- CRITICAL FOCUS: Understanding Comics

~ Identification
in Comics
Jonathan Frome

identification is not an issue unique to
comics. Pecple that read text-only books
identify with characters in those storles,
and film audiences identify with movie
characters. What does the term "identifi-
cation” mean? It's oftenused ina conimon
sense manner; for example, we might say,
“Ireally enjoyed that story because }iden-
tified so strongly with the protagonist.”
Yet the meaning of identification is rarely
- discussed explicitly.

Two prominent,-modern ‘commenta-
tors have attempted to:move past intui-
tive senses of identificatipn and explicate
the issues surrounding the concept in
some detatl. Scott McCloud seens to be-
lieve thatidentificationisaprocessdeeply
ingrained in comics due to their use of
cartoon art. At the other end of the spec-
trum is Martin Barker, who believes that
identification isanempty concept withno
placein analysis of comics. In my opinion,
neither of these positions is satisfactory.
After | discuss these authors’ views of
identification, 1 will attempt to put forth
some first steps towards a coherent con-

- ception of the term.

Scott McCloud's Understanding Com-
ics is a seminal work for comics criticism.
Itis one of the first works in English that

“attempts to offer a comprehensive set of
theories for examining comics' formal el-
ements. {ts presentation 15 both acces-
sible and compeiling. In examinlng
McCloud's claims about identification, |
have sometimes found myself thinking
that I was unfairly criticizing McCloud for
falling to achieve something that he didn't
set out to do -—namely, write an academic

book of theory and evidence as we might
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“realistic” teve] of detail. in an-

WHY IS OUR CULTURE SO /& . |2
THRALL TO THE SIMPLIFIED
REALITY OF THE CARTOONZ

other sense, it seemns as real be-
cause all of the faces are equally
unreal. They are all only ink on
paper. The only reality that this
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expect from a university press. However,
I see onjy two solutions to the problem of
using McCloud academically. Either we
candismissMcCloud’scontribution,or we
can hold it to the same standard that we
would any other academic text. McCloud's
terms, frameworks and theories have en-
joyed such widespread acceptance that |
think at this point it is especially impor-
tant to move past their intuitive appeal

- and innovative nature to an critical evalu-

ation of their argumentative foundation.

McCloud seems to believe that identi-
fication occurs whenevera person reads a
comic, due to the nature of the drawing
within, He begins by talking about the
features of cartoon art, which is the style
most often used in comics. He puts sev-
eral representations of a face along a spec-
trum of detail, with a photograph at the
left, and drawings decreasing in detail as
they move toward the right. He says about
a very simplified face, “Why, then, is the
face above so accepiable to oureyes? Why
does it seem just as real as the others?”
(29) Does it seem as real? It's not clear that
it does. In some sense, it's not as real as
the others because it doesn't attempt a

context demands (the context of
discussing detail within Under-
standing Comics) is that these
drawings are recognizable as
faces. The context alsospeaksto
McCloud’s question about the
face’s acceptability, The face is
acceptable because, in this con-
text, it isn't called upon o do
anything but be identifiableas a
face.

The question of therole
of a drawing is central to
McCloud’s following gquestion,
“Whyarewe soinvolved?”(30}. By slipping
from the concept of acceptability to the
concept of involvement, McCloud has
shifted from the question of identifying
{or recognizing) a drawing as a face and
identifying with a drawing of a character.
McCloud asks about our involvement in a
panei with pictures of Charlie Brown,
Mickey Mouse, Bart Simpson and a Teen-
age Mutant Ninja Turtle. If we are at all
involved in these pictures, and it's not
clearthatwe are, presumably our involve-
nientis based on our previous interaction
with them in other forms. To those of us
familiar with them, these pictures repre-
sentcharacters fromstories. We have spent
time with these characters and know their
personalities. The fact that our response
to these characters goes far beyond their
simplified pictorial representation is
shown by the fact that you can have a
response to these characters based on
their names aione. Compare asingledraw-
ing of Charlie Brown and a single cartoon
drawing of a nameless boy with no story
context. | assume that no one would re-
spond as strongly, in terms of identifica-
tion, to the nameless cartoon. He is nota

