
Abstract

Comic books have long expressed socio–political concerns and objectives, 
regardless of their origin. This article examines the political appropriation 
of foreign comic book superheroes in Korea. By contemplating a range of 
examples of such forms of appropriation, I show that one and the same 
foreign superhero can represent different socio–political views, including 
anti–communism, orientalism, and patriotism. I argue that because they 
are associated with innocence, superheroes can be used to summon 
nostalgia and a strong sense of community, even among those who were 
unexposed or indifferent to them. This strong association with the local 
culture allows them to be politicized and stands in the way of the icons 
becoming truly transnational.1
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Introduction

Stories of superheroes are as old as religion, but in the form of comic 
books their history barely exceeds half a century. Although local heroes 
continue to exist and occupy a significant share of the market in many 
countries across Asia, the notion of a superhero has become increasingly 
associated with the imaginary universes created by DC and Marvel 
Comics. Icons of these universes have been known throughout Asia 
for some time. In 1949, Western superheroes began to circulate in Asia 
for the first time when National Periodicals (later DC Comics) licensed 
the Japanese publisher Shōnengahōsha–ban to publish translations of 
Superman.2 Similar licenses began to be issued in Indonesia in the 1950s,3 
and throughout the region from around the 1970s. In India, American 
superheroes would captivate local audiences too, but not before Muthu 
Comics had published translations of Britain’s The Steel Claw from 
1971.4 

Despite the fairly early date of these forms of cultural exchange, 
however, Western comics long abounded in ethnic stereotyping. Costello 
finds that around the time of World War II, the Japanese were commonly 
portrayed as “nearly subhuman.”5 On the cover of Action Comics 1:58 
from 1943, for example, Superman is depicted turning the presses for 
a poster with the slogan “Superman says: YOU can slap a Jap.” In a 
Batman television serial from the same year (dir. Lambert Hillyer), the 
black–caped crusader and his two–fisted assistant Robin protect America 
from the threat of the “fiendish, traitorous” Japanese foe Dr. Tito Daka, 
played by J. Carrol Naish. Apart from being anti–Japanese, the story is 
strongly anti–immigrant.6 In the trailer for the series, in which Batman 
“nips the most sinister of Nipponese plots,” Naish can be seen putting on 
a terrible Japanese accent while speaking with a stiff neck and his eyes 
nearly shut: “I am Dr. Daka, humble servant of his majesty Hirohita ... by 
divine destiny my country shall destroy the democratic forces of evil in 
the United States to make way for the new order.”7 DC Comics cleaned 
up the image of its heroes shortly after the war.8 Superman would do 
very well in Japan, even as a live–action television show in the 1950s; but 
in the 1970s, Japan began to produce animated TV superheroes of its 
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own.9 China, meanwhile, would continue to be depicted as a communist 
threat for decades. The Mandarin, for instance, the archenemy of Marvel 
Comics’ Iron Man–who was born out of his alter ego’s need to escape 
from the communist Vietnamese leader Wong– Chu–is a Chinese anti–
capitalist who in early stories worked for the Chinese communists.10 
Another example is DC Comics’ Wonder Woman 1:157 (Oct. 1965) in 
which the giant “Egg Fu” foe makes an attempt to take over the world, 
while mispronouncing every “r” as “l” in the process.11

In DC and Marvel comics the portrayal of overseas nations has 
steadily improved over the years, though foreign locations often remain 
mute settings. Stories set in Asia commonly feature a temple or a high–
tech building, with locals either speaking fluent English or making 
no attempt to communicate in any meaningful way at all. American 
superheroes therefore continue to be associated with the country’s 
foreign policy, which makes them a hard sell in countries such as China. 
In recent years this dilemma has been compounded by diminishing sales 
in the U.S., and this may be why in Action Comics 1:900 (2011) Superman 
renounces his U.S. citizenship explaining that he is “tired” of having 
his actions “construed as instruments of U.S. policy.”12 In China, where 
generations have grown up with Chinese and Japanese–style comics, 
subtle changes in the political views of their foreign heroes will have 
gone unnoticed. In Hong Kong, Pan–Asia Publications Ltd. brought out a 
range of DC comics as early as 1973; but in June 2013, protesters at the U.S. 
consulate rallied support for Edward Snowden carrying, among other 
things, placards with a mock image of U.S. President Barack Obama in a 
Captain America suit.13 

