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Abstract 

There has been a recent increase in films that put an emphasis on villains and their motivations 

instead of just heroes. This practice adds a new perspective to this genre of movies which used to 

be a simple black or white as well as contributes to the villains’ fanbase. The study pinpoints the 

methods used to make viewers take an equal interest in villains as compared to heroes. In this 

paper, I researched what makes these villains and their respective movies different from previous 

films in this genre. From the results I found that the villains’ history makes a large impact as well 

as their motivations and their end goals. As a conclusion to these findings, I discovered that by 

understanding a villain’s perspective, audiences have grown to appreciate villains and even enjoy 

their time on the screen. 
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Tamera Sims 

Process Analysis Statement 

 I have watched anime since I was 6 or 7 years old and one thing that I appreciated about 

the shows I watched was that it was normal to give a brief insight into the antagonist’s 

background. I was so conflicted because I didn’t want to feel bad for them, it was easier to only 

care about the heroes. However, sometimes the heroes in the shows displayed compassion to the 

villains and would give them a chance to switch sides. This type of mindset was something that I 

was used to seeing in Japanese culture, but not in American films and therefore it was something 

different to audiences who weren’t used to this concept. So when I saw this transition of giving 

villains a platform to express their ideals and pasts, I was surprised and intrigued. 

 When I first thought of the idea of studying villains, the primary characters that I was 

thinking of were not the ones that I chose to write about in the end. Initially, I had wanted to 

include Maleficent because I really enjoyed her solo films. I eventually chose Thanos, Joker, and 

Killmonger because their films had a greater impact and were more praised by fans. Yet, I had 

many more villains to rule out before coming to this conclusion. At first, I considered some 

atypical choices for villains that were more like anti-villains. Anti-villains are defined as “a 

character with heroic goals, personality traits, and/or virtues who is ultimately the villain” (Anti-

villain). 

 One anti-villain that stood out to me was the government in Avengers: Civil War because 

in that movie, the government had pointed out that the Avengers destroy cities as they’re saving 

the world and wanted to regulate when and how much they get involved in fights so that there 

would be less damage. However, some of them didn’t want to be regulated or controlled so they 



rebelled. I really wanted to include this subject because I believe the government had a valid 

point. However, there wasn’t much more that I could take away from this antagonist compared to 

others. On the other hand, this led me to the topic of anti-villains and considering the goals of the 

villains. From then on, their goals and motivations were something I knew would be included in 

the final draft of my paper. This factor was so important to me because I felt that it really defined 

why some villains were worth covering over others. This brought me to the question of whether 

or not the end justifies the means. I tried to do research, but there was no conclusive answer. 

Most people just applied the question to a specific work that they studied and therefore, I had to 

answer it myself to the best of my abilities. 

 A villain’s backstory plays a large role in their likeability because the audience can 

understand their perspective so with the new Joker movie, Arthur Fleck was a strong example to 

use in my thesis. While his intentions were nowhere near good, his depressing backstory  of how 

he became the Joker is what made him a final contender in my thesis. On the other hand,  Thanos 

didn’t have as much of a backstory in the films as he did in the comic books that he was featured 

in, but his motivations are what brought me to the conclusion to use this villain. Finally, I felt 

that Killmonger embodied the key topics with his backstory and noble goals.  

 As I began writing my thesis, I started to lose motivation because I couldn’t think of a 

thesis question that I could answer with what I was writing about. I just wanted to talk about 

villains and how they’re more interesting and getting their own movies. I couldn’t just say 

“What’s cool about villains?” I had watched some videos that I found of YouTubers and movie 

critics describing the evolution of villains and how they are a reflection of current times. I 

realized that this can really change the genre if villains continue to change with time. It’s 



interesting because that means they will always be evolving alongside humanity. Based on the 

villains that I discussed and the light that they’re portrayed in, we can see that society is 

becoming more understanding because these characters wouldn’t have been well-received 

otherwise. As a society, we are steadily becoming more open-minded about other people’s ideas 

or ways of living and therefore listening to villains isn’t such a strange thing to do.  