AS WE CONTINUE
_TO ABSTRACT AND . M
SIHIRPLIAY QUR IMAGE,
WE ARE MQOVING FURTHER
AND FURTHER FROM THE
“REAL © FACE OF THE
PHOTO. 3

WHY,
THEN, IS THE

;gv so
ACCEPTABLE
TO QUR EYES?
WHY DOES IT
SEEM JUST AS
REAL RS THE
OTHERS?

character. He is simply a drawing.
As such, although we can identify
him as aboy, we have troubie iden-
tifying with him as a character,
McCloud believes, however, that
there is something inherent in a
simplified drawing that causes
identification. This is anover-privi-
leging of the static image. There
seems to be a simple reductio ad
absurdum to McCloud’s position
that identification is based in the
cartoonimage. Consider booksand
_film. Have you ever strongly iden-
tified with a character in a book or
movie? Have you ever seen acomic
that you haven't identified with? If
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-, then it is hard to maintain that identi-
fication is based in simplified images. My
argument assumes that identification is
an essentially similar process across all
media. lf not, then it's possible that draw-
ing styte underlies identification in com-
ics angd other things underlie it in filmand
books. There is little reason, however, to
think that identification’s essence is dif-
ferent across media, although it's reason-
able to think that different factors might
cause identification in different media. At
minimum, the burden would be on a
McCloud defender to give reasons why the
essence of the identification relationship
between the reader and a character would
be different in different media. Neverthe-
less, to continue our discussion of
McCloud, let's assume for the moment
that identification is essentially different
in comics than other media.

McCloud argues that we identify with
cartoons because they represent the way
we are physically self-aware. Let me set
out his argument before commenting. He
states, “When two people interact, they
usually look directly at one another, see-
ing their partner's features in vivid detail”
{35). “Each one also sustains a constant
awareness of his or her own face, but this
mind-picture is not nearly so vivid; just a
sketchy arrangement . . . A sense of shape
... asense of general placement. Some-
thing as simple and basic. ., as a cartoon,
Thus, when you look at a photo or realistic
drawing of a face. .. you see {t as the face of
another. But when you enter the world of
acartoon... you see yourself. [ believe that
this is the primary cause of our childhood
fascination with cartoons, though other
factors such as universal identification,
simplicity and the childlike features of
many cartoon characters also play a part.
The cartoon is a vacuum into which our
identity and awareness are pulled. . an
emply shell that we inhabit which enables
us to trave] in another reaim. We don’t just
observe the cartoon, we become it"" (36).
Here, McCloud moves very quickly. Bracket
for a moment what it means to “see your-

seif” in a cartoon. His
argument is that the
cartoon face is an ex-
ternal image that
somehow maps onto
your “mind-picture” of
yourself. This mind-
picture presumably
isp'tvisual, despite the
fact that McCloud pic-
torially represents

YOU XVOW YOU
SMILED BECAUSE
YOU TRUSTED THIS
MASK CALLED YOLIR
FACE TO RESPOND!

BUT THE FACE YOU
SEE N YOUR M/ND
IS NOT THE SAME A3

O7HERS SEE!

people’s mind-pictures - X
when heintroducesthe [ P>
term: When speaking, 1

WHEN TWO PEQPLE INTERRACT,
A7 ONE ANOTHER, SEEING TR
: vrvip

Eme;mu:?g:étg LOOK DIRECTLY
1R ‘S FEATURES IN
DETANL.

-t

EACH ONE 4280 SUSTAINS A CONSTANT AWARENESS OF KIS OR
HER OMW7V FACE. BUT 7A//S MIND-PICTURE IS NOT NEARLY 50
VIVID; JUST A SKETCHY ARRANGEMENT... A SENSE OF SHAPE
A SENSE OF GENERAL PLACEMENT.
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[ don't have a constant visual representa-
tion of my face in my mind. What is this
mind-picture, then? For the argument to
work, it must be simlilar to a cartoon, so it
must contain eyes and mouth. Try (his,
Close your eyes and keep your face stili
for a moment. Are you really more aware
of your eyes, nose, and mouth then you
are of your cheeks, ¢hin, and the back of
your neck? | belteve if we are more aware
of the former elements than the latter, tt s
only while we speak, because those are the
parts of the face that move when we speak.
if 50, then this mind-picture is simply a
tactile map of the motion of some of ouy
facial features during certain activittes.
McCloud says that the self-awareness of
our face is not based oh feeling our face
move, but on our trust that otr face will
respond as we intend (35). it's not clear
what this means, Trusting that our face
will respond cannot provide an awareness
of its actual features. [t's difficull to un-
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derstand in what this simplified mind-
picture consists If not tactile information:
McCloud tnfuses this timited set of infor:
mation with the responsibiiity of detér:
mining how we relate to cartoons.

