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Abstract: The periods marked by serious crises, such as the Covid-19 pandemic or, more recently, the war in Ukraine, create the context in which the human need for heroes becomes more visible. The assumption underlying this paper states that, in a secular society, media in general, and advertising in particular, represent a major source of content that offers to the consumers symbolic meanings used in the creation of meaningful stories about themselves, about the others and about the world. The aim of the paper is to investigate the presence of heroism and heroic figures in advertising. Firstly, I will focus on several important conceptual aspects necessary for understanding the presence of the heroic images in advertising. Then, I will address the main characteristics of the heroic figures that are central for advertising nowadays. In this respect, I will try to identify the main types of heroes, whose stories are told by advertising texts, focusing especially on the trend that, in the era of advertising that is defined by activism and social involvement, democratizes the heroic status.
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Figuri eroice ȋn publicitate.

Consideraţii asupra activismului brandurilor

Rezumat: Perioadele marcate de crize grave, precum pandemia de Covid-19 sau, mai nou, războiul din Ucraina, creează contextul în care nevoia umană de eroi devine mai vizibilă. Premiza care stă la baza acestei lucrări afirmă că, într-o societate seculară, mass-media în general, și publicitatea în special, reprezintă o sursă majoră de conținut care oferă consumatorilor semnificații simbolice folosite în crearea de povești semni​ficative despre ei înșiși, despre ceilalți și despre lume. Scopul lucrării este de a investiga prezența eroismului și a figurilor eroice în publicitate. În primul rând, mă voi concentra pe câteva aspecte conceptuale importante necesare pentru înțelegerea prezenței imaginilor eroice în publicitate. Apoi, voi aborda principalele caracteristici ale figurilor eroice care sunt centrale pentru publicitate în zilele noastre. În acest sens, voi încerca să identific principalele tipuri de eroi ale căror povești sunt spuse prin textele publicitare, punând accent în special pe tendința care, în epoca publicității definite de activism și implicare socială, democratizează statutul de erou.

Cuvinte-cheie: erou, mit, poveste, publicitate, activismul brandurilor, Nike, Colin Kaepernick.

1. Introduction 
The need for heroes is inherent in the human condition. Besides, recently, given the fact that we live in very turbulent times, marked by major crises, this need becomes even more visible. Whether we refer to heroes with a tragic aura, to people who made huge efforts and sacrifices during the pandemic, or, in the context of the war in Ukraine, to stories that seem to come straight from the history books, or  we mention the “light” variants of heroic stories that presents ordinary gestures as having the potential to become heroic acts, heroic stories are broadcast on all channels and have become a constant presence in our lives. In the context of the postmodern society, advertising has become an important storyteller that influences the specificity of the contemporary discourse about heroism and that allows an interesting reading of the hero's image.

Stories of heroic acts and heroic figures are as old as humankind and constitute a major theme in humanistic research.  Understanding their structure, their place and role both in society and in the individual’s psyche is an endeavor that shapes important research areas and the work of major authors. Both the classical heroic stories, and the more recent heroic stories shaped by the circumstances of our postmodern world, offer a background for important research in psychology, anthropology, sociology, or moral philosophy. Whether these stories are read and interpreted as “expressions of self-actualization”
 or as condensed illustrations of the relevant facets of a social context, their major importance is obvious. 

The essential function of the heroic myth is “the development of the individual's ego-consciousness (his awareness of his own strengths and weaknesses) in a manner that will equip him for the arduous tasks with which life confronts him.”
 The structure present in all heroic myths is explored by Joseph Campbell and his well-known concept of monomyth. Monomyth refers to the fundamental structure of the myth of the hero, presenting his adventure: the departure, the initiation, the return. Campbell depicts the myth as a secret key for understanding the human being, and the symbols of mythology as “spontaneous productions of the psyche.”
 The main factor in the genesis of these spontaneous productions is the mortality of the human being. In the confrontation of the terror of death, man is accompanied by heroic figures who are not limited by the border line between the word of the living and that of the dead.
 Moreover, inspired by these figures, he can achieve, through heroic actions, “the only sort of permanence available to mortals—namely, having one’s actions recalled by others”.

Starting from the underlying premise of the man’s mortality and of man’s innate narcissism, Ernest Becker presents heroism as the key to understand any social system. “The fact is that this is what society is and always has been: a symbolic action system, a structure of statuses and roles, customs and rules for behavior, designed to serve as a vehicle for earthly heroism.”
 And if we are not aware of this fact, it is because “this desire for human heroics is under a “massive disguise”.
 This massive disguise conceals, in Becker’s view, the fact that “heroism is first and foremost a reflex of the terror of death.”
 The connection between mythical symbolism and the human psyche is interestingly explored in the field of personal development and motivational literature and in my opinion, shapes the way heroism is understood nowadays, as a “small-h heroism.”
 