 It also didn’t help my motivation that it seemed like the information I was finding wasn’t 

giving me inspiration and there wasn’t much information at all. I figured out that I just didn’t 

know what questions to ask. I was focused on “sympathy for villains” which wasn’t a topic that 

was researched or written about much, but I feel is the reason that my thesis is so important and 

if not sympathy, then at least less hostility. This project takes the changes that are happening in 

society and points them out to audiences. We are beginning to realize that not everything is black 

and white, and we’re looking more in depth at why people do what they do. I chose to study this 

change in superhero movies because villains are always made out to be absolutely evil, no 

question.  

From this semester-long project, I learned that I need to think for myself because initially 

I was trying to find information from other people who wrote about the topic before me instead 

of drawing thoughts from my own mind. I thought it was easier to read what other people were 

saying, but when I struggled to find articles or journals. However, once I did find videos on 

YouTube, I got ideas that I could draw from. Sometimes I just need to get an idea to draw from 

in order to form my own. I didn’t like that I struggled and put myself down because of that, but I 

know that sometimes you just need something to light a spark in your mind. 



 In order to incorporate some creativity, I introduced the idea of creating my own villain, 

but there were two problems that I encountered with this idea. The first was that Dr. Caristi felt 

that he would not be able to assist with this because creating characters was out of his element. 

When I first introduced my thesis as a paper, he agreed with that seeing as he has written 

textbooks and done research papers before. The second problem was that I was running low on 

time as we were already half way through the semester so adding this aspect to the project would 

be hard to do. The solution to this obstacle was to meet with Dr. Blackwell who I previously took 

classes with and is in the English department. After speaking with him, we came up with a 

compromise of “The Sims Code” which is similar to the idea of the Hays Code, but instead it is a 

code for creating a popular villain. I had the intention of using these same traits in my own 

villain if I were to create one so it was just a couple steps short of my original plans, but I’m 

content with how my thesis turned out. 



Introduction 

“Characters are caricatures, oversimplifications that exaggerate certain features of a 

player and ignore many of its complexities (Waith).” Fear, anxiety, frustration, and anger are all 

feelings that typical villains have incited in audiences, evil just for the sake of being evil. 

However, movies have recently been transforming how they portray villains. While their evil 

plans have remained intact, those negative feelings that are generally associated with them have 

begun to waiver.

Over time, villains in American films have progressed and changed based on the 

circumstances and the perceived enemy of the nation. Looking back over the decades, villains 

have been portrayed as “others” who were focused on destroying America meanwhile America 

was the “innocent” entity that was being attacked for seemingly no reason. The villains were 

aliens invading our world or the USSR threatening our country. Reflecting on current struggles 

within our country, we see that the citizens of our country are skeptical of the system, 

government and education. Inequality between genders and race, and discrimination are the 

primary issues that we’re facing today and they are deeply embedded in the system.  

As we evaluate the villains in Todd Phillip’s 2019 Joker, Ryan Coogler’s 2018 Black 

Panther, and Joe and Anthony Russo’s 2018 Avengers: Infinity War and 2019 Avengers: 

Endgame, the antagonists each realized the flaws in the system and became the villain in order to 

create a change. The problem derives from their means of doing so, which is also why they are 

identified as the villain. We also notice that there is less hostility towards antagonists because we 

are finally getting a glimpse of why they do what they do and how they came to be. Generally, 

the audience identifies more with the protagonist because their ideals are similar. As for villains, 



without a goal or motivation, they are the product of lazy writing and are 

easy to overlook.  

 In the film, Joker, the main character, Arthur Fleck, a failed 

comedian then turned clown performer, was bullied and rejected by 

society. Due to several mental illnesses he didn’t fit in with society and 

didn’t recognize social cues that let him know that people were mocking 

him. When issue after issue continued to build up since he was the butt of 

many jokes, he broke. After realizing his attempts to connect to society 

were futile, he plummets into madness and becomes the villain known as 

Joker who causes chaos.  

