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    INTRODUCTION


    WHEN IT COMES to heroes, we here at Smart Pop believe that Batman will always be superior to Superman. Not in terms of strength or sheer physical ability because, let’s face it, Superman has Batman beat in those areas hands-down. Superman has laser vision. He’s more powerful than a locomotive (do those even still exist?), can outrun a speeding bullet, and he can leap over a skyscraper in a single bound. And if that wasn’t enough, the guy can flipping fly! What were all the other heroes doing the day superpowers were being handed out? Smoking underneath the bleachers? Playing hooky? The man from Krypton is an alien, but even by extraterrestrial standards he is just too, too perfect: too powerful, way too golden-boy, saves-kitties-in-trees, All-American hero good. And that is precisely why he could never be as interesting or as appealing as Bruce Wayne.


    What can we say? We like ‘em flawed.


    If Superman is the archetypal hero personifying truth, justice, and the American-way, then Batman is the archetypal antihero. As Michael Spivey and Steven Knowlton write in their essay “Antiheroism in the Continuum of Good and Evil,” the caped crusader has no problem striking at his enemies from the shadows. That’s because the Batman is shadow; darkness—his parents’ murder, his own anger—is part of Bruce Wayne’s soul. What makes him special is that rather than hide from the night that turned his childhood into a tragedy he embraced it, turning it into a weapon for justice. This isn’t Superman’s style of justice; Batman’s version is slightly outside of the law, wrought by sometimes-questionable means. It is a justice that does not hesitate to step into the gray area between good and evil.


    This is the type of hero that fascinates us: the antihero, the character that is just a smidge too good to be labeled a villain even if their actions are sometimes indistinguishable from the bad guys. Antiheroes are compelling because they flirt with that magical, mythically distinct line between good and evil. But the idea that there is a line that simply separates the “bad guys” from the “good guys” is far too simplistic for this complex world, and definitely too dull for the purposes of a good storyline.


    Antiheroes know that they too, are monsters. As Susan Vaught reinforces through her repetition of Edward Cullen’s repeated warnings to Bella Swan in her essay on Twilight’s very dangerous boy, no matter how sparkly, attractive, and harmless these human-looking outer packages may seem, they aren’t. Edward is a “good” vampire, but he has killed and can kill people, easily. Dexter Morgan, as Joshua Gowin illustrates in his essay “Naughty by Nature, Dexter by Design,” kills dangerous criminals that the police often miss. But don’t get it twisted. At his core, Dexter is a dangerous serial killer, no matter how strong his moral code may be.


    Yes, the monster is alive and well in each of these antiheroes, but what is fascinating about this is that like Batman, each of these characters succeed by embracing their inner monster, harnessing it in order to effect justice. Nowhere is this truer than in the case of gun-slinging necromancer Anita Blake. As Alasdair Stuart shows in his essay “The Other Side of the Street,” Anita’s power over the dead is just the first of the ostensibly monstrous abilities she uses to protect the innocent. And though we are not so naïve as to believe that justice is always the primary aim of the antihero (as Mary Borsellino shows in the case of The Vampire Diaries’ Damon Salvatore), justice or some form of it often occupies a top spot on the list. This makes the antihero the best type of character to cheer for: a flawed, complex hero we can relate to, one who occasionally loses his or her way but never fails to do what needs to be done. No matter how brutal the task, antiheroes save the day in a manner that is not only entertaining, but often downright badass.


    The antihero is a complicated mix of good and evil. But the same is true for villains—or at least the best ones. Just as Superman isn’t compelling because he is too good, villains who are evil purely for the sake of being evil are less than appealing. As Adam-Troy Castro illustrates in “The Sixth Stage: On the Appeal of Arvin Sloane,” the best villains are the ones who, like antiheroes, exhibit a complex morality. It’s why we can empathize with Alias’ Arvin Sloane or, as Jennifer Crusie highlights in her essay on the importance of the outrageous villainess of Glee, laugh as Sue Sylvester body checks unaware students in the hallways of William McKinley High. It’s also why we could pity Supernatural’s Gordon Walker, as Amy Berner points out, even while acknowledging that he had to be stopped.


