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The hero equipped with powers superior to those of the common man has been
a constant of the popular imagi nation-from Hercules to Siegfried, from Roland to
Pantagruel, all the way to Peter Pan. Often the hero 's virtue is humanized, and his
powers, rather than being supernatural, are the extreme realization of natural endowments such as astuteness , swiftness, fighting ability, or even the logical faculties and
the pure spirit of observation found in Sherlock Holmes. In an industrial society,
however, where man becomes a number in the realm of the organization which
ha s usurped his decision-making role, he has no means of production and is thus
deprived of his power to decide. Individual strength, if not exerted in sports activities,
is left abased when confronted with the strength of machines which determine man's
very movements. In such a society the positive hero must embody to an unthinkable
degree the power demands that the average citizen nurtures but cannot satisfy.
Superman is not from Earth; he arrived here as a youth from the planet Krypton.
Growing up on Earth, Superman finds he is gifted with super-human powers. His
strength is practically unlimited . He can fly through space at the speed of light, and,
when he surpasses that speed , he breaks through the time barrier and can transfer
himself to other epochs. With no more than the pressure of his hands, he can subject coal to the temperature required to change it into diamond; in a matter of sec·
onds, at supersonic speed, he can fell an entire forest, make lumber from trees; and
construct a ship or a town ; he can bore through mountains, lift ocean liners, destroy
or construct dams; his X-ray vision allows him to see through any object to almost
unlimited distances and to melt metal objects at a glance; his superhearing puts
him in extremely advantageous situations permitting him to tune in on conversa·
tions however far away. He is kind , handsome, modest, and helpful; his life is dedicated to the battle against the forces of evil ; and the police find him an untiring
collaborator.
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Nevertheless , the image of Superman is not entirely beyond the reach of the
reader's self- identification . In fact, Superman lives among men disguised as the
journalist Clark Kent; as such, he appears fearful , timid , not overintelligent, awkward, nears ighted , and submissive to his matriarchal colleague, Loi s Lane, who,
in turn, despises him, since she is madly in love with Superman . In terms of narrative, Superman's double identity has a funct ion , since it permits the suspense
characteristic of a detective story and great variation in the mode of narrating our
hero's adventures, his ambiguities, his histrionics. But, from a mythopoeic po int
of view, the device is even subtle: in fact , Clark Kent personifies fairly typically the
average reader who is harassed by complexes and despised by his fellow men ;
though an obvious process of self-identification, any accountant in any American
city secretly feeds the hope that one day, from the slough of his actual personality,
there can spring forth a superman who is capable of redeeming years of mediocre

I: The structure of myth and the "civili:zotion"
of the novel
With the undeniable mythological connotation of our hero established , it is necessary to specify the narrative structure through which the myth is offered daily or
weekly to the public. There is, in fact , a fundamental difference between the figure
of Superman and the traditional heroic figures of classical and nordic mythology
or the figures of Messianic religions .
The traditional figure of religion was a character of human or divine origin, whose
image had immutable characteristics and an irreversible destiny. It was possible that
a story, as well as a number of traits , backed up the character; but the story followed
a line of development already established , and it filled in the character's features in a
gradual, but definitive, manner.
In other words , a Greek statue could represent Hercules or a scene of Hercules '
labors; in both cases, but more so in the latter, Hercules would be seen as someone
who has a story, and this story would characterize his divine features . The story has
taken place and can no longer be denied. Hercules has been made real through a
development of temporal events. But once the development ended his image symbolized, along with the definitive character, the story of his development, and it
became the substance of record and judgments about him. Even the account greatly
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must revive an old category particularly necessary when art abandons the terfavored by antiquity was almost always the story of something which had
happened and of which the public was aware.
One could recount for the nth time the story of Roland the Paladin, but the
lie already knew what happened to the hero. New additions and romantic embellidl
ments were not lacking, but neither would they have impaired the substance
myth being narrated . A similar situation existed in the plastic arts and the
of Gothic cathedrals or of Counter-Reformation and Renaissance churches.
had already happened was often narrated in moving and dramatic ways.
The "civilization" of the modern novel offers a story in which the reader's
interest is transferred to the unpredictable nature of what will happen and,
fore, to the plot invention which now holds our attention. The event has not
pened before the story; it happens while it is being told, and usually even
author does not know what will take place.
At the time of its origin, the coup de theiJtre where Oedipus finds himself guilty as
a result of Tiresias' revelation "worked" for the public, not because it caught them
unaware of the myth, but because the mechanism of the "plot," in accordance with
Aristotelian rules, succeeded in making them once more co-participants through
pity and terror. The reader is brought to identify both with the situation and with the
character. In contrast, there is julien Sorel shooting Madame de Renal, or Poe's
detective discovering the party guilty of the double crime in Rue de Ia Morgue, or
)avert paying his debt of gratitude to jean Val jean, where we are spectators to a coup
de thUJtre whose unpredictable nature is part of the invention and, as such, takes
on aesthetic value. This phenomenon becomes important in direct proportion to
the popularity of the novel, and the feui/Jeton, for the masses- the adventures of
Rocambole and of Arsene Lupin- have, as craft, no other value than the ingenious
invention of unexpected events.
This new dimension of the story sacrifices for the most part the mythic potential
of the character. The mythic character embodies a law, or a universal demand, and
therefore must be in part predictable and cannot hold surprises for us; the character
of a novel wants, rather, to be a man like anyone else, and what could befall him is as
unforeseeable as what may happen to us. Such a character will take on what we will
call an "aesthetic universality," a capacity to serve as a reference point for behavior
and feelings which belong to us all. He does not contain the universality of myth, nor
does he become an archetype, the emblem of a supernatural reality. He is the result
of a universal rendering of a particular and eternal event. The character of a novel is
a "historic type." Therefore, to accommodate this character, the aesthetics of the

