Tilting at Windmills #100

By Brian Hibbs

(Originally Ran in Comics Retailer #101)

Wow.

Well, so this is my 100th "Tilting at Windmills" - despite having been published in all 101 issues of Comics Retailer. And actually, depending on how you count, one can make a compelling case for this actually being #105 or so (102 of them ran in CR, but there are a few that ran in other places than CR). But by "official" counts this is #100.

This also marks the end of my guaranteed monthly run in CR. Oh, I'll still be writing these things, but I won't be stuck on the monthly deadline grind. I'm expecting something along the lines of six to eight a year -- writing as the mood (and topic) hits me.

The first column I ever wrote was titled "Ethics and the Comics Industry" and, largely, it set the tone for the run of “Tilting at Windmills." To wit: You are responsible for your actions. You do not exist in a vacuum. Every decision you make has ramifications. And short-term thinking is nearly always harmful and destructive to our long-term health and strength as an industry.

This applies to every level of the industry and it applies to every player, regardless of his or her size, strength, or position.

That's the real thing: None of you are blameless. Not a one.

It applies to every creator who has hacked out a project for short term gain.

"I don't need to put thought into this, because people will buy it."

"I don't need to learn craft, because people buy [flavor of the month], and he sucks, too."

"Hey, it's a paycheck."

You're guilty.

It applies to every distributor who has made a decision to save a dollar today at the expense of the future.

"They bought a lot of ad space, so let's reinforce their message that highend multiple variant covers are a good thing. "

"You can lower your orders, but you lose the possibility of returns."

"Hmm, comics as a category are 
slipping; let's promote pogs."

You're guilty.

It applies to every publisher who "bows to market forces."

"If one cover is good, 12 are better."

"If a title is selling well, let's spin it off to an entire line."

"People will buy Mucus Man no matter who is drawing it; let's not use our best talent."

You're guilty.

It applies to every retailer who looks at his customers as ATMs rather than people to serve.

"People will pay a premium for this comic book, even though I'll never buy it back from them for a fraction of its price."

"If it's not from [publisher], no one will buy it."

"No, our customers won't buy TPBs; they're not collectible."

You're guilty.

It applies to the trade press which happily repackages evil and nonsense as The Way Things Should Be.

"What's hot, what's not!"

"Locking away comics in a bag, with a professional grade, is a good thing."

You're guilty.

It applies to customers who buy into the hype we shovel down their throats.

"How much will this be worth?"

 "I'm going to put my kids through college with this."

"I have to buy all 12 covers, or my collection will not be complete."

You're guilty.

You're all guilty. Every man-jack of you.

“There is right, and there is wrong, and the difference is not so very hard to tell"

But if we accept the possibility that we're responsible for our actions, that what we do matters and has meaning, that there is significance of and ramifications for our actions - if we accept these as truisms - then there is an immediate corollary that appears:

We have the power to change things.

You have the power to change things.

And that's what this column is all about. That power. That spark of decency and common sense and earned wisdom. That ability to change, to "take arms against a sea of troubles, and, by opposing, end them."

The pessimist in me screams out, "We're surrounded by venal sheep who only wish to fatten their own nests, regardless of the costs of their own soul and livelihood!" (And, yes, that bit of me has a horrible tendency to mix metaphors terribly. Oh, and to use too many adjectives and adverbs.)

But the optimist in me whispers quietly, insistently, "Where there is life, there is hope."

I dunno, maybe I read too many comics as a kid. Maybe I'm foolish to believe that with great power comes great responsibility Maybe I am ignorant to believe that one person can make a difference.

Maybe.

But I don't think so.

Because I've seen the changes, subtle and small that they are, that have come from this column. I've spoken to the retailers who said, "Man, you really made me think when you pointed out that selling [title] for $5 a throw when I have two cases in my back room and I'd never buy a copy from a customer, is wrong."

I've spoken to the publishers who understand that, despite the expediency of putting the burden of missolicitation on another party, they have an obligation to take the financial hit themselves.

I've spoken to the distributors who are willing to take the chance and stock a little extra of a quality book, in the hopes that it will make our market grow over the long haul.

I've spoken to the reporters who know that their words hold weight and that it is their duty to use that weight to promote what is good, not what is popular.

I've spoken to the creators who have taken on a project for passion's sake, not for the paycheck.

I've spoken to the fans who finally came to understand that a collection is meaningless, if it gives them no pleasure to collect.

And those rays of light, streaming down on our cloud-ravaged world, are what fill me with hope that one day the skies will clear fully

We're on the cusp of change. I can feel it. I can see the signs all around us. Whether the change comes because you are proactive and responsible and you help build it; or whether it comes because your venality and foolishness forces and reinforces the crisis upon us: That's the only question.

Because it's really up to you.

You have the power to change things.

Specifically, it's up to us retailers. We've always had the most real power (the purchasing power) of any group and the least will to use it. This disturbs me greatly, since we're also the ones with the most to lose in virtually all things.

Let me try to give the smallest of examples: the policy at Diamond that late books are either order-adjustable or returnable, but never both. This is a bad policy It doesn't penalize poor publisher behavior (most comics are not getting adjusted downward to any significant degree) and it doesn't particularly address the problems of late shipping titles (not having proper information to judge sales, non-returnable), unless you cut your order to zero.

Order adjustment is a fine idea, but there's no need for it to be an either/or remedy The best situation is where we have the freedom to adjust our orders but, if the issue ships and still stiffs because it is six months late, then it should also be returnable.

If I say this alone, no one will listen. If 10 of you add your voice, they might consider it. If 100 of us asked for this change, it would be policy the next day

It takes all of two minutes to write a letter to Steve Geppi and Chuck Parker saying, "Please change policy so that order-adjustable issues are returnable, as well. Thank you."

There are very few policies' or procedures that they won't change, if enough of us demand it. But it takes you making an effort.

In the same way, we largely dictate what gets published - the reason publishers do multiple covers on comics is because you support them; the reason they do weak spin-offs of good selling titles that end up diluting the parent comic book is because you embrace it. Every month you let your desires and wants known when you fill out your order form. Every month you have the power to change the industry by voting with your budget.

We also influence our customers and their tastes. You think a series is great? Talk it up, push it, promote it - the customers will listen. You think it's terrible that not enough kids are reading comics? Offer Archies at half price for a month, if your clientele brings a child in the store with them. There are dozens upon dozens upon dozens of things you can do every day to help the industry grow and prosper and thrive.

But they all take an effort; a commitment.

The world sees us as a backwards hillbilly medium, run by mouth breathing fools. We're all the Simpsons Comic Book Guy ("I will not get off my stool unless you buy something") - and for good reason! Too few of us make the barest effort to change things for the better.

And look where it has gotten us.

Just look.

If you're happy to be in a shrinking marginal marketplace, then just keep sitting on your ass. Market forces are quite happy to erode your business as you do nothing.

But the basest ethical choice, the one that illuminates and transforms all others, is that you do make a difference; that you can foster change.

So that's my message. What you do matters. It has meaning. It has merit. It has context. And, because of that, you've an obligation and responsibility to try - to use your power for the best future for all of us.

I have faith, some days more than others, maybe, but I have faith that we can change things for the better.

It's up to you.

Don't let the rest of us down.

****************************************************

Brian Hibbs owns Comix Experience in San Francisco. Write him at 305 Divisadero St., San Francisco, CA 94 I I 7, e-mail him at comixexperience@pacbell.net, fax him at (415) 863- 9299. But more importantly, make a damn effort, will you?

Thanks to all of his editors over the years: Don and Maggie, KC Carlson, Don Butler, and John Jackson Miller. He'll see you in a month or two.