    These are villains that, above all, we can understand. They, like the antihero, speak to something in us that acknowledges that there is, as Michael Marano explains in his essay “Inner Demons, Outer Heroes, Outer Villains,” a potential monster within all of us. That is what Antiheroes: Heroes, Villains, and the Fine Line Between is all about. Examining the line between antiheroes and villains is as much about looking at what the hero and the monster have in common as it is looking at what separates them. Because the distinctions between the two are anything but neat and tidy . . . and we wouldn’t have it any other way.
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    THE SIXTH STAGE


    On the Appeal of Arvin Sloane


    Adam-Troy Castro


    
      Let’s start by discussing the villain. Not the outlandish archenemies of James Bond films, but the bad guys that truly terrify, affect, or attract us: villains like Shakespeare’s Iago, and Alias’ Arvin Sloane. What is it that appeals to us about Sloane? We flinch, repelled, at the things he’s done, even as we find ourselves feeling compassion for him, drawn in deeper by his personal tragedy. The answer, Adam-Troy Castro says, lies in his special brand of moral complexity—in the regret he feels for the necessity of the evil he commits. He is a bad guy who knows he’s a bad guy, and he is more monstrous—as well as more interesting—for it.

    


    SYDNEY BRISTOW MAY be the star of Alias, but for some of us the most compelling character is her nemesis Arvin Sloane: a cold, ruthless betrayer who commits some of the show’s most vile acts but remains tormented by a core of essential humanity.


    Why is he so fascinating?


    Because he’s the very best kind of villain.


    Stories that require villains, like (picking an example at random) fast-paced spy thrillers about pretty ladies who get sent on death-defying missions, only work to the extent that the villains make some kind of narrative sense. Few writers are talented enough to get away with villains who just skulk about, being evil and doing bad things, because they have some kind of deep, inborn personal love of sneering. Shakespeare did with Iago, whose malice toward Othello bears no explanation beyond, possibly, getting out of the wrong side of the bed every morning of his life; but come on, this was Shakespeare, and his refusal to provide an explanation has provided generations of academics with a form of full-time employment that consists entirely of arguing with each other about the precise species of bug Iago stored six inches up his intestinal tract.


    In practice, storytellers in need of villains need to pick theirs from a very short list of basic models, which we’re about to rank in order of increasing complexity. Make no mistake: all can be done well. (Iago may belong to the least promising category, but he’ll be remembered the longest.) But as types, some are more complicated than others, and the more complicated they are, the more potentially interesting they can be. Warning in advance that Arvin Sloane doesn’t make his own appearance until the end of the list, the categories now appear in ascending order of storytelling potential:


    STAGE ONE: VILLAINS WHO ARE BAD JUST BECAUSE THEY’RE BAD. The already-mentioned Iago fits into this simplest category, but so does the villain of so many James Bond movies, who is frequently something like an unspeakably wealthy industrialist who has nothing better to do with his money than set off World War Three so he can wipe out humanity and live in a palatial underground shelter with his mistress, private army and a large collection of Persian cats. Nobody ever asks such a fellow the obvious question, which is just what he believes he would get out of such a lifestyle change, or how he thinks he’s ever going to justify such a plan to his Board of Directors. He just wants to do it, that’s all: probably because he woke up on the same wrong side of the bed Iago did. He’s bad because he’s bad, and there’s no reason to even try to understand him.


    STAGE TWO: VILLAINS WHO ARE BAD BECAUSE THEY’RE CRAZY. This stage introduces an explanation, if only one that reduces the bad guy’s mania to a mere syndrome. An argument can be made for placing the aforementioned James Bond villain here, but I don’t think so: that guy is educated, cultured, civilized and sufficiently in control of his own noodle to maintain a fake British accent and become a connoisseur of fine wines. These guys, on the other hand, are just plain out of their minds, and operating from motives that would give the rest of us headaches to contemplate. Batman’s perennial nemesis, The Joker, is one. So is the typical villain in a typical serial killer story, whether Jason, Freddy or some other guy with a one-word frat-boy name. So is the fellow who kidnaps a pretty kindergarten teacher because he’s upset she didn’t like the finger painting he did at age five, especially if he’s actually older than her and she hadn’t even been born at the time. Make no mistake. All of these guys are bad. All of them are threats. But because the only explanation for them is that they’re nuts, there’s no reason to even try to understand them. They’re just forces of nature, wound up by wonky brain chemistry and pointed at anybody unlucky enough to stand in their way.


