trend earlier in Section 2, 

but this once again begs the question: how did this 

trend in comic books come about?  

It started once again during the Cold War period, 

when society started examining the area of 

circumstance-facilitated crime. In the aftermath of 

the brutal war crimes that American soldiers 

committed in Vietnam (Russell, 1967), people 

started seeing that committing an evil act of 

injustice can be borne out of circumstances such as 

the environment and obedience to authority 

(Kelman, 1989). And in the year 1961, one of the 

most controversial social experiments – the Milgram 

experiment - was carried out to examine whether 

authority could be a motivating factor to facilitate 

criminal acts such as torture and murder (Milgram, 

2001). The results of the experiment showed that 

many people, under the right circumstances, such as 

under the order of authority, would commit the 

heinous acts that society had previously thought 

only people of unsavoury character would do. 

Since then, society has taken a progressive role in 

reintegrating former criminals back into their 

communities (Walker, 1980). The perception that all 

criminals are naturally bad characters no longer 

holds true. Society recognizes that every individual 

is capable of good or evil, depending on the 

circumstances. As the Joker quips in the Killing Joke, 

“All it takes is one bad day.”1 

 

3.3 Moral Responsibilities  

 

Initial Expectations      

In Section 2, we saw that what society had initially 

expected of Superheroes was for them to be 

                                                             
1 See Fig 10. 

champions of the oppressed, using their powers or 

skills to do what the common man could not to 

dispense justice on the oppressor class.   

This early characterization was due to what the 

changes in society at that time. In the thick of the 

Great Depression, people had no money and lived in 

an environment where the common man was being 

exploited by the corruption and greed of politicians 

and businessmen, leading to an overwhelming 

feeling of fear and hopelessness on the ground. 

Correspondingly, what they expected of the early 

day Superhero was a defender of the weak, and it 

was fitting to expect these people to be 

one-dimensional instruments of justice and exist 

solely for the sake of distributing justice. That was 

the moral responsibility of Superheroes then. 

 

Changing Views       

In the 60’s, with the explosion of freedom of 

expression and the critical questioning of what 

formerly seemed obvious truths, society extended 

this sentiment to the area of Superheroes in comic 

books. Superheroes began to have personal missions, 

and did not exist solely to address society’s problems. 

As mentioned in Section 2, the issue of motivation 

became much more important, and the stories 

began exploring the non-Superhero persona behind 

the mask. That was one of the fundamental 

differences between the early comic book 

Superheroes and their more modern incarnations. 

They were ordinary citizens with their own lives in 

society first and foremost, and heroic protectors of 

the weak, implementers of justice second. Their 

moral responsibility was to their own 

self-actualization first, and then to society second.  

This moral issue of identity thus became important. 

Who were these people, what did they represent? As 

discussed in Section 2, Superheroes started 

representing social issues in society, such as the 

immigrant identity in America and the LGBT 

movement. The moral responsibility of Superhero 



77 

characters thus depended on them being 

representative of that cause through their similar 

identities (immigrants, mutants etc.) and 

championing it for those groups of people through 

their stories.   

But there were also further issues that developed 

with this culture, foremost of which was the 

ambiguity of who Superheroes should be first - 

which selves should come first. This was explored 

along with the question of whether people with the 

aptitude and ability to protect society should always 

prioritize being Superheroes over living their own 

lives.  

A Case Study: Spiderman 

brought up the example Section 2 of Spiderman, 

who often struggles to balance with his Superhero 

life with his personal life. This can be seen in an 

exchange between him and Mary Jane in Issue #428 

of The Amazing Spiderman.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 13. The Amazing Spiderman #428 

In this, we see the fallout of Spiderman’s fight with a 
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returning Doctor Octopus, with society being less 

than happy with Spiderman’s involvement in the 

incident, even going so far as to accuse Spiderman 

of provoking Doctor Octopus. Peter Parker’s refusal 

to go to a Toga party with Mary Jane because he 

could not envision himself partying and having fun 

while such a menace was out on the streets shows 

the moral dilemma Peter Parker faces between his 

life as an individual and his role as Spiderman, 

protector of the weak in society.  