 Thanos, the strategic and powerful villain from Avengers devised a 

plan to collect the infinity stones in order to grant any wish he desired. His 

wish, however, was to cut the world’s population in half at the snap of a 

finger. He sacrificed many lives with no regard in order to collect the all-

powerful stones and then proceeded to make people’s friends and family 

vanish. His justification for this genocide was to preserve the universe’s 

resources which were drastically depleting due to the large, and 

exponentially growing, population.  

  With a goal in mind that was also for the people, Killmonger from 

Marvel’s Black Panther was an heir to the throne of Wakanda, but was 

raised in America, unknown to the rest of Wakanda. His father, Prince 

N’Jobu raised him and told him stories about Wakanda, and specifically 

Joker  walks through the 
s t re e t s a w a y f ro m a 
protest (Joker Movie).

Thanos stands menacingly 
(Thanos/Warrior Thanos).

K i l lmonger ho lds h i s 
weapon of choice (Erik 
Killmonger).



Vibranium, a metal with extraordinary abilities. Seeing the oppression of African Americans, due 

to his being raised in California, he wanted to use Vibranium, which is only found in Wakanda, 

to give to African Americans in order to start an uprising and overpower the oppressors. His plan 

was to take the throne and then distribute weapons to African descendants, but he disagreed with 

the way that Wakanda kept these resources for themselves and that Vibranium as a whole, was a 

secret to the rest of the world when its abilities could help so many lives. Unfortunately, he took 

many lives in his wake and used aggressive methods when making his presence and identity as 

an heir known. 

“Two billion people all over the world who look like us whose lives are much harder, and 

Wakanda has the tools to liberate them all,” Killmonger berates the Wakandan court. “Where was 

Wakanda?” 

As victims of the flawed system, these villains have a personal connection to the conflict. 

We are able to see common threads throughout the three movies that I am analyzing, those 

threads reflecting current struggles within the country, a decrease in hostility towards villains, 

and philosophies that make audiences think more in depth about the villain’s motivation. So, 

considering these components, it can be seen that villains are reinventing their old narrative. 

Decrease in Hostility 

With this new direction of putting a focus on villains, we see that they did not start off as 

evil beings with malicious intentions. In order for the villain to truly connect with the audience, 

viewers must see the transition from friend to foe. The story of their pasts and their journey to 

this lifestyle causes audiences to not only begin to understand their viewpoint, but also to feel 

sympathy for them. When discussing the responses of audiences in his journal titled Concern for 



Villains, Eugene M. Waith said, “Moral judgment is weighed with sympathy, ‘sinned’ with 

‘sinned against’, tragic error with good intentions.” We feel that we must stand by the morally 

upright, but plain, hero when in reality, we also harbor various degrees of admiration for the 

clever villain who has gone through mentally difficult events. However, we know what society 

says is “right” and what is “wrong,” and sometimes we feel that we should not deter from that.  

Hollywood’s Motion Picture Production Code known as the Hays Code was a strict set of 

guidelines that applied moral scrutiny to films. A.W. Eaton stated that the first General Principle 

of the Hays Code “insists that the audience's sympathy never be ‘thrown to the side of crime’ or 

wrongdoing.” So based on this ideology, in the past it was considered morally incorrect to show 

anything other than contempt for villains. This is a drastic difference from the ideas of writers 

and filmmakers today who intentionally create morally ambiguous characters. Filmmakers 

practiced this code for over three decades before it was dismissed for doing more harm than good 

to cinema.  

!  

Original text from the 1934 production code (J. J.). 



The code was created in order to set moral guidelines for filmmakers so that there 

wouldn’t have to be as much external censorship. Things like murder were not to be portrayed in 

a manner that would encourage others to imitate it. The authority of the code began to dwindle, 

however, when European films were becoming huge hits, but violated many of the guidelines 

such as nudity, drugs, and violence. Along with that, community standards were changing and 

U.S.-based filmmakers could finally produce what they wanted without the strict limitations and 

consequences of the code. 