of myth; this we may term the "typical."
mythological character of comic strips finds himself in this singular situahe must be an archetype, the totality of certain collective aspirations, and
he must necessarily become immobilized in an emblematic and fixed
which renders him easily recognizable (this is what happens to Superman);
since he is marketed in the sphere of a "romantic" production for a public that
s "romances ," he must be subjected to a development which is typical, as
have seen, of novelistic characters.

· The plot and the "consumption" of the character
Atragic plot, according to Aristotle, involves the character in a series of events,
reversals, recognitions, pitiful and terrifying cases that culminate in a catastrophe;
a novelistic plot, let us add, develops these dramatic units in a continuous and narrated series which, in the popular novel, becomes an end in itself. They must proliferate as much as possible ad infinitum. The Three Musketeers, whose adventures
continue in Twenty Years later and conclude finally in The Vicomte de Bragelonne
(but here intervene parasitic narrators who continue to tell us about the adventures
of the Musketeers' sons, or the clash between d'Artagnan and Cyrano de Berge rae,
and so on), is an example of narrative plot which multiplies like a tapeworm; the
greater its capacity to sustain itself through an indefinite series of contrasts, oppositions, crises, and solutions, the more vital it,seems.
Superman, by definition the character whom nothing can impede, finds himself
in the worrisome narrative situation of being a hero without an adversary and therefore without the possibility of any development. A further difficulty arises because
his public, for precise psychological reasons, cannot keep together the various
moments of a narrative process over the space of several days . Each story concludes
within the limits of a few pages; or, rather, every weekly edition is composed of two
or three complete stories in which a particular narrative episode is presented, developed, and resolved. Aesthetically and commercially deprived of the possibility of
narrative development, Superman gives serious problems to his script writers. Little
by little, varying formulae are offered to provoke and justify a contrast; Superman,
for example, does have a weakness. He is rendered almost helpless by the radiation
of Kryptonite, a metal of meteoric origin, which his adversaries naturally procure at
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any cost in order to neutralize their avenger. But a creature gifted with su
intellectual and physical powers easily finds a means to get out of such scrapes,
that is what Superman does . Furthermore, one must consider that as a
theme the attempt to weaken him through the employment of kryptonite does
offer a broad range of solutions, and it must be used sparingly.
There is nothing left to do except to put Superman to the test of several
cles which are intriguing because they are unforeseen but which are, however,
mountable by the hero. In that case two effects are obtained. First, the
is struck by the strangeness of the obstacles-diabolically conceived inventions,
curiously equipped apparitions from outer space, machines that can transmit
through time, teratological results of new experiments, the cunning of evil
lists to overwhelm Superman with kryptonite, the hero's struggles with creatures
endowed with powers equal to his , such as Mxyzptlk, the gnome, who comes
from the fifth dimension and who can be countered only ifSuperman manages to
make him pronounce his own name backwards (Kitpzyxm), and so on. Second,
thanks to the hero 's unquestionable superiority, the crisis is rapidly resolved and
the account is maintained within the bounds of the short story.
But this resolves nothing. In fact, the obstacle once conquered (and within
the space allotted by commercial requirements), Superman has still accomplished
something. Consequently, the character has made a gesture which is inscribed in
his past and which weighs on his future. He has taken a step toward death, he has
gotten older, if only by an hour; his storehouse of personal experiences has irreversibly en~arged. To act, then, for Superman, as for any other character (or for each
of us), means to "consume" himself.
Now, Superman cannot "consume" himself, since a myth is "inconsumable."
The hero of the classical myth became "inconsumable" precisely because he was
already "consumed" in some exemplary action. Or else he had the possibility of a
continuing rebirth or of symbolizing some vegetative cycle-or at least a certain circularity of events or even of life itself. But Superman is myth on condition of being a
creature immersed in everyday life, in the present, apparently tied to our own conditions of life and death, even if endowed with superior faculties . An immortal would
no longer be a man, but a god, and the public's identification with his double identity would fall by the wayside.
Superman, then, must remain "inconsumable" and at the same time be "consumed" according to the ways of everyday life. He possesses the characteristics of
timeless myth, but is accepted only because his activities take place in our human
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everyday world of time. The narrative paradox that Superman's scriptwriters
resolve somehow, even without being aware of it, demands a paradoxical
n with regard to time.