There are 2 number of problems here:
Consider McCloud's clatm that in realistic
drawings we see the face of another, Why
would this be the case, when these draw-
ings include the basic elements that make
up our mind-plcture? Presumably, because
those drawings also Include other ele:
ments not in the mind-plcture, which pre-
vent a full correspondence between the
two. Yet most cartoons also Include ele-
ments that don't correspond L6 one’s ming-
picture. Mickey Mouse has huge ears that,
1 assure, no one has in their simplified
self-image. Yet Mickey Mouse 15 used here
as an example of a cartoon that draws us
In.

McCloud also distinguishes between
this process of seeing yourself in a picture
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| THE CARTOON 1S A

vacuim
INTD WHICH QUR
IDENTI7TY PWND
AWARENESS ARt
PULLED:.

. AN EAMPTY SHELL
THAT WE INHABIT
WHICH ENMABLES
Us TO TRAVEL IN
ANOTHER .

REALM.

WE DON'T JUST
'ERVE THE CARTOON,

WE BECOME 11/

reader identifies with different
characters to different degrees.

McCloud returns toidentification
and his theory of simplified im-
ageswhenexplainingwhathe calls
the maskingeffect. He states, “Sto-
rytellers in all media know that a
sureindicatorofaudienceinvolve-
ment is the degree to which the
audience identifies with a story’s
characters. And since viewer-
identificationisaspecialtyof.car-
tooning, cartoons have histori-
cally held an advantage in break-
ing into world popular culture.
On the other hand, no one ex-
pects audiences to identify with
brick walls or landscapes and in-

and what he calls universal identification.
Unfortunately, he never explains what he
means by either of these phrases. In de-
scribing how one sees oneselfin a simpli-
fied image, he uses concepts often associ-
ated with identification, such as projec-
tion, involvement and identity, so it is
confusing when he refers to universal
identification as distinct. McCloud also
says that the cartoon acts as a "vacuum
into which our identity and awareness are
pulled... we don't just observe the car-
toon, we become it" (36). Since his focus
here is on seeing yourself in a cartoon, it
seems he is attributing a cartoon's power
to pull in your identity to that process. If
so, one wonders how we could be so

~ deed, backgrounds tend to be
slightly more realistic” (42). The essential
features that trigger the masking effect
are realistic backgrounds and cartoony
characters. Note thatMcCloud's statement
is incredibly qualified: backgrounds tend
to be slightly more realistic. It's a claim
that is almostunfalsifiable without a com-
prehensive survey of comics. If we take
the panels shown as examples, however,
the clairmn seems reasonable. But what if we
look at actual comic stories? Although I'm
not suggesting that the masking effect is
never used, [ believe thatitisused far less
then its discussion would warrant. The
greatmajorityof comicspanelsi’ve exam-
ined have similar levels of detail in the
characters and background. Any specific

invested in a character
based simply on the cor-
respondence of limited
physical information
about our faces, regard-
less of other elements
that I believe most of us
would hold as more cen- [},
tral to ouridentities,such |} hlif B
as personality or social
relationships. Think
about the characters that
you have and haven't |-
identified with. Do you ||
identify more with those

thatlooklikeyou orthose g
that act like you? Finally, |
if the cartoon does act in
the way McCloud sug-
gests, it would seem that
the reader would iden-

ON THE OTHER HAND, NO
ONE EXPECTS AUDIENCES TO
IDENTIFY WITH BRICK WALLS
OR LANDSCAPES AND INDEED,

BACKGROUNDS TEND TO BE
SLIGHTLY MORE REALISTIC. iy

iy
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tify equally with every

characterdrawnin a simi-
lar cartoony style. Butthis
doesn't correspond wvery
well to commonsense
uses of identification, §||!
which suggast that a

-

set of examples risks being skewed. | thus
encourage you to look at a wide range of
comics yourselves, and 1 think you'll find
what | found. Consider Larry Marder's
Beanworld. The characters are very sim-
plified, and the background is as well (in
fact, it is almost non-existent in many
panels). Next, a modern Marvel or DC
superhero comic: a medium to high lewel
of detail in both backgrounds and charac-
ters. At the far end of the spectrum, con-
sider Masashi Tanaka's Gon. Extremely
detailed in both characters and back-
ground.

