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Introduction 

My final project aspiration is to write a feature-length script (currently titled 
“Mars”), which will be set in a realistic universe that features the existence of 
super-powered individuals. However, this narrative isn’t aimed to consist of 
the usual superhero tropes, but is instead taking a more realistic view on the 
concept of superhumans. But the question remains. How to write a super-
powered narrative, that avoids or subverts the common superhero tropes? In 
order to further understand how to avoid these tropes, I began to research & 
analyse various different media materials. Such as; Television, Comics, 
Books, and Films. Eventually, I selected three separate type of content to 
analyse & process for this research. Which were; Heroes, Invincible, and 
Chronicle. I’ve analysed & explored each content, in terms of; narrative, 
characters, plot, twist, symbolism, and structure. 

Here’s What I've Learned 

1. No capes! 

One of the most obvious superhero tropes in the genre is the outfits. Every 
superhero (or villain) wears a costume that represents something about who 
they are. It could reflect an aspect of their ability, personality, or ideals. A 
traditional superhero wears a tight & colourful costume, that includes a mask, 
emblem, and cape. But this can also be done with regular clothing items as 
well.  

In the TV series Heroes, and 2012 film Chronicle. The outfits of the heroes & 
villains consisted of everyday outfits. One strong example being the 
antagonist of Heroes, Sylar. Who mostly wore black clothing throughout the 
first series to represent his own darkness & villainy. Clothing that people wear 
everyday are just as capable of reflecting the ideals & personality of the 
wearer, maybe even more than the ridiculous costumes worn in many 
superhero films & shows. And with more regular clothing for the heroes & 
villains, it allows the audience to see these characters as genuine people. 

2. A Straightforward Plot 

Many different forms of content in the superhero genre consist of over-the-top 
plots & characters. As the comic-book series Invincible proves. It’s narrative is 
set in a world of; aliens, superhumans, shady government agencies, demons, 
ghosts, warlords, alternate dimensions, time travel, and intergalactic conflicts. 
Like many other comic books that contain a superhero franchise. For a 
narrative that’s taking a more realistic approach to the world of superpowers, 
the story has to remain more down-to-earth 



This doesn’t mean that the narrative has to sacrifice any complexities such as 
plot twists, or character arcs. But rather keeping the story contained in a 
reality very close to our own. And a more realistic superhero story can take 
the time to focus on the most mundane things about daily life. It can 
occasionally focus on; insecurities, family, friendship, grief, and struggles. In 
the stories of Heroes, Chronicle, and Raising Dion, the audience is given a 
view into the lives of the main characters. Not showing them as mighty 
heroes, or sadistic monsters. But just human beings living similar background 
& issues like the rest of us. 

3.   Flaws 

A great deal of superheroes are written to be wise & noble paragons of justice 
& perseverance. Having barely any flaws in their characters. Whilst the 
villains are simply men or women corrupted by power, vengeance, or sadism. 
And like superheroes, they hardly get the chance to show any weakness in 
their characters. But if a super-powered story was to take place in a more 
realistic world, then that hero or villain would have to show weakness. The 
characters can’t be perfect, because none of us truly are in reality. The 
television series Heroes perfectly presents this fact, as it contains various 
characters with their own personal issues in terms of; morality, insecurities, 
confidence, addiction, identity, and loyalty. Super-powered characters can be 
prone to failure, lapse in judgement, temptation, or even become 
overwhelmed by a sense of defeat. It’s what makes them feel more real & 
relatable. 

4.   Keep It Personal 

A down-to-earth superhero story should consist of a narrative that's personal 
for the protagonist. Which in this case, would be the hero of that story. The 
goal, obstacle, antagonist(s), the big twist, and main threat could all have a 
direct connection to this protagonist. Maybe that protagonist has a more 
personal reason for trying to save a particular person, or they could have an 
agenda for confronting the antagonist. By doing this, more is added to the 
protagonist as a person. Presenting them with a journey that’s personal to 
them, and will also allow them to develop & progress. Maybe even improving, 
or moving on from their own character flaws. Overall, it fuels their own 
development. 

5.  The Importance of a Twist 

Having a twist occur later in the story is extremely essential. Because at a 
certain point in the narrative, just when you believe you understand 
everything in this fictional world. Suddenly, something is revealed. And that 
can come in many different forms. It could be a; betrayal, secret, or a death. 