Temporality and "consumption"
The Aristotelian definition of time is "the amount of movement from before to
after," and since antiquity time has implied the idea of succession; the Kantian analysis has established unequivocally that this idea must be associated with an idea of
causality: "It is a necessary law of our sensibility and therefore a condition of all perception that preceding Time necessarily determines what follows."' This idea has
been maintained even by relativistic physics, not in the study of the transcendental
conditions of the perceptions, but in the definition of the nature oftime in terms of
cosmological objectivity, in such a way that time would appear as the order ofcausal
chains. Reverting to these Einsteinian concepts, Reichenbach recently redefined the
order of time as the order of causes, the order of open causal chains which we see
verified in our universe, and the direction oftime in terms of growing entropy (taking
up in terms even of information theory the thermodynamic concept which had
recurrently interested philosophers and which they adopted as their own in speaking of the irreversibility oftime) .2
Before causally determines after, and the series of these determinations cannot
be traced back, at least in our universe (according to the epistemological model
that explains the world in which we live), but is irreversible. That other cosmological models can foresee other solutions to this problem is well known; but, in the
sphere of our daily understanding of events {and, consequently, in the structural
sphere of a narrative character), this concept of time is what permits us to move
around and to recognize events and their directions.
Expressing themselves in other words, but always on the basis of the order of
before and after and of the causality of the before on the after (emphasizing variously
the determination of the before on the after) , existentialism and phenomenology
have shifted the problem of time into the sphere of the structures of subjectivity, and

Critique of Pure Reason , "Analytic of Principles ," chapter 2 , section 3·
See in particula r Hans Reichenbach, The Direction of Time (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California
Press, 1956) .
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discussions about action , possibility, plan, and liberty have been based on time.
Time as a structure ofpossibility is, in fact, the problem of our moving toward a
having behind us a past, whether this past is seen as a block with respect to our freedom to plan (planning which forces us to choose necessarily what we have already
been) or is understood as a basis offuture possibilities and therefore possibilities of
conserving or changing what has been, within certain limits of freedom, yet always
within the terms of positive processes.
Sartre says that "the past is the ever-growing totality of the in-itself which we
are." When I want to tend toward a possible future, I must be and cannot not be
this past. My possibilities of choosing or not choosing a future depend upon acts
already accomplished, and they constitute the point of departure for my possible
decisions. And as soon as I make another decision, it, in turn, belongs to the past
and modifies what I am and offers another platform for successive projects. If it is
meaningful to put the problem of freedom and of the responsibility of our decisions in philosophical terms , the basis of the discussion and the point of departure for a phenomenology of these acts is always the structure of temporality)
For Husser!, the "I" is free inasmuch as it is in the past. In effect, the past determines me and therefore also determines my future, but the future, in turn , "frees" the
past. My temporality is my freedom , and on my freedom depends my "Being-havingbeen " which determines me. But, in its continuous synthesis with the future, the content of my "Being-having-been" depends on the future. Now, if the "I" is free because
it is already determined together with the "1-that-should-be," there exists within this
freedom (so encumbered by conditions, so burdened with what was and is hence
irreversible) a "sorrowfulness" (Schmerzhaftigkeit) which is none other than "facticity." (Compare with Sartre: "I am my future in the continuous prospective of the possibility of not being it. In this is the suffering which we described before and which
gives sense to my present; I am a being whose sense is always problematic.")4 Each
time I plan I notice the tragic nature of the condition in which I find myself, without
being able to avoid it. Nevertheless, I plan to oppose the tragic elements with the possibility of something positive, which is a change from that which is and which I put
into effect as I direct myself toward the future. Plan, freedom, and condition are articulated while I observe this connection of structures in my actions , according to a
dimension of responsibility. This is what Husser! observes when he says that, in this
J. For the Sartrian discussion, see Being and Nothingness, chapter
4 - Ibid.
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"directed" being of the "I" toward possible scopes, an ideal "teleology" is established
and that the future as possible "having" with respect to the original futurity in wh ich I
already always am is the universal prefiguration of the aim of life.
In other words , the subject situated in a temporal dimension is aware of the
gravity and difficulty of his decisions, but at the same time he is aware that he
must decide, that it is he who must decide, and that this process is linked to an
indefinite series of necessary decision making that involves all other men.