People may not immediately associate comics with politics or 
nationality, and indeed, many will enjoy them precisely because they 
are fictional and take their minds off the realities of daily life. But they 
remain closely tied to politics and the local culture. From the start of the 
Cold War, the two major superhero comic book publishers have, among 
others, made efforts to represent and address the entire gamut of social 
issues that began to ail America, including poverty, gender inequality, 
drugs and racism.14 This also applied to superhero comics, some of 
which also began to promote pacifism and anti–capitalism. The personal 
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struggles that the new generation of heroes faced in their everyday lives 
were as significant to the narrative as the evil they fought in costume: 
many tried to avoid being used for military purposes, many struggled 
to make a living, and many suffered from physical disabilities or social 
ineptitudes.15 Even so, superheroes remain strongly tied to warfare. They 
are attractive to governments because their narratives clearly distinguish 
good and evil and because they wield the power to solve international 
crises.16 What is more, the extraplanetary origin of many heroes makes 
them an objective arbiter to the cause, as well as a recognisable metaphor 
for the unstoppable power of either the military effort, or, as Dittmer 
posits, moral strength.17 

Despite their socio–political significance, studies of comic books are 
relatively few in number. The use of comic books to convey political 
ideologies may be obvious;18 but as a form of expression, scholars have 
largely ignored them, which may be because they are unfamiliar with 
them or, as Bongco argues, because they continue to be associated with 
“children, adolescents, and the sub–literate.”19 This article discusses 
the political appropriation of foreign superheroes in South Korea. 
By studying the ways in which Koreans have appropriated foreign 
comic book icons, I demonstrate how informal literature can embed 
political messages in the minds of its readership. In comics featuring 
foreign superheroes, in particular, the icons are appropriated to serve 
local justice. They sometimes require artists to reconceptualise their 
background and identity so as to increase their appeal with a local 
readership that is unfamiliar with either the mythical or everyday lives 
of the heroes,20 but mere translations often suffice. Whereas indigenous 
heroes tend to be tied to historical events, local myths or rituals, foreign 
superheroes may be appealing to local readers because they represent a 
degree of cosmopolitanism, albeit grounded in the cultural capital that 
the association with the hero’s country of origin generates.21 The appeal 
of foreign superheroes does not lie only in the soft power of their country 
of origin, but also in their representation of moral justice. When a foreign 
superhero from a politically opposing nation is employed, readers can 
imagine that rather than being co–opted, the character has switched sides 
and given up on the plight of the people in his or her country of origin. 
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What is more, because of the association of children’s toys and narratives 
with innocence, a superhero can summon feelings of nostalgia, and 
thus nationalism, even among those who were never attracted or even 
exposed to a particular character in the past. 

