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EFFECTS OF IDENTIFICATION WITH COMIC BOOK HEROES AND VILLAINS OF CONSUMPTION ON MATERIALISM AMONG
FORMER COMIC BOOK READERS

Russell W. Belk, University of Utah

ABSTRACT -

Although a recent content analytic study (Belk 1987) has found archetypal heroes and villains of consumption in American comic books since
the 1940s, it leaves unanswered the question of what the effect of these treatments may be on readers. The present study sought to
investigate such effects among current college students by measuring identification with these comic book characters and relating such
preferences to materialism traits. Results show expected negative effects on materialism for identifications with heroes of consumption, but
find a somewhat more complex relationship between villain identification and materialism.

COMIC BOOK HEROES AND VILLAINS OF CONSUMPTION

Heroes and villains are important for several reasons. As Klapp (1962) notes, heroes and villains are social types by which we pass
judgments on ourselves. They express cultural values by representing that which the society reveres as being admirable and desirable as
well as that which the society fears and considers to be deviant. McCracken (1988) speaks of a culture projecting its values onto a mythical
golden age of the past when life is imagined to have been ideal. Similarly, our heroes and villains allow us to encapsulate our values by
involving these reified social types in mythical battles where the "good" inevitably triumphs over the "evil".

Comic book heroes and villains are little different in these respects than the heroes and villains of Greek, Roman, Chinese, Christian, or
Muslim mythologies. They are one of the twentieth century American equivalents of the mythologies of tribal peoples of North America,
Australia, Africa, Melenasia, Oceanea, Polynesia, and elsewhere. But perhaps even more strongly than heroes and villains of older traditions,
comic book heroes provide role models that are potentially used by children in developing self images. Children and adolescents are the
primary audience for comic books, formerly reading them most heavily from about age 11 to age 14 (Berger 1971, Murrell 1952, Witty and
Moore 1945), but more recently from age 13 to age 18 (Anderson 1985, Sutin 1986). It is therefore likely that comic book heroes and villains
are especially influential in the development of values and attitudes among a particularly susceptible age group, although probably not as
susceptible as Wertham (1954) alleged in his early criticism of comic books.

The types of heroes and villains most commonly associated with comic books of years past are super virtuous, super strong super heroes like
Superman, Batman, and Captain Marvel and arch-villainous criminal opponents who are out to rule the world (Baker 1975). Less recognized,
but equally strongly characterized are what might be thought of as heroes and villains of consumption. Recent content analytic studies of
comic strips and comic books conducted by Kassarjian (1983, 1984), Spiggle (1985, 1986), and Belk (1987) all identify materialistic themes as
a major part of the content of these media. Belk (1987) found several prominent comic book series where such themes were strong enough
to form the basis for defining the heroism and villainy of the characters

Classification of Comic Consumption Characters

Based on Belk's (1987) qualitative and quantitative content analyses, the most prominent of these characters can be classified as shown in
Table 1. The heroes of consumption in these comics are unselfish, altruistic, intelligent, and hard working. The villains are selfish, greedy,
uncaring, spendthrifts who rely on luck, magic, crime, or unearned wealth instead of hard work. Although Uncle Scrooge was initially modeled
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after Dickens' Scrooge in A Christmas Carol, he is an ambiguous figure because on one hand he is avaricious, miserly, and exploitative (like
Dickens' pre-transformation Scrooge), but on the other hand he is hard working, intelligent, and occasionally kind (at least in the last respect
more like Dickens' post-transformation Scrooge). Mr. Lodge and Mrs. Rich are ambiguous because of inconsistent behaviors sometimes
altruistic and kind, sometimes acquisitive and ostentatious. And Fox and Crow are both ambiguous characters for reasons explained by Belk
(1987):

Fox was found to be four and one-half times more likely to act in a selfish than an unselfish manner, while Crow
was found to be more than seven times more likely to act selfishly than unselfishly. Fox shows that he is able to
achieve traditional success, but also shows a failing in continually wanting more. Crow shows admirable
cleverness and cunning, but ultimately fails because he is unwilling to adhere to traditional rules for achieving
success (Belk 1987, p. 31).

Like the crow in the fox and crow story from Aesop's fables, on which the series is loosely based, Crow is likable due to his cunning. He may
thus appeal to child readers because he overcomes (at least temporarily) the more powerful and adult-like figure of the Fox. But Fox is
likeable because he operates within the law and always "wins" by getting his revenge on Crow.