Characters like Spiderman started exploring those 

issues - what it meant to be a Superhero and 

whether people with the power to do so have to 

assume the responsibility of protecting society. They 

showed that having a Superhero life was not easy as 

the people you were trying to protect 

might not be grateful all the time whereas you 

always felt you had a responsibility to them. 

Knowing the personal costs Superheroes took on 

made audiences more sympathetic towards 

Superheroes, who continue to sacrifice their time 

and personal lives for the sake of unappreciative 

societies. This can be seen in The Amazing 

Spiderman Issue #4.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 14. The Amazing Spiderman #4 

As Peter Parker walks through New York city, he 
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overhears the comments of several citizens: 

 

“Jonah Jameson writes that Spider-Man has 

no business trying to catch criminals by 

himself!  

“If you ask me, that’s right, who knows 

when Spider-man may turn against 

society?” 

“What would make a guy wear a goofy 

costume and run around chasin’ crooks? 

“I dunno, he must be a neurotic of some 

sort! Probably has delusions of grandeur!”  

 

This leads Spiderman to question his role, asking 

himself whether he really is helping society, whether 

society really wants him to be Spiderman, and 

whether it was even moral to do so.  

This was a defining aspect of the Spiderman 

character. He often had a love-hate relationship with 

society, and Parker's employer, Jonah Jameson, 

vehemently opposed Spiderman, calling him a 

public menace and sometimes even going as far as 

to plot against him (Daniels, 1995). It was not 

without cause however, as Spiderman’s rogue 

gallery consisted of many Supervillains who only 

existed because of him, such as Venom and Carnage. 

There were many innocent bystanders who were 

either maimed or killed as a result of their conflict 

and this made Spiderman question if he should just 

stop being a Superhero.   

Throughout the series, these questions are 

juxtaposed with Spiderman’s own idea of power and 

responsibility - that with great power came great 

responsibility. Throughout the series, even though 

society repeatedly turns its back on him, Spiderman 

holds on to the belief that, having been granted this 

power, he had to use it to help society. He felt that 

the people in society with the aptitude and power to 

protect it had a moral responsibility to do so. Peter 

Parker’s selfish desires should thus come second to 

Spiderman’s societal duty.  

What can be observed from Spiderman is the trend 

by which Superheroes were now depicted as 

uncertain moral actors. Was the character’s 

motivation behind being a Superhero right and 

moral? It no longer was as clear-cut as it was in the 

past that the choice to be a Superhero was a heroic 

and noble choice. Vanity and fame-seeking 

motivations were as conceivable as purely altruistic 

ones.  

As Spiderman states:  

 

“Can they be right? Am I really some sort 

of crackpot wasting my time seeking fame 

and glory? Am I more interested in the 

adventure of being Spider-man than I am 

helping people?” 

 

 

Section 4: CONCLUSION AND 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

4.1 Conclusion 

 

From this study, it can be observed that Superhero 

narratives in comic books indeed share a symbiotic 

relationship with society’s interpretation of justice 

and has consistently been used as a medium to 

explore society’s questions and doubts about justice.  

 

Section 2: Characteristics and its changes 

In Section 2, I analysed the characteristics of 

Superheroes in comics and how they evolved 

through the times to reflect changing social 

dynamics. But that begs the question: why has the 

Superhero medium in particular been used to 

express the changing views of society on themes of 

justice and morality? 

Gwee puts it as follows: “The Superhero genre relies 

primarily on the mode of fantasy. Its initial 

American popularity as stories for kids tied it to an 

excessive imagination of power, responsibilities, and 
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heroism that came with growing into adulthood. But, 

as the medium matured, this relation between child 

and adult naturally developed into something 

deeper, and more fundamental, in social dynamics. 

It took on the form of the relation between the weak 

and the powerful.”  

In the maturation of the medium, newer and more 

interesting questions were developed - such as what 

should be expected of the powerful in society, 

whether we should allow such power to run 

uncontrolled, whether we need such power in the 

first place, whether it is more harmful to allow such 

power to exist, and whether the Superhero 

character, as the ultimate avatar of power in society, 

could be the reason why society chose them to 

express its changing valuations of justice and 

morality. 

 

Section 3: Themes of justice in society and comic 

books 

In this Section 1 I analysed three issues: vigilante 

values versus the law, attitudes toward criminals, 

and the moral responsibility present in Superhero 

narratives.  