4:

A plot which does not "consume" itself

If contemporary discussions which involve man in meditation upon his destiny and
his condition are based on this concept oftime, the narrative structure of Superman
certainly evades it in order to save the situation which we have already discussed, In
Superman it is the concept oftime that breaks down . The very structure oftime falls
apart, not in the time about which, but, rather, in the time in which the story is told.
In Superman stories the time that breaks down is the time ofthe story, that is, the
notion of time which ties one episode to another. In the sphere of a story, Superman
accomplishes a given job (he routs a band of gangsters); at this point the story ends.
In the same comic book, or in the edition of the following week, a new story begins .
If it took Superman up again at the point where he left off, he would have taken a
step toward death. On the other hand, to begin a story without showing that another
had preceded it would manage, momentarily, to remove Superman from the law
that leads from life to death through time. In t~e end (Superman has been around
since 1938), the public would realize the comicality of the situation- as happened
in the case of Little Orphan Annie, who prolonged her disaster-ridden childhood
for decades.
Superman's scriptwriters have devised a solution which is much shrewder and
undoubtedly more original. The stories develop in a kind of oneiric climate- of
which the reader is not aware at all-where what has happened before and what
has happened after appear extremely hazy. The narrator picks up the strand of the
· event again and again, as if he had forgotten to say something and wanted to add
details to what had already been said .
It occurs, then, that along with Superman stories, Superboy stories are told ,
that is, stories of Superman when he was a boy, or a tiny child under the name of
Superbaby. At a certain point, Supergirl appears on the scene. She is Superman's

UMBERTO ECO

• • • • • • ._''I ' - I ' J

cousin, and she, too, escaped from the destruction of Krypton. All of the events con·
cerning Superman are retold in one way or another in order to account for the pres·
ence of this new character (who has hitherto not been mentioned, because, it is
explained, she has lived in disguise in a girls' school, awaiting puberty, at which time
she could come out into the world; the narrator goes back in time to tell in how many
and in which cases she, of whom nothing was said, participated during those many
adventures where we saw Superman alone involved). One imagines, using the solution of travel through time, that Supergirl, Superman's contemporary, can encounter
Superboy in the past and be his playmate; and even Superboy, having broken the time
barrier by sheer accident, can encounter Superman, his own self of many years later.
But, since such a fact could comprise the character in a series of developments
capable of influencing his future actions, the story ends here and insinuates that
Superboy has dreamed, and one's approval of what has been said is deferred. Along
these lines the most original solution is undoubtedly that of the Imaginary Tales. It
happens , in fact, that the public will often request delightful new developments of the
script-writers; for example, why doesn't Superman marry Lois Lane, the journalist,
who has loved him for so long? If Superman married Lois Lane, it would of course be
another step toward his death, as it would lay down another irreversible premise; nevertheless, it is necessary to find continually new narrative stimuli and to satisfy the
"romantic" demands of the public. And so it is told "what would have happened if
Superman had married Lois." The premise is developed in all ofits dramatic implications, and at the end is the warning: Remember, this is an imaginary story which
in truth has not taken place. (In this respect, note Roberto Giammanco's remarks
about the consistently homosexual nature of characters like Superman or Batmananother variation on the theme of "superpowers." This aspect undoubtedly exists,
particularly in Batman, and Giammanco offers reasons for it which we refer to later;
but, in the specific case of Superman, it seems that we must speak not so much of
homosexuality as of"parsifalism." In Superman the element of masculine societies is
nearly absent, though it is quite evident in characters like Batman and Robin, Green
Arrow and his partner, and so on . Even if he often collaborates with the Legion of
Super Heroes of the Future--youngsters gifted with extraordinary powers, usually
ephebic but of both sexes- Superman does not neglect working with his cousin,
Supergirl, as well, nor can one say that Lois Lane's advances, or those of Lana Lang,
an old schoolmate and rival of Lois, are received by Superman with the disgust of a
misogynist. He shows, instead, the bashful embarrassment of an average young man
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in a matriarchal society. On the other hand, the most perceptive philologists have not
overlooked his unhappy love for Lois Lemaris, who, being a mermaid, could offer him
only an underwater menage corresponding to a paradisiacal exile which Superman
must refuse because of his sense of duty and the indispensable nature of his mission.
What characterizes Superman is, instead, the platonic dimension of his affections,
the implicit vow of chastity which depends on his will than on the state of things, and
the singularity of his situation. If we have to look for a structural reason for this narra·
tive fact, we cannot but go back to our preceding observations: the "parsifalism" of
Superman is one of the conditions that prevents his slowly "consuming" himself, and
it protects him from the events, and therefore from the passing of time, connected
with erotic ventures.)
The Imaginary Tales are numerous, and so are the Untold Tales or those stories
that concern events already told but in which "something was left out," so they are
told again from another point of view, and in the process lateral aspects come to
the fore . In this massive bombardment of events wh ich are no longer tied together
by any strand of logic, whose interaction is ruled no longer by any necessity, the
reader, without realizing it, of course, loses the notion of temporal progression .
Superman happens to live in an imaginary universe in which , as opposed to ours,
causal chains are not open (A provokes B, B provokes C, C provokes D, and soon,
ad infinitum) , but closed (A provokes B, B provokes C, C provokes D, and D pro·
vokes A), and it no longer makes sense to talk about temporal progression on the
basis of which we usually describe the happenings of the macrocosm .s
One could observe that, apart from the mythopoeic and commercial necessities
which together force such a situation, a similar structural assessment of Superman
stories reflects, even though at a low level, a series of diffuse persuasions in our cui·
ture about the problem of concepts of causality, temporality, and the irreversibility of
. events; and , in fact, a great deal of contemporary art, from joyce to Robbe-Grillet, or
a film such as Last Year at Marienbad, reflects paradoxical temporal situations,
whose models, nevertheless, exi st in the epistemological discussions of our times.
But it is a fact that, in works such as Finnegans Wake or Robbe-Grillet's In the
Labyrinth , the breakdown of familiar temporal relations happens in a conscious
manner, on the part both of the writer and of the one who derives aesthetic satisfac·
tion from the operation. The disintegration of temporality has the function both of
5· Reichenbach, pp. 36- 40.
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quest and of denunciation and tends to furnish the reader with imaginative models
capable of making him accept situations of the new science and of reconciling the
activity of an imagination accustomed to old schemes with the activity of an intelli·
gence which ventures to hypothesize or to describe universes that are not reducible
to an image or a scheme. In consequence, these works (but here another problem
opens up) carry out a mythopoeic function, offering the inhabitant of the contemporary world a kind of symbolic suggestion or allegorical diagram of that absolute
which science has resolved , not so much in a metaphysical modality of the world,
but in a possible way of establishing our relation with the world and, therefore, in a
possible way of describing the world. 6
The adventures of Superman , however, do not have this critical intention, and
the temporal paradox on which they are sustained should not be obvious to the
reader (just as the authors themselves are probably unaware of it), since a confused notion of time is the only condition which makes the story credible.
Superman comes off as a myth only if the reader loses control of the temporal
relationships and renounces the need to reason on their basis, thereby giving
himself up to the uncontrollable flux of the stories which are accessible to him
and , at the same time, holding on to the illusion of a continuous present. Since
the myth is not isolated exemplarily in a dimension of eternity, but, in order to be
assimilated must enter into the flu x of the story in question, this same story is
refuted as flux and seen instead as an immobile present.
In growing accustomed to the idea of events happening in an ever-continuing
present, the reader loses track of the fact that they should develop according to
the dictates of time. Losing consciousness of it, he forgets the problems which are
at its base, that is, the existence offreedom, the possibility of planning, the necessity of carrying plans out, the sorrow that such planning entails, the responsibility
that it implies, and, finally, the existence of an entire human community whose
progressiveness is based on making plans .

