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an
Tobacco remains a leading cause of global mortality and morbidity. Although the WHO Framework Con-
vention on Tobacco Control (FCTC) has helped to curtail advertising in many countries, the portrayal of
smoking in the media is still a concern. Previous research has highlighted high levels of smoking depic-
tions in noir comic books/ graphic novels. This research sought to explore the level of smoking portrayals
in noir comic books/ graphic novels from the world's two largest publishers of such texts, Marvel and DC.
This research also sought to explore differences in the rate of smoking portrayals between these publish-
ers given that the Editor-In-Chief of Marvel has openly stated he was largely ending smoking portrayals
in Marvel comic books/ graphic novels. Analysis revealed that Marvel noir comic books/ graphic novels
featured few images of smoking compared to noir DC publications. This difference was statistically sig-
nificant. This research suggests that key stakeholders can be highly influential in tobacco control. It also

suggests that Public Health and Tobacco Control advocates should seek out and try to work proactively

with the media.
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INTRODUCTION

Tobacco use remains the leading cause of prevent-
able morbidity and mortality globally, responsible
for over 8 million deaths per annum [1-3]. The WHO
has led the international response to this prob-
lem in the form of the Framework Convention on
Tobacco Control (FCTC) [4]. Article 13 of the FCTC
specifically addresses tobacco advertising, promo-
tion, and sponsorship [4].

However, although overt tobacco advertising is
now restricted in many countries, tobacco con-
tinues to feature in many forms of media, even if
not in the form of advertising. The prevalence of

tobacco advertising in various forms of media and
its impact on increasing youth smoking has long
been a concern of tobacco control advocates [5-16].
These concerns have included a focus on both
magazines [5-9], and links between Hollywood and
the tobacco industry [10,11,16]. A particular focus of
concern has been on the portrayal of smoking in
youth-oriented Superhero movies. The most bla-
tant example is probably Superman I, released in
1981, which featured Superman’s attractive love
interest as a smoker [16,17]. This movie featured
extensive product placement for Marlboro [16,17].
Numerous superheroes and villains have routinely



been depicted as smokers in comics for decades
n8al.

However, the use of superhero characters to pro-
mote or depict smoking is not universal. In 1980
the UK's Health Education Council launched a
multi-media initiative based on the character
Superman combatting a new villain ‘Nick O'Teen’
who attempted to lure children into smoking [19].
The advertising company Saatchi & Saatchi was
hired to support this initiative which involved a
range of materials, including TV advertisements,

posters, badges, and comic books (see Figure 1).

FIGURE 1. Saatchi & Saatchi's depiction of Superman as an
Anti-Tobacco Activist [19]
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It is important to note that graphic novel reading
is no longer confined to an adolescent and male
demographic and has expanded in recent years
[20-24]. The use of comic books/ graphic novels to
address health issues has also become common-
place. Such comic books/ graphic novels address a
wide number of health issues ranging from healthy
diets to HIV to cancer [25-37]. A notable use of
graphic novels to promote health may be seen in
the CDC's use of an imagined zombie pandemic
outbreak to promote emergency preparedness
among young adults [38]. However, evidence sug-
gests that this innovative initiative, although very
popular, did little to promote preparedness, and
may have led to a focus on firearms and weapons
[39-44].

Therefore, as well as serving to combat stigma, pro-
mote health, and raise awareness, comic books can
also depict, and potentially reinforce and promote
health-damaging behaviours [45,46]. One avenue
in which this has been researched is in relation to
smoking. Examinations of the issue of smoking
portrayals in graphic novels began with an exam-
ination of Japanese Manga novels [47-49]. More
recent examinations of graphic novels have noted
problematic levels of smoking in cyber-punk and
noir novels [50]. Noir novels are routinely based
on the sleazy and squalid underbelly of American
society of the late 1920s to 1950s as typically fea-
tured in the works of writers such as Hammett [51-
54], Caine [55-57] and Chandler [58-62]. There has
been a resurgence in the noir style in the media
in recent years [63-67]. Follow-up research specifi-
cally explored smoking portrayals in the noir genre
of graphic novels [68], and in texts associated with
drawing in the noir comic book style [69]. As well
as noting high levels of smoking portrayals in the
noir graphic novel style, this research also reported
higher levels of male portrayals of smoking, as well
as links between smoking and machismo and
smoking and sexuality [68,69]. Alarmingly, explicit
and specifically pro-smoking anti-health messag-
ing was also noted [69].