The evolution towards this democratized form of heroism that is characteristic for contemporary western society is extensively investi​gated by the various cartographies of the huge field of heroic stories. Ari Kohen, for instance, proposes three categories of heroic figures, represented by famous characters. The three heroic figures are Archilles, the Homeric battlefield hero, Odysseus, the polytropic hero and Socrates, the “other-regarding hero.”
 Ari Kohen investigates the three figures and describes the usurpation by Socrates of the “heroic mantle” from the Homeric heroes. What makes Socrates a compelling hero figure is the fact that he doesn’t sacrifice himself for a personal gain or for his own preferences, but for the others. Also, he leaves the path open for anyone to become a hero. He “demonstrates his dedication to the pursuit of justice and wisdom above even his own life and sacrifices himself so that others, even those who see themselves as his enemies, might reap the benefits of philosophy in the future.”
 The “other - regarding hero” has, also, difficult decisions to make, but he acts for the benefit of the others, even if it comes with the cost of suffering or even death.

A similar perspective is suggested by Zeno Franco and Philip Zimbardo who focus also on this specific trait of heroism that dominates the heroic imagery nowadays, namely its accessibility. Inspired by Hannah Arendt’s concept of the “banality of evil” and following their challenging and controversial investigations on the psychology of evil, the authors propose the concept “the banality of heroism” to suggest that all people have the potential to become, at a certain point in live, heroes.
 Franco and Zimbardo dismantle the “myth of heroic elect” which, on one hand, connects the heroic acts with the presence of exceptional characteristics and, on the other hand, encourage the inaction of those people who think that they are “ordinary” and they don’t have what it takes to do heroic things.
 

 Another important distinction made by Franco and Zimbardo is that between heroism and altruism. While altruism implies the selfless concern for the well-being of the other, heroism entails the willingness to make personal sacrifice and the acceptation of the consequences. The consequences can vary from very serious ones, such as physical danger or even death to different types of losses, such as material, financial, social status, reputation, etc.
 Franco and Zimbardo identify four dimensions of heroism. The first one is a kind of quest, that can vary from the protecting life to protecting an ideal. The second dimension is the acceptance of a sacrifice or of a risk. The third dimension indicates the nature of the heroic act, more specifically whether it demands action or inaction, and the fourth one refers to the fact that the act can be sudden, or it can happen during a longer period, demanding persistence and perseverance.
 In another research, Franco and his collaborators, using as a criterion of differentiation the type of the risk taken by the hero, namely physical peril and social sacrifice, distinguish among twelve heroic subtypes: “the military and other duty-bound physical risk heroes” and “the civil heroes–nonduty bound physical risk heroes”, on the one hand, and, on the other hand, the religious figures, the politico-religious figures, the martyrs, the political or military leaders, the adventurer, the scientists, the good Samaritan, the underdog, the bureaucracy hero and the whistleblower.

One of the most interesting concepts proposed by Franco and Zimbardo is the “heroic imagination”, defined as “the capacity to imagine facing physically or socially risky situations, to struggle with the hypothetical problems these situations generate, and to consider one’s actions and the consequences.”
 Just like Ernest Becker, they too, con​sider that nowadays there is a “a crisis of heroism”, a decrease in the interest for heroic actions. But, unlike Becker, they propose a very prac​tical solution for the crisis. They consider that contemporary heroism should be conceived in terms of a “social movement” and they underline a strong need for the stimulation of the heroic imagination, through models that can be emulated by means of stories that can inspire others and can contribute to the democratization of the idea of heroism
. 

2. Heroes in advertising

The assumption underlying the second part of the paper states that, in a postmodern secular society, media in general, and advertising in particular, act as an important source of content that offers to the consumers symbolic meanings used in the creation of meaningful stories about themselves, about the others and about the word. Hence, starting from the premise that advertisements are social and cultural texts, I propose an investigation of the presence of hero stories and heroic figures in advertising, in an attempt to understand at least some facets of one of the most important sources of heroic stories and heroic imagery in contemporary society. On the one hand, I will try to sketch a theoretical framework, required for the understanding of the presence of the hero’s image in advertising. On the other hand, I will address the main characteristics of the heroic stories that are central for advertising nowadays. In this respect, I will focus especially on the trend that, in the era of advertising that is defined by activism and social engagement, democratizes the heroic status.

The most superficial presence of hero imagery in advertising comes in the form of the “hero brands”. This is the conventional utilization of the hero archetype in marketing and is defined by features such as: the presence of courage, of competitiveness, action, and has a typical format that is aimed at proving the hero’s abilities and worth through difficult and daring actions, and at using his capacities and skills for good.
 