5: Superman as a model of "heterodirection"
The proposed analysis would be greatly abstracted and could appear apocalyptic if
the man who reads Superman, and for whom Superman is produced, were not

6. See Chapte r 1 of The Role of th e Reader.
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that selfsame man with whom several sociological reports have dealt and who has
been defined as "other directed man ."
In advertising, as in propaganda, and in the area of human relations, the absence
of the dimension of "planning" is essential to establishing a paternalistic pedagogy,
which requires the hidden persuasion that the subject is not responsible for his past,
nor master of his future, nor even subject to the laws of planning according to the
three "ecstasies" of temporality (Heidegger) . All of this would imply pain and labor,
while society is capable of offering to the heterodirected man the results of projects
already accomplished . Such are they as to respond to man's desires, which them selves have been introduced in man in order to make him recognize that what he is
offered is precisely what he would have planned.
The analysis of temporal structures in Superman has offered us the image of a
way of telling stories which would seem to be fundamentally tied to pedagogic
principles that govern that type of society. Is it possible to establish connections
between the two phenomena affirming that Superman is no other than one of the
pedagogic instruments of this society and that the destruction oftime that it pursues is part of a plan to make obsolete the idea of planning and of personal
responsibility?

6: Defense of the iterative scheme
A series of events repeated according to a set scheme (iteratively, in such a way
that each event takes up again from a sort of virtual beginning, ignoring where the
preceding event left off) is nothing new in popular narrative. In fact, this scheme
constitutes one of its more characteristic forms .
The device of iteration is one on which certain escape mechanisms are founded,
particularly the types realized in television commercials: one distractedly watches
the playing out of a sketch, then focuses one's attention on the punch line that
reappears at the end of the episode. It is precisely on this foreseen and awaited
reappearance that our modest but irrefutable pleasure is based.
This attitude does not belong only to the television spectator. The reader of detective stories can easily make an honest self-analysis to establish the modalities that
explain his "consuming" them . First, from the beginning the reading of a traditional
detective story presumes the enjoyment of following a scheme: from the crime to
the discovery and the resolution through a chain of deductions. The scheme is so

..