And that gives the narrative its complexity. For Chronicle, the big twist was 
the death of one of the three protagonists. And because of that unexpected 
death, everything in the story begins to change. Undertaking a spiral. In the 
superhero genre, a twist is even more important. Not because it challenges 
the audience in what they know, but it can also challenge the protagonists. 
For a hero, a shocking revelation can have a tremendous impact for their 
character. Leading to them questioning their ideals or past, thus providing 
them with an obstacle to overcome. Or worse, the revelation causes the 
protagonist to regress back to their old ways & habits before they developed 
as a character. Once again, Chronicle acts as an example for this. Because 
after the death of the third protagonist, another begins to regress back to his 
old life of abuse & isolation. However, the protagonist can never truly return to 
that way of life. 

In terms of avoiding superhero tropes, the best course would be to invent a 
twist for the main character that doesn’t betray the realism of the story. It has 
to carry an impact for the hero (or villain) of the story, whilst remaining 
believable & emotional. This could be a family secret revealed, or a fact 
believed to be true exposed as a lie, or even a deep betrayal. Therefore, a 
twist is still possible for a more grounded superhero narrative, but the only if it 
remains loyal to the style of the story. 

6.   Not all super 

Sometimes, it’s quite important give some focus to the non-superpowered 
characters as well. Even if they don’t possess inhuman abilities, every 
characters has a part to play in every story, no matter how small. They're 
each capable of influencing the direction of the story. The Netflix series 
Raising Dion gave a strong amount of attention to Nicole (the mother), rather 
than her superpowered son, Dion. Along with several other characters that 
contribute towards the progression of the narrative, or character development. 
Which is why it’s vital to include ordinary characters and devote some time to 
see what part they have to play. Maybe even give them their own character 
arc. And by doing this, it also shows that this fictional world isn’t just thriving 
with superhumans, but with people living ordinary lives. And could be 
unknowingly having an influence on the hero & villain of the story. Thus, 
adding to the realism. 

7.   A Small Victory? 

And finally, there’s the third act of every superhero film. Where the hero beats 
the odds, stops the villain, and saves the entire world/universe. And when the 
dust settles, the hero can go home peacefully. But maybe that shouldn’t 
always be the case. In a realistic superhero story, maybe there should be 
consequences for whatever victory they achieve. 



In the Invincible comic series, some victories had fallout. Even when the bad 
guy is beaten, and their plan is foiled. There would often be consequences for 
that victory, which would later come back to haunt the hero. It could be that in 
confronting the villain, they trigger a sequence of events that changes the 
world for better or worse. Or that saving the lives of many, comes with a 
terrible cost. Which occurs in the third act of Chronicle, when Matt is forced to 
kill his cousin to save others. It’s a small victory, that has a devastating impact 
on that character. 

So as an alternatives in further separating a story from the superhero genre, 
there could be a consequence to whatever victory the hero achieves. 
Something that could impact the lives of all the main characters involved. 
Though they resolves a deadly situation, it comes with a cost that will affect 
them eventually. 

Conclusion 

From what I’ve learned so far, writing a realistic superhero story shouldn’t be 
about the conflict between hero & villain. Or earning the title of a superhero. 
Or the crisis that the hero is trying to prevent. It’s simply about that hero, and 
how they develop as a character. By taking the time to show their personal 
life, flaws, weaknesses, and obstacles. By showing that hero to be a human 
being like the rest of us. And that human being is undergoing a bizarre & 
impossible journey from being a nobody, to be a somebody. Not a superhero 
with a catchy name or emblem, but just somebody important in this fictional 
world. But what’s also important is that the narrative doesn’t entirely focus on 
that one protagonist. The antagonists, and secondary protagonists are just as 
worthy of focus & depth. Because even though the story strongly follows the 
protagonist, there are other character within the narrative that are essential, 
and may even be vital for the drive of the story. 

Finally, there’s the case complexity. An realistic narrative shouldn’t be too 
simple. That would render the protagonists journey bland & boring. Instead, 
there must be twists, revelations, conflict, depth, and development above all 
else. Not only would this make the narrative interesting, but also captivating & 
compelling for the audience. 
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