Stop the Invaders

In post–liberation Korea, Western culture held considerable appeal. Many 
Koreans dreamed of a modern, Western–style life with all the luxuries 
and personal freedoms associated. Presumably during and shortly after 
the Korean War, Koreans were introduced to Western comics featuring 
superheroes, soldiers and cowboys, as many such comics began to 
appear (in Korean) in the 1950s. Before August 1968, when the Korean 
Children’s Comics Screening Committee (Han’guk adong manhwa yulli 
wiwŏnhoe) was established, the South Korean military administrations 
had established system of censorship that urged artists to adopt anti–
communist symbolism and banned depictions of nudity and blood.22 In 
the 1970s the system of censorship was expanded; and in 1975 a Public 
Performances Screening Committee (Han’guk kongyŏn yulli wiwŏnhoe) was 
put in charge of the screening of entertainment, including animation. 
Already in 1951, however, the parody comic Kim Ilsŏng–ŭi Milshil (Kim Il 
Sung’s Den) appeared. Another anti–communist comic book that gained 
much popularity in the same year was Kim Sŏnghwan’s Tot’ori Yong-
sa (Private Misfit). Best known among the vehicles of anti–communist 
propaganda is, however, the 1978 animated feature Ttori Changgun 
(General Ttori, dir. Kim Ch’ŏnggi), about a boy growing up under 
North Korea’s cruel dictatorship. Products such as these did not simply 
depict the communists as evil; they also had communists expressing 
admiration for the South. In the feature Haejŏt’amhŏm Marin Eksŭ (Deep–
sea Exploration Marine X, dir. Kim Hyŏndong, 1982), for example, a 
senior North Korean military officer communist party is told off for 
admiring the enemy for having won the bid to host the 1988 Olympics.23 
Later anti–communist movies include Super Titan 15 (dir. Pak Sŭngch’ŏl, 
1983) and Robot King Sun Shark (dir. Pak Sŭngch’ŏl, 1985), about an evil 
communist foe who bears considerable resemblance to Kim Il Sung. The 
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latter opens with a live action 
classroom scene in which the 
teacher explains to her students 
that the North Korean regime 
poses a threat to the peace and 
stability of the nation.24

Several Western superhero 
comics  were  publ i shed  in 
Korea over the years, though 
judging by the quality of the 
drawing and inking, not all of 

them were reproduced under license. Superman was first introduced 
in 1953 in Yi Chonghyŏn’s comic book Hwasŏng–ŭi Ch’oin (Superman 
of Transformation). It would have been quite successful, as Yi used a 
redesigned version of the character for the anti–communist comic Choguk–
ŭi Samnammae (The Three Brothers from the Homeland) three years later. 
In 1960, another interpretation of Superman appeared in Kim Suyŏng’s 
Lucky Boy series of comic books. In 1970, KBS TV broadcast episodes of 
the American live–action Batman and animated Spiderman series,25 while 
illicit copies of Western superheroes continued to circulate. The Golden 
Bat character appearing in Kŏmŭn Pyŏl–gwa Hwanggŭm Pakchwi (Black 
Star and Golden Bat, dir. Han Hŏnmyŏng, 1979), for example, shares 
many visual characteristics with the original Batman character (see figure 
1) while curiously wielding Superman’s powers of flight, superhuman 
strength and invincibility. 

Copyright would not become a matter of concern for Korean comic 
book publishers until the 1980s. In 1979, the year in which MBC began to 
broadcast DC Comics’ Super Friends under the slightly more military title 
Syup’ŏ T’ŭkkongdae (Super Squad), a Syuup’ŏmaen T’ŭkkongdae comic was 
published that was amateurishly drawn and featured DC and Marvel 
Comics characters in the same storyline, many years before this was 
done by the companies themselves. In the early 1980s, having previously 
developed a large animation industry for the production of Japanese 
animation, Korean companies began to receive orders from Marvel 
Comics for the production of its animation.26 But as in Japan, the impact 

Figure 1. A screenshot from Black Star and 
Golden Bat showing the Golden Bat.
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of American superheroes 
remained marginal; manga 
and their Korean manhwa 
e q u i v a l e n t  h a v e  l o n g 
dominated the local market. 
Only recently have Koreans 
taken a more active interest 
i n  A m e r i c a n  s u p e r h e r o 
narratives due to the success 
of superhero blockbuster 
movies.