    STAGE THREE: VILLAINS WHO ARE BAD BECAUSE THEY WANT SOMETHING. In this stage, we first encounter characters whose motivations make some kind of rational sense. The silent-movie cad who tries to burn down the orphanage because he’s discovered oil on the land and doesn’t want to share it with the kids, the Old West cattle baron who tries to burn out the peaceful homesteaders so his cows can graze without too much exposure to hymns and gingham, and the soap-opera hussy who tries to ruin her best friend Janet’s wedding day so she can have the shirtless hunk Brad for herself. All of these people may be a tad greedy, not to mention woefully deficient in the morality department, but they also all operate with such understandable goals, which they all communicate in the clearest, most lucid terms, that they might all qualify for great careers in the U.S. Senate. They’re bad, they’re threats, they’re not nice people, but by God it is possible to see where they’re coming from. Not to mention where they’re eventually going.


    STAGE FOUR: VILLAINS WHO ARE BAD BECAUSE THEY’VE BEEN HURT. Now we add another element. These are people who might have been decent enough at one point in their lives, but who have been so grievously wronged that they’ve since cast aside all precepts of good and bad in order to indulge themselves in a huge, world-threatening snit. A typical example would be the origin once posited for Superman’s nemesis Lex Luthor: he was the future Man of Steel’s best friend in high school, until he lost all his hair in a chemical fire and vowed to become the enemy of all mankind. Aside from establishing that young Lex really needed to cut down on the caffeine, this model introduces tragedy into the mix in that we’re supposed to weep at the premise that Luthor would have been a noble benefactor of mankind had a minor loss experienced by millions of men every day not caused him to permanently (excuse me) wig out beyond all reason. In practice, a guy that tightly wound would have sooner or later thrown that kind of life-altering tizzy over something else, like a missed parking space, but that’s just him; most of the representatives of this category aren’t over-reacting on the same epic scale. Becoming the Phantom of the Opera, for instance, would make anybody a little bit cranky. And it’s not only possible to understand people of this ilk, it’s also conceivable to feel sorry for them. Because while they may be bad, they do, by God, present their case.


    STAGE FIVE: VILLAINS WHO DON’T THINK THEY’RE BAD. Stage Three introduced understandable motivation. Stage Four introduced tragic resonance. This stage introduces moral complexity. Iago aside, few people really get out of bed in the morning, look out the window and decide that they’re going to be the living embodiment of evil today. Most people do try to do the right thing, even if their version of the right thing is evil by our own standards. This stage would include the despot who wants to take over the world because he believes he can do a better job running it, the sniper in an enemy army who wants to put a bullet through your heart because you’re threatening his homeland, and the social worker who wants to take the children from the sympathetic family of performers because she thinks that foster parents would provide a better home. A villain of this ilk can be just as hissable as the one who twirls his moustache while threatening little Nell; after all, he does just as much damage. Some of the worst monsters in the history of the world were folks who thought they were doing the right thing. But this kind of villain gives us an opportunity denied us by most of the others we’ve seen: the chance to not only understand, and pity, but also to sympathize.


    Finally, there’s STAGE SIX: VILLAINS WHO KNOW THEY’RE BAD AND DON’T LIKE IT. This is the deepest, most complicated, most self-contradictory kind of antagonist for any storyteller to pull off, which may be one reason why so few storytellers make the effort. To reach this stage, a villain of this sort needs to have not only understandable motivation, tragic resonance and moral complexity, but the one last attribute, which makes all the difference: self-awareness. He is capable of committing acts of great evil as he pursues his concrete goals; he is driven to those extremes by reasons that may include grievous wrongs committed against him in the past; he believes that the ends justify the loathsomeness of his means; he will not stop, ever; but unlike the villains of the first five stages he also sees the damage he does, the pain he inflicts and the wreckage he leaves behind. He feels shame. Self-loathing, even. None of it stops him from continuing to commit the same sins all over again, whenever the situation warrants. None of it makes him any less dangerous or any of his crimes any more forgivable. After all, he doesn’t change. But there’s a reason he possesses a tragic dimension even greater than those demonstrated by villains who have been grievously wronged. He’s in hell, and he knows he’s sentenced himself there.


    Could there possibly be a better explanation for Arvin Sloane?