With Joker, the whole film was purely about how he came to be and the violence included 

was considerably gory, enough to make the Hays Code weep. A clear example is in  a scene 

where Arthur gets revenge on one of his former coworkers who stopped by his apartment under 

the guise to support Arthur after hearing that his mother passed. In reality, one coworker lent 

Arthur a gun which was used in a murder and wanted to cover his tracks. Arthur then stabbed the 

man in the neck and eye with a pair of scissors, blood spraying the walls. He continued to stab 

the man over and over. However, the other coworker, who genuinely cared for Arthur, was let go 

and free to leave, displaying his compassion for those he considers a true friend. Later that same 

day, Arthur was a guest on a talk show hosted by a man who used to be his idol until this same 

man mocked Arthur’s stand-up comedy act on live TV. Crushed, Arthur knew that he must get 

revenge and he did, for when he came onto the show, in his full Joker attire, he shot the host after 

admitting to his crimes.  

Reflecting on his murders, you can see that they were rooted in revenge to the people that 

initially wronged him. Not only that, but his first killings were done in self-defense against men 

who attacked him on the train. Now I’m not saying that his actions are justified, but these regular 



civilians should have never attacked Arthur, physically or through his reputation. This shows that 

no good can come from bullying others for your own temporary enjoyment and laughter. “Joker 

is an unkind movie, with audiences left to watch as Arthur Fleck is beaten down by the streets, 

the system, and his own mental health issues” (Chichizola). 

Director and co-writer, Todd Phillips, said this about the film, “If I had to drill down on 

one overarching theme for me, it’s about the power of kindness and a lot of people miss that. I 

think if you don’t see that you either don’t have a soul or you’re being reductive to make up for 

your own struggles in that area. But, really, to me, that’s where it started from and there are other 

things in the movie like lack of love, the lack of empathy in society, and childhood trauma, but 

the power of kindness really runs through this film.” What Arthur really needed was compassion 

and kindness from his peers in order to combat the negative things he had gone through. While 

he didn’t receive compassion from them, he did get it from viewers of the movie. 

Now that filmmakers are free to influence audiences to feel other emotions towards 

antagonists, they use a couple of techniques, that are less obvious than a plot or backstory, to do 

so such as physical, emotional, and moral suturing. Suturing is defined as incorporating the 

viewer into the film. By identifying with the film, the spectator becomes a subject as well and 

finds themselves in the story, making decisions and getting emotionally involved. These 

techniques were more difficult to use in regard to villains because they did not always get their 

own personal screen time away from battles with the heroes. The goal of physical suturing is to 

put the audience in the movie by using our senses of sight and sound. Physical suturing consists 

of the camera angles that are utilized as well as the soundtrack or background music from the 

scenes. By effectively using visual and sound techniques, viewers can feel like they’re in the 



movie. Camera angles such as over-the-shoulder shots give the audience the impression that they 

are seeing from that person’s point of view. On the opposite end of the spectrum, long shots or 

wide shots simulate the viewers being in the room and watching from a distance.  

As for sound techniques, even though they are secondary to visual elements, they are just 

as powerful and can easily affect the scenes within the film. The score for a film can completely 

change the narrative and mood. This is how physical suturing connects with emotional suturing 

because the tone of music affects how we feel about what’s being portrayed on the screen. It’s 

important that the right music is chosen in order to convey the message that the director is 

intending. Claudia Gorban said in her journal titled Narrative Film Music, “Any music will do 

(something), but the coincidence in time of music and scene creates different effects according to 

the dynamics and structure of the music.” So in order to produce feelings of sympathy for 

villains, the director could potentially use somber music during scenes describing the villain’s 

life. Composer of the Joker soundtrack, Hildur Guðnadóttir said, 

 The film is a gritty character study, which to me translated to melodies that are 

very simple and monotonic, because that’s kind of the way Joaquin’s character 

Arthur is seeing things. Then I tried to expand within that simplicity the 

orchestration around Joker’s evolution not with chords or any complicated music, 

but with texture that I felt resonated with the melancholia of this character. 

