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How can an audience be encouraged 
to sympathize with round characters 

through kernel events?

Animated superhero shows are fun at face-value, but can 
contain deeper persuasive elements found in intricate 
storylines and character development. This research 

looks at Batman: The Animated Series, generally 
targeted to an audience of children, and how its villain 
character developments contribute to rhetorical theory. 
There is an important relationship between the artifact 

and its audience. 

Even cartoons, such as the artifact used in this paper, 
present a conflict that can change an audience’s belief of 

what is morally wrong or right. This research uses the 
episode “Heart of Ice” to provide a base analysis of how 
character development persuades an audience through 

the villain, Mr. Freeze. Using Narrative Criticism as a 
structure, the artifact’s narrative will be broken down into 

major and minor events, and the characters will be 
assessed as flat or round characters.  As also illustrated 
with additional supplemental references and examples, 

the audience is found to sympathize with “evil” characters 
through their own perceptions of appropriateness. 

Research question

Abstract

Artifact description
• Cartoon television show from 1992 to early 

2000s
• Contains complex plotlines from both 

villains and heroes
• “Heart of Ice” is Mr. Freeze’s first show

appearance
• Episode shows Mr. Freeze’s villainous 

transformation

methodology
• Narrative Criticism, used to analyze short 

stories, credited as being developed by 
Walter Fisher (Foss, 2008)

• Narratives comprised of:
• Flat (highly predictable) and round 

(likely to change from the beginning) 
characters 

• Kernel (major) and satellite (minor) 
events (Foss, 2008)

• Units divided into six, three minute and 
thirty second increments totaling  
twenty-one minutes and twenty seconds

Findings
• Mr. Freeze is a round character
• Audience sympathizes with his 

unconventional behavior (Kopak & 
Sefiha, 2015)

• Fourth unit is most important to narrative
• Crucial kernel event, Batman watching 

the GothCorp surveillance tape to 
figure out Mr. Freeze’s origin

• Event in the story that contains the 
most persuasive, narrative elements, 
changes Mr. Freeze from flat to 
round