Marvel Comics considers 
South Korea a market with 
considerable potential. The 
growing interest in Marvel 
C o m i c s  a m o n g  K o r e a n s 
h a s  l e d  t h e  c o m p a n y  t o 
trial a story in the popular 
smartphone–ready scroll–
down format of webtoons 
from October 10, 2014. The 
series, called Avengers: Electric 
Ra in ,  i nc ludes  a  K or ean 
f e m a l e  c h a r a c t e r  n a m e d 
White  Fox ,  an  a t t rac t ive 
woman with silver–coloured 
long hair, a little eye mask 
and disproportionally large 
breasts, who has the ability 
to fly and can turn her hands 
into fiercely powerful claws. 
Created by Ko Yŏnghun , 
the character was recently 
adopted into the regular 
comic book team of Avengers 

Figure 2. A screenshot of the Avengers: Electric 
Rain webtoon showing White Fox.
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in the U.S.27 The nine–tailed fox legend on which it is based has a long 
history in Korea, as well as in the neighbouring countries of Japan 
and China. According to this, a fox that lives for a thousand years can 
turn into a creature that is able to freely transform into, for example, 
a beautiful woman, who often sets out to devour the heart or liver of 
young men. A horror movie, Kumiho, based on this premise was made in 
1994 (dir. Pak Hŏnsu), followed by an animated feature film called Yobi, 
The Five Tailed Fox in 2007 (dir. Yi Sǒnggang). Along with a range of TV 
dramas and comic books these products have served to keep the legend 
of the fox alive in recent years. 

On the webtoon’s Daum portal, the reactions to Ko’s deal with Marvel 
Comics have been mixed. While the majority of comments complained 
about having to pay for the webtoon, others expressed either excitement 
or concern over Marvel Comics’ involvement. 

On October 18, 2014, jes said, 
“Please stop this series ... Marvel Comics are going to start in Korea at 
your expense.”

On October 25, 2014, Yi Chŏnghwan responded, 
“The Avengers are really interesting. I have no idea why so many 
people are against it … Hang in there, Mr. Ko~.” 

On March 10, 2015 Paropogi said, 
“The artist doesn’t appear professional at all. I get that he’s not a 
Marvel fan, but if you’re going to do an official Marvel webtoon, then 
you’ve got to do some research and investigate. He just drew this 
after having seen the Avengers movie once. It’s like he was all too 
happy to give up on his own comic as long as he could be the first to 
draw a Marvel webtoon. I feel like screaming, but I’ll try to compose 
myself.”

And on March 25, 2015 Wizard of Oz commented, 
“Goodness ... Are they expecting me to pay for this rubbish ... ? Ha ha, 
even though the author himself may have made some requests to 
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Marvel Comics, he still didn’t make enough.”28 

It appears that few, if any, have publically criticised the company’s 
decision to select this particular character. As part of the American 
team of superheroes, White Fox symbolises the oriental stereotype of 
Asian women: spiritual, mysterious and over–sexualised.29 She reminds 
us of the character of Mantis, another Marvel Comics character. Born 
to a Vietnamese mother and German father, the martial arts specialist 
was introduced in issue 1:112 of The Avengers (June 1973), subsequently 
joining the Avengers. Even though her character was supposed to remind 
readers of the suffering of the Vietnamese people, she ended up being 
ranked 99 on the list of 100 Sexiest Women in Comics in 2011 before 
disappearing into obscurity.30  

Another among the anti–communist feature animations created in 
Korea is Robot Taekwon V (dir. Kim Ch’ŏnggi), first released in 1976. It is 
the story of a young man who manages to stop a mad scientist building 
a red empire with the help of the named giant robot and the martial 
art of Taekwondo, after which the former was named. The reference 
to Taekwondo followed the military government’s designation of the 
mart ia l  art  as  a  nat ional 
sport in 1971. This served 
to nurture an interest  in 
Taekwondo among young 
men, who would be trained 
in the sport  during their 
three years of mandatory 
military service as a means to 
defeat communists in hand–
to–hand battle.31 Although 
the character has since been 
regarded as one of Korea’s 
foremost heroes, stories of 
similar giant robots featured 
frequently in the Japanese 
manga and anime circulating 