The soundtrack went on to win multiple awards including an Oscar and Golden Globe. 

Motivation 

The final method of suturing is moral suturing which weighs most heavily out of the 

three because it is the conflict of values that makes the plot. In the case of villains versus heroes, 



it is their conflicting values. This method is very engaging due to the fact that the audience will 

watch and identify what choices they’d make if they were in the position of the characters in the 

movie. When considering the villains identified earlier, audiences can agree with Thanos that our 

resources are running low and statistics can further prove the point that the population is growing 

exponentially. According to McCarthy and Sánchez, “Humanity’s annual rate of resource 

consumption is currently far beyond the planet’s ability to sustainably regenerate itself. In fact, 

countries would need 1.75 Earths to sustain the current rate of resource consumption around the 

world.” Therefore, some people can agree with Thanos’s goal of reducing the population because 

it’s a current problem that they can identify with. During a scene with Thanos and Dr. Strange, 

the manner in which Thanos worded his goal seemed like he was a servant to humanity: 

Thanos: When we faced extinction, I offered a solution. 

Dr. Strange: Genocide? 

Thanos: At random. It’s compassionate, it’s fair, the rich and poor alike. 

Based on this brief dialogue alone, you can see that he was not purposely trying to be 

evil, he just truly believes in his goal and views his actions as a necessity. In fact, throughout 

most of the movie he was very level-headed and calm, not really showing anger. Instead, he 

seemed selfless by committing all these heinous acts for the good of humanity and in turn, even 

appearing to be benevolent. If he doesn’t go through with this plan, he believes that all life will 

be lost, which is what happened to his own planet. This is also why he feels so passionately 

because he has experienced the misfortune of losing everything. This dialogue also demonstrates 

the problem of whether or not the end justifies the means.  



This belief means that regardless of the methods used to get there, the person is justified 

if they reach their desired outcome. This conflict may arise when you have a noble goal, but an 

immoral way of obtaining it. For example, someone may lie about specific skills that they have 

on a resume in order to get a job. If they are hired for the job then some would say ‘the end 

justifies the means’ even though their method to get the job was unethical. This philosophy is 

what differentiates current villains from the heroes they face. 

This question is purely subjective because while villains do believe that the ends justify 

the means, the heroes do not because they take into consideration the people that are harmed in 

the methods used to reach the villains’ goal. My personal argument to this statement is that there 

is always an alternative way to attain your goal, one that may take longer, but harms fewer 

people or possibly none at all. So there’s no excuse to choose the most destructive path towards 

their goal, unless they are the type of villain to kill just because they enjoy the chaos. 

Previously, villains in films were written in scripts to portray ‘the other’. The ‘other’ 

could potentially be aliens, like from Invasion of the Body Snatchers, or Communists, for 

example from Invasion USA, anyone bent on destroying America’s perfect bubble, creating an us 

vs. them conflict. These villains directly embodied the issues of the time period, during the 1950s 

when these movies premiered, the Cold War had just begun a few years prior and therefore the 

nation’s main concern was the war. It was easier to create this type of villain because they were 

one dimensional. It was also very simple to keep the film black or white instead of blurring the 

lines with the shades of grey that these new villains have illustrated on the screen. Then later on 

down the line, in the ‘90s, movies were about people facing the issue of domestic terrorism. 



These anti-villains were facing local problems using extreme methods, such as in the 1994 film, 

Speed. 

Reflection of Current Issues 

The plots that we’ve seen in these films are based on problems that we face today, a 

divided America, and that’s what makes it relatable and understandable to the audience. This is a 

complete switch from what was displayed in 1950s films where America was infiltrated by a 

foreign evil, but instead the villains are from within our own community. The image below 

shows the results of a 2018 poll by NBC News. The poll displays that the majority of America, 

across multiple demographics, believes that the nation is divided. While the poll was geared 

towards politics, we know that views and ideals based on politics go deeper than just the surface 

level. 