· ~. ~.J, VV/'\~ IVIJ\Vtt<ICKS

important that the most famous authors have founded their fortune on its very
immutability. Nor are we dealing only with a schematism in the order of a "plot," but
with a fixed schematism involving the same sentiments and the same psychological
attitudes: in Simenon's Maigret or in Agatha Christie's Poirot, there is a recurrent
movement of compassion to which the detective is led by his discovery of the facts
and which merges into an empathy with the motives of the guilty party, an act of
caritas which is combined with, if not opposed to, the act of justice that unveils
and condemns.
Furthermore, the writer of stories then introduces a continuous series of connotations (for example, the characteristics of the policeman and of his immediate
"entourage") to such an extent that their reappearance in each story is an essential
condition of its reading pleasure. And so we have the by now historical "tics" of
Sherlock Holmes, the punctilious vanity of Hercule Poi rot, the pipe and the familiar
fixes of Maigret, on up to the daily idiosyncrasies of the most unabashed heroes of
postwar detective stories, such as the cologne water and Player's #6 of Peter
Cheyney's Slim Callaghan or the cognac with a glass of cold water of Brett Halliday's
Michael Shayne. Vices, gestures, nervous tics permit us to find an old friend in the
character portrayed, and they are the principal conditions which allow us to "enter
into" the event. Proof of this is when our favorite author writes a story in which the
usual character does not appear and we are not even aware that the fundamental
scheme of the book is still like the others: we read the book with a certain detachment and are immediately prone to judge it a "minor" work, a momentary phenomenon, or an interlocutory remark.
All this becomes very clear if we take a famous character such as Nero Wolfe,
immortalized by Rex Stout. For sheer preterition and by way of caution, in the likelihood of one of our readers' being so "highbrow" as to have never encountered our
character, let us briefly recall the elements which combine to form Nero Wolfe's
"type" and his environment. Nero Wolfe, from Montenegro, a natur?lized American
from time immemorial, is outlandishly fat, so much so that his leather easy chair
must be. expressly designed for him. He is fearfully lazy. In fact, he never leaves the
house and depends, for his investigations, on the open-minded Archie Goodwin,
with whom he indulges in a continuous relationship of a sharp and tensely polemic
nature, tempered somewhat by their mutual sense of humor. Nero Wolfe is an
absolute glutton, and his cook, Fritz, is the vestal virgin in the pantry, devoted to the
unending care of this highly cultivated palate and equally greedy stomach; but along
with the pleasures of the table, Wolfe cultivates an all-absorbing and exclusive
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passion for orchids; he has a priceless collection of them in the greenhouse on the
top floor of the villa where he lives. Quite possessed by gluttony and flowers,
assailed by a series of accessory tics (love of scholarly literature, systematic misogyny, insatiable thirst for money), Nero Wolfe conducts his investigations, masterpieces of psychological penetration, sitting in his office, carefully weighing the
information with which the enterprising Archie furnishes him , studying the protagonists of each event who are obliged to visit him in his office, arguing with Inspector
Cramer (attention: he always holds a methodically extinguished cigar in his mouth),
quarreling with the odious Sergeant Purley Stebbins; and, finally, in a fixed setting
from which he never veers, he summons the protagonists of the case to a meeting
in his studio, usually in the evening. There, with skillful dialectical subterfuges,
almost always before he himself knows the truth, he drives the guilty one into a public demonstration of hysteria and thus into giving himself away.
Those who know Rex Stout's stories know that these details hardly scratch the surface of the repertoire of topoi, of recurrent stock situations which animate these stories. The gamut is much more ample: Archie's almost canonic arrest under suspicion
of reticence and false testimony; the legal diatribes about the conditions on which
Wolfe will take on a client; the hiring of part-time agents like Saul Panzer or Orrie
Carther; the painting in the studio behind which Wolfe or Archie can watch, through a
peephole, the behavior and reactions of a subject put to the test in the office itself; the
scenes with Wolfe and an insincere client--one could go on forever; we realize, at the
end, that the list of these to poi is such that it could exhaust almost every possibility of
the events permitted within the number of pages allowed to each story. Nevertheless,
there are infinite variations of the theme; each crime has new psychological and economic motivations, each time the author devises what appears as a new situation.
We say "appear"; the fact is that the reader is never brought to verify the extent to
which something new is told. The noteworthy moments are those when Wolfe
repeats his usual gestures, when he goes up for the nth time to take care of his
orchids while the case itself is reaching its dramatic climax, when Inspector Cramer
threateningly enters with one foot between the door and the wall, pushing aside
Goodwin and warning Wolfe with a shake of his finger that this time things will not go
so smoothly. The attraction of the book, the sense of repose, of psychological extension which it is capable of conferring, lies in the fact that, plopped in an easy chair or
in the seat of a train compartment, the reader continuously recovers, point by point,
what he already knows, what he wants to know again: that is why he has purchased
the book. He derives pleasure from the non story (if indeed a story is a development
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of events which should bring us from the point of departure to a point of arrival
we would never have dreamed of arriving); the distraction consists in the refutation
a development of events, in a withdrawal from the tension of past-present-future to
the focus on an instant, which is loved because it is recurrent.