Figure 3. An ad for the Golden Iron Man movie 
(Kyŏnghyang shinmun, Dec. 18, 1974, p. 3).
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in Korea at the time. Indeed, the producers of the movie may have been 
inspired by the success of another major animated feature produced 
in Korea, Hwanggŭm ch’ǒrin (Golden Iron Man; dir. Pak Yŏngil, 1968).32 
The more humanoid superhero in this feature was modelled after the 
protagonist of the Japanese hit movie Ōgon Batto (Golden Bat, dir. Hajime 
Sato, 1966), which opened in Korean cinemas in July of the same year.33 
An ad for the former emphasized that unlike Golden Bat, Golden Iron Man 
was not based on a TV series.34 In Korea, Golden Bat had been popular 
in the form of pulp novels at least since the mid–1950s, until an animated 
TV series broadcast by TBC in 1967 and 1968, which director Kim 
Ch’ŏnggi himself worked on for some time, started to build considerable 
anticipation for the full–length feature.35 

The Golden Bat was muscular, but had a golden skull as head and a long 
rapier in his hand. He would fly around in a large cape with a high collar–
Vukov compares the character to a “caped Phantom of the Opera” –fighting 
for justice both inside and outside Japan using his superhuman strength 
and invulnerability.36 A creation of Takeo Nagamatsu from 1931, Gold-
en Bat predated America’s major superheroes Superman and Batman. 

Figure 4. A kamishibai artist performing from the back of his bicycle (Japan, 1960). 
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In Japan, the adventures of Golden Bat had been popularised since the 
1930s by so–called kamishibai (paper drama) storytellers who drew stories 
on cardboards on the basis of popular movies, folklore and indigenous 
forms of theatre. The storytellers also existed in colonial Korea, where, 
among other things, they explained to children their duties as junior 
citizens of the Japanese empire.37

It is believed that the first giant “mecha” robot appeared in Mitsuteru 
Yokoyama’s 1956 comic book Tetsujin 28–gō (Iron Man no. 28), which 
is similar in design to the robot appearing in Golden Iron Man. Robot 
Taekwon V was modelled after Mazinger Z, which first appeared in 1969 
and provided the inspiration for Yoshiyuki Tomino’s 1979 animated TV 
series Mobile Suit Gundam. The latter developed the giant robot theme 
in the direction of a more realistic war scenario, away from the standard 
red, yellow and blue toy vehicles of its predecessors.38 Regardless of 
the scenario, giant robots have maintained their popularity on the back 
of a tradition of giant monster (kaijū) movies that began in 1954 with 
Tomoyuki Tanaka’s Gojira (Godzilla). Many of these giant monsters came 
to life following nuclear testing or environmental pollution, and would 
have been partially intended as a critique of the American bombing of 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki.39 Robot Taekwon V thus incorporated Japanese 
stylistic and narrative concepts. This is hardly surprising, not only be-
cause Korean animation studios had worked for the Japanese animation 
industry for years, but also because the majority of Koreans grew up 
reading and watching manga and anime.40 

Due to competition from television, Robot Taekwon V was not a 
financial success. It has nevertheless managed to maintain its presence 
in Korean popular culture and even inspired imitations of its own.41 A 
restored, digitalized version premiered at the Pusan International Film 
Festival on October 6, 2005. Two years later, giant 3–meter tall statues of 
Taekwon V began to appear throughout Seoul. And in January 2011, a 3D 
laser show set up at the Capitol building made it appear as though the 
dome of the building had opened up and the giant Taekwon had come 
flying down from it.42 Around that time, mock images of Taekwon V 
began to circulate on the Internet that showed him destroying Mazinger 
Z and other, similar Japanese robots on Tokto, the island Japanese right–
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wingers claim as part of the Japanese national territory.43 In 2013, the 
media widely reported on the plans of artist Kim T’aeshik to erect a giant 
statue of the robot on Tokto ahead of Independence Day to protest the 
allegations that Taekwon V was a copy of Mazinger Z. Although many 
people acknowledged that Taekwon V was modelled after Mazinger Z, 
an online poll conducted by the right–leaning Chosŏn ilbo (Korea Daily) 
on July 4 that year received a total of 141 responses, 85.1 percent of which 
supported the view that the allegations of plagiarism were unfounded.44 