Many comic books and graphic novels were at
least nominally under the oversight of the Comics
Code and the Cigarette Advertising Code. However,
ample evidence suggests that these were ineffec-
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tive in preventing portrayals of advertising in comic
books [17,70-73]. Although industry-wide self-reg-
ulation may often be ineffective [74] , key stake-
holders can potentially influence issues [70-73].
Research on noir-themed comic books has high-
lighted the importance of working with industry to
reduce portrayals of smoking [69]. Groth has noted
how pivotal figures in the legislature and in the
comic book industry opposed smoking portrayals
in comic books (17,70-73). Of particular note is the
impact of the Editor-in-Chief of Marvel comics Joe
Quesada. Quesada effectively banned depictions
of smoking in the heroes and heroines of Marvel
publications in 2001, although villains could con-
tinue to be portrayed as smokers [71].

As noted above, there is a high level of tobacco por-
trayals evident in noir comic books/ graphic novels
[50,68] and associated materials [69]. In light of the
anti-smoking influence of one key stakeholder,
Quesada, this research sought to explore if there
was a difference between portrayals of smoking
in DC versus Marvel comic books/ graphic novels.
These two publishers dominate the comic book/
graphic novel market, accounting for over 75% of

sales [17].
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METHOD

The researchers searched online for titles of noir
comic books/ graphic novels published by either
Marvel Comics or DC. Sites searched included
the DC and Marvel company websites, Amazon,
and Google. Identified comic books/ graphic nov-
els were then examined for portrayals of smoking
as part of a quantitative content analysis [75-77].
Images were reviewed by both researchers and
discussed where uncertainty existed. Most pages
of a comic book/ graphic novel contain humerous
individual panels. These were examined and coded
by whether each panel featured any of the follow-
ing: one or more male smokers; one or more female
smokers; male and female smokers; other smokers
(e.g. Alien/ Robot); or negative portrayals of smok-
ing. A total of 22 noir-themed DC and Marvel comic

books/ graphic novels were identified [78-99].

RESULTS

Table 1 details the findings of the smoking content
analysis in the 11 DC comic books/ graphic novels
identified [78- 88]. The number of panels identified
featuring smoking is in DC publications is substan-
tial, ranging from 10 in Batman Noir: The Black Mir-
ror [83] to 198 in Watchmen Noir [78] (Mean= 42.4,
SD=53.2).

TABLE 1. Smoking Portrayals in Panels in DC Comic Books/ Graphic Novels

TITLE MALE FEMALE BOTH OTHER NEGATIVE TOTAL
Watchmen Noir [78] 160 33 5 0 0 198
Batman Noir: Eduardo

Risso Deluxe Edition [79] 32 10 0 0 0 “2
Batman Noir: The Killing

Joke [80] 14 0 0 0 0 14
Ma.dame Xanadu: Exodus 26 6 1 0 o 23
Noir [81]

Batman Noir: The Dark

Knight Returns [82] =0 0 0 > ° o5
Batman Noir: The Black

Mirror [83] 10 0 0 0 0 10
Batman Noir: The Court of

Owls [84] 16 0 0 0 0 16
Batman Noir: Dark Victory 4 0 0 0 ] 5
[85]

Batman Noir: Gotham by

Gaslight [86] 29 0 0 0 0 29
Batman Noir: The Dark

Knight Strikes Again [87] 2 0 0 0 0 2
Batman: Gotham Noir [88] 10 9 0 0 0 19
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TABLE 2. Smoking Portrayals in Panels in Marvel Comic Books/ Graphic Novels

TITLE MALE FEMALE BOTH OTHER NEGATIVE TOTAL
Weapon X Noir [89] 0 0 0 0 0 0
Wolverine Noir (I-IV Volumes) 0 0 0 0 0 0
[90]
Luke Cage Noir (I-1V Volumes) 9 o o 0 o 9
(o1
Punisher Noir [92] 2 1 0 0 0 2
Spider-Man Noir: Volume | [93] 2 0] 0 0 0 2
Spider-Man Noir: Volume Il [94] 0 0 0] 0 0
Spider-Man Noir: Eyes Without