TABLE 1

CLASSIFICATIONS OF COMIC CONSUMPTION CHARACTERS

Effects of Comic Consumption Characters on Children

As Belk (1987) notes at the end of his content analytic study:

With such clear contradictions of values in these stories, readers have some clear value choices available to
them. The stories themselves emphasize a traditional and conservative set of American values, but they
depend upon readers identifying with the intended heroes. There is also a question of who reads these stories
and what effect such reading may have on their materialistic attitudes. These must remain questions for future
research (Belk 1987, p. 38).

If, for instance, readers identified more with the Beagle Boys in Uncle Scrooge than with Donald Duck or his nephews Huey, Dewey, and
Louie, the intended value messages of the stories have quite a different effect. Thus readers' liking of different potential role models among
these heroes and villains of consumption needs to be considered.

In addition, it should be possible to detect differences in materialistic traits of comic book readers who identify with different characters in
these stories. Since it is assumed that the consumption characteristics learned during childhood and adolescence should set a pattern for the
reader's behavior as an adult, we should still be able to detect differences in materialistic traits of adult readers who had different preferences
in comic book heroes and villains of consumption. These are the premises upon which the current study is based.

A STUDY OF FORMER COMIC BOOK READERS

The present study is based on a convenience sample of 129 undergraduate students from all majors and 154 MBA students at a major
Western U.S. university. Thirty-one percent of the undergraduates were female and the median age was 22. Forty-two percent of the
graduates were female and the median age was 27. Participants were asked to recall the extent of their comic book readership in the past.
The modal ages reported of heavy (6 or more issues per year) comic book readership were 8 to 15 for the undergraduates and 8 to 12 for the
graduate students. Because the results presented below are otherwise quite similar for graduates and undergraduates (and for males and
females), the samples have been combined.

Fewer than one-fourth of the combined sample disagreed with the statement, "There was a time when I read comic books every week." This
suggests that despite the decline in U.S. comic book circulations from 60 million issues per month in 1949 to 4 million per month before a
1980s rebound (Henry 1986), current college students were still frequent comic book readers. The figure is not too discrepant from figures
before the drop in popularity of comic books when 15 percent of children were found to be indifferent or hostile to this medium, compared to
37 percent who reported that they were loyal comic book fans (Wolf and Fiske 1949).

The participants reported whether they liked or disliked those of 50 specified comic book characters with whom they were familiar. For the
characters identified above as heroes, villains, or ambiguous characters (based on content analyses), results were as shown in Table 2. It
can be seen that at least two-thirds of those questioned were familiar with each of the characters in the Archie series and each of the five
major characters in the Uncle Scrooge Series. While more familiar characters were often better liked, this was not uniformly true. The results
instead indicate that participants generally prefer the comic book characters who were classified as heroes in the content analysis results
shown in Table 1. The sole exception is for the minor heroic character Freckles in the Richie Rich series, who is less well liked than the minor
villainous character Mayda Money. Because these were also among the least well known heroes and villains in these series, it may be that
the impressions of their likability is also less reliable than for others.

TABLE 2

PROPORTION LIKING FOCAL CHARACTERS IN FIXED ALTERNATIVE EVALUATIONS

It was not just that either wealthier or poorer people were uniformly more admired in these series. The wealthy Richie Rich and Uncle
Scrooge were seen more favorably than the wealthy Fauntleroy Fox, Reggie (Archie series), Reggie van Dough (Richie Rich series), Mayda
Money, Mr. Lodge, and Veronica. And the poor Archie Andrews, Betty, Jughead Jones, Donald Duck, nephews Huey, Dewey, and Louie,
Gloria Glad, and Peewee were seem more favorably than the poor Beagle Boys, Freckles, and Crawford C. Crow. The differentiating factors
instead seem related to how wealth is regarded, sought, and used. When the wealthy are hard-working, honest, altruistic, kind, and not given
to conspicuous or competitive consumption, the impression is most favorable. For the poor, the traits that seem to disqualify a character from
reader identification are greed, envy, and deceitful or dishonest pursuit of wealth. The humble poor are much more admired, just as it is the
humble rich are more admired. This suggests that perhaps we may be least comfortable when arrogance threatens the social structural
status quo that is otherwise preserved by the humility of all concerned.