!  

Data shows that the majority of Americans, based on several demographics, believe 
that America is divided (Chinni & Bronston).



We see bullying, like in Joker, in many different forms such as physical violence, 

cyberbullying, verbal threats, exclusion, etc. When people think of bullying, they usually think of 

kids or students, but we can see that in the film, Arthur Fleck is an adult who still faces these 

problems. He is continuously bullied or mocked by different people who are part of the reason he 

becomes the Joker. When watching this movie, people who are bullied can empathize with him 

and people who do bully, can see one of the potential outcomes of their actions. They continue to 

bully because they know the ones that they pick on will not fight back and at first Arthur didn’t 

until he pulled a gun he had borrowed and shot them, his first homicide. 

On the other hand, African Americans and other minorities can relate to Killmonger’s 

goal. Tired of being oppressed, minorities want to feel empowered and he would have provided 

that opportunity. Just within the past year, minorities have already made efforts to improve their 

situation by protesting during the Black Lives Matter movement and East Asians have made 

videos regarding their mistreatment as a reaction to the origin of the Coronavirus. Although not 

everyone would have joined Killmonger’s revolution due to conflicting ideals on violence, many 

would have gotten on board with the uprising which would have caused even more problems in 

more than just Wakanda. 



!  

Meanwhile, it seems like the heroes are not making the same effort to change the world 

or society for the better. I realized that they show up to the scene when the villains cause 

problems. On normal days they live amongst regular civilians and see the issues that the villains 

are trying to fix, but they don’t fix these problems because they generally have full-time 

occupations. After the villain is captured or slain, they don’t give another thought to their 

reasoning for what they did. However, T’Challa from Black Panther did take into consideration 

what Killmonger was trying to do by taking over Wakanda. In the final scene, he went to 

California, where Killmonger grew up, and told his sister his plans for creating the first 

Wakandian International Outreach Center. This proves that Killmonger, a villain, had as much an 

impact on the hero as he did on the audience. His argument had been heard and received for 

T’Challa set a new standard by making an effort to fix the problem that was brought to his 

attention. Some might even say that Killmonger helped to define T’Challa as a hero.  

People march during a Black Lives Matter protest (Galvin).



Other likeable characteristics of villains worth mentioning are their charisma, cleverness, 

and sometimes even glamour. These traits also combat the audience’s hostility towards 

antagonists. We can’t help but to acknowledge how clever their plans are or how they narrowly 

escape the hero’s grasp with a certain finesse that we could never pull off ourselves. 

Killmonger’s arrival in the movie was the first taste of his confidence and cunningness with how 

he and his team effortlessly stole a Wakandan weapon from a secure museum. Later on, once he 

arrives in Wakanda, he’s put in cuffs, but his confidence does not waiver and he outright 

challenges the current king, T’Challa, for the throne. This is a privilege that any member of royal 

blood has the right to fight for. Furthermore, he demands that the elders ask who he is and when 

they finally do he responds with, in their native tongue, “I am N’Jadaka, son of Prince N’Jobu.” 

This statement added on to his impressive, witty streak. 

On the opposite end of the spectrum, Lex Luthor, also a villain who had a difficult past 

due to his abusive upbringing, was not as popular. Even though his archrival is Superman, one of 

the greatest heroes of all time, he is not given much credit. Although he did get casted in multiple 

live-action movies and shows revolving around the Superman series, his actor portrayals were 

polarizing, but not favored as much as Thanos, Joker, and Killmonger. Since a large portion of 

superhero and villain fans come from movie adaptations of the comics, the actor portrayals are 

key to earning more fans. The movies reach a new audience, in addition to the original comic 

fans, and therefore the movie rendition of the villains is more well-known than the comic book 

version. As we know, actors give the characters they play the personality and charisma that I 

spoke about earlier, so without the added flare, the character may not seem as impressive. 