Yet McCloud himself later states that
many of his favorite artists use the mask-
ing effect very rarely. One wonders, then,
what the effect of masking really is. What
is the narrative implication of realistic
backgrounds and cartoony characters?
McCloud states: “This combination allows
readers to mask themselvesina character
and safely enter a sensually stimulating
world. One set of lines to see, another set
of lines to be.” As appealing as this final
summary is verbally (and the accompany-
ing drawing is visually), again large leaps
are being made. Is identifying with a char-
acter the same as masking yourself in
one? Would I mask myself in a cartoony
character | didn't identify with? Why do
you need the masking effect to "safely”
enter the world of the comic? Is there a
perceived danger in mentally entering the
world of a comic? If the masking effect
employs comics’ unique advantage over

other media in viewer
oz 21 identification, allowing

o the reader to engage the

comic in a deeper way,

we should expect comics
. thatdon’tuseittobe less
effective. In my reading
experience, that isn't the
case. Since many of
McCloud's favorite artists
don't use this technique,
we can assume that he
would agree that comics
canbe very effective with-
out it.

Although [ think that
most readers do identify
withcomiccharacters,i'm
not satisfied with
McCloud’s formulation.
McCloud’s discussion of
cartoon art points to a
possible factor in deter-
mining which characters
weidentify with; thatis,a
simple face might make
uschoose toidentify with
a character. [ don't be-

‘* e 7
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Hieve, however, that the essence of identi-
- Heation is projecting your identity be-
- .cause a simplified drawing matches your
- personal “mind-picture” of your face.
- Before I expand on my own notion of
. yentification, however, [ will discuss a
challenge to the concept of identification
by Martin Barker. in his books Comics.
ldeology, and Power and A Haunt of Fears,
Barker identifies a number of different
-ways critics of comics have centrally re-
- lied on the concept of identification. One
type of criticism involves the concept of
changing the reader through his identifi-
cation with a character. Consider some of
the common charges made against comics
" through history: they encourage violence,
they glorify crime, they promote harmful
stereotypes. If the content of comics is so
objectionable, the question naturally
arises, How is that content transmitted to
the reader?

The answer most commonly given is
"identification.” As Barker notes, the crit-
ics’ theary goes like this: first, the reader
identifies in some way with the characters
‘n;the books; second, the comic has an
specific effect on the reader through this

 process. So, for example, a critic might
suggest that if a child reads a crime comic
‘and/identifies with the criminal, his own
merals are at risk. Since the reader vicari-
ously experiences committing the crime
through his identification, and enjoys it,
he is at risk for immorality after putting
the comic away. Or, to use one of Barker’s
examples, a girl reads a romance comic
and identifies with the main character.
Since she vicariously participates in the
character’s worid and temporarily assumes
her values, after putting the comic away,
she may unconsciously retain a trace of

. He‘comic's harmful stereotypes.

" Note that the idea that the reader is
changed implies that the comics’ trans-

TS COMBINATION ALLOWS READERS TO

MASK THEMSELVES IN A
| CHARACTER AND ENTER A ssusu&dgsnmm:mm'gswgzm
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mitted content varies from the reader's
own beliefs. Identification is often said 10
be the mechanism by which the comics'
message overwhelms the reader's own
judgment. By vicariously participating in
the story, the reader's own Identity, ratio-
nality and values are said to be dimin-
ished. This is the reason that the comic
can succeed in affecting the reader. Yet
there is often no discussion of how {den-
tification works, what it consists of, or
how it actuaily leads to reader modifica-
tion.