The next question to be addressed is the effect of liking these various heroes and villains of consumption on materialistic traits in readers.
Because nearly half of the comic book characters studied were about evenly liked and disliked by the sample (40%60% liked and 40%-60%
disliked them), there was a good basis for paired comparisons of those who reacted to these characters positively and negatively. The
dependent measures employed in these comparisons were the materialism scale and subscales (envy, nongenerosity, and possessiveness)
developed by Belk (1985).

These scales have been found to have adequate levels of reliability and validity for exploratory research (BeLk 1984, 1985, Rudmin 1988).
They were further examined in the present study by having the graduate student sample indicate for a sample of 20 products and services
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which ones they thought the average American adult regarded as a necessity that they must have rather than as a luxury that they could
easily do without. Items included a car, a second car, a television, air travel one or more times per year,

TABLE 3

MEAN MATERIALISM SCORES FOR THOSE LIKING AND DISLIKING KEY CHARACTERS

three or more weeks vacation per year, a home computer, an audiocassette player, and a videocassette player. It was generally expected
that the number of items regarded as necessities would be positively related to materialism. Actual correlations were:

Overall Materialism r = .14 (p < .05)

   Envy r = .01 (NS)

   Nongenerosity r =-.02 (NS)

   Possessiveness r = .24 (p < .001)

These results are supportive, but indicate that possessiveness was the driving component of materialism that was related to tendency to
regard consumer goods as necessities. On the other hand, O'Guinn and Faber (1987) find that envy and nongenerosity are most related to
compulsive consumption tendencies and that compulsive buyers are not very possessive of their purchases. Together these studies suggest
that these materialism scales have some predictive validity and may be effectively compared among those regarding the consumption heroes
and villains of comic books either positively or negatively. These results are shown in Table 3.

Clearly those who reported liking consumption heroes were without contradiction less materialistic (and less envious, nongenerous, and
possessive) than those who disliked these characters. In part, it was also found that those who liked villains of consumption were more
materialistic than those who disliked these characters. This was true of the villains in the Archie series, but it was not true of the villains in the
Uncle Scrooge and Richie Rich series. Rather than those who liked these villains being more materialistic, they were less materialistic. It may
be significant that all of the latter villains (Gladstone Gander, the Beagle Boys, Reggie van Dough, and Mayda Money) seek to obtain wealth,
fame, or success through non-legitimate means (e.g., including theft, luck, and trickery). On the other hand, villains Veronica and Reggie from
the Archie series are portrayed negatively by the way they spend their wealth. They are thus more truly consumption villains rather than
production villains like the others. The fact that consumption villains are liked by materialistic people, while production villains are disliked by
these same people, suggests that only when consumption villains are appealing role models is greater materialism likely to result. Thus with
this admittedly post-hoc distinction between production villains and consumption villains, the results all make sense.

CONCLUSIONS

While caution is urged in making any causal inferences from these associational findings and this limited sample, the number of significant
differences in Table 3 suggests that there is a relationship between identification with consumption heroes and villains in comics and the
materialistic traits of former readers. Coupled with Belk's (1987) finding of socially desirable treatments of wealth in the story lines of these
comic books, there is some suggestion that these comic books may have a positive socializing influence on children, at least with regard to
materialism. Those who report that they liked the heroic consumption figures (i.e., those figures who were more hard-working, honest,
altruistic, kind, and not given to conspicuous or competitive consumption) scored lower on the materialism scale and subscales than those
who disliked these characters. The fact that those who instead identified with villainous or ambiguous characters were not generally more
materialistic than those who disliked these characters suggests that even when readers "misidentify" with intended villains, they are unlikely to
develop negative materialistic traits themselves.

The tentative conclusion that comic books featuring themes of wealth do not increase materialism and may instead decrease materialism
among readers, is no guarantee that these comics do not have other effects on consumers however. As noted by Belk (1987) in reviewing
the battles over material goods between Fox and Crow:

The value of the material goods over which Fox and Crow disagree--meals, radios, televisions, automobiles,
money, vacations, and other "prizes"--is never called into question (Belk 1987, p. 31).

Coupled with the weak correlations found in the present study between materialistic traits and the number of items thought by readers to be
"necessities", it may well be that the mere display and vicarious consumption of wealth in these comics serve to legitimize high level
consumption and reinforce an ever-expanding "standard package" of consumer goods (Riesman and Rosenborough 1955). This possibility
however awaits further research.
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