    [image: ***]


    Granted, Sloane’s dimensions were not always obvious. In the earliest episodes of season one, when he was just Sydney’s boss at SD-6, he seemed like any other sinister megalomaniac barking orders from behind a desk. He was well-played, of course, with Ron Rifkin’s cold presence, oily line deliveries and stubbled cheeks instantly marking him as the voice of moral corruption, and rendering him perfect as the guy you wanted Sydney to high-kick through a plate-glass window as soon as possible. And, of course, he cemented his position as the show’s premier hate-object in the very first episode when he ordered the assassination of Sydney’s nice-guy fiancé, Danny. The absolute dispassion with which Sloane gave his deadly orders, with little apparent concern for the well-being of the duped patriots under his command, furthered the initial illusion that this guy was just a two-dimensional sociopath and nothing else.


    Hindsight tells us differently. The very first indication of deeper currents appeared at the end of that pilot episode, when Sydney marched into his office and dropped what turned out the first of many Rambaldi artifacts on his desk. He’d already killed Sydney’s fiancé and ordered her assassination for trying to quit; he could have very well said, then, that she was still too unstable to be trusted and that her execution should go ahead as planned. Instead, he smiled and told her okay. At the time, it seemed a cold command decision: no reason to waste a valuable asset like Sydney while he can still get some use out of her. But those who return to this scene after seeing subsequent developments recognize something else: that he was genuinely relieved. He would have killed her without a second thought. But he likes her, indeed loves her like a daughter, and was happy to have her back.


    It’s only visible in hindsight. You need to watch the man at length in order to catch it. But it’s there, as messed up as Sloane himself.


    The man’s inner hell is visible in glimpses throughout the first season, notably in a monologue he delivered to Jack Bristow about the day he was walking along a D.C. street and caught the first glimpse of the darkness that would someday come to define his life. It was a powerful moment, offering Sloane at his most revelatory as a man who knows what he’s become and cannot help but be a little horrified by it. (Rifkin is especially fine here, but there’s even more subtle acting on the part of Victor Garber, whose listening Jack Bristow projects, without any notable change in facial expression, the sheer contempt he feels for Sloane at that moment.) There was another nasty development in which Sloane found himself obliged to murder a much-beloved friend who he suspected of betraying the Alliance, only to find, later on, that the friend had been innocent. Sloane was aghast at the crime he’d been manipulated into committing. One might even say he was sickened. But the path he’s on is paved with such betrayals, and this vivid reminder of the price didn’t change his behavior one whit.


    By far, however, the most substantial measurement of Sloane’s nature was his relationship to his dying wife Emily. We could see that his love for her was passionate and uncomplicated, that her illness was tearing him apart and that he had no little trouble reconciling his dread of losing her with his willingness to inflict the same kind of loss on people like Sydney. He became a warmer, more likeable person in Emily’s presence, and became warmer and more likeable toward Sydney when discussing their mutual relationship with her.


    At one point during what seemed to be the final stages of Emily’s illness, at a moment which may have been the closest Sloane ever comes to changing his ways, he even broke down in Sydney’s presence, telling her he appreciated all the friendship she’d shown his wife in this difficult time, then admitting he was sorry about what he’d had to do to Danny, and wishing he’d tried harder to find another way. Although some subsequent developments established that Sloane had been manipulating people to an unsuspected extent throughout his tenure with SD-6, this scene felt real. He did feel close to Sydney at that moment. He did love her for befriending his wife. He did regard her as a daughter. And even Sydney, who’s driven by her hatred for the man, could not help but respond. She found herself feeling sorry for him. And well she should have. It was, after all, a genuine moment of contrition, from a man feeling very real grief. We should also note that it’s worthless contrition, as even that moment of extreme self-awareness didn’t stop Sloane from later agitating, again, for the assassination of Sydney’s snoopy reporter friend Will Tippin. Sloane was sorry he broke Sydney’s heart by killing Danny. He did wish he had found another way. But given another chance, he targeted another of her friends. And midway through the second season, another: Francine. Self-aware he might be, but he will keep killing, and keep shattering lives, for as long as it serves his needs to do so. Even if he then feels bad about it.


    Emily’s story continued well into the second season, but its moment of greatest ironic impact occurred late in the first. That’s when Emily revealed to her husband that she knew all about his secret life, and SD6 directives indicated that this meant she should die. At this point, she had mere weeks left to her, and Sloane had to beg his superiors for the right to forgo the usual assassination to keep her quiet, in favor of the right to allow her a natural death. After passionate argument and desperate intrigues, he was finally granted this boon—only to find out that Emily’s disease had gone into an unexpected remission. There was no reason she couldn’t live a normal life—except that the deal he’d made now dictated that she should die anyway. As she embraced him in jubilation, we were treated to a close-up of this, the complicated emotions playing across Sloane’s face. Has there ever been a nastier example of a villain hoist by his own petard than at this moment when Sloane saw the impossible decision he was now condemned to make? And has there ever been a bad guy so deserving of a foul end, who so engaged our sympathies at a moment when karma repaid him with an irony even he didn’t deserve?