1 1
A Face [95] ° 0 0 0
Iron Man Noir [96] 0 0 0 0 0 0
X-Men Noir: Mark of Cain [97] 0 0 0 0 0 0
X-Men Noir [98] 1 0 0 0 0 1

Table 2 details the findings in the 11 Marvel comic
books/ graphic novels identified [89-99]. The hum-
ber of panels identified featuring smoking in Mar-
vel publications is relatively low, ranging from O
across a range of sources [89-90,93,95-96] to 12 in
the 4-volume Daredevil Noir (Mean= 2.5, SD= 4.1).
Overall, men are far more likely than women to be
portrayed as smokers.

Asthe datawashighly skewed non-parametricanal-
ysis was conducted to explore differences by Pub-
lishing Company (i.e. Marvel or DC), and in terms of
gender. A Mann-Whitney U test was performed to
compare the number of panels depicting smoking
in DC versus Marvel comic books/ graphic novels.
There was a significant difference in the number of
panels portraying smoking between DC and Mar-
vel comic books/ graphic novels; z = -3.933, p <.001.
A Mann-Whitney U test was performed to compare
the number of panels depicting smoking by gen-
der in DC and Marvel comic books/ graphic novels.

There was a significant difference in the number
of panels portraying smoking between males and
females in the comic books/ graphic novels; z =
-3.234, p =.001. Examples of some of the smoking
imagery included in DC comic books/ graphic nov-
els is shown in Figure 2.

DISCUSSION

In line with previous research, this examination
identified highly problematic levels of portrayals
of smoking in DC noir comic books/ graphic nov-
els [50,68-69]. Such imagery was typically associ-
ated with male characters, which once again repli-
cates prior findings [50,68]. Given the popularity of
graphic novels, this finding is a cause for concern.
Such media may not only reflect smoking culture
but may also serve to reinforce and reproduce
smoking. This issue is important as although these
texts are increasingly read by older age groups, and

women as well as men, their predominant reader-

FIGURE 2. Examples of Smoking Imagery in DC’s Noir Comic Books/ Graphic Novels
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ship remains young males. However, an important
finding in this research was the significantly lower
levels of smoking portrayals in Marvel comic books/
graphic novels. As noted above much of this differ-
ence may be the result of a firm stance taken by the
Marvel Editor-In-Chief [71]. This finding suggests
that Public Health and Tobacco-Control advocates
should seek to identify and work with industry
stakeholders that may be open to health messag-
ing. In the meantime, comic books/ graphic nov-
els should be required to carry an age rating that
reflects not only complexity/ reading age, level of
violence, and sexual explicitness, but also portray-
als of issues such as smoking and alcohol and illicit

drug use.

Resumo

Tabako restas Cefa kalzo de tutmonda morteco
kaj malsaneco. Kvankam la Kadra Konvencio de la
OMS pri Tabakkontrolo (FCTC) helpis limigi reklam-
adon en multaj landoj, la portretado de fumado en
la amaskomunikilaro datire maltrankviligas. Antaua
esplorado elstarigis altajn nivelojn de fumbildigoj
en noiraj komiksoj/grafikaj romanoj. Ci tiu esplo-
rado sercis esplori la nivelon de fumaj portretadoj
en noiraj komiksoj/grafikaj romanoj de la du plej
grandaj eldonejoj de tiaj tekstoj de la mondo, Mar-
vel kaj DC. Ci tiu esplorado ankatl seréis esplori dif-
erencojn en la indico de fumaj portretadoj inter Ci
tiuj eldonistoj pro tio, ke la Cefredaktisto de Marvel
malkase deklaris, ke li plejparte finas fumajn portre-
tojn en komiksoj/grafikaj romanoj de Marvel. Anal-
izo rivelis ke Marvel noir komiksoj/grafikaj romanoj
havis malmultajn bildojn de fumado komparite
kun DC-publikajoj. Ci tiu diferenco estis statistike
signifa. Ci tiu esplorado sugestas, ke esencaj kon-
cernatoj povas esti tre influaj en tabaka kontrolo. Gi
ankal sugestas, ke defendantoj pri Publika Sano
kaj Tabakkontrolo devus serCi kaj provi labori proak-
tive kun la amaskomunikilaro.
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