7: The Iterative scheme as a redundant message
It is certain that mechanisms of this kind proliferate more widely in the popular
narrative of today than in the eighteenth-century romantic feuilleton, where, as
we have seen , the event was founded upon a development and where the character
was required to "consume" himself through to death . Perhaps one of the first
inexhaustible characters during the decline of the feuilleton and bridging the two
centuries at the close of Ia belle epoque is Fantomas. (Each episode of Fantomas
closes with a kind of "unsuccessful catharsis "; juve and Fandor finally come to get
their hands on the elusive one when he, with an unforeseeable move, foils the
arrest. Another singular fact: Fantomas-responsible for blackmail and sensational
kidnappings- at the beginning of each episode finds himself inexplicably poor and
in need of money and , therefore, also of new "action." In this way the cycle can
keep going.) With him the epoch ends. It remains to be asked if modern iterative
mechanisms do not answer some profound need in contemporary man and, therefore, do not seem more justifiable and better motivated than we are inclined to
admit at first glance.
If we examine the iterative scheme from a structural point of view, we realize that
we are in the presence of a typical high-redundance message. A novel by Souvestre
and Allain or by Rex Stout is a message which in forms us very little and which, on
the contrary, thanks to the use of redundant elements, keeps hammering away at the
same mean ing which we have peacefully acquired upon reading the first work ofthe
series (in the case in point, the meaning is a certain mechanism of the action, due to
the intervention of "topical" characters) . The taste for the iterative scheme is presented then a~ a taste for redundance. The hunger for entertaining narrative based
on these mechanisms is a hunger for redundance. From this viewpoint, the greater
part of popular narrative is a narrative of redundance.
Paradoxically, the same detective story that one is tempted to ascribe to the products that satisfy the taste for the unforeseen or the sensational is, in fact, read for
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exactly the opposite reason , as an invitation to that which is taken for granted, famil iar, expected . Not knowing who the guilty party is becomes an accessory element,
almost a pretext; certainly, it is true that in the action detective story (where the iteration of the scheme triumphs as much as in the investigation detective story), the
suspense surrounding the guilty one often does not even exist; it is not a matter
of discovering who committed the crime, but, rather, of following certain "topical"
gestures of "topical" characters whose stock behavior we already love. To explain
this "hunger for redundance," extremely subtle hypotheses are not needed. The
feuilleton , founded on the triumph of information, represented the preferred fare of
a society that lived in the midst of messages loaded with redundance; the sense of
tradition, the norms of associative living, moral principles, the valid rules of proper
comportment in the environment of eighteenth-century bourgeo is society, of the
typical public which represented the consumers of the feuilleton-all this constituted
a system of foreseeable communication that the social system provided for its
members and which allowed life to flow smoothly without unexpected jolts and without upsets in its value system. In this a sphere the "informative" shock of a short
story by Poe or the coup de theatre of Ponson du Terrail acquired a precise meaning.
In a contemporary industrial society, instead , the alternation of standards, the dissolution of tradition, social mobility, the fact that models and principles are "consumable"-everything can be summed up under the sign of a continuous load of
information which proceeds by way of massive jolts, implying a continual reassessment of sensibilities, adaptation of psychological assumptions, and requalification
of intelligence. Narrative of a redundant nature would appear in this panorama as
an indulgent invitation to repose, the only occasion of true relaxation offered to the
consumer. Conversely, "superior" art only proposes schemes in evolution, grammars
which mutually eliminate each other, and codes of continuous alternations.
Is it not also natural that the cultured person who in moments of intellectual
tension seeks a stimulus in an action painting or in a piece of serial music should
in moments of relaxation and escape (healthy and indispensable) tend toward tri umphant infantile laziness and turn to the consumer product for pacification in
an orgy of redundance?
As soon as we consider the problem from this angle, we are tempted to show
more indulgence toward escape entertainments (among which is included our
myth of Superman), reproving ourselves for having exercised an acid moralism on
what is innocuous and perhaps even beneficial.
\
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The problem changes according to the degree to which pleasure in redund
breaks the convulsed rhythm of an intellectual existence based upon the receotion~
of information and becomes the norm of every imaginative activity.
The problem is not to ask ourselves if different ideological contents conveyed by
the same narrative scheme can elicit different effects. Rather, an iterative scheme
becomes and remains that only to the extent that the scheme sustains and
expresses a world; we realize this even more, once we understand how the world has
the same configuration as the structure which expressed it. The case of Superman
reconfirms this hypothesis. If we examine the ideological contents of Superman stories, we realize that, on the one hand, that content sustains itself and functions communicatively thanks to the narrative structure; on the other hand, the stories help
define their expressive structure as the circular, static conveyance of a pedagogic
message which is substantially immobilistic.