Dr. Fredric Wertham, perhaps the most
famous comics critic, is one of the few
who explicitly address this issue and at-
tempt to theorize the process. In his book
Seduction of the Innocent, he writes:

Conscious imitation is only a small part
of the psychological processes initiated by
comic reading. Beneath is a kind of subcon-
scious imitation called identification. The
bridge of associations that link a ¢hild in
this way to a comic-book figure and causes
identification may be very slight. Actual
resemblance or logical comparison has
very little to do with identification. What is
important Is the emotional part of the
reaction. The child gets pleasure from por-
ing over what a crime comic-book figure
does, is emotionally stirred and identifies
himself with the figure that Is active, suc-
cessful, dominates a situation and satisfles
an instinct, even though the child may only
half understand what that instinct means.
{116)

Although Wertham's narrative attemptis
to flesh out identification slightly, it still
isn't that helpful in explaining the pro-
cess. Wertham does attempt to explaln
how the target for identification I3 cho-
sen: Children identify with characters
whose actions fulfift the child’s own emo-
tiona! instincts. But what does the identi-
fication consist of? Wertham calls it a

TOMICSIOURNAL

ONE SBT
LINES TO 3
ANOTHER SET OF
LINES TO &

“subtonsclous imitation®,
but it's not clear what is
being imitated. Accorg-
ing to Wertham's awn
narrative, the comic
character's actions and
attitudesaren't belng i
wated. Rather, in some way
notudequataly explained,
the child uses the charac-
ter to satlsfy an fustinet,
The nature of the identl-
fication s not clear, More
Importantly, there {5 no
explanation of how this
Identificationchanges the
child ina way that atfects
his actions once thecomic
is put down,

Barker notes that Maccoby & Wilson, {n
their landmark study, “ldentiftcation and
Observational Learning From Fiims," char
acterize tdentification In the following
way: We assume that when a viewer be-
comes absorbed in 8 dramatic production,
he identifies himself. at least momen-
tarily, with one or more of the characters.
By identification we mean thet the viewet,
in fantasy, puts himself in the place of a
characterand momentarily feets that what
Is happening 1o that character i5 happen-
ing to himself. in this process, we assume
thatalthough lie may reproduce vety littie
of the gross motor behaviour of i3 screen
character he does reproducecoverlly many
elements of the behaviour including the
emotions he attributes 1o the charactee, 5o

that when the character with whom he

identifies himself i5 in a dangerous situa-
tton, for example, the viewer feels fear,
and when the character escapes danger,
the viewer feels vicarious reliel, (76)

This explanation nicely complements
Wertham's in that it describes how identi-
fication can be sald to be based on Imita-
tlon: the reader imitates the emotions of
the character she Identifies with, Barker
notes a serlous problem with this explana-
tion, however. Often, we know something
that a character doesn't: for example, that
a klller (8 waiting around the corner, but
we don't wait to fee] fear until the charac-
ter does. We feel fear as scon 48 we know
that the character is in danger, whether or
not the character knows it Thus, It can't
bve fairly sald that our emotional response
to acharacter's situation s an [mitation of
the character's own emotions.

Based on the inability of this type of
commentary to offer a coherent theory of
identification, Barker clatms that, “The
concept of identlfication has no sclentific
validity as one for understanding the rela-
tionship between medla and audiences”

o0
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(CIP 109). This is a strong
claim, and Barker’s inclina-
‘tionto tossaside a concept
that has been so unthink-.
‘ingly used by comic critics -
‘iseasy to understand, par-
ticularly since the mecha--
nisms of identification
have rarely been explained
and the explanations that
doexistare sooften flawed.
‘Yet the presumption hasto
be that identification is
‘meaningful unless other-
wise demonstrated, since
it is so commonly used by
people to explain their re-
action to a work. Barker
offers some reasons for
dismissing the concepten-
tirely. He writes, “Presum- |

BUT WEWER
FARTICIPATION
IS ON THE VERGE
OF BECOMING AN
ENORMOU'S /SSUE
IN OTHER MEDIA.

ably, the more complete

“lidentification] is, the more

completely we 'take on’ the
attributes of the character
we are identifying with —

=

HOW COMICS
ADDRESSES THIS
ISSUE--OR /FANLS
TO--COULD PLAY A
CRUCIAL PART IN
DEFINVING THE ROLE
OF COMICS IN THE

NEW CENTURY.