For the first issue, we saw how the inefficiency of 

the justice system lies in the state’s inability to 

properly enforce the law because of delays caused by 

bureaucracy and due process.  

But vigilantism also causes problems as the vigilante 

dispenses justice according to his own subjective 

idea of what justice should entail, and fails to take 

into consideration all sides of the story.  

The two ideas can never be reconciled, because the 

benefits that both provide are mutually exclusive 

(Bloom, 1999). The benefit of vigilantism is that it 

circumvents the delays in due process and 

inefficiencies of law enforcement and stops 

criminals from exploiting these inadequacies. The 

harm, however, is that there are certain nuances in 

criminal cases and a more thorough process is 

required to best resolve the issue for all parties and 

in that, the ‘harms’ of the bureaucratic process are 

actually beneficial to the people involved in the 

crime. Given these realities, which direction will 

society’s pursuit of justice likely take? 

Some might argue that more localized law 

enforcement and justice is on the cards, as seen in 

groups like the citizen-led neighbourhood watch 

(Helmut & Hawkes, 2007). With the pursuit of 

justice possibly taking such a direction, how could 

this be explored in Superhero narratives? Perhaps 

with society being more empowered and self-reliant, 

the Superhero may become more and more 

anachronistic. Future comic books might depict 

Superheroes struggling to remain relevant. Or 

perhaps Superheroes will always remain the 

ultimate avatar of power – maybe society will 

always feel incapable of achieving justice on their 

own, and will have to depend on a greater power to 

fight the battles that they deem themselves unable 

to. It will be interesting to note how society’s view 

on Superheroes may change as the ongoing pursuit 

for the ideal form of justice continues.  

On the second issue, of attitudes towards criminals, 

I found that as society became more accepting of 

criminals due to the blurring of the line between 

good and evil, more morally ambiguous characters 

appeared in the Superhero genre. This trend shows 

no sign of stopping and I would expect more 

conflicted and nuanced Supervillains in comic 

books.   

On the third issue, of morality, I discussed how 

society viewed a character’s choice to be a 

Superhero in the context of morality. Should it be 

expected of people with great power to use it for 

societal good? Or is the existence of such power 

posing a danger to society? We are seeing more and 

more people fearful of the existence of power in 

their society today, even if it is under governmental 

control. With calls for nuclear disarmament 

(Lawrence, 2003), it is clear that the world is 

leaning towards the idea that it is immoral for such 
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great power to even exist, much less be used. We 

might see this play out in the Superhero genre, in 

the form of more ‘self-doubting’ Superheroes who 

abstain from using their powers. 

 

4.2 Recommendations 

My first recommendation for further research 

would be an analysis into the myriad non-comic 

book mediums that Superhero narratives are now 

dominating. Movies, cartoons, TV shows and video 

games are telling more and more original stories 

about these characters, with many great creative 

minds in those mediums putting their own spin on 

Superheroes and their narratives.  

My second recommendation would be that of 

analysing the art direction of comic book 

Superheroes. The artistic themes in comic books 

play an important part in depicting the worlds in 

which the themes of justice and morality are 

actually explored. For instance, the Batman series 

utilized film noir elements, with unusual angles, 

distorted perspectives, and heavy shadows to create 

a dramatic air of tension and suspense throughout 

the story right from the onset (Wright, 2001). It lent 

an air of gravity and grittiness to the world of 

Batman, which is essential in exploring the themes 

of vigilantism. This can be analysed in conjunction 

with the evolution of modern art movements and 

their respective influences on the artistic style of 

comic books. The psyche of the artists and writers 

behind Superhero stories could also provide insight 

into the different themes and visual aspects across 

comic books, throughout the ages.  

The last recommendation I would make would be 

that of expanding the scope of research to beyond 

American comic book Superheroes. Although 

America can be considered the home of the 

modern-day comic book Superhero and the 

birthplace of the Superhero genre, it might be 

worthwhile to look at the superhero equivalents of 

other countries, and how the themes of justice and 

morality are explored in those mediums. Heroic 

characters in Japanese anime, from the early 

Astroboy to the more modern Samurai X, for 

instance, could be an interesting area of analysis and 

could yield significant insights about Japan’s own 

pursuit of justice and morality through the years, as 

well as how it has been expressed through a 

uniquely Japanese medium.  
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