8: Civic consciousness and political consciousness
Superman stories have a characteristic in common with a series of other adventures
that hinge on heroes gifted with superpowers. In Superman the real elements blend
into a more homogeneous totality, which justifies the fact that we have devoted special attention to him; and it is no accident that Superman is the most popular of the
heroes we talk about: he not only represents the forerunner of the group (in 1938),
but of all the characters he is still the one who is most carefully sketched, endowed
with a recognizable personality, dug out of longstanding anecdote, and so he can be
seen as the representative of all his similars. (In any case, the observation that follows can be applied to a whole series of superheroes, from Batman and Robin to
Green Arrow, Flash, the Manhunter from Mars, Green Lantern, and Aquaman up to
the more recent Fantastic Four, Daredevil, and Spider Man, where the literary "genre,"
however, has acquired a more sophisticated form of self-irony.)
Each of these heroes is gifted with such powers that he could actually take over
the government, defeat the army, or alter the equilibrium of planetary politics.
On the other hand, it is clear that each of these characters is profoundly kind,
moral , faithful to human and natural laws, and therefore it is right (and it is nice)
that he use his powers only to the end of good . In this sense the pedagogic message of these stories would be, at least on the plane of children's literature, highly
acceptable, and the same episodes of violence with which the various stories are
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interspersed would appear directed toward this final indictment of evil and the triumph of honest people.
The ambiguity of the teaching appears when we ask ourselves, What is Good? It
is enough to reexamine in depth the situation of Superman , who encompasses
the others, at least in their fundamental structure.
Superman is practically omnipotent, as we have said, in his physical, mental, and
technological capacities. His operative capacity extends to a cosmic scale. A being
gifted with such capacities offered to the good of humanity (let us pose the problem
with a maximum of candor and of responsibility, taking everything as probable)
would have an enormous field of action in front of him. From a man who could produce work and wealth in astronomic dimensions in a few seconds, one could expect
the most bewildering political, economic, and technological upheavals in the world.
From the solution of hunger problems to the tilling of uninhabitable regions, from
the destruction of inhuman systems (if we read Superman into the "s pirit of Dallas,"
why does he not go to liberate six hundred million Chinese from the yoke of Mao?) ,
Superman could exercise good on a cosmic level, or on a galactic level, and furnish
us in the meantime with a definition that through fantastic amplification could clarify precise ethical lines everywhere.
Instead, Superman carries on his activity on the level of the small cornmunity
where he lives (Smallville as a youth, Metropolis as an adult), and-as in the
case of the medieval countryman who could have happened to visit the Sacred
Land, but not the closed and separate community which flourished fifty kilometers from the center of his life-if he takes trips to other galaxies with ease, he
practically ignores, not exactly the dimension ofthe "world," but that of the "United
States" (only once, but in one of the Imaginary Tales, he becomes president of the
United States) .
In the sphere of his own little town, evil, the only evil to combat, is incarnate in a
species which adheres to the underworld, that of organized crime. He is busy by preference, not against blackmarket drugs, nor, obviously, against corrupt administrators
or politicians, but against bank and mail-truck robbers . In other words, the only visible
form that evil assumes is an attempt on private property. Outerspace evil is added spice;
it is casual, and it always assumes unforeseeable and transitory forms ; the underworld is an endemic evil, like some kind of impure stream that pervades the course of
human history, clearly divided into zones of Manichaean incontrovertibility-where
each authority is fundamentally pure and good and where each wicked man is rotten
to the core without hope of redemption.
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As others have said, in Superman we have a perfect example of civic consciousness , completely spit from political consciousness. Superman's civic attitude is perfect, but it is exercised and structured in the sphere of a small, closed community
(A "brother" of Superman-as a model of absolute fidelity to establish valuesmight appear in someone such as the movie and television hero Dr. Kildare).
It is strange that Superman, devoting himself to good deeds, spends enormous
amounts of energy organizing benefit performances in order to collect money for
orphans and indigents. The paradoxical waste of means (the same energy could be
employed to produce directly riches or to modify radically larger situations) never
ceases to astound the reader who sees Superman forever employed in parochial
performances. As evil assumes only the form of an offense to private property, good
is represented only as charity. This simple equivalent is sufficient to characterize
Superman's moral world . In fact, we realize that Superman is obliged to continue
his activities in the sphere of small and infinitesimal modifications of the immediately visible for the same motives noted in regard to the static nature of his ptots:
each general modification would draw the world, and Superman with it, toward
final consumption .
On the other hand, it would be inexact to say that Superman's judicious and
measured virtue depends only on the structure of the plot, that is, on the need to forbid the release of excessive and irretrievable developments. The contrary is also true:
the immobilizing metaphysics underlying this kind of conceptual plot is the direct,
though not the desired, consequence of a total structural mechanism which seems
to be the only one suited to communicate, through the themes discussed, a particular kind of teaching. The plot must be static and must evade any development,
because Superman must make virtue consist of many little activities on a small
scale, never achieving a total awareness. Conversely, virtue must be characterized
in the accomplishment of only partial acts , so that the plot can remain static. Again,
the discussion does not take on the features of the authors' preferences as much
as their adaptation to a concept of "order" which pervades the cultural model in
which the authors live and where they construct on a small scale "analogous" models
which mirror the larger one.
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