Conclusion

Despite their shared interest in justice and their own outsider status, 
superheroes may well be the most political of all comic book heroes. They 
have special powers that allow them to solve major, even international 
issues; and they feature in narratives that clearly distinguish good 
and evil. An additional factor is that they are the product of artwork. 
Comic book characters can serve as icons of justice as long as they are 
fictional. When they are played by real–life actors, however, they risk 
becoming associated with a contentious public or strong national image 
and shedding their veil of innocence. Toy robot heroes like Taekwon 
V are largely intended for consumption by the younger generations, 
especially in South Korea; but they can nevertheless outperform other 
symbols of nationalism because they are also associated with childhood 
and innocence. Like Trojan Horses, they can convey serious political 
messages in an unassuming package. Schindler and Holbrook find that 
the cultural products which people develop a strong affection towards 
during their childhood tend to affect their preferences in adulthood. They 
note that strong affection is a determinant, and that movies and music, in 
particular, are able to elicit such a response.45 It is possible, however, that 
as with traditions, people who have never been exposed or attracted to 
certain cultural products in the past, can come to appropriate them as an 
intrinsic part of their community’s culture, their shared childhood, when 
they are strongly marketed in this way, or when their children come to 
express affection towards such products, or both. In the United States, 
the use of comic book narratives as a commercial marketing tool by 
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Baskin–Robbins (“Fun with Basky & Robin”) and Hostess in the past are 
two cases in point; they were not only intended for teenagers, but sought 
also to boost the nostalgic appropriation of their products among adult 
readers.46 It is possible for nostalgia to be idealist, and to incorporate the 
needs of the community at present. Boym says,

[N]ostalgia, in my view, is not always retrospective; it can be 
prospective as well. The fantasies of the past, determined by the 
needs of the present, have a direct impact on the realities of the 
future. Unlike melancholia, which confines itself to the planes 
of individual consciousness, nostalgia is about the relationship 
between individual biography and the biography of groups or 
nations, between personal and collective memory. While futuristic 
utopias might be out of fashion, nostalgia itself has a utopian 
dimension–only it is no longer directed toward the future. 
Sometimes it is not directed toward the past either, but rather 
sideways.47

Indeed ,  the contemporary needs of  a  group can lead to the 
reconfiguration of its past experiences. While rituals and their props 
can be used to support new traditions and thus serve the current needs 
of a collective,48 childhood fads such as Taekwon V can do the same for 
nostalgia.

It is easy to find examples of superheroes becoming glocalised and 
appropriated for local socio–political means. Finding examples of truly 
transnational heroes, however, is not. Comics and animation may not be 
expected to express socio–political concerns and objectives, but as I have 
shown they can be very effective in doing so. What is more, concerns 
over cultural and economic capital are likely to politicise efforts to make 
these heroes cross cultural borders. In 2004, Deepak Chopra, Chairman 
of the newly established Gotham Studios Asia that has been responsible 
for the creation of an Indian version of Spiderman, said, “The superhe-
roes of tomorrow will be cross–cultural and will transcend nationalistic 
boundaries.”49 But will Japanese ever regard a Japanese–speaking Robot 
Taekwon V as their hero, and will North Koreans some day embrace a 



Roald Maliangkay 62

captain dressed in the U.S.national flag after he has paid his respects to 
their supreme leader? It is highly unlikely. Many superheroes can fly, but 
few can cross national borders with such ease. 
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