~ be made on the other two.
I am unsatisfied with the
formulations presented
earlier..] think identifica-
tion is best understood as
the conscious or uncon-
scious decision to care
aboutacharacter’s welfare
asifitwereyourown. Thus,
there is no essential pro-
jection of yourselfinto the
character, or vice-versa, al-
though that may be a fac-
tor in the separate issue of
ckoosing whom you iden-
tify with. It is simply car-
ing strongly about the char-
acter. Some examples wili
show theadvantages ofthis
conception. We have all
identified with characters

that have been defeated,
humiliated, or killed in &

story. Thus, Wertham’s

notion that identification
is based in fulfilling the

including, presumably, any
seif-evaluationand rational judgment that
they exhibit” {CIP 109). Thus, to draw out
Barker's implication, if the character we
are modeling is rational and has a strong
sense of self, then the reader should show
similar qualities, which would prevent
him or her from heing unknowingly or
negatively altered by the comics’ content.
There are {wo problems with this. Flrst,
identification doesn't provide the reader
with a character’s abilities. | can’t fly sim-
ply because [ identify with Superman.
Similarly, we shouldn't expect a reader to
act rationally just because a character
does. If the critics areright that identifica-
tlon undermines a reader's sense of self,
then a character's strong sense of self
might motivate a reader to stand firm in
his identity, but wouldn't necessarily give
him the ability to do s0. The second prob-
lem is that Barker's argument only attacks
the idea that identification can alter a
reader for the worse. [t doesn't give reason
why the concept is theoretically empty,
per se. it is possible that identification
does exist but cannot have significant
effects on the.reader.

Barker then argues that without “those
assumptions about loss of self-awareness
or rationality, all we are left with is 'empa-
thy'. But ‘empathy’ has none of the power
which ‘identification’ claimed for ttself, to
demonsirate media influence” {CIP 109).
Yet Barker himsell has shown that empa-
thyisn't quite right either, since the reader
doesn’t feel:the emotions the character
feels; rather, the reader responds in her

0

own way to the character’s situation.
Maccoby and Wilson's earlier description
of identification is ambiguous regarding
this point.Recall their claimthatthereadet
reproduces “the emotions he attributes to
the character” with which he identifies,
Yet when expanding on this, the research-
ers ignore the character's emotions, say-
ing that the viewer feels fear or relief
based on the identified-with character's
situation, not his emotions. They've thus
switched from the reader reproducing the
character's emotions to the reader inde-
pendently responding to the character's
situation. The apparently more accurate
description of identification, the latter,
§sn't captured by empathy. Something
otherthan empathy or sympathy is occur-
ring whenidentification occurs. But what?

| am not so ambitious as to attempt to
present acompletely fleshed out theory of
identification in this article, but 1 will
make some comments. Discussions of
identification tend to conflate numerous
igsues in confusing ways. I think that it is

useful to break these issues into three

main questions. First, in what does the
identification consist? That is, how can we
bestdescribe what happens when we iden-
tify with a character? Second, what causes
areader toidentify withacharacter? Third,
what is the effect of identification on the
reader?

Presently, 'm most interested in the
first question: What is the essence of iden-
tification? This also seems to be the ques-
tion one must answer before progress can
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fantasy todominate seems
toonarrow. We have identified with movie
characters who are very detailed and look
nothing like us. McCloud’s theory can't
account for this. We feei emotions that
identified-with characters dow’t feel. Re-
call the situation in which we know sonie-
thing the character doesn’t: a killer is
around the corner. Thus, Maccoby &
Wilson’s notion of emotional imitation
seems inadequate. Finally, consider iden-
tification as viewers projecting them-
selves, in fantasy, into the character's
place in the fictional world. Although this
is fargely satisfactory, thereare situations
where the reader wants something for the
character that she would never want for
herself. For example, I might desire that
an identified-with character fulfill his
dream of becoming a concert violinist.
Through identification, ! can desire this
for him, even if L have no interest in being:
aconcert violinist. Hopefully, thisaccount -
of identification as simple caring for:s
character can form the basis for beginning
toaddress aspecificidentification's causes
and effects. Note that this description of
identification reverses the rhetoric of
the comics’ critics that claim identifica-
tion causes a diminished sense of self
and rationality. Identificationis notabout
losing yourself to a character, but about
expanding your identity to include the
character. In this way, hopefully we can
change talk about identification from
the transmission of harmful contentto2
sense of constructive engagement with
the text. +
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