Sources have said that Jesse Eisenburg’s portrayal wasn’t “half as intimidating as his 

predecessors” and even going on to say he was too ‘joker-y’.  

Furthermore, there was hardly a comparison when looking at the box office sales. Kevin 

Spacey appeared as Lex Luthor in Superman Returns and made $391.1 million and Batman v 

Superman: Dawn of Justice, featuring Eisenberg, reached $873.6 million. Meanwhile, Avengers: 

Endgame made $2.8 billion, $1.3 billion for Black Panther, and for Joker, $1.1 billion. Even 

when looking at a ranking of superhero movies, Endgame was ranked #1 followed by Black 

Panther for #2. However, since Joker was not considered a superhero movie, I took the liberty to 

find The Dark Knight, was ranked #6. The Superman films were not in the top 20. Obviously, the 

villains are not the reason that these films were so successful, but the success of these films is the 

reason that these villains are more well known than others.  

The hero genre has been transformed because directors are taking these characters and 

showing the audience what’s inside their minds in order to see things from their perspective. So 

the question remains, how have villains been redefining the superhero genre? The answer: they 

are making us feel emotions that we haven’t felt towards them before through various techniques 

that make them more appealing. The more we see of these complex villains, the more the lines of 

“right” and “wrong” become blurred and by analyzing this we realize that what we are used to 

will not always remain as the standards of the industry.  



Sims Code for the Perfect Villain:  

In order to ensure the success of your film, you’ll need the perfect villain to battle the 

hero. By incorporating these qualities into your villain, they will add more depth to the movie as 

well as increase viewer ratings because audiences will enjoy a villain who is three-dimensional. 

They add a fresh, new reality to concepts and problems that were previously romanticized. 

1. Complete Opposite of their Opponent 

The villain must be the complete opposite of the hero they face in order to have a strong conflict 

of interest. In the aspect of Batman versus Joker, Batman represented order while Joker was 

chaos. As for Black Panther, some people have compared T’Challa to Martin Luther King Jr. and 

Killmonger to Malcolm X, the distinguishing factor being how they go about implementing 

change. MLK was a peaceful protestor whereas Malcolm X was not opposed to using violence 

even though they both wanted the same thing. Thanos and the Avengers had similar differences, 

but the concern was about sustaining the planets by sacrificing unwilling lives.  

2. Sympathy for Villains 

By adding a melancholy backstory to a villain’s past, that takes away a large amount of hostility 

that audiences may have had because it opens their eyes to the struggles the villains faced. They 

are able to understand where they are coming from. However, they can still disagree with the 

villains plan for that is what makes them the antagonist of the film. Viewers are able to see that 

evil did not suddenly manifest within them, but there was an actual root of the issue. Audiences 

will be more emotionally invested in the character when they understand their history. 

3. Motivations that are Justified 



When faced with opposing ideals, it is harder for the audience to disagree with villains when 

their motivations are justified. Sometimes villains are just doing what they think is a necessary 

change that needs to be made. The villains that fit into this category do not typically see 

themselves as villains, simply instigators of change. However, depending on whose perspective 

you’re seeing their agenda from, it’s debatable if it is truly evil. Instead, one could ask 

themselves, what could we change to make this plan less radical, and more rational. 

4. Effective Actor Portrayals 

Hire actors whose performance is so good that the audience forgets they’re acting. That is how 

you know you have an effective actor portrayal. Viewers take them more seriously because they 

can feel their passion and it appears that they truly believe in their villainous ideals. It would 

make for a terrible film if the one person who is supposed to be malicious is perceived as phony 

or a copycat to other villains. 

5. Likeable Traits and Characteristics 

Heroes are supposed to be caring and must abide by the law, but villains have more freedom to 

be and do what they want and the fact that they’re unpredictable is all the more exciting. The 

scenes where they say or do something witty towards the heroes are equally as entertaining. 

Since we don’t expect much from them they are able to impress audiences and make them 

possibly like them if they weren’t the ‘bad guy’.  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