Within the narrative structure of the advertisements, the most evident and simplistic presence of the hero comes in the form of the product or the brand presented as the fixer of a problem. But this type of scenarios represents only a fraction of the many and complex layers of the advertising heroic stories, that go further beyond the simple structure of the hero story where we have a problem that needs a clear solution. The advertising space allows condensed narrative forms, which however have profound implications and meanings, that propose heroic stories and figure that are illustrative for the contemporary discourse about heroism. Thus, we can find within the advertising texts, although in weak and edulcorated forms, stories about heroes that shape the idea of heroism in contemporary society. 

Another aspect that is determinant for the heroic imaginary in advertising texts is the diversity of the plots of the stories. Sanders and van Kriegen differentiate between singular plot stories and embedded plot stories. The singular plot stories “show the Hero’s journey” and the embedded plot stories “tell the story”, in more complex ways.
 The research proposed by Sanders and Kriegen show that the singular plot stories generate a cathartic pleasure after witnessing the resolving of the problem. In the case of advertisements that use embedded plot stories, the response is more complex, and is described by the authors with the Greek term phronesis, understood as “practical reason”, or in this specific context, as “a form of moral sense making of the self that advances one’s practical wisdom and prudence.”
 Although Sanders and van Kriegen want to demonstrate how various brand can use specific narrative structures that allow them to better interact with the consumers, their investigation also emphasizes the importance of more complex plots in advertising stories. 
3. Brand activism

In the following part of the paper, I will focus on an important area that has a special relevance for the investigation of heroic figures in advertising, namely brand activism. Brand activism is one of the labels used to designate a phenomenon that is defining contemporary advertising and that gives the floor for interesting heroic figures. Within the framework of a post-moralist society, where “the ethical value has become an instrument for the affirmation of the identity of the neoconsumers and a generator of instant emotions for the spectators of philanthropic marathons”
 and where “the necessity of cultural value for economic value”
 has become the norm, this trend comes as a natural development in advertising communication. Brand activism is defined as “an emerging marketing tactic for brands seeking to stand out in a fragmented marketplace by taking public stances on social and political issues.”

Among the many brands that adopt this strategy, Nike is an example that stands out as a brand that constructs many of its campaigns around the hero figure and, at the same time, uses provocative sociopolitical issues in the advertising communication. Furthermore, the brand associates itself with specific non-neutral positions concerning those issues, hence often generating contro​versies. One of the recent examples that illustrate this trend is a commercial featuring the American football player Colin Kaepernick.
 The partnership between Nike and Kaepernick came after Kaepernick protested racial injustice and police brutality during the Black Lives Matter protests by kneeling during the intonation of the national anthem. His gesture caused strong reactions and critics and many voices consider that it contributed to the refusal of professional football teams to assign him.
  Nevertheless, Kaepernick’s actions are at the center of an activist movement that changes the American athletic scene, generating the so called “Kaepernick effect.”
 In this context, Nike’s partnership with Kaepernick was a bold move, that created intense response from the public opinion, and even resulted in a boycott of the brand.
 

The commercial that features Kaepernick is called “Dream big” and presents inspirational stories of some extraordinary athletes that overcame huge obstacles in their path to achieving their dream. The narrator of the video is Kaepernick, and he also appears at the end of the commercial. The key message of the ad is “Believe in something, even if it means sacrificing everything.” The ad presents several heroic stories, but the main one isn’t even clearly shown in the video, only suggested. Kaepernick’s story is obvious a heroic one, and also, Nike’s version of his story contains elements that are relevant for the “social hero”, or the “other-regarding hero”, a hero that makes important sacrifices and takes serious risk in the attempt to defend an ideal. 

Another important question refers to the relation of this type of advertising story to heroic imagination. Franco and his collaborators consider that one of the distinct ways in which heroic imagination functions is “the ability to envision and communicate a new way of ordering a social system or an entire society.”
 While the other two directions, namely the way in which the public imagines the classical heroic figures and the mental preparation of ordinary people for heroic actions, are also relevant for our heroic advertising story, the importance of hero’s courage and willingness to accept personal sacrifice in order do protest the injustice of the social system seems to be its definitory characteristic. 

Hence, the narrative structures specific for advertising can deliver powerful stories of heroic figures that become an important piece in the puzzle of the image of heroism. The advertising texts have the instruments to tell the story of contemporary heroes, and at the same time democratize the idea of heroism, by emphasizing the heroism of ordinary persons that face the difficulties of life. Another key characteristic of this type of heroic stories derives from the fact that even if the the association  between an icon of an activist movement and a commercial brand can be labeled as a typical case of commodification of an important social issue, we remark the fact that this idea didn’t influenced very much the framework in which the campaign was discussed. So, once again, it seems that in the society of hyper​consumerism, dominated by the “world consumption”, a form of consumption that infuses all non-economical areas, from ethics, to intimacy, religion or spirituality
, the question of the commer​cialization of social issue isn’t regarded as a problem anymore.
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