    His own choices had led him there.


    But now he’d taken his wife with him.


    The genius of this characterization is that, at season’s end, when Sloane slipped something into her drink, there was very real doubt about what was in it. Was he pulling a fast one to save Emily’s life? Or was he doing what he’d always done: the next logical thing? Even if it took him one step lower into hell? At that point, we didn’t know. We may have had our suspicions, but they were based more on what the show’s writers were likely to want than on any scruples Sloane might’ve been willing to entertain. For Sloane is capable of anything. His love for Emily is boundless. But so is his ambition.


    Midway through the second season, we learned that Sloane’s entire involvement with the Alliance was part of a larger ruse, aimed at obtaining the full power of the Rambaldi artifacts for himself. Part of his ruse turned out to be his hiding his knowledge of Jack and Sydney Bristow’s existence as double agents. He claimed to have known all along. This may well be true. But it doesn’t change the fact that, before and after that moment, he showed real concern over what they thought of him. From this point on, whenever circumstances placed him in the same room with them, he tried to justify himself, to make them see that he really cared about them. He believed it, too; he made these arguments even after he had proven himself an ongoing threat. It wasn’t just chicanery; he knew them too well to believe that they would be fooled by cheap lies. He probably even knew that nothing he could say to them would excuse the crimes he had committed against them in the past. He’s too smart not to know. But he had to say such things; had to justify himself. He really thinks he can.


    When, in the third season, he brokered an immunity deal with the CIA and became an international philanthropist, his attempts to broker forgiveness from Jack and Sydney intensified. He talked about his charity work. He told Sydney he considered her a daughter. He showed genuine concern over what Jack thought of him. He helped them out whenever he had a chance. Some of this was self-serving, of course; he still wanted the Rambaldi artifacts, and helping Jack and Sydney was the best way of accomplishing that. But, again, the attempts at emotional reconciliation seemed real. He cared about them. He had committed crimes beyond redemption against both, and will again, but his feelings remained palpable.


    The revelation, in the third season, that he secretly believed Sydney to be his daughter by Irina Derevko offers a partial explanation. Indeed, some long-time viewers, myself included, were awaiting the revelation of such a connection since the first season. He cares. He feels. Just not enough to give up whatever he believes the Rambaldi artifacts promise him. Note that when he did find his real daughter, his love for her was not enough to stop him from torturing her in the name of Rambaldi. He cried and agonized over the fear and pain he was putting her through, but he did not stop. He just apologized and explained, while taking yet another step into hell. His form of villainy is not about bad intentions. It’s about always being willing to take the next step, even if it makes him feel bad.


    No, there’s only one point, in the entire run of the series, when he acted like a conventional supervillain, and that was in the second season, when he ordered the hit on Dixon’s wife in retaliation for Dixon’s role in the death of Emily. The moment was dramatic enough, but it seemed out of character for him, somehow; it didn’t feel like him. This may be an odd thing to say, since Sloane had been ordering hits on the loved ones of his enemies since the very first episode. But it still seemed wrong. Examine the incident and you’ll see why. For Sloane, ordering the assassinations of Danny, or Will, or Francie, or even Sydney herself, are acts of sheer expediency. In no case is there anything personal; it’s just the kind of thing a man in his position has to do, that’s all. And it’s no more pleasant to him than murdering a friend of many years, or injecting his real daughter with Rambaldi’s formula. These crimes are just necessary steps in his big picture. Ordering a hit out of mere malice, even with Emily as provocation, didn’t advance his quest for the Rambaldi artifacts one iota; it was the worst possible sin, in Sloane’s moral universe. It was unprofessional.


    There remains one last issue: the similarities between Jack Bristow and Arvin Sloane.


    Jack is also a cold, ruthless killer, willing to do whatever’s necessary in order to further his goals. He’s as tightly controlled as Sloane and, we perceive, as tormented as Sloane; he rarely smiles, except with grim satisfaction, and it seems clear that he’s been emotionally shut down since Irina’s betrayal. Were it not for his much-repressed love for Sydney, he wouldn’t have an emotional inner life at all.
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